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Chapter 33 - Flare

Flare and Jade fought with such intensity that they had the potential to become even more destructive than an incursion. If they were on the ground, most of the buildings around Akasaka would have been leveled.
However, it was clear as day who the stronger one was. While Flare stood high and proud without a scratch on her, Jade was hunched over and gasping for air. Her armor had been charred black and melting in some places. The javelin which she seemingly wielded telekinetically began to wobble and dip. The human body and mind had limits even if they were magical girls.
Then what did that make Flare?
"What are you really after, Kanae? Hoarding all those points… Ordering me to leave Kari for dead… Letting Rie get hurt during that Malevolent Domain… We're done having to listen to you and just nodding our heads!" Jade shouted between labored breaths.
"You are so nosy and arrogant for someone who flunked high school. I don't have to tell you anything. Thanks to me, we've kept Japan safe for years. Why bitch and moan now?" From Flare's hands came a ball of molten rock which she fired at Jade.
Kari entered the fray in time and smashed the orb into a shower of burning debris.
"What happened… to Yuria?" Jade panted.
"Oh, bother. The pretend-hero is back." Flare rolled her eyes. "She killed her. Cut the poor girl in half."
"You did what? You were the one who wanted her alive!" she growled.
"And I got answers from her. Now it's Flare's turn to cough some up," Kari said, glaring at her next target.
"There's no point in us fighting anymore. The longer we're here, the more eyes we draw to us. What do you think Japan— the world is going to think, seeing us like this? Seeing you kill a magical girl?" Flare asked as news choppers approached from a distance.
"That's what makes you and me different. I don't care about what other people think."
"Is that why you killed almost fifty innocent people in cold blood?" She chuckled lightly.
Kari choked on her next words.
Of course, Flare had seen that.
Jade ripped the helmet from her head and grabbed Kari by the collar. "Tell me she's lying. What the fuck do you think you're doing going around killing people?"
"You weren't there!" She pushed Jade off and now it looked like they were the ones about to fight. "They were letting themselves get eaten. If that monster had gotten stronger, more people would have died! What would you have done? Leave them like you did me?"
"Kari, I—"
"Ahahahah! Oh, my god! You're so delusional! This is way too funny… my stomach's knotting… It really never occurred to you to use your skill to pull the broken lady away!" Flare had a hard time controlling her laughter. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She clutched her stomach and shuddered all over.
A prickling chill crept up Kari's spine. Because the truth was, it genuinely didn't occur to her to do it that way.
No…
There were people in the way. Even if she did bring it elsewhere, those fanatics would have followed. What other way could there have been?
"Ah~ ah~ Now you're trying to justify why you did it, aren't you? Give up. Accept that your brain is wired differently. You're built different! Ahahaha—"
"Shut up… Shut up. Shut up! Stampede!" Kari brought [Ruin] down on Flare, but the molten shield blocked her blow.
A glint of uncharacteristic fear flashed in Flare's eyes before her transformation took a turn. Waves of fire rippled across the surface of her skin, charring it as black as obsidian and fissuring with molten cracks. An incredible, sweltering heat blasted Kari, forcing her to retreat.
"Kari, you make me hot all over! So much that I really can't take it, you know? But you two have been very bad girls. Maybe keeping my stats a secret was a mistake. Alright, fine. Let me tell you how strong I am." Flare cracked a smile, and doing so created more fissures on her face.
The projection of a gargantuan phoenix formed behind her. Nearby buildings made of cement began to melt and metal utility poles caved in. Her outfit burst into blue flames that was going to take more than a planet of ice to put out.
"What level are you, Kari? Three, four? Well, that's too bad. My total level is 19. My stats are in the triple digits. If I wanted to, I could incinerate you down to atoms." The fiery magical girl summoned a star in her palm, sucking up the oxygen from their lungs, then she snuffed it out by simply closing her hand.
Both of them tensed up as Flare extended the same hand towards the sky. She pressed her thumb and index finger together, seemingly encircling the sun, then lowered it to her right eye.
"If you think you can hide from me, no-no. Eye of Ra lets me see whatever the sun sees. Of course, I can't see everything at once; I'm only human. But don't think for one moment I'm not on to your little girls' club."
Both of them briefly saw the futility of resisting Flare, who was like the ever-burning star itself. Not warm and bright, but a being of chaos and destruction, an indomitable force of nature acting on its own fickle laws.
Yet in spite of this, Kari recalled the incomprehensible entity that came to her. Or rather… she had gone to it. No one, not even Flare could compare to whatever that was. To not even show an ounce of fear at Flare's empowered form seemed to have wiped the smile from her face.
"What did you and Yuria talk about?" Flare asked. "You definitely weren't fighting. At least… not until the very end, if you can call it a fight."
Kari scoffed. "If you think I'm going to spill without anything in return, you have another thing coming. First, I want you off our backs—"
Flare appeared between them, throwing an arm over Kari and Jade's shoulders each. The air around them was so hot that they began to suffocate.
"Smile for the camera." She gestured for them to face the news chopper and threw two peace signs.
"You're not going to kill us on live television." Kari swallowed hard from her parched throat.
"I might still be okay with bargaining if we were friends. But Kari… friends don't fuck each other, and you already fucked me once after our first date. We're not bargaining anymore now that you two know how strong I really am. I hold all the cards, suckers. One of you better tell me something I want to hear, or I'll fry you both and Candy. By tomorrow, you'll be on the front page news that some monster killed you, and your rings will be on new fingers."
"Have you always been this much of a psycho, Kanae?" Jade quietly asked.
Flare reeled back, genuinely insulted by the insinuation. "Psycho? Come on. I'm not losing everything I've built for myself. I have a beach house in Okinawa I wanted to get to this summer, but sheesh! It's been fight after fight after fight. The day Kari got me killed I went home and accidentally strangled my spitz! I paid over 300 grand for my little Wakka, and now he's dead! Who the hell am I cuddling with when I get home now? Blaze?"
If there was one thing from Flare's rambling that she was right about, it was that she held all the cards. Kari knew better than to tempt an unhinged person any further than this. Folding one's hand wasn't a cowardly thing to do. It was strategic.
"The Messiah— The ones behind the online group are Yuria, Hurricane, and Chu Hua," Kari finally revealed.
The corners of Flare's twitching lips pulled up into a deranged grin.
"The star-spangled bitch and commie puppet are out to get me? Wow! This is so the greatest news I could hear all day. If that's how they want to play it, then I guess I'll have to throw them a sleepover invitation." Flare dropped her empowered form and turned her back on them.
The projection of the phoenix reduced in size until Blaze returned to his usual form and perched on his bonded magical girl's shoulder. All the heat around them vanished.
"Oh, and Kari? Just so that we can begin to make amends, how about I lend you my eye? Your friend Minato is safe in Meguro with his parents. Your parents on the other hand… You have whatever little condolences I can spare," Flare sneered before departing with Blaze.
"My parents…?" she echoed unsteadily.
"Kari, wait! We're not done talking!" Jade's shouts went unheard.
Ignoring her and the rest of the city, Kari went full speed straight home to check on her parents. The neighborhood wasn't spared by the incursion and was left ravaged. Several bodies of head hounds riddled with bullet wounds showed the police and JSDF put up a fight here. Among the many houses that were broken into, her home was one of them.
Her stomach churned as she arrived in front of the broken door and its frame cracked wide open on all sides. Something had clearly barged its way through. The moment she stepped in, the familiar sound of crunching bones reached her ears.
Kari trembled. Her head spun and vision lost focus with every step she took. Finally, at the threshold into the living room, a gory scene unfolded before her. A single head hound was feasting on two bloody remains, neither of which looked anything like her parents anymore. The monster took notice of her presence and sought to make her into its next meal, until she smashed its giggling head into the blood-soaked floorboards.
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
As the strength drained away from her legs, Kari found purchase on the couch which her family had shared for years. A strange sense of guilt welled up within her chest.
Rocky floated down onto her lap and put a consoling hand over hers.
"It isn't your fault they died. There's no way you could have known," he said.
"Let's be real," Kari began with a sigh, "it is my fault they're dead. I hate my parents, but… I used to love them…"
How could her heart feel so empty and heavy at the same time? Though despite her loss, she had no tears to shed. Weary and alone, these complicated emotions tormented Kari until exhaustion overwhelmed her at last.
Kari had drifted to sleep in her own ruined house at one point, still wet with the blood of her parents. She awakened much later to the familiar sounds of helicopters and blaring car horns outside. Blinding flood lights shined through the window, and people were muttering something she couldn't quite make out.
It was a march of massive proportions headed in a single direction. Most cars were moving at a snail's pace in one direction. Many families took their chances on foot, dragging a suitcase in one hand and a child in the other. One kid waved at her as she emerged from the house.
Police officers and JSDF soldiers went from house to house, knocking on doors to speak with people. A few had doors slammed in their faces, and others went back and forth bowing.
One officer jumped when he nearly walked into Kari, coming through the gate. He appeared cautious.
"Oh, magical girl… Kari, right? I sometimes forget you guys live among us," the officer said, scratching the back of his head.
"Where's everyone going?" Kari asked.
He peeled off his hat and wiped his sweat-drenched forehead. "The mayor and prime minister issued evacuation orders three hours ago. Jade and Candy have told us that an apocalypse is imminent in Minato City. After what happened today— the past month and a half, I think it's about time we get out of here. If your family is still in there, you should tell them to leave the city."
"Yeah… I'll do that."
He bowed and moved on to the next house.
Flare's probably not too happy about this, Kari thought, wishing she could have seen the look on her face when the evacuation orders came.
The timing of today's incursion lining up with Yuria stabbing her in the gut was too coincidental. It almost made sense to believe that she caused it to happen.
Then the question was how? If a much stronger magical girl like Hurricane and Chu Hua could do the same, that would be a big problem. When she had passed out and spoken with the cosmic entity, it implied that there were two factions at play— 'ancient enemy' was the phrase it used.
It seemed magical girls were even less united than she thought.
Kari clicked her tongue, regretting that she hadn't asked more questions before killing Yuria. No use crying over it now.
"Hmm…" She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. "Rocky, what do you know about a gigantic eyeball monster? When I was unconscious, I met something that said it granted me my powers. That must be your master, right?"
Rocky furrowed his brows in thought. "I really wish I could tell you. As far as my memories go, I just remember coming into existence with the urge to help humanity. If there is a higher being that created anthems, it hasn't shown itself to me. I do think it's weird that it came to you and not others."
"That's not entirely true. Apparently, it met with Yuria before."
Kari pulled Yuria's knife and ring from her pocket, taken the moment she had split her in half. It hadn't disappeared even though the owner had died.
"Flare looked really scared of fighting against that," her anthem said.
These soul-carving weapons were the key to facing Flare. Or magical girls in general.
"That she was." Kari nodded, then glanced up at the setting sun and was relieved to soon be out of Flare's sights.
The thought reminded her of Sachi's predicament.
As night fell, long after the incursion in Minato City ended, Kari returned to Shuu's apartment and found Sachi still hiding in the bathtub.
"You could have at least brought me takeout," Sachi said, her eyes completely red.
With the sun down and Flare unable to see either of them, they set out into the city to grab something to eat. Both the police and military were directing people to leave as soon as possible, but ultimately the choice came down to each individual. Salary workers were still heading into their jobs and made for a depressing contrast to the raucous evacuation of cars moving in the opposite direction.
Kari threw a hoodie over herself as they left the apartment, and Rocky burrowed himself into her center pocket.
"Shuu really never came back?" Kari asked.
Sachi shook her head. "A few hours after you left, I started hearing a lot of people in the other rooms leaving. I found out everything that was going on through my phone. And… I got a call from the hospital. You already knew, didn't you? How long were you planning to hide it from me?"
"I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't want you running off and getting yourself killed."
"Well… I guess it didn't matter… I kind of figured they weren't going to make it, seeing how fried they were. Cried enough in that stupid bathtub anyway…"
Sachi kicked an empty can lying on the street and sucked in a quivering breath. It clattered away and came to a stop against the curb, joining a heap of strewn trash.
"If it makes you feel any better, you're free to do whatever you want now," Kari said to make light of their misfortune.
"No… It just makes me feel even shittier. Whoever taught you to comfort people like that needs a slap in the face." Sachi held back the urge to laugh and quickly fell sullen again. They continued to walk in silence, and although Kari was fine with the quiet, her walking companion didn't feel the same. "How come you're not with family or friends? Never in a million years would I expect you to want anything to do with me, but here we are."
"My folks are dead, and my friends left the city. I don't know why I'm spending it here instead of with my new girlfriend, but it feels wrong to just leave you here." Kari entered the convenience store where a few families were inside browsing for supplies before leaving the city.
Most of the canned and instant stuff on the shelves was cleared out. A kid in the back made a commotion about wanting ice cream. Some shady teens tossed some things into their backpacks.
Sighing, Sachi stuffed her hands into her pockets and cast her eyes to the ground.
"I was a shitty person to you and Makina…"
It bothered Kari that they had come this far before Sachi could finally admit being in the wrong. She was about to tell her it didn't matter anymore until she heard the name 'Kari' muttered by someone in the store.
"Hey, did you see this?" A couple of people were gossiping at the cold foods side of the store. One of them had his phone out, showing it to his friend.
"That's the new magical girl, yeah. Can't believe she killed all those people today…"
"There's no way she did it on purpose. Bet you those monsters mind-controlled them or something. No one sane just walks up to those things."
"Maybe, but man… It got me thinking if a magical girl goes berserk, then we can't really do anything about it, huh?"
"Like the one Flare was fighting earlier? You're worrying too much, man. We just need a good magical girl to fight the bad ones."
Kari avoided the aisle and lowered the hood over her face. Sachi grabbed her hand and pulled her aside.
"There's an arcade across the street. Wanna hit it up?" she asked.
They purchased a large helping of fried chicken and went to the mostly deserted arcade. The only ones left were people who either cared little for their safety or didn't think it was dangerous to stay. Either way, only a single employee manning the counter and several older students stuck around.
Both of them played until their token cups ran dry, then bought more to continue playing. Kari was even enjoying herself in this juvenile pastime with someone whose life she once wanted to ruin. Her worry and stress, the thought of her parents' deaths, began to wash away with every token pressed into the coin slot.
However, as they were seated in a racing game booth, Sachi abruptly stopped and began to choke up. All the bottled up emotions spilled out at once in this quiet section of the arcade.
"Sorry… I keep thinking about what Flare did to Ena and my parents… but no one will believe me. The police called me crazy! Now I have no one left and… I just want to…" Sachi hesitated to finish her sentence and wept into her hands.
Kari understood that feeling of helplessness. Good things only came to the people who had the power to seize them.
Like Flare.
That was why, more than words or a consoling hug could possibly solve, there was only one thing Kari could offer Sachi in a time like this.
"Nothing's going to bring them back, but I can give you a way to get revenge. What do you think about becoming a magical girl?" Kari asked, peeling her fingers back to show Sachi the ring that Yuria once wore.




Chapter 34 - Shattered Lives

"Is that what I think it is?" Sachi gasped, her eyes reflecting the glimmer of the ring's silver jewel.
Snatched from Yuria's finger the moment she was cut in half, the ring had slipped right off like it was lubricated with soap. Just like with Aiko, their deaths were what allowed it to come away so easily. Kari's own remained stuck, as if a part of her body or a second heart that had blood flowing through it.
"This ring will turn you into a magical girl," Kari began. "It won't make you stronger than Flare, but you'll be stronger and can grow stronger than who you are now."
"I wouldn't say you have the biggest potential, but I think you might make for a good magical girl!" Rocky chimed in.
Although it was silent between them, video game soundbites erupting all around seemed to have grown dull in the ring's presence. Sachi stared long and hard at the piece of jewelry, causing Kari to grow envious because this was more time than she was given to make the same choice that fateful day.
And at that time, there was no choice at all.
Sachi reached forward, her index finger and thumb only centimeters away from taking it.
"I can be like you and Flare? Or Jade and Candy?" Her voice trembled.
"You'll probably be colored differently, but yeah. We'll be magical girls together," Kari answered, slightly bothered that Sachi had paired them in that way.
Color drained from Sachi's face. The same hand snapped to her mouth. She hopped out of the racing seat and beelined it for the restroom.
Kari raced after her but stopped at the entrance, unsure why she was feeling any semblance of worry about someone who didn't deserve it. Not long ago, she wanted to see Sachi suffer and was willing to use her to get to Ena.
What changed?
"Can't you just admit you want to be friends with her?" Rocky floated up to her face and asked like a disappointed parent.
"Friends?" She scoffed. "The only friends I need are Minato and Makina. I don't care about anyone else. In case you don't remember, I didn't shed a single tear for Gouda and Chie."
"But if Candy was really in danger, you would go save her. You even saved Jade from getting bombed by Flare," he reminded her.
"Don't go making excuses for me. I make enough for myself."
Kari cursed under her breath, then entered the bathroom to find Sachi inside a stall, hunched over and vomiting into the toilet. She wet some paper towels over the faucet to hand over.
"I'd ask if you're okay, but throwing up all that fried chicken can't possibly feel good," Kari remarked, taking a step back.
"Wouldn't be so bad… if we ordered something sweet instead of spicy…" Sachi wiped her mouth and spat into the toilet, then staggered over to the sink to wash her face. "When I saw the ring, I started thinking about Ena. Her body was still swinging on the rope when I got to her house… and my parents, they… I'm sorry, Kari. I can't do it. I'm just not strong like you."
It wasn't looking like Sachi had any interest in becoming a magical girl. Even after losing her parents and best friend, she showed no urge to see through enacting her own revenge. Kari knew herself well enough that if their positions were reversed, the world would sooner come to ruin before Flare could continue living in it.
They played in the arcade for a little while longer until it was closing time. The employee kicked out the place's only customers with little remorse.
"Where are you headed now? Got family somewhere outside of the city?" Kari asked.
"No one that I'm close with. Don't worry about me though. There's probably plenty of pent-up, middle-aged men that need company if they're crazy enough to stick around. I'll bum off 'em." Sachi stretched her arms above her head and sighed. Once the pedestrian light turned green, she glanced over her shoulder and smiled. "Thanks, Kari."
When Sachi left, the city somehow felt a lot colder. And it was summer.
Kari considered making a quick stop in Meguro to visit Minato, then to Okinawa to see Makina again. With her haste, she could make those trips before morning came.
However, just before she could take off, a gruff voice called out to her.
"Kari Tachibana."
Dressed in a long, brown overcoat and smoking a cigarette was Sergeant Ogata. A black cap concealed his eyes, but it was obvious they were trained on Sachi's back as she headed straight for an izakaya, a place that had no shortage of salarymen coming off work.
"That just now was Sachi Tamura. Same year and friends with Ena Mizushima. The same Ena who was found hanging in her house, both who were friends with Daisuke and Tetsuo," the seasoned officer said almost accusingly, the thick smell of tobacco only partially masked the scent of alcohol.
"Nice to see you again, Officer. Aren't you supposed to be helping to evacuate the city?" Kari turned around and pulled the hoodie off her head.
"As you can see, all those who wanted to leave have already left." He threw an arm out to show the mostly deserted block, then walked ahead of her, convinced that she would follow. "Let's take a walk. I think you're going to want to hear what I have to say."
Kari squinted at him, trying to glean anything off that he might be trying to pull. Was this some sort of trap? The last time they met was at the police station, and the officer undoubtedly suspected she was involved with Tetsuo's death.
With little to do anymore other than to wait for the apocalypse to arrive, Kari followed after him.
Though Sergeant Ogata gave no clue as to where they were headed, Kari recognized this part of the city. Once the streets became familiar, she saw by the police tape around the small park sandwiched between multiple apartment complexes that this was the same place where Tetsuo and the others had died.
Kari understood then that Ogata knew.
He stepped over the bright yellow tape and walked up to the dried bloodstains on the cement.
"You let them die that day, didn't you?" Ogata began, back still turned to her. "Took Tetsuo's phone, turned it on once at a manga cafe and again at Roppongi Hills. I checked with the phone company that provides his service thanks to his still mourning parents."
Something told her this was more than just an accusation. An officer wouldn't have confronted her alone. Blood rushed to Kari's head as she grew desperate to find an excuse. Her thoughts went directly to the quickest solution: from here, she could Stampede his body into nonexistence if it came to that.
Kari folded her arms and stood on the opposite line. "I don't know anything about that. I've already said all I knew."
"Not here to interrogate you. Just looking to bury some old ghosts for my sake. Doesn't matter anymore because the police chief fired me this morning. Said I was digging too much into magical girls, because guess what I found? You ladies aren't the sparkly heroines everyone is making you out to be." Ogata faced Kari at last and raised his head enough for her to see the redness in his eyes under a flickering lamp post. A swarm of flies buzzed incessantly at the bulb, but soon left to find new light when he exhaled a puff of smoke. The cigarette between his cracked lips had run its course, and he pulled a carton out only to sigh at it having gone empty, crumpled it, then tossed the piece of trash to the ground.
"It's too bad most people don't see it that way. So what did you find?" Kari humored him.
"That you people are a menace. Flare can turn a man into ashes, you can slaughter a mob, Jade and Candy deal billions in damage to infrastructure just by fighting, and magical girls hiding in plain sight with almost every record of them removed… You're all nothing like Batman. You're teenage vigilantes doing whatever the fuck you want, and folks in high places are letting you get away with it," he growled.
"Then you should bring it up to them, not me. Look, man. You're drunk. Go home." She turned to leave but froze to the click of a firearm's hammer.
Rocky chewed on his paws, flicking his gaze between Kari and the disgruntled man who had his gun drawn at her back.
"P-Please, put the gun down. We can still talk about this," the anthem said, putting himself in the line of fire behind her head.
"Move, Rocky. I'm not risking you dying," Kari said.
"But… Okay…" He flew into the trees to hide.
"You magical girls are tough bastards, but that's if you're transformed. Can you change faster than a bullet fires?" Ogata asked.
Kari clenched her jaw, seeing no way out against a man who had just lost his job and was on her tail this entire time.
"Do you really want to test that? Say you put a bullet in my head. What happens tomorrow? Where will your daughter be when the monsters come again, and I'm not there to stop them?"
"My little girl and wife died today! Mio, she… she was only four!" he yelled, choking up and startling Kari as his composure faltered. "One of those flying monsters carried them into the sky while they were out shopping. Where were you? Where were the others?"
They were fighting amongst each other. But she couldn't tell him that. The only one who was really out saving the day was Candy.
"I can't be everywhere at once… There were bigger monsters causing a lot of damage everywhere. What did you want me to do? I'm not going to waste time trying to explain my—" Kari took a step forward in an attempt to leave, but a gunshot rang out and kicked up dirt next to her feet.
Despite the noise that should have attracted attention, no one came. Not through the alley, not even from the windows of the apartments which surrounded them.
The city was nearly a ghost town by now.
Ogata sighed. "That's the crux of it, isn't it? We can put a whole mag into a head hound, but no amount of ammo is going to kill something walking out of a Malevolent Domain. We have no choice but to need you. That gives you the right to play hero? Play with people's lives like you did that crowd of protestors in the streets or high school boys who were here?"
"My best friend got raped because of that fucker!" Kari screamed, her outburst louder than she expected. Even now it still hurts to think about. It wasn't a question about why Makina had to go through that. It always came back to asking herself why she didn't do something sooner.
"I feel for you. If that happened to my… my daughter. I'd want to choke the bastards to death. But an eighteen year old girl taking matters into her own hands is exactly what's wrong here. The difference is I'm capable of letting the law do the work. Are you? Which side of the law are you on?" he asked.
The buzzing insects returned.
"Doesn't look like you're on the side of the law now. I'm sorry I'm not a hero, chief. You want to find a real one, her name's Candy. If you're trying to shoot a fake one, you're better off pointing that peashooter at Flare instead," she said.
"What about you? Should I be pointing this gun at you?" the former officer asked.
Their standoff seemed like it lasted hours for Kari. Her pulsing heart became a harsh dissonance in her ears.
"You brought this on yourself," she murmured, then transformed as multiple shots rang out. "Stampede!"
By the time it was over, all that was left of Ogata were a mist of blood and his coat landing at the other end of the park. A photo of him, his wife, and his daughter drifted to the ground. The little girl in it didn't look much older than a preschooler.
A sharp pain ran up her spine. She clutched her left shoulder which became wet with her own blood. A bullet had grazed her. It must have happened right before she transformed.
"Why am I injured?" Kari asked.
"Same reason why Candy was battered even though she was transformed. Any injury sustained out of form affects you in this one. You'll have to heal naturally for it to go away," Rocky answered, unrolling gauze for her to use.
After getting stabbed in the stomach this was almost nothing. Didn't stop it from hurting like hell though.
Kari flew to the nearest hospital, hoping to get stitches on her wound. The area outside the building was swarming with JSDF vehicles and personnel. There were so many injured civilians and soldiers alike that occupied beds that were pulled out to the lobby, and only a few were being treated on the spot.
"I need help," Kari said, walking up to the front desk with [Incognito] on.
The nurse saw the wound on her shoulder and bowed apologetically. "Someone will come see you as soon as they can. Please understand that it might take some time."
With all the people in here, some time was an understatement.
Even while not in magical girl form, she somehow felt unwelcome. Anyone who was conscious had their eyes fixed on the television, where it replayed footage of her killing the fanatics in order to get to the broken lady, shots of her calling forth the helicopter, and close-ups of her cutting Yuria in half.
"I was there when it happened. It was like magical girl Kari didn't hesitate," a man whose arm was put in a cast remarked.
"The Messiah is brainwashing people with propaganda. What was she going to do?" Another man came in defense of Kari.
"Killing all those people is still wrong. What kind of example is that setting to other magical girls?"
More people began to chime in with their own opinions, splitting them into ones that defended her action and those that were horrified by it. Kari swallowed the urge to say something and left the hospital before she added to the arguing.
They didn't know a damn thing. They weren't in her shoes and neither did they have to make that choice.
While acting on autopilot, Kari found herself at Suginuma High and broke into the infirmary from the window to help herself. With blood soaking through the bandages and dripping down her arm, Kari and Rocky ransacked the cabinets for fresh gauze and disinfectant.
The infirmary lights flipped on and nearly blinded them.
Iori Wakana was standing at the door. She was out of breath and covered in sweat, like she had been running all over the city. Just like Ogata, her eyes were bloodshot, and Kari suspected why that was.
"Oh, Kari… You're hurt. What happened?" Iori asked deliriously, walking into the room. "You should sit down and let me treat you."
"No, wait—!" The moment Kari backed into the cabinet, Iori grabbed a pair of scissors and lunged forward.
The metal point bit into Kari's palm.
This wasn't a struggle. She could easily overpower Iori, but would that be the end of it?
"I saw it! I saw how you killed Yuria! That was my little sister!" Iori screamed, tears streaming down her face. "You didn't even flinch… y-you cut her in half! I asked you to help her! You were supposed to help her! I'll never forgive you!"
"Iori, stop! Let me explain!"
Kari stared into the eyes of a crazed and grieving woman. She shoved Iori back so hard that her head smashed into a bookshelf. Rocky gasped and went over to check the nurse's pulse, then shook his head.
She ripped the scissors from her palm and had trouble closing her left hand. Every time she tried, a sharp pain rushed up her arm.
"Damn it… I didn't mean to! Fuck!" Kari cried.
"But she attacked you first! Y-You're not in the wrong," Rocky said.
"I told you to stop making excuses for me!" she yelled at her anthem, then knelt next to Iori's still body.
There was nothing that could be done. Iori was dead.
Kari shut the poor woman's eyes and finished patching herself up with Rocky's help. They left the school together, but the blood loss made her lightheaded. She wasn't sure where to go anymore. People were turning against her. The only ones who could give her a hand were out of the city, and she didn't want Candy or Jade to see her in such a state.
How would she be able to tell them that she killed a police officer and school nurse? Would they even forgive her after seeing the videos of what she did?
The chill of night began to cut into her bones even though the summer humidity enveloped her. As she dipped in and out of consciousness, Rocky grew worried.
"Let's land down somewhere to rest. Or… Or maybe call Shuu?" Rocky suggested, but his words didn't register. "Oh, no— Don't fall asleep on me!"
Kari blanked out. She crashed hard into the deserted streets and was no longer in her magical girl form. Everything hurt. Beyond the physical pain, her chest ached more than anything. Hot tears dripped to the cool asphalt grinding against her cheek.
A group of people made a wide berth to pass around her, thinking she was a corpse on the road.
"Kari! Kari!" Rocky shook her and tried to pull her off the street to no success.
"I just need to close my eyes for a bit. Keep watch for me, will you?" Kari asked of her anthem. She was about to drift to sleep until another group of people, rowdier than the last, started making a big commotion.
"Let go… Let go of me!" a familiar voice cried.
"Come on, baby. We're the only ones left in this city."
"We're gonna die at any moment, so let's have a little fun together!"
"You were trying to hit on a bunch of old shits anyway. We'll show you a lot more fun instead."
Kari peeled her eyes open to a trio of playboys across the street dragging Sachi towards a closed love hotel. One of them grabbed a brick from the ground to break the door open.
"Hey… The girl isn't interested," she said, climbing to her feet and lumbering over to them.
"K-Kari? What happened to you?" Sachi exclaimed.
"Who's this? Your friend wanna play, too?" the pushier one asked.
"Geez, she looks like a fucking zombie. I don't wanna fuck that! Hahaha!"
The third, who seemed to have taken interest, came closer to throw an arm over her. "On second thought, you're kind of cute. You remind me of that one magical girl… Flare or… Kari?"
Without a word, Kari grabbed his arm and twisted the joint out of its socket, then shoved him back to his friends.
"Fuck! The bitch messed up my arm!" he screamed.
The other two jumped in to get her, but Kari tripped one and smashed a foot through his skull, smearing the cement red. She threw the second one across the street where he landed hard and stopped moving. The last one with the broken arm backed himself into the wall.
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry! Please, let me—"
Kari headbutted him with a sickening crack. Blood poured down his nose, and he soon crumpled to the ground.
"Did you… You really killed them all…" Sachi whispered.
"Trash like them…" The exhaustion and blood loss finally caught up to Kari. She almost fell, but Sachi slung an arm around her and pulled her into the building to lay her down on the lobby couch.
A hand rummaged through Kari's pocket and found Yuria's ring.
"You saved me more than once. I think it's time I return the favor," Sachi declared, voice filling with determination.
"How is this happening?" Rocky asked himself. "Sachi's potential is… growing!"
"Sachi, wait… You'll—"
It was too late to stop her.
Sachi slipped on the ring. Her shining clothes blinded Kari and transformed into a sparkling, silver dress. She cupped her hands together to catch an egg that materialized from thin air. It cracked and splintered until a butterfly emerged from it, unfurling beautiful wings like the curtain of a starry night.
"My name's Iggy!" the butterfly anthem introduced himself, flying circles around Sachi. "Are you my magical girl?"




Chapter 35 - The Hunted

Kari waited in the middle of the deserted street, trying to come up with what she should say in explaining the situation. Her thoughts were a jumbled mess. She didn't expect Sachi to just take the ring and hiding her from the others wasn't practical. The only logical thing to do now was to bring Sachi into the fold, where at least Candy and Jade would help defend her against Flare if she were to ever find out.
"Yo."
Jade and Gauntlet landed in front of Kari, each with a half-eaten ice cream cone in hand. She transformed into her normal self, dressed in a sleeveless plain tee and ripped jeans. An expected style from someone who Flare called a delinquent.
"I thought Rie was coming with you?" Kari asked, glancing up to the sky for the other magical girl.
"Rie's on her way," she began reluctantly, taking several steps back. "But about that…"
Shooting in like a falling star, Rie arrived infuriated. She stormed up to Kari and slapped her hard across the cheek. A clenched jaw and fists betrayed the emotion in Rie's eyes, which were welling with tears.
"I saw you kill all those people… I asked you to stop Yuria and Flare from fighting, not kill one of them! Why? Why? Why?" Rie pounded into Kari's chest for answers but without the same strength as her first strike.
Kari had no answer to give. Not one that would satisfy either her or Jade for that matter. The last two people who confronted her about it died. Ogata and Iori's faces, moments before they died, were burned into her mind. Their grief and manic rage… including their final words hadn't stopped replaying in her head since.
Killing that crowd meant nothing to her. But those two, however, might haunt her forever.
Each hit grew weaker and weaker until Rie's arms gave out. Kari felt the arteries in her chest knot up as the same arms wrapped around her. She couldn't tell if this was a hug or an attempt on her life.
"I did what I had to," Kari said.
"You got really hurt yesterday… Will you at least tell me if you're okay?" Rie asked in a quivering voice.
"Yeah. I'll be okay," she answered, then thought to put a hand on Rie's head to reassure her.
Rie put distance between them instead. Kari had thought the hug was the end of it, that they were going back to the way it was before. Clearly, she was the only one under that misunderstanding. There was no distance between them a second ago, but now they seemed to be a whole ocean apart.
"I'm sorry, Kari. I thought you and Flare were better than this. I can't look at you two the same way again after yesterday…" With one more glance over her shoulders, Rie flew off as quickly as she arrived.
Yuyu, Rie's anthem, bowed apologetically. "Candy doesn't hate you at all! She just needs some time to think about everything that happened. I remember her being so happy when you two first met, it's just that now…"
"I get it. Look after her and keep her safe, okay?" Kari grinned.
The little tanuki bowed twice more and followed after her magical girl.
"Whole lotta people are pissed after your little show." Tsubasa scarfed down the rest of her snack, crumpled the paper wrap, and tossed it into a nearby bin.
"Then what the hell was I supposed to do?" Kari lost her cool and yelled now that no one else was around them. "They were going to die anyway! The monster was going to get stronger from killing them!"
"Clearly not that. Clips of you killing Yuria and those folks in the street are going viral faster than an idol found with a boyfriend. They don't give a shit what your reason was. The Messiah and their braindead followers are eating it up."
Hurricane and Chu Hua. Though they weren't as prolific as Flare, both names were a staple in their country of origin. There was no doubt whatsoever that Kari was in their crosshairs after killing their third. At least that made knowing where they stood on the aisles easier. They weren't exactly allies to begin with. At least not with Flare, that was for sure.
"Why can't we just reveal who the Messiah is to the public and be done with it?" Kari asked.
"Be honest. Who the fuck do you think people are gonna trust right now?" Tsubasa fired back. "Besides, Flare's got something up her sleeves and doesn't want us saying jack shit."
Flare? She, more than anyone, should have wanted to out them. Kari thought hard on why she would want to sit on this information. The fallout that might come of it in the midst of the upcoming apocalypse might have something to do with it.
"Well, unless you got more to talk about, I'm heading out. Got some things I wanna take care of before we get caught by surprise again." Tsubasa transformed and was about to take off until Kari stopped her.
"I do," she began, "but there's somewhere I want to go first."
The two of them entered Nekoyama to find Shuu tidying up files and dishware behind the counter. He was trying to shoo a cat away from messing with the papers until the store bell chimed, surprising him that anyone would still be around. No one was more shocked than he was upon laying eyes on Kari.
"Shuu! You're okay!" Rocky exclaimed, gently landing on his head.
"Every time you guys show up, it's always something new and somehow things get worse." Shuu sighed.
After he seated his only customers, Kari worked away the shame while he was making their drinks to speak with him.
"How come you stuck around?" she asked.
"Someone's got to take care of these buggers. All of my coworkers, including my boss, took the first train out when they heard the news. I was supposed to open today and still had the key, so… I came here," Shuu answered as a matter of factly.
"You're kinda cute." Tsubasa leaned forward on the table with her chin propped up on her hand. "I dig a guy with that attitude. But if you got a wheelbarrow, I suggest you roll your massive balls and these cats outta this city while you still can. It ain't gonna be pretty."
"Jade, if you flirted with me a week ago, I'd have gone nuts. I'm not an idiot. My friend's coming down with a van later this afternoon to pick me and these little guys up. We're leaving for Nagoya tonight to stay with her cousin," he explained, putting both coffee drinks on the table.
That was a relief. Then everyone that was worth a damn would be out of the city.
If Kari's parents were alive, she would have been telling them to get out of the city, too. Would they have wished her well, or begged her to leave with them?
Tsubasa was tapping into her phone and sipping quietly until she spat coffee all over the table.
"Turn on the television!"
Shuu fumbled for the remote behind the counter and flipped the T.V. on to the news, where their prime minister, Naoki Ishida, was speaking from the National Diet.
"A difficult choice was made yesterday afternoon. An evacuation was ordered for Minato City when it was made clear to us that it was no longer safe. The JSDF and police force are cooperating to help those who need assistance to leave the city in a timely manner."
In addition to other political theatrics, he proceeded to explain that the surrounding cities would also be evacuated as a precaution. Nothing of this scale had ever been done before. Everyone remembered the devastation that faced South Africa and on top of the latest incursion, people were more receptive to escaping with their lives. Even with four magical girls in the city, it wasn't enough to convince people they would be safe and sound here.
The real kicker came when he handed the mic over to Flare. More surprisingly was the 90 degree bow neither Kari nor Tsubasa expected her to do.
"Don't let her fool you. She's pissed the fuck off because of the evacuations. The only reason she's keeping a lid on is because you told her who the Messiah really are," Tsubasa explained and was probably right.
"No amount of apologies will make up for our failures yesterday or bring back the loved ones that were lost. I take responsibility for that. A lone, deranged magical girl, unknown to us and the public, took advantage of the chaos from an incursion to attack us. That distraction resulted in the loss of many innocent lives."
Flare raised her head and flashed a triumphant, reassuring smile.
"Even so, we persevered! One of our own, magical girl Kari, slew the menace. But we have a lot of work ahead of us. An Apocalyptic Incursion is coming to Minato City. It threatens to swallow all of Japan just like it did South Africa. That is why I'm here now, calling on our strongest allies from across the sea— Hurricane, Chu Hua. I'm asking you two to lend us your strength. We can face this together, and then take the fight to South Africa to show those monsters what magical girls are really made of."
Both of them heard every word tearing through their skulls with a shudder.
"That bitch didn't even consult with us first!" Tsubasa smashed through the table with her bare hand, scaring away the cats around them. "We really aren't a team anymore. Tch. Guess we never were to begin with."
"Asking them to swing by after broadcasting that I killed Yuria… Flare's using me as bait to get them to come," Kari said, chewing on her lower lip.
Those two might not be as strong as Flare, but they were skilled enough magical girls to protect their own countries which were many times larger than Japan. Not to mention, the United States had more magical girls than just Hurricane.
Messiah. They must be who that giant eyeball was talking about. Maybe their coming was actually a good thing. There might be a chance to ally with them to kill Flare, then—
"Nngh…" A sharp pain pricked at the back of Kari's head.
Something with a human body and black fog for a head stared back at her from the window, but it vanished after a single blink.
"Hey, you good?" Tsubasa asked, but Kari waved off her concern.
Shuu returned to the floor to see their broken table and terrified cats at the corner of the room.
"Really, guys? Well, this place better be destroyed by the apocalypse when I get back. Otherwise, I'm getting an earful from my boss." He gave them additional iced coffee drinks free of charge on the unbroken side of the table.
Rocky and gauntlet drank what looked like sugar-filled, diabetes-inducing beverages that made Kari gag.
The broadcast ended with Flare handing the mic back to Prime Minister Naoki, but not before advertising her latest collaboration film with a toy manufacturing company. Even in these circumstances, she didn't have any filters regarding her status.
Yet the fact that she even showed up at the highest stage of politics, next to the prime minister himself and in front of the National Diet, was proof that her influence ran deeper than what could be seen on the surface. Sergeant Ogata was right.
One by one, Shuu began to corral each cat into a separate cage. A van had parked outside where his friend waited. Instead of carrying the last two cats out, he scratched his head over something while scanning every nook and cranny of the store.
"I feel like I'm missing a cat," Shuu said.
Kari glanced under her broken table just in case. "Maybe it ran away?"
"Maybe… Well, I've done all I can here." He picked up the two remaining cats and paused at the door. "Kari, I still can't believe you're a magical girl. Take care of yourself, alright?"
"Thanks, Shuu." She pursed her lips, ashamed that she didn't have more to say.
Before leaving, he shouted from the passenger seat, "If you and that girl still need a place to stay, feel free to trash my place because screw that landlord!"
The van drove off, leaving them to their own devices in the now-empty cat cafe. They spent an hour lounging around and were about to take their leave, too, until a cat meowed somewhere in the back of the store. Tsubasa and Kari traded glances, then walked into the back where they found a black kitten on the table in the employee's break room.
The collar on the kitten had its name. Aba. It looked to be at least less than a year old. The black coat of fur still had some thin baby hairs
"Poor thing probably followed Shuu into the back earlier without him noticing." Tsubasa picked the kitten up and cradled it in her arms. "You have his number?"
"For you or for the cat? Either case, I don't have his number," Kari answered, keeping an eye and distance from the cat.
"What? You kill monsters on a daily basis but a cat's got you scared shitless?" she asked.
The kitten's hazel eyes were fixed on Kari. It was well-behaved in Tsubasa's arms and didn't struggle like the others when people tried to pick them up.
"It's the cats that don't like me."
"And I don't like them!" Rocky fumed.
"I think it's kind of cute." Gauntlet floated up to the kitten to pet its head.
"We killed enough time. What's this thing you need to tell me?" Tsubasa asked.
Kari led Tsubasa to the love hotel, who stared up at the neon sign with a scowl.
"Didn't know you feel that way about me, but I'm not into eating clams," Tsubasa remarked.
"Shut up and just follow me." Kari rolled her eyes, then noticed she was still holding the kitten. "You're really bringing that with us?"
"He needs a home. I'm not going to leave him there in that cafe to die," she said.
They went to the most lavish room available where Sachi was inside watching television. She stood up with a start as soon as they entered.
"Kari! And… is that Jade?" Sachi was stunned, looking like she had met a celebrity.
"I still have no clue what's going on. Are you coming out to me as a lesbo or something?" Tsubasa folded her arms.
"Sachi?" Kari groaned.
"Right— Transform!" In a flash of light, Sachi changed into her magical girl form. The butterfly anthem flew circles near the ceiling and landed gingerly atop her head.
"Iggy!" Gauntlet flew straight to his friend while his own magical girl was speechless. "Is that really you? I thought you died?"
"Aha… I know it's my name, but I have no memories of you guys. It sounds like we used to be friends, so I hope we can get along again!" Iggy said.
Kari was picked up by her shirt and slammed against the wall. The impact left her dazed for a second, and when she opened her eyes, a pissed off Jade was in front of her.
"The hell is going on? Why does this chick have Yuria's anthem?" Tsubasa tightened her grasp and bared her teeth.
"I gave her the ring… I don't know why Iggy came back to life…" Kari couldn't so much as struggle. Despite how strong she had gotten, she was still no match for her. All she could muster was to clutch onto Tsubasa's wrists and be dissected by furious eyes.
"No, she didn't give me the ring!" Sachi exclaimed in her defense. "I took it from Kari for myself!"
"Flare was after her life. That house fire a while back? She did it. Killed Sachi's parents. She's also the one who forced two high schoolers to commit suicide. I figured the only way to protect her was for her to protect herself, and we have an extra hand in the apocalypse." Kari swallowed hard.
"I bet you didn't even tell her that she loses her soul in exchange," Jade whispered, letting Kari back down after saying her piece.
Kari fixed her clothes and frowned. The gap between them was huge. She did, however, recently gain a large amount of points from killing Yuria. Maybe it was time to level up.
She was about to excuse herself to go to the bathroom until a chill crept up her spine. By the deer-in-the-headlights look, the others felt the same sensation.
The anthems in the room tensed up. Something akin to wind blew against them, but they shouldn't have felt that inside a building. It was like a gust of malicious energy that came and went.
"Did you guys feel that?" Kari asked.
Sachi clutched herself and shuddered on her knees. It was her first time sensing something like that, so she was understandably spooked.
"It might be a Malevolent Domain. I'll go check. Your name's Sachi, right? Hold Aba for me," Jade said, passing the shivering kitten into her hands.
Kari followed after Jade, but Sachi grabbed her arm.
"Please, don't leave!" Sachi begged.
Kari recoiled, thinking that she had seen Makina in Sachi's place. She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head.
"You're safer here. If you come outside, Flare will see you. I'll have Rocky stay inside to look after you." Kari nodded to Rocky who saluted her in return.
They ran out of the building thinking a Malevolent Domain had been erected somewhere in the city, but there was no such indication of that. The skies were clear. No purple bubble anywhere. No warning or error from their systems either.
"Could have been an abnormality." Jade summoned her golden javelin and gazed from building to building for any signs of stray spawns. "If all of us felt that, then it ain't a coincidence."
Kari transformed and summoned [Destruction and Ruin].
Few people were out and about. A drunkard was leaning against the entrance of an alleyway between two tall apartment complexes. Three stragglers were loading luggage into the back of their car by the curb. Other than them, no monsters.
"Where'd the drunk go?" Tsubasa squinted at the alley where the man was no longer there.
"Maybe we're just imagining things—"
A horrified shriek snapped their eyes back to the car.
The men who were packing things into the car trunk stumbled to the ground. One of them went missing. Both quickly jumped to their feet and made a beeline to Kari and Jade.
"Help—"
A blur zipped past them, and the cry for help was cut short. Another man had vanished. Whatever it was was too fast for either of them to track. Only one man remained, who was booking it as fast as he could across the street.
"Gauntlet, go!" Jade ordered. "I'll cover you!"
The armored panda flew into action with Jade commanding the javelin to move alongside him. However, before either could reach the man, an unknown force caught him first.
They finally saw it. The creature stood still having eaten its final victim.
Gauntlet, frozen in terror, stopped his advance.
"What… is that?" Kari gulped.
Standing there was a naked human being with no genitals, facial features, or hair. It had a feminine build but was no taller than an average human. The head was split down the middle and revealed a venus fly trap-like mouth, inside of which were bloodied, twitching fingers that were swallowed into its gaping chasm.
It turned to face them, then vanished.
"Kari, fly!" Jade shouted.
She was too slow to react and saw the glint of its gnashing teeth.
"Stand Firm!" Kari braced herself and was knocked through multiple buildings. She landed in a pile of rubble with her weapon gone and head aching.
Health: [200/200 ⇒ 150/200]
"It took… that much out of me…?" She coughed up blood and struggled to get up.
The monster wrapped gnarled fingers around her throat, forcing Kari to stare into its approaching blood-soaked maws.




Chapter 36 - Lurking Terrors

"Ahehehe… ahehehehe!"
Kari grinded her teeth when the humanoid monster started giggling. If it could smile, the horizontal jaws curving into a wicked grin to taunt her was just that. Like the scarecrow monster did when it thought it had killed Flare.
"You guys… sure like laughing a lot for being so ugly…" Instead of trying to pry the monster's fingers away from her throat, she found [Destruction and Ruin] partially buried under rubble and extended her hand to the weapon. "Come Here!"
The soul-carving weapon returned to Kari's grasp. She buried the bladed edge into the side of the monster's stomach. A horrifying, guttural screech erupted from its maw.
Before Kari could cleave through, she was thrown into another building and crashed inside a thrift shop, shattering antique vases, knocking paintings from the walls, and sending clothes scattering to the floor. Her head pounded, but that attack just now wasn't as bad as the last.
Health: [150/200 ⇒ 133/200]
As she picked up her weapon, wispy tendrils clung to [Ruin] like billowing smoke. It had successfully carved a piece of the monster's soul. Gazing upon the writhing incorporeal mass, something like thirst tickled the back of her throat.
"Hehehe…"
Stepping over the debris from the hole in the wall, fists clenched and ready to finish her off, it began to giggle once more. The right side of its abdomen was uninjured as expected from the soul-carving side of her weapon, but a ghostly smoke leaked out from it.
With nowhere to run and backed into a corner, Kari squeezed the weapon until her knuckles turned white. A few more good hits should incapacitate it, but whether or not she could last was another matter.
"Quit laughing and come get me, you ugly piece of shit!" Kari yelled.
The monster obliged and charged right for her.
"Judgment!"
A hundred javelins punctured through the roof and impaled the ground around them. Kari braced herself to be hit by one, but none of them struck anywhere near her. Instead, a wall of javelins had separated her from the monster, forcing it to retreat outside to outrun the continuing volley.
Kari squinted past the hole in the rooftop to see Jade smirking.
"This doesn't make us even!" She growled past the blown-open roof.
"Gratitude ain't in your vocabulary, huh? Whatever. Get out here and help me put this fucker down!" Jade shouted back.
The two of them launched a flurry of unrelenting attacks. Kari turned her weapon to the meat tenderizing side and smashed down on its head for a killing blow. She struck hard, but it proved more durable than she first gave credit. It had sacrificed both arms to block the attack, raising them to block the blow and consequently shattering the bones.
Her second swing came too slow, and it seized the opportunity to leap back in retreat.
As it dashed away, broken arms dangling to the side, Jade gave chase and rained javelins from above. Kari hesitated to follow after them. For how accurately Jade could kill head hounds in mass, she was having a hard time nailing this larger target.
Although… It was incredibly light on its feet. She hatched an idea.
"Fire one in front of me!" Kari yelled.
Jade threw her a look like she was a nutjob.
"You asked for it…" The emerald magical girl's javelin returned to her hand, and she reared back to launch it with all her might. "Judge, Jury, and Executioner!"
Kari extended her hand to the escaping monster. "Come Here!"
It came rocketing back. She grabbed it by the throat and flashed a taunting smirk just as the javelin impaled the monster through the chest. The tip of Jade's weapon plunged into the ground between her feet.
"Geez… What if you were off?" Kari asked.
"I don't miss on purpose," Jade retorted and flew down behind it.
"I'll take this. Thank you for the meal—" She swung [Ruin] when an ear-shattering shriek erupted from its jaws and brought them to their knees.
Health: [133/200 ⇒ 103/200]
Health: [103/200 ⇒ 73/200]
The monster violently twisted its body and wrenched itself free from the javelin, then threw a powerful kick at Jade to send her flying. She crash-landed into a fire hydrant, causing water to gush like a geyser out onto the streets. Satisfied with its handiwork, it turned its attention back to Kari.
"What the hell is this thing… Why is it so strong?" Kari struggled to get up, hands still pressed to her ringing ears.
It hit hard, moved fast, and didn't care about how injured it was. On the other hand, they were getting chunked down from every strike.
Was it on the brink of death? They couldn't know. This monster wasn't showing any signs of slowing down.
Kari saw Sachi at the threshold of the love hotel's broken wall. If she were to emerge from that building, Flare would know she's alive.
That bitch was probably laughing while watching the two of them struggle.
"What are you waiting for?" Kari adjusted her grip to [Ruin] again.
The monster vanished in a burst of speed, but Kari had seen faster.
"Nice try!" She swung left before it could reach her and carved a lateral cut across its chest.
Every time the monster tried to get a hit off, she caught it at the very last second. A smoky haze eventually coated the bladed edge of [Ruin]. The heart sigil glowed brightly, empowering [Destruction] with the 100 unmitigated damage buff.
That was only if she could get a hit off, but it had become more cautious now. The damn thing still wasn't incapacitated. Could it be much stronger than a Malevolent Domain threat?
Stampede was the only way to nail it.
Somehow, even though it looked to be at death's door, the monster didn't back down. Kari was surprised to see it fall into a defensive stance. Both arms were beginning to regenerate with bones cracking back into place.
"I've had just about enough of you!" Jade exclaimed as multiple javelins fired out from underneath the rubble to trap the monster in place. "Now, Kari!"
Magic Capacity: [50/80]
"Apocalypse Power-Up!" An incredible surge of power coursed through Kari's veins, and at the same time weakening her.
Physical Strength: [34 ⇒ 102]
Physical Resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
Magical Resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
"Stampede!"
Physical Strength: [102 ⇒ 510]
As the world around her blurred, Kari flipped her grip on the weapon to [Destruction] for the final strike. But at the very last moment, it wasn't the monster she impacted— It was Jade.
The emerald magical girl's eyes widened right before she was sent hurtling across the city.
"How…?" Kari asked herself, staring at the spot where the humanoid monster should have been, but where Jade actually was.
Thankfully, Jade was alive. The fact that she didn't receive any points was proof of that. There was no reason to panic.
But why? What the hell happened?
The monster in question landed several feet away from Kari. It pointed and cackled at her.
It must have a set of skills of its own. She couldn't come up with any other reason.
With Jade out of the picture and likely down for the count, Kari was the only one left to fight it. This wasn't looking good, especially with 0 defenses against something so strong and fast.
Regardless, Kari stood her ground and stared the monster down.
It lowered itself, preparing to pounce when a glint in the sky blinded Kari.
"Get away from her! Starfall Grenade Cannon!"
Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!
Metallic, star-shaped orbs landed at the monster's feet, then exploded in beams of light all around the monster, leveling the surroundings and sending debris flying everywhere. Nearby buildings caught in the blast crumbled to a cloud of dust, parts of the streets collapsed into the sewers, and utility poles toppled around them.
High in the sky was Candy who had come to her rescue. The barrel of her hand cannon was smoking something fierce, and she looked ready to fire a greater payload.
"Rie!" Kari shouted, ever relieved to see her back.
"I'm still upset with you!" Rie pouted, then glanced around in search of someone. "Where's Jade?"
The words lodged in Kari's throat until Jade warily flew up to join Candy in the sky, visibly battered but not dead. Pieces of armor from her Gallant Knight form were falling off her body.
"I ain't dead… yet," Jade said, ripping off a tattered shoulder plate. The sight of blood dripping from her mouth, both eyes barely open, and hoarse breathing suggested otherwise.
Kari expelled a breath of relief. She never expected to be glad that Jade was alive, but an attack like that should have annihilated her.
"Looks like neither is the monster," Jade added snidely.
Their quarry rose from the rubble and pushed aside broken concrete walls. Its arms were completely healed. The last blast from Candy didn't so much as faze it. Then would Stampede have killed it anyway?
Instead of jumping right back into the fight, it remained there and stared patiently at them. It seemed… much more composed than before. Was it waiting for them?
"This thing is strong. Really strong. It's taken a whole lot of punishment, but I don't know if any of us other than Flare can take it." Kari hated to admit as much, but it was true.
Candy furrowed her brows and resolved something that Kari couldn't read from her expression alone. "Let me blow it up."
"You can't!" Yuyu exclaimed.
"Absolutely not," Jade agreed. "Flare might've asked you to bomb the last one, but she ain't here to tell you that again. You're not doing it."
"If that monster runs rampant in the city and Flare isn't here to stop it, a lot more people will die!" she argued.
The tension between them grew thicker than it had ever been. They were always so friendly with each other, and for her own anthem to speak out against her couldn't possibly be a good thing.
"What is it? You have a skill that'll kill it?" Kari asked.
"Like your Destroyer class, my Gunslinger class is very unique," Candy began, swallowing her hesitation. "There isn't another magical girl out there like me. At level 3, I unlocked a spell called Supernova that transforms me into an unavoidable bullet of pure magic damage. In exchange for my life, I deal 10,000% of my magical strength to everything in a small radius."
Kari drew a blank. She couldn't even fathom such a high number on the spot. This should have been information they traded ages ago, but Flare's idiotic rule kept them from talking about it
Although, that was beginning to look like their only—
"Candy told us about it before when we had trouble in a Malevolent Domain. That bitch Flare didn't bat an eye ordering her to use it," Jade explained.
That was why Rie was hospitalized for so long? Then what Flare had said about how she ended up in that condition was a lie.
A wave of dizziness struck Kari. She pinched the side of her arm so hard it stung.
Just earlier, she actually thought about telling Candy to do it. Flare's words about their likeness to each other echoed in the back of her mind like a taunting lecture.
I'm not like you. I'm not like you. I'm not like you… she repeated to herself to drown Flare out.
Kari drew in a deep breath, then saw that the monster had vanished. The others didn't.
"Watch out!" She shoved Candy away from a kick to the head. The monster wheeled around and rammed a leg into Jade, who barely blocked the blow with her javelin.
"Prison of the—" Before Rie could utter her entombment skill, a punch to her gut knocked the wind out of her lungs. The girl fell to her knees, gasping for air.
In a matter of seconds, they were reduced to just Kari. Outnumbering it didn't make a lick of difference. She leaped back to gain some distance. Without any defenses, a mere sneeze in the wind would knock her health down to 0.
However, in her retreat, the monster proved to be faster.
Kari raised her axe to swing, but it grabbed her hand and throat. She repeatedly punched the side of its head to no avail. Nothing she did would make it budge.
At this rate, they were going to—
"Assassin's Shiv!"
From seemingly out of nowhere, Yuria's dagger plunged into the monster's back and Sachi appeared at the handle. She sliced upwards, ripping out a ghostly appearance of it from the body and causing it to drop Kari to the ground.
Kari gasped. "Sachi?"
Instead of being incapacitated, it let loose another piercing shriek and kicked Sachi away, then took off running away in visible distress.
"Come… " Kari extended a shaking hand to the monster but lost consciousness before she could utter the skill.
They awakened later on the couch of a huge hotel lobby. The place was devoid of any hotel guests or employees, but the lights were turned on as if still in operation. Tsubasa sat on the other end of the couch, holding an ice pack to her left shoulder. Neither Candy nor Sachi were anywhere to be seen.
"You finally got that hit off on me like you wanted when we first met," Tsubasa remarked with a chuckle that turned into a pained groan.
Kari put a hand to her pounding head and pursed her lips. "I didn't mean to… That thing—"
"Had skills or something like us, I know. But damn. You did a fucking number on me in a single hit. How'd it feel?" she asked.
"I mean… What can I say? It felt really good to finally slug you."
They looked each other dead in the eyes without a word until Tsubasa cracked a smile. Uncontrollable laughter filled the space between them. It took the pain from their injuries to at last quiet them down, but even then there were bouts of giggling.
Two pairs of footfalls echoed from behind a reception area.
"I could've sworn I heard them laughing!" A beaming Rie came racing into the lobby. "They really are awake!"
Their four anthems entered, pushing a cart with a bunch of food in small plastic bags stacked onto it. Sachi followed them from behind and as soon as she saw Kari awake, immeasurable relief welled in her eyes.
Rocky sat down on Kari's lap and offered her two onigiris.
"I know you don't like sweet stuff, so I found this for you. Not sure what's so good about plain rice and seaweed."
"Things are better straightforward and simple." Kari took both onigiris and scratched the back of his ears, then got off the couch in time to Rie confronting her in a moment of deja vu.
The younger magical girl got on her toes and pressed an ice pack to Kari's head, then said, "Sachi wants to talk to you."
"Thanks, Rie." She took the ice pack and joined Sachi by the elevator room.
"Sorry about earlier…" Sachi apologized, her back pressed against the wall and gaze cast to her feet. "When I saw you— saw you guys getting hurt, it was hard to stomach it all. If Flare comes and kills me, fine. Maybe I deserved it."
The resentment in Sachi's voice was clearer than a polished glass window. It was obvious she was still guilty about the bullying she inflicted on her and Makina. In spite of that, Sachi stayed true to her word about returning the favor.
Kari glanced down at the onigiris in her hand. Each had a different filling.
"Pickled plum or tuna mayo?" she asked.
"Huh?" Sachi raised her head in puzzlement. "Tuna mayo, I guess?"
"Here." She tossed Sachi the onigiri with pickled plum.
"You're messing with me, aren't you?"
Kari grinned. "That's me bullying you. We're even now."




Chapter 37 - Enemies on all Sides

While Tsubasa, Rie, and Sachi were searching for a nice room to hunker down in since the hotel was abandoned, Kari hung back in the lobby's restroom. She sat inside a stall in case one of them were to come searching for her. It was no secret that she was a magical girl-killer now, but no one needed to know that they could gain points from it.
Although, there was one other candidate who might already be aware that such a thing was possible.
Flare.
The Apocalypse System's communication revealed that there used to be more magical girls in Japan. Sachi had even been added to the list after turning into one. Chances were, those other girls couldn't handle fighting monsters all the time. The fact that the public knew so little— possibly knew nothing about them— was further proof that they either gave up early on or Flare forced them to put down the mantle. Likely by killing them herself.
How else could she have reached level 19 without slaying other magical girls? Kari was evidence of that. A magical girl was worth as many points as a Malevolent Domain threat. Possibly more. Killing Aiko and Yuria had given her enough to catch up to Candy in two months.
Now, Kari was going to overtake Candy by one level.
"Put 400,000 points into Siegemaster and level me up," she told Rocky.
"Right away!"
Her points pool of 805,000 dropped to 405,000.
[Congratulations! You are now a Lv. 3 Siegemaster subclass.]
Physical Strength: [34 ⇒ 36]
[New skill gained.
Destruction Incarnate: Spend your remaining magic and half your current health to activate. Become impervious to all physical damage, and all physical damage dealt ignores physical resilience.]
"Well, isn't this a crazy skill?" Kari whistled sharply.
The fight against that monster the other day might have turned out very differently with this skill. In the very same breath, there was no telling if it had its own magic-based attacks waiting for them.
Using a skill like this was going to take some precautions. She spent another 200,000 on two healing sigils and two magic sigils.
"It still feels wrong that you used points from Yuria and Aiko…" Rocky shuddered.
"For an anthem that's supposed to be my support, you sure question me a lot. In case you forgot, one of them tried to kill me and the other almost killed me." She reminded him with a flick to the forehead.
The anthem's ears drooped. Kari lifted them and tugged lightly to the sides. He squirmed uncomfortably at first but was clearly enjoying the attention she starved him of.
"It's just that… You seem to get really angry when people hide stuff from you— rightfully so— but aren't you hiding a lot from the others?" he asked.
Her smile fell away, and she let go of his ears.
"Let me ask you this— if I tell them I got points from killing Aiko and Yuria, what then? If I told Sergeant Ogata that I let Tetsuo and those boys get eaten, what then? If I took too long to kill that bird monstrosity or let those people in front of the broken lady live, what then? I turn myself into the police and get handcuffs slapped on my wrists, but all those monsters will still run rampant while I sit behind bars."
The gears in Rocky's head turned as he tried to come up with a rebuttal. Eventually, he yielded.
"I guess you're right, but don't you feel bad for hurting them?" Rocky looked into her eyes as if searching for the answer himself rather than from her.
Not an ounce, was what she wanted to tell him but knew better than to get into that discussion.
"Jade once said that we can't save everyone. That's my answer, too. But can you really question my morality when you anthems don't tell us that we exchange our souls to become magical girls?" Kari fired back.
Rocky gulped and said nothing more.
Over the course of the week, Kari and Makina had been texting nonstop, updating each other on the state of things and how they were doing. A lot of their messages were mostly flirtatious. Makina had also been talking about a surprise but refused to give Kari any hints. She had never felt this floaty before. It sucked that they were miles apart after finally confessing. If only things turned out differently, they could be together right now.
Instead, Kari had to spend hours in her day killing stray spawns and hunting for that monster. They also had to keep an eye on Sachi in case Flare decided to come and finish the job.
While Rie stayed behind at the hotel with Sachi, Kari and Jade set out into the mostly deserted city for the creature again.
Kari couldn't hide her displeasure any longer after circling half the city. "It's not just me, right? This thing is avoiding us or something. Were they ever this smart?"
It certainly seemed that way.
Without Flare's Eye of Ra to help, they were searching for a needle in a haystack with a human-sized monster in the metropolis that was Minato City. Wouldn't put it past her to kill the thing herself for all the points it was probably worth.
That Flare hadn't come for Sachi yet should be proof enough that she wasn't here.
"Jaws really threw us into the ringer and went into hiding." Jade agreed. "It's definitely more intelligent than the others we've fought. If it traveled to other cities to kill people, we would have heard about it by now."
"Jaws?" Kari raised a brow.
"You got a better name for it, rookie?" She folded her arms, patiently waiting for an answer.
"Better than what I was thinking— Venus-fly Trap monster or Zetsu."
There was a moment of silence between them as if Jade fell into mourning.
"No wonder you're so whacked. Your taste in anime is trash." Jade rolled her eyes and flew towards Tokyo Tower.
"Wha? Hey! It was a decent show!" Kari clicked her tongue. She caught up to Jade who was floating above the very top point of the tower.
The city only appeared as calm as it was deserted. Any sort of commotion, and they would have seen or heard something. With everyone gone, nature was quick to try and reclaim it. Small critters like squirrels and raccoons scurried in the streets. For once, birds chirped louder than car engines and music from traffic speakers.
It occurred to Kari only now how peaceful the city could be. All it took was removing an entire population of humans. But deserted or not, that peace wasn't going to last very long.
"What do you know about Hurricane and Chu Hua?" Kari asked. "You've been a magical girl longer than I have, and I didn't care much for them until I became one."
"No one gives a shit until it's knocking on your ass. Maybe you heard a few weeks ago the PM was trying to introduce a magical girl registrar. It would make us property of the government," Jade explained with a sour expression.
"I thought that fell through, but what's it got to do with those two?"
She nodded. "I'm getting there. Reason was, it didn't gain traction thanks in large part to Flare and a whole lot of people at our backs. That ain't the case across the Pacific. Hurricane is a United States marine. She's also the one who proposed a magical girl registrar to Japan at last year's UN assembly."
When Kari connected the dots, it wasn't hard to understand why Flare had a bone to pick with Hurricane.
"Japan welcomed us with open arms when we became one. Over in the States and China, a teenage girl with superpowers ain't something to pop open champagne for. Think of us like natto. Most people in Japan will eat it without a second thought. You give it to a bleached monkey, it will be a cold day in hell before they try it," Jade said.
Crude as the metaphor was, Kari was inclined to agree. Their country had already set a precedent of accepting magical girls. That wasn't the case elsewhere. Crazy to think all those anime, manga, and novels would have contributed to the acceptance of their kind. At the same time, military superpowers likely viewed them differently. Probably like they were nukes or something.
"As for Chu Hua. Dunno too much. Her class is Illusionist, and the girl's a dancer." She pulled out her phone to show Kari an online video with tens of millions of views.
A dainty but tall girl was performing a breathtaking ribbon dance on a grand stage to the erhu and bamboo flute. The ribbons, as Kari watched carefully, were an extension of the sleeve's flowing blue outfit. Her skin was snow white. She danced upon slender legs, moving fluidly from one side of the stage to the other.
When the music picked up, many copies of herself emerged from her body to fill the stage. They continued to perform to applause and cheers as confetti rained down.
"It ain't photoshop or mirrors. That's Chu Hua making use of her illusionary skill. Each is as strong as the real one. Can probably give Naruto a run for his money," she teased.
Kari was unsettled. Chu Hua expressed so much emotion in her movements, but her eyes were so lifeless. She appeared almost like a marionette.
Those two would inevitably come to Japan, whether by taking Flare's bait or by international obligation after seeing what happened in South Africa. Japan's economy wasn't something the world wanted tanking. If Flare was planning to kill them, then she intended to do it here and take every single point they had to offer.
Her true threats weren't Kari, Jade, or Candy. They were Hurricane and Chu Hua. Likely the same ones the giant eyeball referred to. Kari was unsure who to side with anymore. Getting rid of the remaining members of the Messiah was what the monster asked her to do. But doing so helped Flare, and no one benefited from her surviving.
It also begged the question— Why the hell were Hurricane and Chu Hua instigating the populace against magical girls in secret as the Messiah?
A heavy metallic sound clattering on the street drew Kari's attention. It was brief, but she was sure she had heard something.
"Was it just my imagination?" Kari wondered aloud, then descended to the middle of the empty road. Few idle cars were parked on the curb. An empty coffee can rolled past her, but the sound was much heavier than that.
Clunk!
A round sewer grate wriggled. Strange, fleshy growths were writhing along the gaps like tiny fingers trying to push their way out from underneath.
Jade joined her in the street. "The hell did you just find?"
"About to find out." Kari ripped the grate from the ground and tossed it off to the side like a frisbee. She and Jade jumped into the pitch black sewer system. The rank smell of rot and shit permeated the air.
It wasn't until Jade summoned her shining javelin to shed some light that they saw what horror awaited.
All along the concrete walls and ceiling were human-sized pustules and fleshy sacs, each connected by stringy tendrils like clusters of nerve cells. They pulsed with life as a beating heart would.
When Rocky and Gauntlet poked at one, it rumbled back like a growling stomach.
Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin] to cut one sac open. A creature with similar features to a head hound fell out. The thing twitched for a moment before going still. It looked different from the monsters above. Its limbs were more like stringy synapses than meaty claws. She cut out a second one, then smashed its head in.
"No points."
"There's more down this way!" Rocky shouted from further in.
Gauntlet returned from the opposite direction with the same news. "This way, too!"
"Have these things been down here this entire time?" Jade asked blankly.
The two of them threw each other a worried look. The Tokyo sewer system was vast. It had to be in order to service the millions that lived in this metropolis.
"I think our government's going to need to evacuate a lot more than just Minato City…" Kari muttered.
They almost considered killing the monsters one by one until Candy sent them a message that made the hair on their neck stand on end.
[Candy: Flare's here. She says we need to talk, but Sachi is still here with me. What do I do?]
Kari panicked. "We have to go back!"
"That bitch sure has her timing down pat." Jade growled and took another look at the monsters clinging to the sewers.
The four double-timed it back to the hotel and found Kanae leaning against a limousine in front of the hotel. She couldn't look more relaxed dressed in a strapless top and designer jeans, sipping milk tea and texting into her phone.
Blocking the entrance into the hotel was Candy in her magical girl form, shielding Sachi who was also transformed.
"You got balls to show up like you aren't looking for a fight. Maybe you're finally here to help us?" Kari glowered at the pop idol.
"Nope." Kanae put her phone away and lifted her sunglasses. "My beach house isn't going to occupy itself."
Jade landed to put herself between Kanae and Candy. "The apocalypse is right around the corner, there's a Malevolent Domain-level threat somewhere out here, and we just found a whole bunch of shit underground. You think we should be playing around?"
Instead of looking Jade in the eyes, Kanae turned her gaze to Kari and smiled.
"You really pulled a fast one on me with that girl over there. You even went as far as giving her a ring? I'm impressed. Seriously!" Kanae chuckled.
"Don't even think about it." Kari gripped her weapon with both hands.
"We all know this won't end pretty," She waved her hand dismissively. "But I'm willing to graciously let this slide under two stipulations: give me the other ring so I won't come back to any more surprises, and Kari comes with me to Okinawa."
Was that it? What sort of game was she playing?
"Why Kari?" Jade asked in her stead.
Kanae let out an exasperated sigh. "Why else? So we can bond! We're friends who got off to a bumpy start and need to build some trust again. Only her, by the way. You and Rie already went with me last year, so hold down the fort here with the new girl."
"You have my word, Flare has no intentions of hurting Kari," Blaze assured them.
"What do you think, Rocky?" Kari whispered.
"Blaze might serve a questionable magical girl, but he wouldn't lie. Maybe we should at least hear what Flare has to say?" he suggested.
She stowed away her weapon and dropped the transformation.
"Fine."
Jade pulled out the ring from her pocket that once belonged to Aiko and tossed it to Kanae. As if on cue, the chauffeur exited from the driver's seat to open the door for his passengers. The celebrity entered first and immediately made herself comfortable.
"Come on. The ivory beaches of Okinawa await!"
"You can't be serious about wanting to bond with me," Kari remarked scornfully as she entered and took the farthest seat from Kanae possible.
She didn't answer. Her lips creased into a scheming smirk as the door shut.
As it turned out, Kanae wasn't kidding. They drove to the airport where a private jet was waiting. Both of them could have flown to Okinawa, but the celebrity insisted on traveling in style. Once they landed at Naha Airport, Kanae spent nearly an hour taking pictures with the locals and pandering to the public for an impromptu photography session.
Kari couldn't wrap her head around what she wanted. If it was to enact revenge for tricking her about Sachi, she could have done it back in the city in front of the others to teach them a lesson. Was this really just to go on vacation?
If it weren't for Flare's Eye of Ra, Kari would have ditched her a long time ago to meet up with Makina instead.
"Oh, I forgot to tell you— I invited one more person to join us. You two have already met," Kanae said.
When they walked out of the airport terminal, another limousine was waiting for them. Someone in a one-piece white sundress, her curly dark brown hair fluttering from the winds, stood awkwardly in front of the vehicle.
That someone was Makina, and as their eyes met, only one of them smiled. Kanae put an arm around Kari to make it look like they were the best of friends.
"Let's get along nicely, yeah?" 




Chapter 38 - Deal with the Devil

"Wow! This is incredible!" Makina exclaimed and ran right for the giant window pane, which stretched from the ground to the ceiling and sported a picture-perfect view of the ivory beaches.
Kanae entered the beach house after them and tossed her duffel bag onto the couch. She stood by the stairs to get a full view of the beach herself.
While Makina was preoccupied touring the villa with Rocky in her arms, Kanae threw Kari a patronizing grin.
"Relax! We're on vacation. It'll be a short one, so you gotta make the most out of it." She took a shot at Kari still being in her magical girl form in particular.
"Just a little tense. Gotta be prepared in case something attacks, you know?" Kari fired back.
Makina suddenly tackled her from behind with a hug, nearly crashing them into a large potted plant.
"Bet you didn't see that coming! Lighten up. Flare herself invited us to her beach house!"
Kari rolled her eyes and sighed, then dropped magical girl form while keeping her gaze firmly on Kanae, who couldn't put on a better act of the kind host.
"Oh, and thank you so much for inviting us, Flare. But are you sure this is okay? With all the fighting going around, I mean," Makina added.
"No sweat!" Kanae fetched a couple of popsicles from the fridge and tossed one to each of them. "Jade and Candy were kind enough to hold it down while we're gone. Us coming here is my way of… welcoming Kari into the magical girl club. Also, while we're here, just call me Kanae. We're all friends, right?"
Yeah, right, Kari thought. She walked over to the window for a view of the beach and didn't think it was anything special.
This beach house, however, was exceptionally extravagant. The living room had an electric fireplace underneath a 70-inch flatscreen television. Right around the corner was a kitchen furnished with a miniature bar and cafe-tier espresso machines. An outdoor patio and pool awaited them in the backyard past the sliding glass doors.
Kari never would have imagined setting foot in a place like this in her lifetime. She had long cast aside the desire for a wealthy lifestyle. It wouldn't have been possible for someone with paltry grades and disinterest in career aspirations to reach this point.
A glimmer of hope for living in the lap of luxury had appeared upon becoming a magical girl, but given the current circumstances that wasn't going to happen.
Something whirring bumped into Kari's foot. Both she and Makina glanced down to see a Roomba change directions.
Makina was particularly taken by it and knelt to watch it sweep the floor. "You have a Roomba, too? It's so cute, like a tiny pet! I've always told my mom to get one so we didn't always have to vacuum. Does it have a name?"
"Nope. Why don't you give it one? That's what we'll call it from now on." Kanae humored her.
"What would I name it…" she wondered aloud, rocking back and forth on her heels.
"How about this— If you became a magical girl, what would you want to name your anthem?"
Kari glared at Kanae for even entertaining the thought.
"Pochi," Makina said, a name which sent a chill up Kari's spine. "I think it's an adorable name!"
They were interrupted by an older man with graying hair, descending from the second floor. He bowed to each of them. To Flare, he bowed much lower.
"Lady Hashimoto and her guests. It is a pleasure to have you here," the man said.
"Your dad?" Makina asked.
"This is Goto, my steward for this beach house. Been so for three years now. Great guy and gets things done when I ask. Speaking of which." Kanae threw him a look.
"As you requested, I have prepared the rooms and meals. Your itinerary is on the nightstand," Goto answered hastily.
"Good. Well, we're wasting daylight here. Hope you guys packed your swimsuits, because it's time to hit the beach," the lady of the house declared to Makina's delight.
"Beach? Maybe you need reminding that you kinda kidnapped me off the streets. I didn't have time to pack a single thing!" Kari folded her arms in defiance.
Kanae walked up to Kari as if to size her up.
"I have just the thing." An impish smirk flashed across the elder magical girl's face.
Worn down by Makina's insistence, Kari eventually relented in wearing a black string bikini that Kanae had given her for the beach.
"You can chalk this up as another reason I want to kill you…" Kari grinded her teeth so hard they could crush stone.
"I'll be damned. You were packing a lot more under that boring style than I thought." Kanae whistled sharply as she cruised past her.
"Oh, my god. Kari, you look so hot! The school swimsuit doesn't give you enough credit," Makina gushed, unbeknownst to her that the threat to Kanae just now was no friendly banter.
Her friend hung close, leaning in front of Kari's sightline as if waiting for something. No matter where she turned, Makina was right there with a bright smile. At least until it turned into a pout.
"Don't you have something to say about my swimsuit?" Makina put both hands on her hips.
What could Kari say? Makina was dressed in a white two-piece swimsuit. Though it didn't show as much skin, the style was both mature and bold. She found it difficult to look at her for too long. The kiss they shared was still fresh in her mind and made her heart race faster than anything she fought.
"You look cute," Kari answered finally.
The compliment painted Makina's face a shade of red.
"You know… we'll probably be sleeping in the same room tonight," she reminded Kari, then skipped off to join Rocky in the water and left her with a lump in her throat.
"Aren't you two the cutest thing?"
Lying on a beach towel and underneath the shade of an umbrella, Kanae gazed out to the open sea where Makina and their anthems played. A group of people passing by who recognized them as magical girls waved, and the celebrity returned the gesture in her popstar persona with a high-energy voice and exaggerated waving.
"Don't you ever get tired of acting like you're not fucked up in the head?" Kari asked.
Kanae laughed so hard she had a hard time catching her breath. "I've been acting all my life to get to where I am. People like you and me have to put on a face. Otherwise, how else will we earn their love and affection?"
She scoffed. "I'm not putting an act in front of Makina if that's what you're implying."
"Maybe you're right. You'll twist and turn anything just to keep her safe. That's what makes you so fun. If I apply a little pressure to her, how much will you bend?" Kanae asked.
Kari clenched her fists and felt a fury build up within her chest.
"You so much as sneeze in her direction, and I'll—"
"Mommy, look! A dolphin!" A young girl ran towards the water only to be snatched up by her mother.
"Honey, that doesn't look like a dolphin…"
Kari and Kanae turned to multiple fast-approaching fins jutting out of the seas. They moved so quickly and with such force that they carved large wakes through the water. A pair of surfers riding the waves to escape the creatures were pulled under, which then followed with a font of red. Hundreds of people in the waters started panicking and made a break for the shore.
"Makina, get out of the water!" Kari screamed, but her voice was lost in the cacophonous screams.
Instead of heading for shore, Makina swam towards a little boy who fell off his floatie and was being thrashed around by the swimmers around them. Rocky and Blaze desperately pulled them to shore.
"Start treating these as opportunities to make yourself look better. Who cares about the rest, right? Go get your girl." Kanae patted Kari on the shoulder.
Kari cursed under her breath and transformed. Dozens of hands reached out to her, but she ignored every one of them. Saving Makina was the only thing on her mind. She and the little boy were barely held above the water's surface by the two anthems.
"Thank goodness you made it!" A soaked Rocky gasped
"Take him!" Makina tried to raise the boy into Kari's arms.
"I can get you both, just—" As Kari lifted them, a large group of people also reached out. They grabbed onto Makina and the little boy's legs which weighed them all down. Her own hands were already slippery from the water. People pushed and shoved to get to what they saw was their only safety.
"Kari… I'm slipping…" Makina whimpered.
Kari thought to power up but feared crushing Makina's hands.
One of the finned monsters beelined right to them. It breached the surface with jaws opened. Kari let go of the entire group just as she was caught. Trapped in its sharpened teeth, Makina's frantic cry was the last thing Kari heard before she and the monster sank deep into the water.
Health: [200/200 ⇒ 183/200]
Shit!
"Sta— gluup!"
The moment Kari opened her mouth to utter a skill, seawater filled and burned her throat. This damn thing was dragging her deeper. She punched it repeatedly, but the monster didn't so much as flinch. Her blows had been softened by being underwater.
Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin] into her hand and carved away at its soul until it stopped moving, then ripped it in half with her bare hands.
[+35,000 Apocalypse Points.]
Freed from its jaws, she glanced up to see many legs treading the waters and another monster swimming for them. She extended a hand, intending to use [Come Here!] only to remember that another gulp of seawater would be her doom.
Kari instead used the dead monster to kick off from, surging back to the surface in time to intercept and send them both into the air.
"You're coming with me! Apocalypse Power-Up!" Kari lifted the monster by its tail and chucked it into the sky. As it fell, she flipped her grip to [Destruction] and smashed its face in.
[+35,000 Apocalypse Points.]
Before people had time to swarm again, Kari swooped in to pick up Makina and the boy to carry them back to shore.
"What about the others?" Makina cried.
"Later! You're more important to me than they are!" As Kari flew for the beach, Flare zipped past her in the opposite direction.
"Thanks for the assist, Kari. I'll take it from here!" Flare offered a patronizing salute on her way out to sea. "Snaking Flames!"
Tendrils of fire fished up the five remaining shark monsters from the water and slow-cooked them to death. She let their charred remains fall back into the ocean with a smoking sizzle. Saved from danger, those on the beach and still in the water applauded at their savior.
When Kari reached shore, two parents who were the only ones not clapping, came running to reunite with their kid.
"Thank you, Kari!" the boy said.
"No problem, squirt." Kari put a hand on the kid's damp head and smiled.
As the family departed and others were preoccupied with showering Flare with adoration, Makina tugged on Kari's arm.
"Can we go back to the house? I don't feel safe out here anymore…" she said.
"Yeah." Kari pursed her lips and glowered. "Come on, I'll fly you back."
Flare had disappeared the rest of the day. Whether she had gone to a photo shoot or was caught up in signing autographs, Kari didn't care to find out. Her steward, Goto, was kind enough to fix them some lunch and dinner.
So much for a nice vacation. Wherever they went as a magical girl, monsters showed up with them. Nothing would ever be 'nice' as long as they remained this way.
Later at night, Kari entered the bedroom to find Makina on the balcony, leaning against the railing and speaking with Rocky. He glanced over his shoulder to see her enter, whispered something into Makina's ears, then flew over.
"She's still spooked from today," Rocky said.
"From almost dying?"
"From thinking that you almost died. I'll give you two some privacy. Good luck, partner!" He shut the door on the way out.
Kari took a deep breath and joined Makina. Her eyes were fixed on the many stars against the cloudless blanket of night. Leave it to Okinawa to have the best sights.
"A little rabbit said you were worried about me," she began. "You know I'm a magical girl, right?"
"It's just… When I saw you laying on the ground in Tamachi Station, and today when you were dragged out of sight from me… I got so worried. Sometimes, I dream about being a magical girl and protecting you instead," Makina explained.
"With a Roomba anthem named Pochi, right?"
Her joke was returned with a flurry of light punches.
"This isn't funny! I was really scared. I know after today, you're going to be gone again and there's no way for me to know if you'll be safe." The punches came to a stop. Makina hugged Kari from behind and buried a tearful face into her long hair. Both arms which held her were trembling.
"Sorry for worrying you. All I can say is that I'll be fine. Look at me. I've lasted this long, right? So instead of crying back there, why don't you tell me what I gotta do to prove there's nothing to worry about?" Kari asked.
Makina let go and said, "Turn around."
She did and was struck in the forehead with the force of a hammer. Somehow, Makina's forehead flicks always caught her and Minato off-guard to hurt like hell.
"If you were ever a magical girl, I think I know what your signature move would—" Before Kari got in another word, Makina silenced her with a kiss.
As soon as their lips parted, Kari knew herself well enough that she wouldn't be able to hold back any longer. Makina's inviting gaze chipped away her will to resist and that kiss hammered the final nail in the coffin.
"We might not get another chance like this again." Makina returned to the room and climbed onto bed, all the while undoing the button on her pajamas.
Kari climbed on top of her. She stroked Makina's inner thigh, but stopped when her friend flinched and curled up. One hand clutched the collar of her shirt and the other gripped her pants defensively.
"Sorry!" Kari hastily apologized.
Makina shook her head. "It's… not your fault… I know you're not them, but…"
The pain was still there, deeply embedded in her heart. Kari could see that, and it hurt more than anything that Makina continued to suffer.
"We don't have to do this," Kari whispered and laid flat on her back next to Makina. "Just being with you is good enough for me."
Although slightly disappointed, Kari shut her eyes in an attempt to fall asleep when a familiar sensation pressed against her lips again. Her eyes snapped open to Makina on top now and dressed in nothing more than her underwear.
"But I want to do it with you. I don't want… them to be on my mind anymore. Lately, you're all I've been thinking of and… it gets frustrating. When you leave tomorrow, no more regrets," Makina said.
Kari clasped both hands on Makina's rosy cheeks, wiped away tears from the corner of her eyes, and pulled her in for another kiss.
Long after Makina had fallen asleep, Kari decided she had her fill of watching the adorable sleeping face. She brushed the dark brown hair from her sweat-caked forehead and smiled.
Aside from an obvious nuisance, today was possibly the happiest moment in her life. Their first kiss couldn't even compare. Seeing Makina writhe and make faces like that was a torch to the kindling underneath her heart.
No way in hell was she going to thank Kanae for this though.
Kari carefully hopped out of bed, drew the sheet over Makina's shoulders, and walked over to the window. She pulled the curtain to one side and saw the full moon peering back at her.
Tomorrow. Of course, the next day had to come. If only she could stay in this room with Makina forever.
She threw on a blue yukata hanging inside the closet and went downstairs to fetch herself a glass of water. Goto was in the kitchen, obsessively wiping down the island counters.
"Oh, Kari?" He lifted his head to her descent. "It is incredibly late. Is there something I can help you with?"
"Back at you. It's past midnight. Shouldn't you be in bed?" Kari did a double take at the clock.
Although Goto was the house servant, there could only be so much to do at this time of the night. Whether he had just gotten done or started, the counters seemed just as spotless as when she first arrived. Was he polishing them until he saw his own reflection?
"No, I-I have several more tasks to complete before bedtime. Allow me to pour you some water." It wasn't until Goto walked up to the sink, where a nearby night light lit up, did Kari see his weary eyes. Once the cup was filled he turned to hand her the drink, but in his drowsiness, let slip the glass which shattered on the floor.
The two of them stared blankly at the mess for only a split second until Goto realized what had happened. Color drained from his face. He scrambled for the broom closet.
"I'm sorry… I'm terribly sorry…" Goto repeated in a frantic apology. "Please, don't tell Lady Hashimoto—"
"About what?"
They straightened their backs to the front door creaking open. Flare entered the house with paper bags from designer brands filled with clothing, her eyes were trained on the terrified Goto and the mess below him. The poor man seemed to have lost his speech in trying to find the right words.
This wasn't the attitude of someone who served with joy.
Kari stepped away from the mess and said, "My bad. I accidentally dropped a cup trying to get some water."
"Weird. Then why would Goto apologize on your behalf?" Flare tapped Goto on the shoulder and set him alight. The flames consumed him in an instant and happened so fast that Kari didn't have time to process fear. The small pile of ashes left in his place was quickly clumping together from the spilt water. He didn't even have a chance to scream.
Kari blinked in disbelief, fighting back the urge to transform. "You… killed him over a broken cup?"
"Forget about Goto for a sec. Listen, Kari. I'm justified to kill you after you killed me, and after you lied to me about killing that girl. We got off to a rough start, but it doesn't have to be that way." Her fraternizing demeanor didn't match the words coming out of her mouth.
"I knew bringing me out here wasn't just for shits and giggles. If you want something from me after all, then spit it out already." She growled.
"Oh, my bad! Maybe I should start getting to the point with you. Well since you so kindly asked, I need you to kill Hurricane, Chu Hua, and any other magical girl they bring over to Japan. Under the cover of the apocalypse, no one will know what happened." Nothing Flare said had any hint of joking. She was dead serious. But it wasn't unexpected.
Kari had suspected that, having seen [Destruction and Ruin] kill Aiko and Yuria so easily, Flare would treat it as her greatest asset in offing the thorns in her side.
The psycho magical girl grabbed a glass cup from the cabinet and filled it in the sink, then handed it over to Kari.
"And if I wanna team up with them to kill you instead?" Kari sneered.
The tension between them grew thick yet again. Flare reveled in this discussion. The threat to her life was met with something like an orgasmic shuddering.
"Then you might succeed. Then they might kill you later out of revenge for killing Yuria. But what happens to Makina if the apocalypse is allowed to destroy Japan? You don't want to lose her after spending such a pleasant day with her, do you?" she asked like a worried friend would.
Kari grew nauseous. She lost all interest in humoring Flare the instant Makina was brought up.
As they stood face to face in what was supposed to be an unlit kitchen, a pair of eyes that burned more intensely than the sun illuminated the space around them. It was a gaze that offered no choice. One, if refused, would see this beach house go up in flames with Kari and Makina in it, just like what happened with Sachi's home.
"I kill Hurricane and Chu Hua, and you leave Makina and Sachi out of this?"
"Cross my heart and hope to burn." When Flare stuck a hand out, Kari noticed that her ring had also almost embedded itself completely into the finger.
The two shook hands.
How ironic that this seemed so much like the first time they shook on it. Only this time, Flare wasn't sweating from hiding something and Kari knew for sure what it was she wanted out of this partnership.
"We have a whole lot to do ahead of us. Better get some shut-eye, partner." The fiery magical girl transformed back to her normal self and winked.
As she left, the Roomba took her place to vacuum and sweep away traces of Goto.
Kari hadn't realized how much time had passed until someone descended the stairs.
"Kari?" Makina quietly called from upstairs. "I just saw Kanae walk past. What happened?"
As Makina reached the bottom of the steps, Kari moved to block her view of the ashen mess.
"Nothing. I accidentally dropped a glass. Kanae told me to just leave it to Goto, but I figured I'd clean it myself," she said, hoping Makina wouldn't look past her.
Makina giggled.
"What's so funny?" Kari asked.
"You? Clean? You used to not even pick up after yourself. I guess you really have changed, huh?"
They exchanged a light kiss before Makina went back upstairs, leaving Kari ridden with guilt.




Chapter 39 - When the Bell Tolls

Kari awoke to find herself alone in the room. The one person she was hoping to see at her bedside wasn't there. Her eyes adjusted to find a single strand of brown hair left on the pillow.
Terrified by what might have happened while she was asleep, Kari jumped out of bed. She threw open the bedroom door and was given pause by piano music coming from somewhere downstairs.
The music lulled her into a nostalgic peace. It took her back to her childhood, of times when there was little to worry about other than getting to class on time. She recognized the slow tempo and particular fixation on low-pitch notes that dragged on longer than they should.
Makina. Playing this way was her staple.
As Kari descended the stairs, drawn in like a sailor to a siren's tune, she came to a music room in which the door was left ajar. There sat Makina at a grand piano, eyes shut and fingers gliding across the keys without missing a beat. Morning sunlight had wreathed a halo around her as if higher beings were present to illuminate the private concert.
Rocky and Blaze sat atop the piano with smiles as they listened. Hell, it might have been the first time Kari had seen Flare's anthem look so content.
When the solo symphony ended, Kari entered the room to make herself known and joined the anthems in applauding the pianist.
"Thank you, thank you!" Makina stood up and took several bows. "I'd like to especially thank my adoring fans, Rocky, Blaze, and Kari for their continued support!"
"I'm kinda hurt that I came at the end of the concert." Kari feigned disappointment.
Hearing it at all was enough of a treat.
"Well someone was sleeping so soundly. I didn't want to wake you up." She grinned. "Kanae was downstairs and struck up a convo with me about music. She ended up showing me to her music room, so here I am."
"Mm. I would dare say your mastery of the piano far surpasses Flare. The way you play has left a lasting impression on me." Blaze nodded to himself.
Come to think of it, Kanae was nowhere to be seen.
"Where is she anyway?" Kari asked the fiery anthem.
Blaze put on a pair of reading glasses and produced a notepad which he flipped through. It seemed to Kari that randomly materializing stuff out of thin air wasn't specific to just Rocky.
"Flare had a gravure photo shoot to attend at the beach this morning. She should be back soon and wanted me to inform you to be ready to leave upon her return," he said.
Swallowing the urge to vomit, Kari recognized the opportunity presented to her due to Kanae's absence. She wouldn't find another chance to get Blaze alone again.
"You heard the fried chicken. Go pack your stuff. We don't wanna overstay our welcome," Kari urged Makina.
"Oh, alright. I wish things were different and we had more time to spend here." Makina exited the room with a spring in her step, humming happily to herself.
Kari gestured her anthem out, too. "Go with and help her pack, Rocky."
"You got it, partner!" He bid Blaze goodbye and followed Makina out.
Once the two had gone, Blaze also thought to leave until Kari came between him and the door. The tension in the room thickened as he came to realize what this was about.
"If I kill you, I'd prevent Flare from using any sigils or getting any stronger." Kari leaned back until the door closed shut.
"Yes, you would," Blaze answered after a pause, facing her unflinchingly and showing no willingness to escape. "In fact, I would encourage you to kill me… if only my death did not put you, Makina, and Rocky in danger of Flare's wrath."
"I don't get it. You don't sound on board with what she does. Why are you helping her? Do you even know what Flare's trying to do?" she asked, hoping to glean anything at all from the one entity remotely close to Flare.
The falcon frowned. "No. Flare tells me little. Even if I were to discover that her goals do not align with mine, just as Rocky cannot disobey you, I cannot disobey her."
Anthems couldn't disobey their magical girl? This was her first time hearing. It almost made her think less of anthems altogether. There had to be more to it. They were clearly more than just intelligent beings that functioned as glorified techies.
"How do you mean?" Kari pressed further.
"We anthems are your system's assistants. Disobeying you is our antithesis. Doing so extinguishes our existence and would prevent us from returning to life in service again," he explained.
"Extinguish your existence as in—"
"We would cease to exist entirely."
Interesting. They existed in a cycle of rebirth as long as they obeyed their magical girls. It explained why Yuria's anthem Iggy returned to life to serve Sachi. For whatever reason, Flare had previously killed him. Too bad he had no recollection of his past life, otherwise they could have grilled him over why he was killed.
Flare likely knew this as well and must be why it mattered little to her that he was back.
"I'll ask again." Kari transformed and summoned [Destruction and Ruin], yet Blaze remained unfazed. "Do you know what Flare is scheming beyond trying to acquire a soul?"
"I'm afraid I do not. But if you are to kill me now, then may I make a solemn plea to you, Kari?" Blaze politely requested.
Kari nodded for him to continue.
"I beseech you to uncover why Flare is going so far, scheming against her allies, cold-heartedly allowing incursions to fester, and sowing disinformation amongst the populace of Japan, and once you have… please, stop her." The anthem shut his eyes to prepare for his end with dignity, no quip or bargain for his own life, but instead had implored Kari with a selfless plea.
She raised the weapon above his head but couldn't bring herself to do it. Blaze was right after all. There might be another way without painting a target on her back.
"You're making this really hard by acting all noble about it." Kari sighed and shed away her transformation. "Not knowing isn't an excuse. You aren't trying hard enough to get through to her. By not resisting, you're contributing to her atrocities"
The guilt-ridden Blaze fell silent. His mouth opened in an attempt to retort, but no words came out to try and refute her. Satisfied that doubt had been sown in his mind towards Flare, Kari exited the room to let him ruminate alone.
Kanae returned a short time later and declared their vacation a success— whatever that meant. She called for a limousine to drive Makina home, after which she and Kari would fly back to Minato City.
While Kanae was double-checking things inside her beloved beach house, Kari waited outside with Makina until the limo arrived. The two found it difficult to part from each other, especially since they had grown so close. Why couldn't these moments occupy her thoughts more often than the many others that plagued her mind?
"I guess one of us should tell Minato the good news, right? That guy's been cheering me on for god knows how long." Kari scratched her nose.
"Hehe. I think it's more fun if we tell him together. That way, he has no choice but to hang out with us." Makina smiled and squeezed their joined hands.
They shared one final embrace before letting go. Then Rocky got his turn with a suffocating hug.
Makina took a few steps up to the car door opened to her by the chauffeur and hesitated to enter. She glanced over her shoulder to Kari with a troubled demeanor, seemingly conflicted over something.
"What's wrong? Did I show you too good of a time last night to want to leave?" Kari joked, then realized real quick that her teasing didn't have its intended effect.
"Just… hypothetically speaking, I think it would be a lot of fun if we were both magical girls together." The smile Makina gave was betrayed by the worry in her voice.
"Not that I'd ever let you go near monsters. Don't worry about me, I'm surrounded by a bunch of magical girls, remember?" Kari walked up to Makina and noticed that her hands were particularly defensive in clutching her purse.
"You have me to make sure Kari stays out of trouble!" Rocky assured her.
"That's good enough for me. I'm leaving you a good luck charm." Makina got on her toes to kiss Kari on the forehead, then dove into the limo and rolled down the window as she was driven off. "Next time I see you, I expect a signed autograph from Candy that isn't on a bag of wasabi peas!"
Already Kari felt a void open in her chest without Makina here. The next time they would see each other again might be at the end of the apocalypse.
Assuming there would be an end in sight.
"I think you two are really cute together!" Rocky quipped. "Ah~ Young love is so cute. I never thought you of all people could act so lovey-dov— iiieeghh!"
Kari clocked him over the head.
"If I wasn't in a good mood, I'd chuck you across the Pacific."
"Hope you had a nice time. Let's get going and face our destiny, yeah?" Flare emerged from the house with Blaze and was noticeably disappointed that Makina had already left. It didn't seem her anthem mentioned anything about what they talked about in the music room.
The four of them made their way to Minato City. For Kari, she left with fond memories of taking the next step with Makina, but hated that she had Flare to thank for that. As they flew back, she couldn't shake the unnerving concern about the tenuous alliance they made last night.
Their 'deal' was more of an order. Although she hated being told what to do more than anything, Flare made it crystal clear that no one was safe from her. Playing along was the only way to keep Makina and Sachi safe. To also keep herself and Rocky in the fight long enough to figure out another way.
The cunt was sly to draw a fine line with her threats. If she had pushed a little harder, then all bets were off and today might not have come.
At the end of the day, Kari had no qualms about killing Hurricane and Chu Hua. It was that their deaths somehow served Flare and the giant monster that spoke with her when she nearly died that was problematic.
Could they be related in any way?
More importantly, what was the debt the monster talked about? It had to be about her [Enrage] skill. She shouldn't have had such a powerful skill to begin with, and at the time, a voice called it a loan.
"You're awfully deep in thought. Hope you're not planning to turn on me like at Roppongi," Flare said from above.
It took Kari a second to realize Flare spoke from just underneath the glare of the beaming sun.
Probably on purpose, too. Kari couldn't make out her expression, only the silhouette and outline of her magical girl form. From up there, she was almost like the sun itself.
Leave it to her to be extra cautious. Fortunately, Kari had just the thing to bring up to steer her suspicions away.
"Maybe you weren't paying attention with Eye of Ra, but we were getting our asses whooped by a humanoid monster the other day. Possibly Malevolent Domain-level or stronger. Don't suppose your all-seeing eye knows where it is?" Kari asked.
"So that's what you guys were fighting?" Flare seemed to respond with genuine uncertainty.
Whether or not it was Kari's imagination, the sun had grown brighter in the briefest of moments like someone tweaked the dial. If the summer heat wasn't bad enough thanks to high humidity, someone had thrown all of Japan into an oven, then brought it right back out.
"Whew… Is it just me, or did someone turn up the heat?" Rocky wiped the sweat from his brows.
"Still don't see it," Flare said.
"Now really the time to be screwing around?" Kari thought she was trying to be difficult again.
"You might not believe me, but I seriously didn't see it. All I saw were you guys fighting something. Could be another abnormality affecting my skills. Or it's hiding and lying in wait," she warned.
Kari had no way of knowing if Flare was telling the truth. It sounded like a lie if she had ever heard one. No one else but her wanted a monster growing stronger.
"You should also know, Jade and I found a whole lot of monster egg sacs underground. We tried to clear as many as we could, but it's in the whole goddamn prefecture," she explained.
"Oh, that? Just leave it. Hundreds of miles worth of crisscrossing tunnel networks? Eugh. I don't want to be seen down there let alone smell it." Flare brushed off her concern like dust on a windowsill.
The Tokyo Tower was quickly coming into view, but Flare had stopped flying towards it.
"What? Getting cold feet about seeing Candy and Jade again?" Kari taunted.
Flare flashed a patronizing grin. "I have something to do elsewhere. Tell those two hello for me— oh! By the way, when Hurricane and Chu Hua get here, they might try to play nice until the apocalypse arrives. Let it happen. I can't wait to see an angel or god monster appear."
To her side, Blaze's demeanor wrinkled a troubled look upon hearing that. They set off west, likely not to be seen again until shit hits the fan.
"I don't like what Flare's become… I wonder if Blaze will be alright." Rocky shuddered.
Kari spat in Flare's direction, hoping that she saw it with that omniscient eye.
"No use getting worked up about it now. Just have to do what we can."
Upon returning to the hotel, they ran into Tsubasa first who was in front of a broken vending machine. The glass pane had been ripped off and laid to one side of the wall's alcove. She reached in for two cans of coffee and tossed an unsweetened one to Kari.
"Nice place, huh? Kanae's beach house. Dunno about you, but I couldn't sleep right in that place with her there last year. So, what'd you guys talk about?" Tsubasa asked.
"Nothing. She seriously spirited me away to get a gravure photo shoot done there." Kari was about to walk past when Tsubasa grabbed her by the arm. "Don't believe me? There's probably a bunch of pictures of us fighting off some shark monsters in Okinawa. Probably a photo of me in a string bikini, too."
She let go and sighed. "Just on edge because it's been too quiet here. Spent the entire day yesterday clearing the underground pus out. Doesn't feel like I made a dent in any—"
"Mraauu~"
A black kitten turned a sharp corner into the hall and was coming right for them. Rie and Sachi were hot on its tail trying to catch it.
"Kari, Tsubasa! Catch him!" Rie shouted.
Before Aba scurried away, Kari scooped him into her arms. All of his energy vanished as soon as she picked him up, leaving her surprised at how docile he was despite other cats at the cafe disliking her.
Sachi unburdened Kari of the kitten. He was really cozying up to her, and likewise she had grown fond of him.
"You guys really should have taken him to another city. He won't be safe here," Kari said about the kitten, which was trying to swat at the anthems playing with him.
"The little guy's been trying to escape on his own." Sachi grinned at it.
Tsubasa drained the rest of her coffee and tossed it into the trash before heading down the hall for the exit.
"You're going out again?" Rie asked, catching up to her.
"The whole of Tokyo's only 20% evacuated. Police and JSDF ain't working fast enough, and I'm tired of waiting around. Gonna go clear some more shit underground." She transformed and materialized the golden javelin to levitate beside her.
"You sure? Going out alone makes you a prime target for Jaws." Kari reminded her.
"Good."
When Jade had gone, the remaining three figured training Sachi was the best use of their time. If there was one thing everyone agreed on, it was that they were running out of time.
Over the next few days, Jade continued to vainly weed out the underground growths. When she was gone, Kari and Candy spent time familiarizing Sachi with the Apocalypse System.
As a level 1 Assassin, Sachi's skills all involved a degree of ambushing. Her physical strength was incredibly high, higher than even Kari's. The main trade off was how low both of her defensive stats were.
After putting Aba in a cage with food and water, they left the hotel to hunt stray spawns again.
"Assassin's Shiv!" Sachi teleported right behind a head hound and annihilated it in an instant, then flicked her weapon into the head of a second monster.
"Yay! You're getting the hang of things really fast!" Rie cheered.
Sachi's greatest advantage was in already possessing the weapon she was supposed to have gained reaching level 3 at level 1 instead.
"The monsters still really give me the creeps though…" She pulled her shiv out of the dead head hound and grimaced.
"All things considered, Sachi has the makings of a really powerful magical girl!" Iggy exclaimed excitedly.
That much was true. Rocky did mention her potential skyrocketing at the moment of her first transformation.
Kari pulled out her phone to check the time and saw a text from Makina. She was about to answer it until the phone abruptly shut off despite the battery being at half. Pressing the power button wouldn't bring it back. Maybe she just needed to plug it into a power outlet later.
"I think that's enough training for today. Wanna grab something to eat? Maybe something that isn't instant ramen for once?" Kari suggested.
"Can we stop by a store to get Aba some food and—" Sachi was interrupted by their systems activating on their own.
The whole world suddenly took on a shade of purple. Countless cracks snaked up the Malevolent Domain barrier erecting above them, threatening to shatter before even completing itself.
"Oh, no," their three anthems whispered at once.
[WARNING. WARNING.
Abnormal incursion detected.
Attempting to contain with wide-range Malevolent Domain…
…
…
…
An incomplete Malevolent Domain has been raised in your area. Please eliminate the monsters in a timely manner.
Failure to do so will result in the apocalypse.]
The three remained frozen as they reread the Apocalypse System's message.
It was finally starting, but something had thrown them a bone. A shred of hope to prevent the apocalypse.
The system activated a second time.
[WARNING. WARNING.
Abnormalities detected.
Four powerful monsters are jamming the Apocalypse System. Defeat each one to regain use.
-         Flight has been disabled.

-         Magic sigils have been disabled.

-         A random skill in your arsenal has been disabled.

-         In-system communication has been disabled.]

Kari gritted her teeth. "We're out of time, huh?"




Chapter 40 - Heralds of Apocalypse

Talk about a disadvantage.
Kari reread the system messages more times than she would like to admit. Her eyes began to sting from drying out having stared at the texts for too long. When she checked her status, the skill [Come Here!] had been crossed out. It was one of her most used skills, so losing that one stung particularly bad.
"I can't use [Prison of the Old Ones]! Anything we fight, we're going to be stuck fighting until we win or…" Candy frowned, almost refusing to finish her sentence for fear of jinxing them.
When they tried to fly, it just wouldn't work. They were grounded like fresh magical girls. It was a strange feeling to be bound by gravity after so long in the air.
To make things worse, the Apocalypse System's communication system was jammed. They couldn't reach Jade, and she could be anywhere in Minato or the neighboring cities. This was stacked worse than betting in horse races.
Moreover…
Sachi was trembling. She clutched her knife and Iggy like a frightened child. There was terror in her eyes, still a virgin to all the horrors the monsters were capable of.
A weird feeling welled up within Kari's chest with an urge to console Sachi. She hadn't been worried about anyone other than her friends before.
Flare's words likening them echoed loudly between her ears.
"No… We're not alike at all," Kari muttered spitefully.
Cr… Crack!
Their eyes flicked to the Malevolent Domain which was splintering and worsening by the second.
"Hey, guys… Not to rain on our already soaked parade, but we have company!" Rocky warned them.
Head hounds and broken ladies poured in from every avenue, quickly surrounding them at the intersection. The skies weren't safe either. Flying monstrosities circled above like vultures waiting to pick them off.
Kari and Candy put their backs together to face either ends of the street. Meanwhile, Sachi was in far too much shock to think correctly. She had only been fighting strays up until now. An incursion was a whole other ballgame.
"I can blast most of them away with [Starfall Grenade Cannon]. It'll create an opening for us to escape!" Candy pointed her weapon at the head hounds.
"Wait! Save your magic. We're going to need that firepower later," Kari said, then pulled Rocky down eye-level to face her. You anthems know which big bad is jamming what?"
"No, I wish it were that easy! But we do know where the closest one is!" Rocky said.
He, Iggy, and Yuyu unanimously pointed south. Luckily, it was a path full of head hounds instead of anything bigger.
"Do you have a plan?" Candy asked, finger tight on the trigger and ready to blow the monsters to smithereens.
"I'll carve us a path. We just have to hope this one gives us our flight back, then take out the other ones to stop the apocalypse. Stick close to me!" Kari charged straight ahead and crushed the first hound in her way. Its death triggered [Collateral], causing several monsters to recoil from invisible impacts like being punched even though she hadn't touched them.
[+1,000 Apocalypse Points.]
Kari cleaved the head off another and triggered [Collateral] again. This time, every nearby head hound popped like water balloons. Their blood drenched the streets and flooded into the drains.
[+23,000 Apocalypse Points.]
A huge chunk of points were added to her total since they died at the same time. Thankfully there wasn't an abnormality preventing them from gaining points like the last incursion.
"Come on!" Kari shouted.
Candy raced ahead with Yuyu, but Sachi was petrified with fear. Even Iggy couldn't get through to her, so Kari dashed back.
"These things aren't scary when you put a knife in their backs just like you practiced. You're all about playing dirty, right? Like throwing roaches on me and pushing Makina off the edge of the pool?" she snidely reminded her.
It worked. Light returned to Sachi's eyes. She stopped trembling and came back to her senses.
"S-Sorry, I… not sure what came over me," Sachi said.
The two followed after Candy. Although they couldn't fly anymore, their respective class' high haste allowed them to catch up quickly.
"Yuyu, lead the way!" Candy ordered.
The tanuki anthem flew ahead to scout at a higher elevation.
"It looks like we're about to cross Shinagawa!" Yuyu announced from above.
Shinagawa City? The system raised one hell of a giant Malevolent Domain. It must be covering most of Tokyo at the very least, which meant that they were at a much greater disadvantage than any of them thought.
Countless human bodies, mangled like pretzels and limbs torn from their sockets, littered the streets. They couldn't afford to stop to check if anyone was alive. There was no telling if they had been killed before or after the domain went up. Each person they passed seemed to add to a burden that weighed on Candy's mind. While Sachi avoided looking at them, it was as though Candy committed their faces to memory.
"This is horrible…" Candy muttered under her breath.
Without flight to traverse the wide artificial arena, it wasn't looking like they were meant to succeed in stopping this at all.
The apocalypse needed to happen anyway. Only then could—
"Arrghh!" Kari keeled over on the ground.
"Kari!"
The others had cried out to her, but their words hardly registered past a thousand nails scraping against the back of her skull and knives puncturing the back of her eyes. White hot pain flashed from every nerve.
You would be wise not to let the apocalypse happen, Kari Tachibana.
Those screeching nails formed an enraged voice.
Do as We say. Betray Us and see your world doomed. Much of Our power has been given to stymie their arrival. Do not squander it. For should seraphs descend, you—
"Get out of my head…" Kari growled defiantly.
Worm. What do you even fight for?
"Myself… Now sit the fuck back and let me do my thing… If you want to pull me off the chessboard this late into the match… go right ahead," she dared the entity in her head.
Kari's audacity was met with silence. The pain ceased all at once. She found herself flat on the ground and glancing up at the worried gazes of Sachi, Candy, and three anthems.
"Partner! Did something hit you?" Rocky asked.
"No… Just got a little dizzy." Kari picked herself up. "Did I say anything while I was down?"
Sachi and Candy traded awkward looks that made Kari wary.
"You were only out for a second. We thought you tripped or something," Sachi said and handed her a bottle of water with only a few sips left.
"Forget about me; I'll be fine. How much farther are we?" Kari asked.
"Not much farther!" Yuyu shouted from above, peering into a pair of binoculars.
Kari sighed, relieved that the others had bought her lie.
"Oh, my god!" Candy gasped. "Is that… where I think it is?"
They followed her gaze up to the NTT Medical Center where enormous, fleshy and bulbous growths protruded from the sides of the building.
Armored JSDF and police vehicles outside were empty. There was not a single person or corpse in sight, yet a foul stench from somewhere assailed their nose.
The hospital?
"I… I think that's what we have to kill…" Rocky pointed a shaky finger at the building
"How the hell are we—?" Kari stopped walking the moment she felt vibrations underneath her feet. More specifically beneath the asphalt. Her eyes shot to a sewer grate at her feet, where small bursts of steam shouldn't be emitting from. "There's something underground."
The earth shuddered violently. Kari shoved both Candy and Sachi away as massive tentacles ripped out from the road. One snatched her up and squeezed with a vise. She filled her lungs with air, flexing against its strength.
Candy unloaded explosive rounds into the base of the tentacle, causing it to release Kari and return underground. Like a hydra, more tentacles sprouted in its place, and as they did, the roads surrounding the hospital block collapsed into the sewers.
They had seen the same bulbous growths in the tunnel systems that were discovered earlier in the week. Much of it had infested the length of the concrete walls and water.
"Maybe Jade had the right idea all along… Are these also part of the monster?" Kari blocked an attack with her weapon, but she couldn't stop a second one from approaching.
"Assassin's Shiv!"
It happened in the blink of an eye. Sachi carved both the physical body and soul from the tentacle, allowing Kari to shove the appendage away for Candy to fill it full of holes. A bellowing roar from the hospital made the hair on their necks stand.
The dismembered appendage writhed for a few seconds until it dried up and crumbled into dust.
"Does that answer your question?" Sachi twirled her knife and asked.
Kari rolled her eyes. "Could've just said 'yes'."
"I'm kinda jealous you two sound like great friends," Candy remarked with a giggle.
The two of them pursed their lips, leaving Candy baffled. If only she knew the circumstances that led them here.
"The magical girls are here!"
"Help us!"
Candy was the first to see people from the hospital windows. They waved whatever they could, bedsheets, pillows, and even bright-colored flowers to get their attention. Something about them seemed off. Their movements appeared too stiff.
"There's still people here? We have to help them before something happens!" she urged the others.
"Guess the evacuations didn't get to everyone." Kari recalled Jade's irritation with the slow efforts.
There was a more distressing sign. People within a Malevolent Domain shouldn't be able to move.
When Candy tried to run ahead, Kari grabbed her from behind before she could go off alone.
"Let go! We have to help them!" Candy cried.
"Look at them! Look real close! That whole building is the monster we need to kill. Those people should already be dead. Even if they were alive, they shouldn't be moving in the domain! Don't you see there's something weird going on?" Kari asked.
Candy pushed her off. "Abnormalities are happening left and right, and the Apocalypse System said the domain was incomplete. That has to be it!"
"There's a lot more at stake than maybe a hundred people inside. We should just stay here and bombard the ever living shit out of the—" Kari stopped short of finishing her sentence, seeing Candy return an expression of absolute shock.
"When Flare didn't turn out to be the hero I thought she was all along, I wanted to put down the mantle. Then you killed Yuria, and my world just stopped making sense. Magical girls shouldn't be hurting each other or letting people die. That's wrong! If I have to make it right on my own, I will." Candy held Kari's gaze for a second longer, smiled, and sprinted into the hospital.
"Hey!" Kari tried to give chase, but Sachi held her back just as an appendage slammed down in front of them.
It swept them off their feet. Another came crashing down, and Kari swung [Ruin] through to carve a piece of its soul out. The tentacle fell limp to the side, and Sachi diced it up before the soul returned.
"We gotta go after her, right?" Sachi asked.
"I don't like this one damn bit, but we have no choice! Rocky, Iggy! Stay close and don't get snatched!"
The four of them made a run for the hospital and burst through the doors into the lobby. Candy was nowhere to be found. Flickering lights revealed numerous people lying on the floor with no visible wounds. The same growths seen outside the building and within the tunnels were painted all over the walls, clinging from the ceiling, and stretched across the ground around the many bodies.
"God… Just what are these?" Sachi walked up to a fleshy, pulsating vein that connected the ground and ceiling. She had the right idea to slice through it with her knife, pulling away to reveal the wispy filaments of a soul. A young man on the ground began to writhe and groan.
Rocky, who was the closest to him, turned to investigate and gasped.
They saw why.
The same growths were attached to the man's back like a meaty leash.
Candy must have run past thinking they were already dead and likely went to the upper floors.
As Kari tried to help the man by ripping away the fleshy tethers, his eyes snapped open. Instead of giving thanks, he loosed a painful cry before drying up and deteriorating into a pile of dust.
"I'm going to be sick…" Sachi ran to a bin and vomited into it.
"Why are they like this?" Iggy asked, shuddering alongside Rocky.
Kari moved to an unconscious, elderly woman and drew [Ruin] across her body, wrenching out a human-shaped soul.
"What are you doing?!" Rocky threw himself onto Kari as if to prevent her from fully removing the soul.
"Confirming for myself. Look at the soul's back," she said.
The human soul had a ghostly appendage on its back like the physical body. This could only mean one thing.
"That means… everyone here is part of the monster?" Sachi held a hand over her mouth and gagged again.
Kari flipped her weapon over to the smashing end. "Sachi, if you don't want to be here, I suggest you go back outside to fight the things that don't look human."
"I'm staying with you. There's no backing out for me after coming this far," she said, voice filling with reluctant determination.
To their surprise, the elevators were still working. They took it to the second floor where people had been seen hollering out the window. Candy might have gone to save the closest ones first.
As soon as the elevator doors opened, a JSDF soldier was standing in the way. He, too, had the same tendril growths on his back.
"Help… me…" he pleaded in agony.
"Nothing I can do for you." Kari used her hammer axe to push the man aside only to have him grab hold of her wrists. Before she could react, he disarmed her and threw her square across the corridor.
Health: [200/200
⇒ 195/200]
"Kari!" Sachi hesitated to stab the soldier in the back, leaving herself wide open for a swift kick that sent her back into the elevator. The up arrow signal blinked and shut the doors on her.
"I'm sorry! I can't control my body!" the guy cried.
The building monster, these growths… it must be controlling him. That's why they were connected. Which meant Candy was in big trouble here.
"Come on! Get up!" Rocky pulled vainly to get Kari back onto her feet.
"How the hell did he do that?" Kari stood up and wiped a small streak of blood from having cut her lip in the fall. [Destruction and Ruin] was right behind him. She wasn't going to get it back without a fight. As Kari took a fighting stance, so too did the JSDF soldier.
"It must have something to do with the thing on his back," the anthem answered with certainty.
Kari threw a hard right straight. The man ducked left, grabbed her arm, and threw her to the ground. She rolled away as his foot cratered the floor where her head just was.
"Aaahhh! Fuck! My leg… Holy shit… my leg!"
The soldier fell to the ground. His leg had fractured and a piece of bone protruded from the ankle.
That was as far as he got. The monster might be giving him a lot more power, but the human body was only so fragile.
Crippled and unable to move, the helpless man watched as Kari picked up her weapon.
"The least I can do is put you out of your misery," she said apologetically.
"No, please… You're supposed to help—"
She brought the hammer down on his head, splattering brain matter and blood across the floor like a smashed watermelon.
"Let's regroup with Sachi and Iggy first," Kari suggested.
Rocky pressed the elevator button just as four tentacles tunneled into the building. Doctors, nurses, and folks in hospital gowns entered the hallway, all with tethers on their backs.
The elevator wasn't coming fast enough. She prepared herself for a fight when an inaudible whisper, quieter than a light breeze tickled her ears. Blue ribbons fired forth from the corner and wrapped around the tentacles like poorly worn bandages, wringing from them every drop of blood until they were nothing but mangled sausages. They then picked up the people in the hallway and flung them out the window.
Only one magical girl had ribbons like that.
Stepping out from the corner on the other end of the corridor, footfalls as gentle as snowfall, her cold stare sending shivers down Kari's spine, was the Chinese magical girl. The videos hadn't done her justice. She probably stood a good six feet at least, easily taller than any girl Kari had ever known.
"Chu Hua— guh!"
A blood-soaked ribbon coiled around Kari's throat, dragging her away from the opening elevator doors. Three more clones of Chu Hua had taken form. Like the petals of her namesake, many had surrounded her to bind her still with the ribbons from their sleeves. They might as well be made out of steel because she couldn't so much as make a tear into them.
Every single one had been pulled taut. Chu Hua was trying to strangle her, and the blank expression from each clone made it all the more unnerving.




Chapter 41 - Silent Killer

"Hang in there, buddy! I'll put her to sleep!" Rocky shouted, flying straight into Chu Hua with a needle in hand. "Let her go, you—"
A white owl— an anthem— slammed into Rocky and sent him crashing into a room.
So much for counting on him.
Wherever the hell Chu Hua came from, now couldn't be a worse time. Jade was missing. Candy and Sachi were somewhere in this building. Kari could count on Earth exploding rather than Flare coming to save her.
Even if her health wasn't going down from being choked, it would be game over the second she passed out and lost magical girl form. There was one option— the newest skill from leveling up Siegemaster.
[Destruction Incarnate: Spend your maximum magic and half your health to activate. Become impervious to all physical damage, and all physical damage dealt ignores physical resilience.]
Was now a good time to use it? Would it be enough to defeat Chu Hua? Kari knew nothing about her skills. She would bank it all on being immune to physical damage, but if this bitch had any magic…
None of it mattered if she died here. There was no other choice than to—
Ding!
The elevator doors suddenly rolled open.
Chu Hua and her clones cocked their heads in its direction. When Kari glanced over her shoulder, there was nothing and no one inside.
The ribbons altogether slackened and were shredded into confetti. As they slipped from Kari's throat, she gasped to fill her lungs with air.
"Sorry, I got held up on the first floor!" Sachi's voice echoed from all sides.
Kari lifted her head in time to witness Sachi plunging a knife into Chu Hua's chest. It proved, however, to be a clone and simply vanished from sight. The other three leaped away from Kari and Sachi, united into a single person by the elevator, and took a bow.
Like a marionette waiting for their next act, Chu Hua stood completely still.
"Is that who I think it is?" Sachi asked.
"Keep your eyes peeled. She gets any of those ribbons on you, it's over." Kari rubbed her bruised throat and noticed the shredded pieces of cloth Sachi had cut disappearing
Or maybe not.
Sachi's weapon was a little different from [Destruction and Ruin]. In addition to carving souls, it also cut physical things as seen when she fought the tentacles and head hounds.
The whole building shuddered and groaned, causing a portion of the wall next to them to crumble onto the streets. Kari glanced out the gaping hole. They were rising. The streets and buildings began to move.
They knew as soon as a rumbling lurch nearly knocked them off their feet— the hospital was the one moving.
Like a scissor closing in, two slicing ribbons ripped through the building in a lateral cut. Kari and Sachi dove to the ground to avoid decapitation. So clean was Chu Hua's attack that a large section of the building slid off and crashed to the ground below.
"Holy shit, that cuts better than mine. She wanna join us instead?" Sachi gasped as Yuyu peeked out from her chest.
"Don't think she cares about making friends!" Kari growled, then saw another ribbon running through the ground for them. She rolled off the side of the building intending to fly, but the sensation of free fall harshly reminder that flight was disabled. Before plummeting too far, she buried the axe into the outer wall to stop her descent, and used the momentum to crash through the window back into the first floor.
Ribbons carved a hole in the ceiling, and several Chu Huas fell through. One of them had Sachi by the throat, threatening to choke her to death, and another held her knife.
"She's… too fucking strong… " Sachi meeked out.
"Wait! It's me you want, right?" Kari let her weapon drop and stepped forward with her hands in the air.
Chu Hua brushed the hair from her eyes. She made a series of hand gestures that Kari didn't understand but recognized as sign language. When it became clear they weren't getting through to each other, the Chinese magical girl lifted Sachi's hand and pointed to her ring, then to Kari.
"That's right. I killed Yuria, took her ring, and put it on Sachi. You're about to kill someone innocent in this." She continued to inch forward, hoping to get close enough to Chu Hua to nail her hard without getting caught herself.
However, the woman did something that baffled them all. She put Sachi down— who was just as confused— and returned the knife, then shooed her away. Chu Hua pointed to an exit sign on the ceiling, urging them to leave.
Sachi returned to Kari's side and whispered, "Why did that work?
"Beats me… Maybe revenge isn't all that important to her, and all they really want is for the apocalypse to start," Kari reasoned, though not entirely sure herself.
"Candy's still somewhere in the building. What do we do?" she asked.
Iggy came flying through the hole, holding an unconscious Rocky by both ears. He deposited the anthem into Kari's hands. Chu Hua's anthem fluttered down as well and perched onto one of the clone's shoulders.
"Please forgive Chu Hua's lack of speech, so allow me to converse with you instead. Chu Hua wishes for you to leave posthaste. Do so, and she won't give chase or harm you," the owl anthem said in a polite manner.
The magical girl standing in their way to the upper floors was the same one who mercifully allowed them to leave? Kari took her chances, picked up her weapon, and went to stand face to face with Chu Hua. Only because they were so close did she see a circular scar underneath the mute's right eye.
"You just don't want us interfering with the apocalypse, yeah? That's dandy, but I'm not leaving without Candy. So either you step aside or we tango again."
Perhaps unsurprisingly given Chu Hua's recent actions, she did step aside.
"Chu Hua permits, but do not tarry. Find your friend and leave," the anthem spoke again in her place.
Allowed to go with her approval, Sachi and Kari got to the elevators only to have a ribbon tap them on the shoulders. They tensed up and spun around, thinking Chu Hua had changed her mind.
The Chinese girl put four fingers in the air with one hand and pointed up with the other.
Kari already knew what it had meant without the owl telling her. "Fourth floor, right? Thanks. We'll be right out."
All of them breathed a sigh of relief once the elevator doors closed.
"Guess she was mute?" Sachi asked, massaging her neck. "Girls like that have it rough in school. She probably got bullied a lot. I can tell by that cigarette burn under her eye."
"So that's what it was? Bet you would know," Kari teased.
"Yeah… Look, I'm not proud of it anymore, okay? Feels weird being let go like that." She shamefully cast her gaze to the ground.
It became awkwardly silent between them.
"We're not seriously leaving this monster alive, are we?" Sachi asked while playing with Iggy.
"We'll figure that out once we find Candy," Kari said.
When they reached the fourth floor, the sound of struggling and grunting echoed through the corridor. The group raced down, throwing open each door until they found Candy on the floor being strangled by an older woman with a fleshy cord on her back. Yuyu was pulling vainly to get the assailant off her.
"I'm… trying… to help…" Candy pleaded.
Although her actions betrayed her words, the woman apologized repeatedly. "Sorry! I'm sorry! I can't stop!"
Kari marched inside, grabbed the woman by her throat, and crushed the windpipe. A look of fear captured her final moments before she fell limp to the ground.
"No! Why would you do that!" Candy hopelessly tried to render aid to the woman despite having nearly been killed by her.
"We can't save anyone here. That growth you see on their backs? It connects them to this entire monster and makes them a part of its body," Kari explained.
"It's true! That's probably why they're so strong. The monster's got them yoked out through the cords," Sachi chimed in.
Candy, her body shaking and cheeks stained with tears, held the dead woman until her body dried into a husk and crumbled to ashes.
"Why is this happening?" she asked quietly, eyes fixed on the dust slipping past her fingers. "We're supposed to be saving people… Are you telling me everyone in this building will die?"
"They… All of them are already dead. The only thing keeping them alive is this monster, and we have to kill it to stop the apocalypse." Kari frowned.
The three magical girls mourned in silence, and the occasional rumble and flickering lights from the building monster's steps made a mockery of the funeral procession.
Before Kari was a broken girl. Rie had always been the best of them. An idealistic and hopeful seventeen year old who wanted to protect people. It was hard to blame her for that. After all, she was what they should have been.
"Get Candy out of the building. I'll finish this so you guys won't have their blood on your hands. Chu Hua should let you go without trouble." Kari faced away from Candy and the body for being ashamed of not feeling the same grief.
Sachi's hand fell upon her shoulder. "She'll know what's up when you aren't with us. You don't have to do this alone. Won't hurt to rely on me, too."
Someone else had said something similar before. It might have been Minato. What sort of advice would he give her at this moment? She hoped that wherever he was, it was somewhere safe.
"I got a trump card that might make me the only one that can deal with her and this monster. Rocky and I will catch up with you guys at the next monster." Kari declined the help, and although Sachi was reluctant to leave, she did so nonetheless and guided the despondent Candy out the door.
"Don't you go dying on us yet. Catch you outside," Sachi said before taking off towards the elevator with Candy.
"Well… Looks like it's just you and me again. Maybe I'm old-fashioned, but this whole solo magical girl thing suits us just fine." Rocky poked fun at her.
"You and Inyanga pal up close?" Kari asked.
"Inyanga never chucked me around like a baseball, that's for sure!" the anthem fired back, then frowned as he fell into a nostalgia trip. "I miss her. I'm glad I didn't die, so I can still look back on those memories. But I'm your assistant now! You're becoming stronger than she ever hoped to become!"
"Not assistant. We're partners, right?" She stuck out a fist.
Rocky obliged her with a fist bump and smiled.
"Hang on tight, because this is about to get real bumpy." Kari clenched both fists and took a deep breath. "Destruction Incarnate!"
Her magic capacity drained to zero, and her health was reduced to half its current amount.
In the briefest of moments, Kari saw her reflection in a nearby mirror flicker into an amorphous and monstrous form. But when she glanced down at her own hands and body, nothing had changed. A black, oily haze seeped out from the threads of her robe, swirling like a vicious cyclone.
"Y-You're bleeding! Are you okay?" Rocky asked as dizziness struck her like thunder.
Kari staggered back and threw a hand on a nearby bed to steady herself. She heaved and vomited viscous blood onto the sheets. An otherworldly pain wracked her entire body, so excruciating that she dropped onto both knees. The same blood, however, spilled off the bed and encompassed her shadow.
Strange crystalline shards grew out of the pores of her skin on both hands and arms. They were familiar to her. Reminiscent of the one she had seen while passed out next to the nurse's infirmary.
As Kari climbed back to her feet once the pain subsided, a new outfit had draped over her. The black and maroon robe had taken on a more savage appearance with metallic additions. Like clawed, obsidian spikes were stitched onto the skirt, and ghostly fog billowed out from underneath the dress.
"I'm… fine now. Alright. It's time to try this out by going wild." Kari squeezed [Destruction and Ruin] and began pounding through every wall in her way. She tore through the concrete pillars like a fist going through Jenga blocks, swinging madly at whatever came in her way.
"Oooooh, myyyyyy gooooood— This is insane!" Rocky cried, hanging onto her ponytail for dear life.
It was insane. She was a human wrecking ball, an unstoppable force with no immovable object to contend against her. Everything became a blur. Every wall was something to be knocked down and any moving entity was something to be hammered flat.
A group of unconscious JSDF soldiers in a smoking area awakened and tried to stop her, but they, too, were quickly splattered along with the toppled room.
"This is the strongest damn skill ever… Even Flare's molten shield shouldn't be able to stop me!" Kari stopped to marvel at her own strength. "But damn. I've been smashing and pummeling, but this thing is still alive? I know the building is huge, but how much more do I have to demolish it before everything comes crashing down?"
"Look at their cords!" Rocky pointed to the disintegrating remains of the soldiers. The only thing that didn't turn to ash was the fleshy growth that retracted into the walls.
"No kidding? We just needed to follow the stuff this whole time, huh." She smashed through the wall to find the same cords slipping down to the lower floors between cracks, then raised her weapon high above her head.
"Wait… You're not seriously thinking about going straight down, are you?" the anthem reluctantly asked.
Kari brought down [Destruction] and shattered the ground beneath her feet. As the floor caved in, debris rained all around them and crashed through each level until they hit the dimly lit hall of a massive laundry room. She reached into the rubble to pick up Rocky, who was seeing stars from being clobbered by the mess.
"We could have… taken the elevator…" he groaned.
"Would have taken too long," she said, patting the dust off his fur. "Besides, look around us."
Unlike the sparse growths in the upper floors, all along the walls and ceiling were completely infested with red, pulsating flesh. It was like they had walked into the depths of hell. The foul stench of rot permeated the air and stifling humidity was probably a sign that the boiler room was malfunctioning.
People… or rather, corpses emerged from broken doorways and lumbered toward them. The thin tethers of flesh to the monster were all that allowed them to cling onto some semblance of life.
Rocky hid behind her upon seeing them. "Th-Th-Those are what your world calls zombies, right? D-Don't let them bite you!"
Telling Candy and Sachi to leave was the right call. They wouldn't have been able to stomach this.
Kari was perplexed by these strange feelings. Perhaps it was more apt to describe them as absent? The creatures before her were grotesque, but neither concerned nor alarmed her like Flare did. As she was about to dispatch them from this world, her eyes took notice that all of their cords converged and led to a set of double doors behind them.
"I'm barreling through them, Rocky. Hang on tight and don't let a single one get a bite off you," she warned.
Horrified, Rocky dove into her robes and cowered from there.
She bulldozed past the walking corpses and into the boiler room. A gigantic, heart-shaped organ suspended by pillars of tissue on the catwalk beat with life. Thick fleshy cords that were more like arteries connected the ventricles to each of the boiler tanks.
[Destruction and Ruin] felt a little heavier than it should. She gripped it tightly as hesitation gripped her mind. Everything was going to be fine. A power like this should make Chu Hua, Hurricane, and even Flare a walk in the park.
After defeating this monster, the others shouldn't suspect her of letting the apocalypse happen. She would even get a nice payday of points out of this to herself. All there was left to do was slow Candy and Sachi down.
Kari bent her knees to prepare for a leap.
"Time to chop you down to size—"
The ceiling gave way, and Chu Hua came crashing down with half a dozen clones. Kari flinched at the blender of razor-sharp ribbons assaulting her, then smirked when her health didn't tick down. Chu Hua's attacks were nothing but taps on the skin. [Destruction Incarnate] worked. Physical attacks did nothing to her.
Ignoring the confused magical girl, Kari jumped atop the heart of the monster. Something let loose a bellowing cry that cracked and split the walls. Multiple Chu Huas wrapped their ribbons around Kari's neck, desperately trying to pull her away. Their combined strength, however, was not enough to impede her.
"Die!" Kari pummeled into the organ with fury, ripping away chunks of flesh with each strike. Black blood spewed from the atrium and soaked her from head to toe. She continued to carve away until it beat its last tune.
[+850,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[Use of magic sigils restored.]
The building shuddered and came to a screeching halt. It teetered to one side, throwing Kari and Chu Hua into the meaty walls. Every floor above them was collapsing.
They had to get out of here or be buried alive. It wouldn't be a problem for Kari, but…
Chu Hua was trapped under a large concrete wall. As her ribbons and clones tried to pull it off, more debris fell and crushed them, eliminating her hope of escaping. For her not to be using any skills meant she was out of juice. Finishing her off here would make things easier later on.
Then why didn't she?
Kari clutched the side of her head as the images of Makina and Candy flashed in her mind. As she raised [Ruin] to deal the final blow, the trapped magical girl watched with cold, lifeless eyes, truly like that of a puppet. The look was unlike anyone else she had previously killed.
"What's wrong with you? Say something! Weren't you trying to kill me earlier? Aren't you ticked off that I beat you? Curse at me. Anything!" she screamed
Chu Hua ceased struggling. Her demeanor softened and expressed something akin to pity.
Another floor collapsed above them, this time the crash was much louder and closer.
Kari wasn't sure what came over her, but there was no satisfaction in killing Chu Hua now. She tossed aside her weapon and lifted the concrete slab to free the Chinese magical girl. A piece of rebar had punctured her thigh, but ribbons from her sleeve pulled her free the rest of the way and formed a tourniquet above the wound.
Perplexed, Chu Hua tilted her head to the side, then offered a slight nod.
"That's for telling me where Candy was. You're on your own getting out of here," Kari said.
The Chinese magical girl lifted [Destruction and Ruin] with her ribbons and returned it to Kari.
"It goes without saying, but the next time we see each other—" Kari received another nod from Chu Hua, and the corner of her lips might have even curved to a slight smile. She neither cared nor afforded the time to do a double take and picked a direction to demolish through for an escape.
Kari broke out of the hospital as it collapsed and landed in the middle of the streets. A brief, fireless explosion from the building sent debris and dust into the sky.
The monster's path had left deep trenches in the asphalt and leveled many homes in its way.
"That was… too close for comfort…" Rocky finally popped out, breathing a sigh of relief. "I know it sounds weird because we're enemies, but I'm glad you spared Chu Hua."
"I'm sure I'll regret it later… We should probably meet up with Sachi and Candy, but… just where the hell did they go?" Kari asked, taking stock of their location and realizing that they were much closer to the edge of the Malevolent Domain.
How far did it travel? Was the monster trying to leave?
"I can lead us to the next closest big monster! They might already be there, so we should hurry," he urged.
They raced through the city in haste. Kari spent her reprieve to crush a healing and magic sigil to restore herself. Thankfully, doing so didn't end [Destruction Incarnate]'s effect. As she thought to ask Rocky to level her up with the newly earned points, an interface popped up.
[Apocalypse Communications restored.]
The two of them skidded to a stop and stared at each other in shock. Someone else had defeated one of the large monsters.
A message came through next.
[Jade: Thank fuck. You guys, be careful and stick together. The Messiah crashed the party, and there's more than just Chu Hua and Hurricane. I just had one try to stop me from killing a monster.]
[Sachi: Candy and I are near Setagaya, but—]
Her sentence seemed to have been interrupted.
[Jade: But what? What the hell happened over there? Kari, if you're listening, you gotta get to them. I'm all the way over in fucking Toshima.]
[Kari: I'm near. Heading there as fast as I can.]
Toshima?
This Malevolent Domain really was covering most of Tokyo.
The important thing now was to get Candy and Sachi. They didn't have to die needlessly. If they got to the monster there, the Messiah might show up and—
"Killshot: Electrocution."
Thud.
Kari almost didn't feel the impact. The only reason she knew something had hit her was because an arm-sized bullet punctured out of her chest. But that was odd. She should be impervious to physical damage. Even her health hadn't gone down.
As she turned around to find who had fired the shot, an agonizing shock electrocuted her.
Health: [200/200 ⇒ 81/200]
Kari seized and screamed at the top of her lungs. She threw herself into a bookstore to take cover, then dug her fingers into the glowing bullet to rip it out of her chest. Electricity surged and sparked until it came out, then tossed it away.
"Who… Hurricane? Did you see anyone outside?" she asked, back pressed to the counter and crushing a second healing sigil.
Health: [81/200 ⇒ 200/200]
"I can't see anyone outside!" Rocky panicked.
[Disabled skill has been restored.]
That couldn't have been Jade. She had already killed a monster in Toshima, didn't she? Was someone else hunting around in the Malevolent Domain, too? That meant only one more monster remained, which Sachi and Candy were heading towards. Unless…
It didn't matter given the situation Kari was in. She had to figure a way out first.
[Come Here!] was back on the menu, but it meant nothing if she couldn't see her target.
That bullet just now was pure magic, casing and all. Getting hit by another one was game over.
Two more suddenly fired into the bookstore and landed several feet away from them.
"Did… Did they miss?" Rocky asked.
The bronze casings turned red and emitted a scalding heat. Kari grabbed Rocky and dove out of the building as the bullets exploded. They were sent tumbling through the streets.
Kari got up and scanned the direction where the shots had come from somewhere on the roof of nearby buildings.
"Killshot: Smokescreen."
A small glint of the bullet was all Kari needed to see. She sidestepped the projectile which off-gassed behind her and squinted in the direction it was fired.
"Come Here!"
Kari caught a caucasian woman with brunette hair in a bun, who was dressed in military camo and carried a large rifle. A magical girl, but not Hurricane. She was about to crush the woman's throat until a bright light bathed them and forced her hand open.
Freed from Kari's grasp, the woman vaulted backwards and fired four bullets into her chest.
"Killshot: Electrocution!"
"Kari!" Rocky gasped.
"Stand Firm!"
Magical Resilience: [35 ⇒ 70]
It wasn't enough.
The powerful electric currents fried Kari to a crisp, and she could do nothing but scream.
Health:[ 200/200 ⇒ 0/200]
With her entire health pool reaching zero, the magical girl form dropped, and so did she onto the charred streets.
"Crush this sigil! Hurry!" Rocky manifested a sigil in her hands, but she didn't have the strength to break it.
"Get… to Sachi… and Candy… Now…" Kari uttered between breaths.
A bullet narrowly missed Rocky, and after another tearful look her way, he took his chance to escape as more shots fired into the air after him.
Behind her, a walkie-talkie crackled.
"This is Sniper, reporting in: Chu Hua couldn't be counted on after all. Sister and I have magical girl Kari neutralized, but her anthem escaped. Requesting new orders," the woman said into the radio.
Kari was in too much pain to move or say anything. Her muscles contracted painfully, to the point where her fingers couldn't so much as clench the sigil.
Someone else had landed nearby and kicked the sigil out of her hand.
"You poor, lost sheep. This is the result of straying too far from God," a sweet voice reprimanded her.
Whoever they were knelt down enough for Kari to make out that it was a nun who had spoken. She was dressed in a black habit, with a tattered book on her waist and a silver cross dangling from her neck.
A nun? In a place like this?
The gun-wielding magical girl returned and sighed.
"Hurricane doesn't want to take chances. Sorry, kiddo. I'll make it quick and painless."
A heavy boot pushed Kari onto her back, allowing her to see the faces of her assassins. She stared down the barrel of a pistol.
Beyond them, the Malevolent Domain shattered. They were showered with falling purple shards, revealing a blue sky and white clouds over the city.
"Apparently, something like a humanoid monster offed one of our own, then butchered a cherub."
"Could the angels be in-fighting?"
"Not sure. Whatever the case, one of the cherubs made it through the domain. We're right on schedule."
Domain? Schedule?
[WARNING. WARNING.]
Texts flitted across Kari's vision again.
[Apocalypse is imminent. The remaining cherub has entered metamorphosis. Multiple incursions are spawning all across Japan and are accompanied by seraphic-level monsters.
Please eliminate them in a timely manner before they reach the status of a god.
Otherwise, your world is doomed.]
The nun threw her arms to the sky and cried zealously. "Ahh~ Isn't it beautiful? This is the grace of God! He sends his angels to lift us to heaven!"
"You're luckier than most, kiddo; the apocalypse won't be a pretty sight. Just take it easy and shut your eyes. It'll be over soon." The magical girl named Sniper aimed the gun at Kari's head, made a silent prayer, and pulled the trigger.




Chapter 42 - Magical Girl of Justice

The Magical Girl of Justice.
An undeserved and loathsome nickname that somehow stuck harder than a piece of gum in someone's hair, and had only been tacked on when the news asked about the soul-weapon's name. It was a title that couldn't be further from the truth for Tsubasa Shibusawa.
Jade watched as a half-assed Malevolent Domain rose into the sky. It looked like it couldn't withstand someone sneezing on the damn thing. If the handicaps weren't bad enough, it was as though the system told them that the apocalypse was inevitable.
There was only one thing to say to their disadvantage— fuck that.
She might not get another chance and spent a moment double-checking her status before pressing on.
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While many magical girls went the route of pure power, Jade had other ideas. She paired the Rook class with the Knight subclass.
A potent combination that valued high defenses. What truly made it shine were the skills afforded to her such as Gallant Knight and King's Decree, turning defense into offense. But as the world was coming to an end, what good would it do anyone if she was the last one standing?
"Gauntlet, how much farther are we from one of the big four?" Jade asked, shutting the system interface.
"Not far, boss! It should be just beyond Rikkyo University," the armored panda answered.
"We're in Toshima? That far out, huh? Keep your eyes peeled. We don't want Jaws showing up unannounced."
For the past week, efforts in finding Jaws yielded nothing but wasted breath and points. Just what sort of monster was that? Even as the apocalypse was closing in, it continued to lay in wait.
That thing had to be an angel.
Among monsters, she and Flare had learned over the years through observation that there was a clear power structure. Almost like a hierarchy. Head hounds, flyers, and broken ladies were mindless grunts. Threats that warranted a Malevolent Domain came next and ranged from levels 5 to 10. If one managed to break out of the barrier, they would become an angel. No one had seen one since South Africa faced their Apocalypse… at least until the winged wolf appeared a few weeks ago, and the only angel to ever appear in Japan was a level 16 killed by Flare a while back.
The final category, one which was spoken lightly of and in hypotheticals, was gods.
Nowhere in the world had a god ever manifested. An angel probably needed to eat millions of people. Or…
"Flare, you crazy bitch." Jade cursed under her breath upon coming to the only conclusion.
Or just a handful of magical girls. Was that the real reason she let Sachi scot-free and baited Messiah to Japan?
"Kari, you fell into her hands more than you know. Is this my fault? That day… should I have—"
Her thoughts were interrupted by a snarling head hound, leaping at them from an alleyway. Before it even passed the threshold of the building's shadow, her golden javelin, [Justice], drilled a hole through its face and returned to her side.
[+1,000 Apocalypse Points.]
"Fucking fodder."
Jade couldn't have manifested a better weapon if she wanted to. It suited her far better than anyone else might claim of their own.
[Soul-weapon: Justice.
The javelin is commanded by your will.
Attacks and skills with this weapon deal 200% of your base physical strength (currently, 46). Additionally, it will move as fast as your haste.]
They left a trail of countless dead head hounds, broken ladies, and flying monsters in their wake. All without sparing a single glance at them. Having Judgment, her go-to for fucking things up, removed from her skill list was more of a blessing in disguise, allowing her to conserve points for the time being.
Jade pulled out a worn photo of herself when she first started middle school, standing next to her little brother Izumi before he died during an incursion. Unfortunately, it happened before she became a magical girl. If he was here now, she wondered what he would think of her silly nickname.
"Hey, there's a girl down the street!" Gauntlet warned, snapping Jade from her reverie.
A girl dressed in a camo uniform was standing in their way. An anthem, a mouse floating listlessly by her side, told Jade that she was more than just some girl.
"Stop!" she shouted. "Turn around before you get hurt!"
"Dunno who you are. Don't care. But you better move, because I ain't stopping for no one," Jade said, continuing her advance without missing a beat.
"I warned you… Forge From the Elements: Stone and Fire!"
Six large humanoid golems as tall as utility poles made of molten rock emerged from the asphalt, but Jade, undeterred by their appearance, pressed forward. Her eyes remained focused on the magical girl ahead.
Talk about an unlucky game of rock, paper, scissors, Jade thought.
As one of the golems threw a punch, [Justice] shattered the fist into pieces of gravel. Her soul-weapon made short work of all six until they were nothing but a pile of smoldering rocks.
The Summoner magical girl took a trembling step back but retreated too late.
"No, stay back! Forge— mmph?!"
Jade grabbed her by the face, lifted the struggling girl off her feet, and kept walking.
"You with Messiah, right? If you're the best they got, then there ain't a single one of you cut out to take me on, let alone Flare. Heh… Hell. Not even Kari."
Sharp nails dug vainly into Jade's skin with great effort and amounted to a tickling sensation. No matter how much the girl tried to claw and rip her way out, a weakass summoner had nothing against the durability of the Rook class made sturdier by the Knight subclass.
With a hand over her mouth and nose, she began to turn blue. Tears streamed down the girl's face. A look that reminded Jade of all the times she had fucked up in life. Of all the lives she had fucked up as a good-for-nothing before becoming a magical girl absolved her of those sins.
Jade sighed. Her grip faltered, and she let the girl down.
Freed from her grasp, the summoner leapt back. It didn't look like she had enough yet.
"Give up," Jade urged.
"I can't afford to let you go any farther… Heed my Call, Titan!" The camo girl tossed what looked to be her soul-weapon, a chisel, into the air.
A massive, stone golem about half the size of the Tokyo Tower took shape behind her. The ground quaked with each step, causing buildings nearby to crack and crumble.
It might be a little overkill, but Jade couldn't afford to be stingy about using some magic. One skill should do the trick.
[Judge, Jury, and Executioner (15): Throw your soul-weapon. The first target it hits deals 350% of its current physical strength.]
"Didn't want to use any of my skills yet, but I gotta put you in your place somehow." Jade opened her palm for [Justice] to return at last, dug her heels into the ground, and aimed for the chisel in the golem's chest. "Judge, Jury, and Executioner!"
Physical Strength: [46 ⇒ 161]
The javelin broke the sound barrier as it launched from her hand, booming like the crack of thunder. It punctured through the golem and left a gaping hole in its chest. The chisel dropped down to the despondent, wide-eyed summoner's feet, and without the core to hold itself together, the golem began to fall apart.
Jade dashed in to carry the petrified girl away as car-sized boulders crashed around her. She put her down on the sidewalk and pressed on.
"That was… my strongest summon. It can even stand toe to toe with Malevolent Domain threats… but you… how did… in one hit?" she mumbled in disbelief.
Now wasn't the time to butt heads with a magical girl. Hell, wasting time with anyone was exactly what the Messiah wanted.
"Please kill me," the girl whispered.
"What?" Jade finally turned around and squinted at her.
"Kill me!" she screamed. "If you won't, then Hurricane will! I'm… I'm supposed to be the third inheritor of this ring, but I can't even catch up to Sniper and Sister in strength…"
Two more names that must also be part of Messiah. Just how many were there? Hurricane and Chu Hua on their own complicated things enough, but two country's worth of magical girls were dead set on setting off the apocalypse?
"What do you mean Hurricane'll kill you? Ain't you guys allies?" Jade asked.
"You guys don't inherit rings in Japan? Geez… Maybe my country is the one that's messed up. My orders are to stop you. Fail and they'll take my ring off and give it to someone else. I think we both know there's only one way it's coming off my finger." The girl rubbed a green, gem-studded ring on her index finger.
"What's your name?"
She stopped weeping and looked up.
"Don't make me sound like a broken record," Jade said, scratching the back of her head. "Your name. Your folks didn't name you?"
"I'm… Emma." She clicked the heel of her boots together and proceeded to speak with more vigor. "Private first class Emma Howards of the United States Special Magical Marine Task Force, and my anthem, Lilypad!"
"I'm Gauntlet! It's nice to meet you both!" Jade's own anthem declared.
The loud introduction that came directly from Emma's diaphragm deserved some respect. It gave Jade a blast from the past from when her gang used to shout like no one gave a fuck together.
She nodded at Emma and said, "Jade."
Emma gasped, almost starstruck.
"Are you really… Jade? As in the Magical Girl of Justice? Wow. So I never had any chance against you after all…"
"Nothing to sweat about. Probably only three who can really take me on— well, four now if she really wanted to." Jade rolled her eyes and wondered how Kari was handling things on her end. Hopefully, that idiot wasn't throwing herself into trouble and was sticking close to the other two.
"Weird," Gauntlet began. "My anthem senses are tingling. It's telling me that the monster is right in front of us."
Just then, a rumbling cry like grinding metal caused the four of them to squeeze their ears shut. Fissures snaked up and down the street, utility poles and street lights toppled, fire hydrants popped from the ground and fired geysers of water into the sky. Further down the road and near the main gate into the university campus, a skeletal hand punched through the asphalt.
Like a baby bird kicking and pecking its way out the eggshell, a hulking monster with mummified skin ripped away the street to wrench itself from underground. Jade and Emma gagged at the gruesome face in which the top half of its head was missing. It wasn't until it emerged completely did they see that it was also missing the lower half of its body.
One gangly arm reached deep into the chasm it crawled out of, playing the same metallic, screeching note until an enormous, pitch-black sword surfaced. The most disturbing thing wasn't the monster, but the hilt made of human bodies, wailing as it swung a wide swathe through the block.
"That's the one we gotta fight, boss!" Gauntlet cried.
"What… What is that?" Emma asked, hands shaking as they peeled away from her ears.
"You're freaked out? That's just the start of what your Messiah wants to set loose into the world!" Jade exclaimed.
"N-No, that can't be! Hurricane and Sister told me we're saving the world! Humanity has sinned, so God is sending his angels to deliver us from—"
"The fuck nutjob garbage is that? You actually believe the sopping wet bullshit Hurricane feeds you? There's nothing angelic about those things. What about that looks like it's going to save you anymore than throwing yourself into a meat grinder?"
Emma's shocked demeanor gradually morphed into one of despair. She broke down, clutching her body, finally thinking for herself rather than letting others think for her, but still unable to grapple with the lies.
"But… everything they showed me… Sister Claire said I could get my soul back and…"
This was a waste of time. Jade needed to stop the monster which appeared to be heading north in haste.
"We all got our own choices to make. Taking orders from a cunt who can't even do her own dirty work ain't gonna save anyone. But you can." Leaving the summoner with those final words, Jade took off with Gauntlet to face the monster.
"How are we going to fight that thing?" Gauntlet asked.
"Same way we fight everything— beat it until it stops moving!" Jade might not be able to fly right now, but [Justice] can. She grabbed onto her javelin and had it carry her onto the monster's back. It didn't react to her landing.
The thing was heading right for the edge of the barrier at the other end of Toshima. If it got through, Japan was toast.
"I'm just going to have to stop it here. Judge, Jury, and—"
It finally took notice and bucked her off, but she wasn't done just yet.
"Executioner!"
The javelin roared as it left her hand, but what followed was a much more deafening clang as the monster parried the blow with its obsidian sword. Although her attack had been blocked, the impact nearly tore off its right arm from the shoulder.
"I gotta hand it to you, big guy. So far, Flare's magma shield was the only thing that could block that. Let's see you try it a second time." Jade opened her hand to receive the javelin again, but the monster's overhead swing stopped her from winding up the skill to abandon it for another. "Castle!"
[Castle (10): Create a stone tower that shares your current resilience and half your health. It lasts until you leave it, or its health is reduced to 0.]
The projection of a stone tower halted the strike cold. While it tried to shatter the defensive structure, Jade sicced her javelin on the partially torn shoulder joint, tearing off leathery skin and flesh until it was down to bone.
In a hopeless attempt to swat away the weapon buzzing around it like a pesky fly, it swung too hard and dislocated its shoulder. Both the right arm and black sword clattered to the ground.
It uttered a frustrated howl and picked up the sword with its left hand.
[Use of magic sigils restored.]
Guess the others got around to beating one. At this rate, she was going to fall behind being so slow.
"I won't even need Gallant Knight to finish you off." Jade scoffed, folding her arms and casting off Castle.
Fleshy tendrils suddenly sprouted from the shoulder, connecting to the detached limb and bringing it back to its body. Both hands clenching the black sword struck downwards.
"Heed my Call, Titan!"
A giant construct backhanded the broad side of the sword, causing the blade to plunge into a building instead.
Jade chuckled at the timely arrival and asked, "What took you? Trying to figure out what to have for lunch?"
"I don't want whatever world Hurricane thinks will still exist after the apocalypse. I… I want to follow you instead!" Emma shouted from the shoulder of her titan.
This warm and pleasant feeling, having someone look up to her again, wasn't so bad.
"If that's what you decided, then who am I to tell you to screw off? Fair warning though: I don't stop or slow down for anyone." Jade grinned, feeling lighter and more determined.
"Trust me," she said, rubbing her cheek. "I already know!"
Emma's sturdy titan proved to be a decisive obstruction in the monster's attempt to escape. They wrestled to the ground, flattening buildings and abandoned cars. More importantly, their grappling distracted the monster enough and prevented it from swinging the devastating sword, providing Jade the favorable circumstances with which to end it.
In order to do that…
"King's Decree!"
[King's Decree (30): Swap your defensive and offensive stats for the duration of one skill.
Base Physical Strength: 23 ⇒ 105
Base Magical Strength 3 ⇒ 105]
[Soul-weapon: Justice.
The javelin is commanded by your will.
Attacks and skills with this weapon deal 200% of your base physical strength (currently, 210). Additionally, it will move as fast as your haste.]
[Justice] doubled in physical strength and bristled with so much power that it stung to hold.
"Emma, take cover!" Jade shouted.
"Where? There's nowhere to hide!" Emma cried.
"You're looking at her— behind me," Jade said, winding up to throw the javelin. Emma and Lilypad dove off their titan to hide behind her. She aimed at the sword-wielding monster, held still by the summoned golem. "Judge, Jury, and Executioner!"
Physical Strength: [210 ⇒ 735]
The soul-weapon tore through both creatures with an incredible explosion. Debris and rubble from broken buildings were sent flying everywhere. Her stats immediately returned to normal, and she turned around to shield both Emma and Lilypad.
[+1,000,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[Apocalypse Communications Restored.]
"That was… amazing…" Emma uttered in awe. "You did all that with two skills?"
"You ain't seen nothing yet." Jade cracked her neck.
Nothing of the monster was left after the dust settled. Better send the others a message to check on things.
[Jade: Thank fuck. You guys, be careful and stick together. The Messiah crashed the party, and there's more than just Chu Hua and Hurricane. I just had one try to stop me from killing a monster.]
[Sachi: Candy and I are near Setagaya, but—]
The sentence was left unfinished. What just happened?
[Jade: But what? What the hell happened over there? Kari, if you're listening, you gotta get to them. I'm all the way over in fucking Toshima.]
[Kari: I'm near. Heading there as fast as I can.]
That kid might be temperamental, but at least she could be trusted in a fight. Candy and Sachi should be in good hands.
Emma rummaged through her stuff and offered a canteen sloshing with water inside it. Jade graciously accepted it and sipped a little before handing it back.
"You're really not the kind of person I expected Jade to be," Emma said, taking a seat on the curb. "The best way to describe you… brusque?"
"What? My piercings give it away? Used to run with a pretty bad gang as a kid. Maybe that's where it comes from. With a past like mine, the whole Magical Girl of Justice title feels lame," Jade answered thoughtfully.
"I don't think it's lame! If anything, I think you're pretty damn cool!" she exclaimed with unabashed enthusiasm.
"Cool, huh?"
Tsubasa Shibusawa wasn't a street punk that broke windows or stole from backwater convenience stores. She used to paint the streets red with a motorcycle gang. It got so bad police figured the best way to get rid of them was to let turf wars solve themselves. Well, turned out no one could live that way forever. A hungry stomach didn't care how many noses she broke during her youth, and no one wanted to hire a kid with a face asking for trouble."
"This is going to be a weird question, but… do you… believe in God?" Emma asked.
"Big man upstairs with the capital G? As far as I care, he's got nothing to do with me just like my shitty old man." Jade scoffed at the idea of a benevolent higher being.
If one existed, they were probably cruel.
"I wish I could see things the way you do. Sounds like you have it all figured out." She frowned.
"I ain't perfect. No one is." Jade got to her feet and brushed the dirt from her robe.
[Disabled skill has been restored.]
Someone got the third monster? Then there was only one more. Kari, Candy, and Sachi should be over there now.
"What do you say, Emma?" Jade extended a hand to the girl who was still sitting and deep in thought. "We stop the apocalypse from happening, and I show you around Japan. Ever had authentic takoyaki?"
Emma swallowed hard. "Why did you have to bring up food at a time like this?"
The two shared a laugh.
As they were about to set off, Gauntlet gasped. "Watch out!"
Jade followed the anthem's gaze over her shoulder, catching a glimpse of the monster she had been searching for all this time— Jaws, with its gaping maw clamped down on Lilypad.
"Em… ma…" the mouse squeaked before being swallowed whole.
"Lily…?" Emma stared blankly at the monster.
Jade pulled Emma away just as Jaws reached out to grab them, then she crushed a magic sigil in her other hand.
"Lily! No!" Emma screamed, voice quivering and choking up.
"Gallant Knight!" Jade reformed her robes into a suit of armor and [Justice] grew into a large, blinding lance.
[Gallant Knight (All): Gain 1,000 additional health. Physical and magical resiliences are doubled until excess health is depleted. This health pool cannot be restored by health sigils.]
Health: [450/450 ⇒ 1450/1450]
Physical Resilience: [105 ⇒ 210]
Magical Resilience: [105 ⇒ 210]
Jade crushed another magic sigil to restore her entire magic capacity. She had to pull out all the stops for this thing. It wasn't going to catch her off-guard like the first time. Unfortunately, seeing Lilypad's death put Emma in no position to fight.
"Gauntlet, Grand Cavalry!"
[Grand Cavalry: Available to use once per day. Your anthem gains your stats at half their current value.]
"Yes, boss!" Gauntlet grew in size to fend off Jaws, but it was clear from the beginning how outmatched the anthem was.
"King's Decree!"
Base Physical Strength: [23 ⇒ 210]
Base Magical Strength: [3 ⇒ 210]
Physical Resilience: [210 ⇒ 23]
Magical Resilience: [210 ⇒ 3]
Jade prepared to throw her javelin again. "Judge, Jury, and Executioner!"
Even stronger now, the javelin tore a trench through the streets. Jaws jumped high to avoid the attack, but since the weapon answered to Jade's will, she ordered it upwards and struck it square in the thigh, ripping the right leg off.
As the monster came crashing down, Gauntlet flew in to wail into it but was sent flying with an uppercut. The missing leg quickly rejuvenated good as new.
Jaws was undoubtedly a cut above Malevolent Domain categories. Angel? It sure as hell fought like one.
Jade took her eyes off Jaws for one moment and it disappeared. Next thing she knew, it launched a flurry of blows she couldn't block. It was too fast. Far faster than last time, as though it had grown stronger.
Her health chipped away with each punch, knocking away pieces of her armor from Gallant Knight. It shouldn't be able to, especially when Knight's Decree ended after using a skill. Her defenses should be able to withstand Jaws' attacks, and yet…
A right straight shattered and punched through the armor, burying the fist into Jade's gut.
The total health pool of 1,450 was reduced to 540 in a single onslaught.
"How…?" Jade choked out.
Towering over her and grinning, Jaws winded its arm for more. The hit, however, struck someone else instead.
Emma coughed up blood. A fist had punched through her stomach. Jaws grabbed her head and threw her down the street just as the magical girl transformation dropped.
"Emma, no!" Jade ordered her javelin, joined by Gauntlet, to bear down on Jaws.
While the monster vaulted away, Jade ran to help Emma and threw up a Castle to buy them time.
"You idiot! The fuck did you go and do that for?" She cradled the fatally injured girl.
"You're the one… who told me we have our own choices to make… Did I make… the right choice?" Emma asked weakly. "There's something… I have to tell you… Hurricane is after… She wants to kill someone named… Kari. It's why she sent Chu Hua… and two other magical girls…"
"I'll do something about it," she assured her.
The hole in Emma's stomach was a mortal wound. Without Lilypad, she was going to die. Jade tried to put a health sigil in her hand and crushed it, but all it did was heal herself instead.
"Jade… I'm so scared," Emma whimpered as the color in her eyes began to fade.
"I'm here." Jade squeezed the dying girl's hand tighter. "I ain't letting you die on me, so hang in there. Stay with me, alright?"
"Hey… It's a little embarrassing, but… I want to say it. The truth is… you're… actually my favorite magical girl. I have… all your posters, looked up to you… Silly, right? I wish we could have met sooner, then maybe… I…"
Her hand stopped trembling. Her lips and chest went still. There were no more words to exchange, yet Jade wanted to hear more about this girl, who she had only just met. She wanted to hear about her dreams, aspirations… but now all gone with her death.
The person underneath the brave facade that was Jade, Tsubasa Shibusawa, wept. Another person she had promised to protect has died under her watch. She had broken another promise.
"Why the hell's it gotta be me? You could've chosen a better favorite than some high school flunkie." Jade lifted Emma's body and carried her to a nearby tree, fighting back tears as monsters were spawning all around them.
[WARNING. WARNING.
Apocalypse is imminent. The remaining cherub has entered metamorphosis. Multiple incursions are spawning all across Japan, accompanied by seraphs.
Please eliminate them in a timely manner before they reach the status of a god.
Otherwise, your world is doomed.]
Jaws watched from the sea monsters closing in, cackling loudly as purple shards fell around them.
They had failed to stop the apocalypse from arriving, but that didn't mean Jade was going to go quietly.
"Gauntlet, make sure no monster gets to her. I'm going to shut that fucker up for good," Jade said, passing Emma to her anthem.
"Are you okay, Jade? I-I don't think I've ever seen you…" Gauntlet bit back finishing his sentence.
She brushed a hand over her tear-stained cheeks. "Well, shit. Guess I ain't okay, but I'm gonna beat this fucker up until I am— Gallant Knight!"
The threads of her emerald robes repaired the suit of armor to its former glory, and she crushed a magic sigil to restore her magic to full.
"King's Decree! Judgment, all magic!"
[Justice] rose into the sky and began to duplicate itself, numbering in the thousands until the very sun was blotted out.
[Judgment: Cast your soul-weapon to the skies to mete out justice, doubling in number for every 5 magic spent.]
For once, it seemed Jaws feared for its life.
Jade cast a final apologetic glance at Emma and sighed, then turned back to the incursion-sized horde with fury in her eyes instead of tears.
"Eat shit."




Chapter 43 - Apocalypse

Kari saw the brief, fiery flash of the gun. Saw the bullet leaving the chamber. There were no second chances. No one was around to save her this time.
It seemed, however, in her moment of surrender, fate wouldn't have her die just yet.
A familiar shiv passed by her eyes, splitting the bullet in two and causing both halves to miss. They hit the ground to either side of her head and kicked up dirt.
"What?" Sniper blinked twice, doubting her eyes.
"What are you waiting for?" the one dressed as a nun asked. "Send this nonbeliever to be judged by God so that we may be on our way."
Her companion took aim again, but something cut the gun in half before she could pull the trigger.
"We're under attack!" Sniper shouted, tossing the remaining half aside and picking up her sniper rifle to finish the job instead.
In the blink of an eye, Sachi swooped in to slash the nun's throat. She staggered away, desperately clutching her neck with both hands and choking as blood poured like a waterfall down the habit.
Sniper raised her rifle to open fire, but Kari kicked her legs out from under her. The shot went wide and demolished the corner of a building.
"We're getting the hell out of here!" Sachi flung her shiv as far as she could and clasped Kari's hand just as the other magical girl pointed the rifle at them.
"Assassin's Shiv!"
"Killshot—"
They reappeared much further down the street with Sachi wielding the knife that was previously in mid-flight. She wasted no time, throwing it again down an adjacent street and using her skill to escape Sniper's line of sight.
The moment their feet touched down on the other street, multiple shots rang out down where they had escaped from.
"Keep watch from the skies, Iggy. Not too high, or that girl with the gun'll take you out," Sachi said to her anthem.
Iggy nodded and flew only as high as the buildings' rooftops.
"Can you stand?" she turned to ask Kari.
As much as Kari wanted to answer, to say anything at all, tears rolled down her cheeks instead. She couldn't say anything anyway because the electric shocks had caused her throat to seize up. Instead of waiting for an answer, Sachi put Kari on her back and took off running.
They entered a convenience store that had already been broken into and hid as monsters began to spawn seemingly all over the place. In a matter of minutes, the skies drummed with the beating wings of countless flying monsters, and the earth rumbled from parades of broken ladies, head hounds, and new creatures neither had ever seen before.
The apocalypse had come.
Their uphill battle had begun, and the Messiah scored a homerun right off the bat.
Most of the convenience store had been looted, but Kari was lucky to spot a water bottle that had rolled underneath the shelf. Although she twisted the cap off with ease, trembling hands made it difficult for her to drink.
"Come on, Kari… You're embarrassing us both here." Sachi smirked, lifting the bottle to Kari's mouth.
The water somehow hurt going down, but Kari was never more relieved to feel the sensation and knowing her body wasn't entirely fried.
"Feeling better?" Sachi stopped feeding her water halfway through to have some for herself.
"Yeah, thanks." Kari wiped her chin and leaned against the empty shelves. Or so she thought they were empty. A tin can of wasabi peas rolled off which she caught before it hit the ground.
When Sachi saw what was in her hand, she grimaced. "You like those?"
"Honestly? Nope. Makina does though. Boggles my mind how she likes super sugary stuff and weird spicy snacks." Kari opened the can and crunched on a few peas for the sake of staving off her hunger.
All they did was make her thirsty again, and she sighed at the sight of the now empty water bottle in Sachi's hand.
Those shots from the Sniper girl were no joke. They packed a punch. Of course, Kari couldn't forget the nun. Both of them combined did some serious magic damage, of which she was weak against. Someone did their homework and knew exactly who to send against her.
If there was one silver lining to this…
Kari reached out until her hand found purchase on Sachi's shoulder. She squeezed with what little strength she had left.
"You don't know how glad I am to see you. Seriously, thanks."
"Bet you'd never expected to say that to me of all people, huh? But from what I'm seeing outside, the three of us aren't out of the woods yet. Can't fly our way out either." Sachi sighed.
Slowly but surely, Kari was regaining control of her body. However, that meant nothing if she couldn't heal and fight as a magical girl.
"Where's Rocky? Candy and Yuyu?" Kari asked.
Sachi's demeanor soured over. The look on her face told Kari that nothing went down as they expected while in search of the other monster.
"You saw my message get cut off, right? We did get to the monster, but there were maybe three other magical girls there just… guarding it. Didn't get close enough to see their faces, but I'm guessing they were with the same people who almost blew your brains out. I tried to convince Candy to come back and find you, but she insisted on confronting them. Those cunts… they took her down instantly, so I ran. As for Rocky, I have no idea," she explained shamefully.
Rocky might not have ever made it to them.
Don't you go dying on me yet, Kari thought.
And Candy going down instantly? She might not be on par with Flare or Jade, but the gunslinger was certainly no pushover when it came to fighting. Knowing her and what Flare had said Candy would try to do, she likely tried reasoning with them. Which meant the Messiah attacked her anyway. Those ruthless fucks.
Kari tried climbing to her feet. Sachi and Iggy moved to help, but she placed a hand up to stop them. Using the shelves as leverage, she pushed herself to a standing position. A bout of dizziness almost put her back on the floor.
If this continued, Makina and Minato were—
Wait a minute.
Minato was in Meguro City, at least that was what Flare had told her. The place was sandwiched between Shinagawa and Setagaya.
Kari clutched Sachi's arms so hard she winced. "You said you were near Setagaya, right? You had to have passed by Meguro. How did it look? Did you see Minato?"
"The guy with the thick-rimmed glasses you hang with? Meguro is an entire city, you know? I have a better chance fishing a needle out of a haystack than running into him. The city wasn't in the path of any big monsters though, so it was mostly untouched. A whole lot of people freaked the hell out and holed up in buildings. But right now…" Sachi cast an anxious look outside.
It didn't matter. If Minato were to get hurt, she would never forgive herself. She had to tell him about Makina. About how they were dating now. The three of them were best friends after all, and he had to be the first to know. If only he would answer his damn phone.
Kari took an agonizing step forward only to fall into Sachi's arms.
"Whoa, there." Sachi offered a shoulder for her to throw an arm over. "I know you're raring to go, but have you seen how fucked up you are? Without Rocky—"
Kari interrupted with a click of her tongue. "I'm useless? The apocalypse didn't wait for anyone. Last message we got said monsters were appearing all over Japan. First, we need to find Rocky. Without him, I'm deadweight. If only we could rendezvous with Jade, but she's over in Toshima."
Now was as good a time as any to get in touch with her. Hopefully, she could still use the communications system without Rocky.
[Kari: Jade, you alive?]
A few tense seconds passed by, then—
[Jade: Barely.]
It worked.
Though the message was a little too curt to be Jade. Did something happen?
[Kari: I'm knocked out of form and got separated from Rocky. Flare is still MIA. Sachi and Iggy are with me right now, but Candy and Yuyu were captured by Messiah's group.]
A much longer pause followed that made Kari and Sachi uneasy.
[Jade: Where?
Sachi: Between Setagaya and Meguro. It's my fault that Candy was caught.
Jade: I'll take care of it. I need you guys to get out of the city as fast as you can.
Sachi: Out? But the fight's here. We have a better chance of surviving by sticking together.
Jade: That's what Flare wants. All the eggs in one burning basket. She and Messiah want to spawn a god for very different reasons, but the way they're going about it is exactly the same— us, as a feast on a platter.]
"N-No way…" Sachi shook her head from the revelation. "I just left Candy alone… If they kill her—"
[Kari: I'm not leaving until either Hurricane and Chu Hua die, or Flare dies.
Jade: Suit yourself, but I hope you've already said your prayers. One more thing: if you see Jaws, throw everything you got at it. It ain't dead yet.]
They had all made their choices.
"We're really doing this? Fighting the Hurricane and Chu Hua?" Sachi asked.
"Yeah." Kari couldn't meet her eyes when answering, as she was one of the reasons why it had to be done after all. "Show me your stats again. I need to know what we got going for us."
	Apocalypse System



	User Information


	Offensive Stats


	Defensive Stats



	User:


	Sachi Tamura


	Physical Strength:


	53


	Health:


	105/105



	Total Level:


	Lv. 2


	Magical Strength:


	10


	Magic Capacity:


	45/90



	Class:


	Lv. 2 Assassin


	Haste:


	61


	Physical Resilience:


	12



	Subclass


	???


	
	
	Magical Resilience:


	12



	Soul-Weapon


	None


	
	
	
	

	Current Points:


	32,000


	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	




[Shroud (5): Become invisible for up to one minute or until a skill is used. During this duration, you move and fly twice your haste in speed. Successful skills or attacks while invisible deal 200% additional physical strength in damage after all values are applied.
Assassin's Shiv (20): Fling the projection of a dagger. As soon as it leaves your hand you control its movements until it hits something, dealing 500% of your current physical strength in damage. You may teleport to the dagger in mid-flight or up to three seconds after impact.
Fan of Knives (15): Spin in place, throwing daggers out up to 5 meters and dealing 300% of your current physical strength in damage.]
Kari snorted, reading it all.
The Assassin class had a powerhouse of a skill set, exchanging defenses for high strength and haste.
Flare did confess that turning me into a magical girl was a test, she thought.
Why hadn't it ever occurred to her to ask Rocky what class Inyanga was? Unlike Iggy who lost his memories after being reborn, they could have confirmed it easily since he outlived his magical girl.
She then noticed that Sachi's points were rather low.
"Did you not get any points from killing the nun?" Kari asked.
"Must not have died. I swear I cut through the windpipe though." Sachi stared at the shiv still wet with blood. "W-Wait… points? You're telling me killing other magical girls gives you points like killing monsters?"
Kari nodded, but she gave no other explanation.
Yuria and Aiko couldn't use sigils without their anthems, but Kari didn't see anthems with either the sniper or nun at the time either. Then how? Were their anthems hidden or did the nun have a healing skill?
If that were the case, the nun was going to be problematic.
"We're going to have to pass through Meguro to get to Setagaya anyway. No matter what, I need to make sure Minato's okay," Kari said.
The three of them exited from the employee's back entrance of the convenience store, sticking close to the buildings to avoid monsters as they made their way through Meguro City.
"Hey, I get that you're close with Makina. But what's so special about that Minato guy?" Sachi asked.
Minato was somehow always there. He was the one who picked her up when she had passed out near the nurse's infirmary, always the first to ask if she was okay, and never once treated her any differently after becoming a magical girl. That time at the park, if Minato hadn't talked her down like that…
"He's my best friend. That's all there is to it," Kari quietly replied.
Six years had gone by so fast. Kari remembered their first meeting in the first year of middle school like it was yesterday. A scrawny kid with an even smaller back who kept his head down most of the day from his own bullying problems, and she steered clear despite sitting behind him to avoid falling into the same trouble.
At the time, Makina didn't share the same class and would drop by during lunch. From the second she came into the room, the loud mouth just had to introduce herself to Minato and ask what he was reading on his phone. It turned out to be the latest news on the start of Flare's meteoric rise to fame as a magical girl of all things.
A couple of kids came by to make fun of him for his interests. Started calling Makina out for it, too. That was when Kari told them to screw off and they did. Then Minato spoke to her for the very first time.
You're kind of like a hero, too, he told her.
Words that had stuck with her ever since.
"Kari, over there!" Sachi snapped her from the daydream.
Across the street, two head hounds were trying to break into the Meguro Museum of Art. The entrance was barricaded by furniture from within, but the doors were beginning to give way.
"We don't have time to help them. Let's keep—" Kari gasped.
On the other side of the barricade, trying to hold back the monsters were a group of people, including a very disheveled Minato.
"Ahehehehaha!"
"Ahahahahehehe!"
Sachi and Kari spun around to more monsters attracted by the noise— a broken lady lumbering down the street and a lizard monster clinging to the side of an adjacent building.
The barricade into the museum finally collapsed and screams could be heard as people retreated further in.
"Tch. Can you handle these two?" Kari asked.
"If I'm careful, yeah." Sachi nodded. "You're not seriously going in there like that, are you— Wait, Kari!"
The seconds were ticking. A head hound could kill countless in a single minute. Faster. Faster. At the very least, let Minato be safe.
Kari vaulted over the destroyed barricade of tables and chairs. The wide open lobby of the museum offered no places for the group of people to hide. Both head hounds had already killed five people by the time she caught up.
"Hey! Over here, you freaks!" she shouted at them, succeeding in only attracting the attention of one. The other chased people deeper into the museum.
The instant the head hound leaped into the air, Kari picked up a broken chair leg from the debris and used its own weight against it to jam the point into its throat. They both fell to the ground with the full weight of the hound on top of her.
[+1,000 Apocalypse Points.]
It was much heavier than when fighting as a magical girl, but the residual strength allowed her to shove it off.
Kari broke another chair leg for a weapon and quickly checked the bodies. None of them were Minato. She made haste inside to find a brave few trying to hold the second hound off with brooms, her friend being one of them.
"I'm the one you want! Untransformed magical girl on a silver platter!" She waved at the monster and got its attention away from them.
"Kari?!" Minato gawked in shock.
This hound didn't jump. It charged straight at her like a bull. She stuck the chair leg out, but the monster ripped it out of her hands. The large mouth opened wide, revealing sharp rows of teeth that put a long lost fear of the mutts back in her.
Instead of diving out of the way, Kari wedged her elbow into the lower jaw and both hands on the upper jaw as it clamped down. The knife-edged teeth bit into her. Fresh blood poured into the gaping maws. With each step forward the hound took, she had to take one back.
It started giggling.
"What do you think you're laughing at? I'm not dead yet…" Kari growled in return.
"Get away from her!" Minato stabbed the broom into its right eye, causing the monster to rear back and knock him into a samurai mannequin.
"Minato!"
"I'm fine…" He rubbed the back of his head, saw the spear that had fallen from the statue, and kicked it over. "Think fast!"
Kari picked up the spear and snapped it in half. With the hound blinded in one eye, she was able to avoid getting hit more easily. She ducked from a wide swipe, stabbed one half of the weapon into its remaining left eye, then swooped the forelegs out from under it and forced the metal point through the right socket and into its skull.
[+1,000 Apocalypse Points.]
"Hey, that's Kari, isn't it?" someone among the survivors asked now that the danger had passed.
As Kari got to her feet, she was struck in the head by an empty soda can.
"What happened to stopping the apocalypse?"
"My son is dead because of you!" a woman cried.
"Where are the others? Why aren't you with them, trying to stop this?" another shouted.
Kari boiled over with anger, listening to their abuse after saving their lives. She bled for them. Almost died for them.
This was their gratitude?
"Why don't you guys have some self-respect and shut up? We would all be dead if it wasn't for her," Minato chided. The sound of his voice was an offbeat tune in the discordant choir, but it was enough to put them on mute. He turned to her and frowned. "Dude, you're bleeding. Like a lot.
All the strength in her legs drained away, and she threw her arms around Minato. They dropped to their knees, overwhelmed with relief.
"Aw, geez. Now you're getting blood all over my new shirt! Seriously though, we should get you patched up," Minato said.
"Before that, I have to tell you something, " Kari began, tearing up for the second time today. "Makina and I… We're, uhm… dating now, I guess?"
He stifled a chuckle and returned a doubtful gaze. "Really? 'I guess' is the best you got after all these years? Feels like I'm at the front row seats of a teen drama where the love interests never get anywhere. But, hey… I'm happy for you two."
Sachi and Iggy raced in seconds later, panting. She saw the two dead head hounds and gaped.
"Shit, Kari, did you— The hell are you made of?"
While Minato was wrapping bandages around the wounds on Kari's hands and elbow in the bathroom, she and Sachi filled him in on everything that had happened so far. They and the survivors kept at a distance from each other, their antagonisms toward magical girls were palpable. Or maybe just toward Kari.
"Well, that explains why the entire country's gone to hell." Minato sighed. "What are your plans now?"
"Find Rocky, get you to safety, then pay the Messiah a visit," Kari said.
"Magical girls fighting magical girls… What is even happening? Don't get me wrong. You pull off some crazy shit, but I don't think you're beating anything bigger than a head hound like that." He tightened the bandages and nodded approvingly at the shoddy handiwork.
"She's got me. We can handle ourselves." Sachi grinned.
"I still haven't even processed that you're a magical girl! You're like the least deserving after what you did to Makina and Kari." He glared.
"Chill out, Four-eyes. I know what I did. Don't need you chastising me like some preacher. There's a whole lot more at stake here, and I'm just trying to do what's right." She returned his stare with a dirty look of her own.
"I don't blame you for thinking that way, but Sachi's saved me more times than I can count now. Put your trust in me if you don't trust her." Kari patted him hard on the back and might have reopened some of her own wounds doing so.
The three of them peeked outside. Those people were still there, huddled in the corner. Even with the entrance barricade broken, they took their chances here because two magical girls were their best shot at survival like they weren't just cussing out one of them earlier.
Many were whispering about other cities and the mention of Okinawa caught Kari's attention.
"What are they talking about over there?" Kari asked.
"One of you got a phone? I lost mine. Maybe you guys have been too busy to check what's going on. I wasn't kidding when I said the country's gone to hell," Minato said.
"Here. Use mine." Sachi tossed him her smartphone.
He navigated to the browser and typed something into a search engine. A whole list of headlines and images popped up. As they expected, the world had been whipped into a frenzy by the apocalypse in Japan. The United States and China were particularly riled because their magical girls were here. Talks of sending military forces across the sea to help were thrown as casually as confetti. Whether the blustering had any actual bite behind them, no one was sure.
Social media and news were set alight with terrifying monsters, and more disturbingly were the giant ones that looked almost… angelic or straight up horrifying. Some weren't attacking outright, just waiting. Still as statues.
Among the hastily-written articles…
Gigantic monsters appearing all over Japan!
A six-legged, winged beast flying over Osaka is causing electronics to malfunction.
Impossibly enormous serpent sighted off the coasts of Okinawa
Monster with the head of a crocodile, front body of a lion, and hindquarters of a hippo wreaks havoc in Shimane.
Scorpion with three tails and a humanoid upper body stalks eastern Hokkaido.
Six-armed, obsidian-skinned humanoid appears to sit patiently within Nijo Castle in Kyoto.
"What the… hell am I seeing?" Sachi gasped, the blood draining from her face.
"I'll forgive you guys for not knowing, so let me explain. That monster in Osaka? It looks eerily similar to a hundun, a beast of chaos from Chinese mythology. The chimeric one with a crocodile head? I'm pretty sure that's Ammit, an Egyptian deity associated with death. The multi-armed one with black skin, I could be wrong, but it definitely looks like the Indian deity Bhairava… Kala… or something. You starting to see a pattern?" Minato asked.
The Apocalypse System called them 'seraphic'. Were these mythological entities all angels?
A dreadful chill pricked the surface of Kari's skin.
"Check Okinawa!" Kari demanded. "You know what it is, right? Makina's there right now. I need to know if she's safe!"
"Well, Okinawa seems safe for now, but…" Minato looked her straight in the eyes. "The most prolific snake-like being of that size could only be Jormungandr, the World Serpent. Kari, Sachi… you guys aren't fighting any ordinary monsters. You're fighting gods and beings that are forces of nature."




Chapter 44 - A Storm Approaches

Gods and forces of nature?
"What is that even supposed to mean, Four-eyes?" Sachi lifted Minato up by the collar of his shirt, but she winced painfully and let go to clutch the side of her chest.
Kari and Minato hovered over her with worry.
"No surprise you're hurt, too," Minato said.
"Last fight got me banged up pretty bad. No more points to buy sigils either after my health got run down twice. I'm down half now," Sachi explained and pressed her back against the wall to steady her breathing.
"It's my fault." Kari frowned. "Those two were too strong to leave you to fight on your own."
She shook her head. "Someone had to keep them from getting in."
Things got worse by the minute. If only Rocky was here. There were no plans to be made while not in magical girl form.
Rocky, just where the hell did you go?
"Who said you can touch me, nerd?" Sachi went red in the face, backing away and looking like she was about to take off out of the bathroom.
"Believe me, you're the last person I'll get a hard on from!" Minato fired back. "Look, if that injury is bad enough to make you whimper, then sit still so I can wrap gauze around an ice pack for you!"
The two were about to duke it out, but Sachi eventually relented. She dropped the transformation and lifted her shirt to let him take care of it.
"You guys play nice. I'm going to make a call," Kari said, waving her phone on the way out.
The survivors that had come with Minato traveled deeper into the museum. Bleeding head hounds probably didn't make for nice art displays when waiting around. Well, better they took their chances inside than outside. But if nothing was done, they were going to be found one way or another.
Kari dialed Makina's number with bated breath and nearly fainted with relief when the call connected.
"Hey! What's going on right now? Everyone's being told to stay inside, and I'm pretty sure I heard an explosion off the coast just now!" Makina frantically explained.
"It's the apocalypse… There's a gigantic snake monster lurking in the waters of Okinawa, so stay inside and as far inland as possible," Kari said.
There was a pause between them so quiet that Kari thought the call had disconnected. Listening closely enough, she could barely hear Makina's rhythmic breathing. Was she scared speechless or just deep in thought? Because it wasn't like her to be at a loss for words.
"Send me a picture of yourself right now," Makina demanded.
Kari flustered at the request. "What? You're joking, right?"
"If I ask to facetime, you're definitely going to say no. I just want to see you!"
Without even seeing Makina's face, she easily imagined the pout on her right now.
Sighing, Kari tidied her hair, licked the back of her hand wet to wipe away the smudges and blood stains on her cheeks, and finally snapped a picture to send to Makina.
After what felt like an eternity, the picture was uploaded at last.
"Pfft…" Makina clearly stifled a laugh just now. "It's so cute how you can't smile."
Kari's phone buzzed with a notification, having received an attachment from Makina— a smiling photo of herself, the expression on the verge of laughter.
"Glad you're happy…" Kari rolled her eyes, thankful that a second picture wasn't being asked for now that her face was red.
Minato and Sachi walked out, both also blushing but for different reasons.
"Want to take a guess who's on the other end?" Kari asked, then passed the phone to Minato on speaker.
He placed it up to his ear. "Is it Makina—"
"MINATO!" Her scream came through so loud that Minato extended the phone as far from himself as possible. "I've been sending you texts every single hour! Losing your phone isn't an excuse in this day and age! There will be hell to pay on your forehead when we see each other."
"Sheesh. I'm in danger no matter where I go! Oh, yeah. Kari told me you two are finally an item. Looks like she actually grew a pair, huh?" Minato snickered at Kari's expense.
"Oh, I checked. There's still nothing down there except a mole on her inner right thigh."
"Hey!" Kari and Minato erupted at their friend.
"I'm giving the phone back before I hear anything else I don't want to. Glad you're safe, Makina." He quickly returned the phone.
"Seriously, you have zero filters. The phone's on speaker and Sachi's also here," Kari said, only to then realize that now might not have been the best time to reveal that.
"...Sachi is?" Makina quietly asked.
Sachi was deep in thought, brows and lips scrunched up as she resolved something in her mind. She walked up to the phone which Kari held aloft between them.
"It's… It's me, Sachi Tamura. I've been meaning to apologize for all the horrible shit I did to you and Kari back in school. You didn't deserve any of that, and I understand if you won't—"
"I forgive you," Makina said, taking everyone by surprise, especially the recipient. "Kari isn't bullying you back, is she? That girl can be abrasive and rude, but she really means well when it comes to friends. So if she thinks about getting back at you, just let me know. I'll give her a good scolding!"
Just like that?
Kari could never be as good a person as Makina in any lifetime. Although Sachi received the forgiveness she sought, the weight of her guilt came crashing forth, and she apologized before running back into the restroom.
"I'll make sure she's okay." Minato followed Sachi back in.
"D-Did I just make her cry?" Makina asked.
"Sachi lost a whole lot of people before the apocalypse, and… well, she decided to become a magical girl—"
Before Kari could finish, the ground began to tremble as if the world was heaving in agony. Ceiling lights flickered and loose debris rained down outside. The day was quickly growing dark. She raced outside to find unnatural, dark clouds rolling across the horizon. Just as troubling was the earthquake earlier which created deep fissures in the streets.
"Sorry, Makina. We'll talk more later!" Kari said, but she was reluctant to hang up.
"Be safe for me," Makina replied, then hung up for both of their sakes.
Kari put her phone away just as the others joined her outside.
Iggy pointed to the skies.
"I'm 100% sure that's not the apocalypse or monsters' doing. It has to be from a magical girl!"
Those clouds continued to stretch far beyond the confines of Tokyo. Who the hell had that kind of power to blanket a chunk of Japan like that?
"We have to find Rocky. I hope you don't have any attachments to the group inside." Kari turned to Minato who shook his head.
"I got separated from my folks a few days ago, so I'll take my chances with you guys. Doubt we'll have an easier time finding Rocky though," he said.
Think, Kari.
Where would Rocky be? When they had separated, he should have been flying towards Setagaya to catch up to Sachi and Candy. He couldn't be much further than Meguro. If the apocalypse started and monsters were appearing all over the place, he might be taking his chances flying low, just enough to avoid flyers and grounded monsters.
The skies…
"Sachi, how far can you throw your dagger straight up? A whole lot of people are probably wondering what's up with the sky right now. After all, the first thing we did coming out of the building was look up," Kari explained.
"Oh, I getcha!" Sachi flung the shiv with all her might that it sang all the way up and disappeared from sight.
What little sunlight remained reflected off the metallic weapon and served as a sort of flare. Rocky wasn't going to be the only thing to see it. Whether this worked or not, they were about to have a whole lot of company.
The dagger fell back into Sachi's grasp a few minutes later, and with it, a group of head hounds and flyers zeroing in on them.
"I can take 'em." Sachi stood her ground until a monster, frog-like in appearance with a bloated throat, hopped ahead of the horde. "Maybe not that thing…"
"Run for it!" Kari shouted.
The four of them made a break across the avenue. Sachi cut through the monsters in their way, but the ones behind them were gaining fast. A long, powerful tongue slammed into a car next to them and was pulled into its gullet. They threw themselves into an apartment complex, the entrance of which was too small for the bigger monster to fit through.
Its tongue fired off again and caught Minato by the legs.
"I got you!" Sachi sliced the tongue, freeing him.
The creature shrieked and abandoned pursuit, then Kari slammed the door shut before anything else chased them in.
It seemed safe for now, but that reckless move might have done more harm than good. They went to the highest floor and broke into a room at random. Though the power was off and most of the food in the fridge had spoiled, Iggy found some instant ramen inside a cabinet. Luckily, the plumbing still worked.
"Guess we're having noodles," Minato said.
"I'm going to see if I can spot Rocky from the roof. He had to have seen the glare from Sachi's knife." Kari left them to head for the top through the stairwell and cracked open the door to check if it was clear first.
While this building was mostly fine, others had flying monsters circling or perched on the rooftops. Countless pillars of smoke across Tokyo rose into the darkened sky. Distant screams were quickly silenced, including the ones in the direction of the museum they had just escaped from.
Kari cupped both hands over her mouth but hesitated. What were the chances anyway? She would only become a megaphone to invite more monsters. Or worse.
Fuck it.
She swallowed the deepest breath of her life and yelled, "ROCKY!"
Her voice echoed far and wide. A swarm of flyers off in the distance grew closer, but it wasn't because they heard her. They were chasing something much smaller…
"H-Help!" Rocky screamed.
"Rocky?" Kari squinted and was floored that it worked. She ran to the other end of the roof and took a sprinting start, then leapt off at the edge. "Buy a healing sigil and magic sigil and put them in my hands! Now!"
Two crystals appeared in her grasp, she crushed them, transformed back into a magical girl, and summoned [Destruction and Ruin] to decimate the flock in one swing.
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
"I thought I was a goner!" Rocky buried his face into her chest in tears.
"How did you even find me?" Kari asked, holding him so tightly as if to be sure he was real.
"Just earlier, I saw something shining in the sky. I came to check it out, but monsters caught my trail, then I heard you call my name. More importantly, you're alive! How?" He patted her cheeks, just as much in disbelief.
"Sachi saved me. We should go inside and fill you in," she said.
Magical girl and anthem reunited at last, they returned to the room to tell the others of the good news. Unfortunately, their untimely return intruded on Sachi having pinned Minato to the couch in an uncompromising position.
They separated from each other faster than Kari using Stampede, but the flushed faces couldn't conceal the truth.
"Cold noodles so bad that you went tongue-deep in each other instead?" Kari teased.
Minato pointed an accusing finger at Sachi. "She pushed me down first."
"Shut up!" Sachi stammered. "It's not what you think!"
"I could leave you two alone again, but I thought I'd tell you guys that Rocky's back." She thumbed over her shoulders.
"Heya, lovebirds! A lot happened while I was gone, huh?" Rocky waved from her back.
Iggy floated over to high five Rocky.
"Looks like the ability to fly is back, too. I can carry Minato out of here unless you guys want more time to get friendly?" Kari offered in jest.
"Better I'm out of your guys' way before things get worse," Minato said.
Their reunion was interrupted by two arm-sized bullets punching through the windows and into the floor.
"Get down!" Kari braced herself as they sparked.
Sachi shielded Minato and Iggy from the explosion, but they were blasted out of the building. Kari managed to catch and carry them onto the streets.
"Is the nerd… okay?" Sachi coughed.
"Thanks to you, I'm toasty, but still alive." Minato groaned. "What the hell happened?"
From the dust and debris came the silhouette of someone in a habit.
"The Lord asks that we practice mercy and forgiveness. I should thank that girl with the knife for almost sending me to Him, but it's far too soon for me to go."
[Destruction Incarnate] didn't matter against their magical strength. Better to keep health up and fight them with other skills. Judging by the trajectory of the bullets earlier, Sniper was somewhere in the buildings.
"Minato, find somewhere to hide. Sachi and I have some cleaning to do," Kari said, watching him take cover behind rubble.
"This is bad… I'm almost out." Sachi panted.
A shower of bullets forced Sachi on the defensive, but Kari wasn't going to waste this chance to get the nun.
"Stampede!" Kari charged at the woman for the kill, but her weapon smashed into something like a barrier.
The nun wagged a finger. "It's amazing how complex the Apocalypse System is to be like a video game. My class happens to be a support. I can also do this— Cage of Light!"
Kari dove away, but the skill wasn't meant for her. Pillars of light trapped Sachi in place, but she teleported out with the help of her shiv. However, when she appeared at the handle of the weapon, a bullet struck her in the chest.
The electrical shock that followed took Sachi out of magical girl form, and as quickly as the form dropped, gunshots more deafening than the previous one rang out.
"Claire, stop!" Sniper leaped from her hiding spot to disarm the nun of the smoking gun.
She didn't stop her to spare Sachi, but because the one hit was Minato, who had shielded her. The bullet wounds were fast staining his shirt red.
"Oh, no. Minato…" Rocky gasped.
Kari's blood went cold. She dropped her weapon and raced over to help Sachi staunch the bleeding, but there was just too much.
"You can heal, right?" Sachi screamed at their enemies. "This isn't his fight! Help him!"
"I didn't mean to shoot him… My healing skills only work on magical girls," the nun said.
"Did I… make it?" Minato asked, his breathing coming out in quick, ragged bursts.
Sachi nodded tearfully.
"Thank goodness… My bad, Kari… Tell Makina sorry… I should've hung out with you guys more… when I had the chance…" Minato whispered before going still in her arms.
"Hey, Minato… Wake up for me, man. Wake up!" Kari clutched his shoulders so hard she felt a bone snap and flinched from the sound.
Everything was happening like a fever dream. She checked Minato's wrist for a pulse— nothing. Her hands were soaked in his blood, and for the first time, she was horrified by the color of it.
Sister Claire whispered a prayer from afar. "Those who are alive and remain unto the coming of the Lord, shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. I didn't mean to kill him, but you should rejoice. I have sent your friend to the Lord's embrace."
Rejoice? There was nothing to rejoice about.
Kari shut Minato's eyes and passed him into Sachi's arms, who cradled him as she and their anthems wept.
"Save your prayers for yourself— Destruction Incarnate!"
Her robes took on a savage appearance, causing Sister Claire and Sniper to falter briefly.
Good. They should be afraid.
"I'll rip both your fucking heads off!" Kari screamed
"Sister Claire, we're retreating!" Sniper fired a shot at Kari, but she caught the bullet and crushed it before it could explode.
Although Sniper was faster in her retreat, the nun was too slow. Kari shattered the barrier and went for the kill. The two, who had been so confident in taking her on before, even successfully subduing her, were now terrified beyond reason.
"Come Here!" Kari grabbed hold of the sister by her throat and punched a hole through her stomach, then let go just enough so that she could breathe. "Go on, heal yourself."
And she did.
Sister Claire muttered a skill to recover her wound in an instant, but Kari repeated the fatal blow. Over, and over, and over. Eventually, the nun's eyes grew fearful and manic. She was running out of magic.
"Ahahaha! Very well. Send me to Him! The Lord receives me with open arms!" she bellowed fanatically.
Kari was about to crush Sister Claire's throat when a whirlwind enveloped the nun and carried her away. She tried to give chase, but strong winds kept her grounded.
"That's far enough," a silhouette behind a curtain of mists said to her.
"I don't think so— Stampede!"
Pure rage carried her fist into someone's palm. The punch that should have destroyed this person didn't so much as faze her. She was stopped cold in her tracks, but the impact had blown the obscuring mists away.
Towering over her was a woman dressed in camo. The wind whipped her blonde hair into a frenzy. This commanding demeanor, the piercing blue eyes—
"Hurricane," Kari snarled, her voice dripping with spite. She summoned her weapon into her other hand and swung it with all her might.
Hurricane grabbed Kari's wrist and twisted the hammer axe out of her grasp.
"Wind Tunnel!"
A powerful force pushed Kari back, making it difficult to stay standing. She was being moved and couldn't advance. Not against this wind.
Then the skill ended abruptly.
"Kari Tachibana, clearly trying to kill you was my only mistake. May we talk?" Hurricane asked.
Talk? Now they wanted to talk? What kind of sick joke was this?
"It's too fucking late. One of your groupies… killed my friend!" Kari choked up and wiped her stinging eyes. "You have another thing coming. Until you let me wrap my hands around those two behind you, there's nothing to talk about!"
Hurricane was stunned. Her eyelids fluttered and face contorted in consternation.
"What does she mean you killed her friend?" Hurricane turned to her two companions for answers. "Your only orders were to incapacitate or kill resisting magical girls. Sniper, Sister Claire?"
"Sister Claire tried to finish off a magical girl with our service pistol like you ordered, but a boy jumped in the way. I tried to stop her, but I was too late," Sniper explained.
"I'm terribly sorry. He came out of nowhere." Sister Claire shut her eyes, nodding in confirmation.
"Accident or no, it isn't our place to intervene in any way. We're only here to impede the magical girls and bear witness to the apocalypse," Hurricane reprimanded them.
Recalling those fresh memories brought Kari to tears. Minato was gone and nothing was going to bring him back. Three bullets into his chest. It just wasn't fair. He didn't deserve to die like that. How was she going to face Makina like this?
"Kari, I'm so sorry for your loss. But rest assured your friend is in a better place. By God's side, at peace in Heaven," Hurricane said.
"Screw your sorry!" Kari shouted.
Who was this magical girl named Hurricane? The way she spoke, the guilt written on her face, was nothing like Kari imagined the leader of Messiah to be like. Hurricane's shoulders slackened, and she returned an empathetic frown.
"Do you know why it's called the apocalypse?" Hurricane asked. "People have often forgotten what the word really means. In religious texts and concepts, it simply refers to a revelation, having originated in ancient Greek as the word apokaluptein— to uncover."
"Fuck your history lesson. We're done talking!" Kari balled up both hands. "Stam—"
Hurricane vanished behind thick, gray clouds before Kari could utter the skill.
"No, I suppose you're not." Her voice seemingly echoed from everywhere at once. "I'll have to show you what our God showed me."
A flash of light blinded Kari. She shielded her eyes and saw the crashing bolt of lightning too late.
As quickly as Kari lost sight of everything, she snapped awake under a vast blue sky splotched with clouds as far as the eyes could see. Her feet dangled over an infinite drop with no earth in sight. The view before her seemed to stretch on forever.
This place wasn't like the cosmic abyss she had encountered before. A warmth enveloped her here. And somehow, she wasn't alone.
When Kari focused really hard, she could see the vague outlines of… people. Souls. They passed by her like the clouds, drifting endlessly in the sea of blue.
"Welcome to Heaven." Hurricane appeared beside her and gazed on.
Kari threw a punch, but it went through Hurricane as if she was an illusion.
"What kind of magic trick is this?"
"No trick." She shook her head. "All of this is real. Here, our souls are able to take shape. Here is where our souls belong. You want to see your friend again, right? His name was Minato?"
"Bitch, don't say his—"
Kari!
Kari spun around to the sound of her name being called by a familiar voice. Minato's voice. She couldn't have mistaken it for anyone else's.
"Minato? Where are you? Hey!" she desperately called out.
Kari!
When Kari spun around a second time to locate the voice, she found herself staring at her own body, lying unconscious behind the corner of the school's hallway.
"Kari! Kari! What the hell?" Minato uttered in shock. "Holy shit… this suit… are you a…"
"Minato!" Rocky dropped into the field of vision.
The perspective pulled away and bumped into the wall.
"Y-You're an anthem… and if Kari's in that getup, is she… a magical girl?" he asked.
The vision cut to him in front of the nurse's infirmary. Her arms were clearly over his shoulders, and he seemed hesitant about going in.
You know, Kari? It kind of hurts that you didn't tell me about this. I can be reliable sometimes, too. We're all friends after all, the three of us. Alright, well… let's get you inside.
Hot tears began to flow again.
Minato knew back then, too, and just played dumb. So it was him who had found her that day. But why was she seeing this memory?
"You're seeing them because these are echoes of his soul. There's no way I could have reconstructed this memory. It's unique to you and him alone." Hurricane returned, and so did the endless skyscape.
God, Heaven, souls… What did any of it matter when Minato had already died?
"So, say all this is real. You're telling me… God is brutally killing everyone to send them to Heaven?" Kari asked.
"That's right, and we magical girls have been fighting against that, delaying it, putting a hold on His plans. You're seeing the apocalypse— the revelation of it all. This is Rapture, the end times spoken of in scripture. Those monsters that we've improperly labeled them, they are angels. Or valkyries or whatever a religion refers to ferrymen for the dead," she explained.
This had to be a lie. It was all so… Then was Minato not really dead? Millions of souls passed through her every second. Somewhere among them were her parents.
"What happens to all the souls if we stop the apocalypse?" Kari questioned further.
"They will continue to be reborn in a dying world," Hurricane answered with grief in her voice. "Imagine how much they would suffer, trying to carve their way through life amidst famine across Africa and pollution in every major American city. That's why all this has been happening. Because Earth has run its course. Humanity must leave for a time so that it can recover. Eventually, we'll return with a new start. As different people, but—"
"No! This is wrong. Don't try to sell me on that crap. I don't want another world or a new life! I want this one where I can be with Makina and Minato… if I can't have it… if I can't be with them, I'll tear everything down just to keep what I have left."
Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin] and sliced the space in front of her.
The realm around them began to crack. Blissful sighs morphed into horrified screams and ghastly moans. All at once, like a glass fishbowl dropping to the ground, everything shattered.
Kari awakened back in the material world.
"You… How can you be so selfish?" Hurricane gaped. "You will send people into oblivion, to nothingness when they could be going to Heaven! We're trying to save countless souls, but you're willing to let everything go to ruin because… of one person?"
"You know what I think? If the old man in the sky couldn't save this world with humans on it, then like hell he can save it with us out of it." Kari glanced over her shoulder to see Minato held in Sachi's arms and apologized silently for her selfish decision.
They were going to have to meet again in another life, if there was one waiting for them after all of this.
"How dare you speak of our maker that way! Blasphemy… Blasphemy!" Sister Claire roared, stomping the ground indignantly.
Hurricane expelled a sigh filled with disappointment. "I tried to be reasonable. Doing the right thing is always so hard… Kari, I didn't choose the name Hurricane because it sounded cool or it resonated with me. I actually didn't choose it at all. Those jarheads up the chain of command who think they know better, think they're holier than thou, have no idea what I'm really capable of. But I played along just to get to this moment. It is the only way we can save this world."
Sniper, Sister Claire, and four other magical girls with them backed away to give Hurricane space. The winds had grown stronger. Everything between cars and concrete debris near her was swept up by the violent gales.
Flying monstrosities that couldn't fight against the maelstrom were swallowed in. The swirling darkness grew in size with each creature it consumed, blanketing the sky until nothing, not even a shade of blue or streak of sunlight could be seen beyond it.
Hurricane rose into the sky as lightning tore through the world around them.
"I am the storm and the blizzard. The Messiah who serves as the hand of God. Rapture has come, and we must all repent for our sins. Especially Flare, and especially you, Kari Tachibana."




Chapter 45 - Angel

Kari and Hurricane waged a cataclysmic battle under the violent monsoon.
Blinded by rage and grief, Kari swung wildly at Hurricane. Every time she landed a hit on her with [Destruction], the area of impact merely sparked where it should have bled. However, none of that registered to Kari. Minato's lifeless eyes were painted at the forefront of her mind.
The laughs they shared, the words the three of them exchanged, staying up late and getting into trouble… Memories were all she had left of him.
Every droplet of rain pricked at Kari like needles driving into her skin.
"After you, I'll rip that nun to shreds!" Kari screamed as she swung for the kill.
"Calamitous Storm!" Hurricane electrified her hands and sent a crackling bolt into the dark clouds.
Lightning struck all around, and one was all it took to send Kari hurtling to the earth.
Health: [100/200 ⇒ 53/200]
"More… fucking magic?" Kari cursed under her breath.
As thunder roared in the distance, Hurricane landed next to her with an apologetic demeanor.
"I'm sorry about your friend. I really am. But this goes beyond just him or you, or that girl you're in love with. Our future is at stake, and I won't hand it over to some alien god just because it granted us these powers," Hurricane said. When she extended an arm to the sky, a lightning bolt shot down and placed a hammer in her hand. Electricity gathered the metal head and sang a screeching tune. "Behold, my soul-weapon— Mjolnir."
Kari leaped away but backed into an enclosure of golden light. Behind Hurricane, the nun smirked.
That fucking bitch!
Kari raised her soul-weapon intending to break Sister Claire's Cage of Light, but Hurricane was already on top of her.
"Discharge!"
Mjolnir shattered through the cage, smashing into Kari's chest with an incredible enough force to move her. The impact took her breath away, but it didn't hurt. Nor did it deal damage.
"So that was all you got?" Kari taunted.
Hurricane quietly scoffed. "Part one of Discharge: deal 500% of my physical strength in damage. Part two: that damage is converted to magic damage at 200% of the value."
Concrete debris and cars suddenly lifted into the air. Thin strands of electricity sparked out from them, then surged through Kari all at once, frying her to a crisp.
Health: [53/200 ⇒ 0/200]
Defeated and broken, Kari laid motionless in the crater in her human form. The rain stung her eyes more than the tears. More than the scorching scars that blemished her from head to toe.
"You're not getting to her without going through me!" Rocky came to her defense and threw his arms out as if to stop the final blow.
Hurricane's eyes widened with recognition. "Inyanga's anthem? No wonder you're so strong, Kari. That makes you the ring's third inheritor, but who knows how many innocent girls Flare tricked into wearing that before you. I imagine you're worth a lot of points, but I won't be the one taking them."
As Hurricane turned to leave, Kari saw the ring on her finger. It wasn't buried into the skin like her own.
"You've never killed anyone before… have you?" Kari grabbed Hurricane's ankle to demand an answer. "Your ring. I know better than anyone. Every time I kill someone, the damn thing bites deeper. But yours is still on the surface. If you don't have the guts to kill anyone, then you can forget about going after Flare…"
"All that means is you're turning into a monster. Taking innocent lives is nothing to be proud of. I wonder if it started with Yuria? No. By the look in your eyes, it started the day you became a magical girl." Hurricane sighed and wrenched away from her grasp.
"We can still fight. Ask me to buy sigils for you! Come on!" Rocky started shaking Kari by the shoulders, urging her to get up.
The Messiah magical girls saluted Hurricane as she returned to them.
"Offer Kari and Sachi to whatever is born from the cherub. Maybe their combined points will elevate it to a seraph. When you're done here, go to your designated locations and ensure Rapture continues smoothly. We have the rest of the world after Japan," Hurricane said.
Sister Claire clutched the cross around her neck, calling down a beam of light which bathed Hurricane and the other magical girls. When the light vanished, so did they. She and Sniper were the only two who stayed behind. Another, much more massive column of light the size of a building's lot beamed down. What it brought forth was anything but holy. A giant egg-like cocoon with crimson, pulsing veins running along the surface sat before them.
They had seen this before on television. A similar cocoon had appeared in South Africa a few weeks ago. Something like that wolf was going to be born from it like Hurricane mentioned. And once it does—
"Where's Hurricane and Candy? Don't tell me I just missed the party?" an irritated voice asked.
Everyone turned their eyes to the sky, where Jade watched in her Gallant Knight form with a scowl. Sniper immediately fired a shot at her only to have it deflected by the flying javelin, Justice.
"If you're here, then Emma must be dead. I did tell Hurricane that girl alone wasn't fit to stop Jade of all people," Sister Claire said.
"I better get an answer, or someone's getting their ass whooped. Where the hell are Hurricane and Candy?" Jade reared her javelin back for a throw, but the twitching cocoon robbed everyone's attention.
It began to throb, like a pregnant woman's stomach churning from a kicking infant.
The nun cackled manically. "Behold, ye sinful. An angel descends—"
"Judge, Jury, and Executioner!" Jade wasted no time throwing the javelin into the cocoon. Her weapon pierced the shell like a toothpick through jello and came out the other end.
Whatever was inside didn't like that, because it let loose a bellowing groan.
An ivory sword pushed through the opening Jade's javelin had made and carved upwards. The cocoon split away, and there stood a giant humanoid with a body made of interlocking arms. Where its head should be were two large hands pressed together as though in prayer, four wings unfurled behind its back, and in each hand were swords as long as a utility pole.
"What the fuck?" Jade muttered.
The giant glared at Kari. It had no eyes but knew exactly where she was, and then thrusted a sword toward her.
"Rocky, two sigils!" Kari demanded.
"You got it!"
Kari crushed the sigils as soon as they appeared in her hands and transformed. She manifested [Destruction and Ruin] in time to parry the blow. The impact, since she was no longer in [Destruction Incarnate] form, brought her to her knees, but the blade screeched against the hammer axe's shaft and embedded into the ground behind them.
"Get Sachi out of here!" Jade shouted, tossing her javelin into the sky. "Judgment!"
Thousands of javelins replaced the storming showers. With Rocky and Iggy's help, Kari picked up Minato's lifeless body and a barely conscious Sachi and hoofed them behind a partially collapsed building. Sharpened steel rained down on the monster, however, a single beat of its wings sent most of them scattering away.
Sister Claire and Sniper didn't stand idly by while they battled. Jade alone fended off against that thing and two magical girls. Kari was about to join the fray when Sachi grabbed her arm.
"I'm sorry… for being so weak… I wish I could… help," she croaked before passing out.
It was going to be for the best that she fell unconscious.
"I need your help," Kari requested of Iggy.
"W-What about me? I'm your anthem!" Rocky complained.
"It's because you're my anthem that I need you close by," she said. "I need Iggy to find Sister Claire and Sniper's anthems for me. They're somewhere in those buildings behind them. Tell them we can try to negotiate. Can you do that for me?"
"Diplomacy it is! Leave it to me!" Iggy flew off, taking a wide berth around to avoid the fighting.
"What do you have planned?" Rocky asked.
"Trust me on this. Stay with Sachi unless I call for you. In the meantime, get two more sigils ready." Kari glanced at Minato and committed the sight of his pale demeanor to memory.
When Rocky nodded, Kari jumped back into the fight as soon as the sigils appeared in her hands. Anguish welled up within her heart as she gripped [Destruction and Ruin]. For all the physical pain inflicted on her up until now, this one would never subside.
"Apocalypse Power Up!"
Magic Capacity: [60/80 ⇒ 30/80]
Base Physical Strength: [36 ⇒ 108]
Physical Resilience:[ 35 ⇒ 0]
Magical Resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
As her defenses fell away, Kari received an incredible surge of strength.
"Haha! You keep trying and trying, but you're only going to fail a third time!" Sister Claire taunted, bringing forth destructive beams of light which annihilated everything they touched.
Kari weaved through them with ease.
"Destruction Incarnate!"
Health: [200/200 ⇒ 100/200]
Magic Capacity: [30/80 ⇒ 0/80]
She crushed the two sigils given to her earlier, restoring both health and magic back to full.
The giant angel cut a wide swath across the block toward her, toppling buildings and traffic lights in a single cleave.
Before the blade reached her, Kari struck first. "Stampede!"
Physical Strength: [108 ⇒ 540]
[Destruction] tore the entire left arm off from the shoulder and knocked the creature to the ground.
"Nice!" Jade pumped a fist in the air and whooped until Sniper fired three bullets into her chest.
"Killshot: Electrocution!"
Electricity sparked throughout Jade's body. Aside from looking peeved, she plucked each bullet off like they were splinters and was unfazed.
"That it?" Jade asked the rifle-toting magical girl.
The second Kari reached out to either Sniper or Sister Claire, they broke line of sight behind the buildings before she uttered the skill.
"I found them!" Iggy shouted between two buildings, leading the unsuspecting anthems out into the open.
"About time." Kari swung her hands in their direction instead. "Come Here!"
A turtle and bumblebee anthem rocketed forward, their terrified expressions drawing no sympathies from her. Sister Claire and Sniper gasped, but they were too late to stop it.
Kari swung [Ruin] through their bodies, killing both anthems in a shower of blood.
"H-How could you? You monster!" Sister Claire cried.
"Change of plans! We're retreating!" Sniper held the nun back and tossed multiple capsules which exploded into a smoke screen.
Cage of Light's magical enclosure trapped both Kari and Jade.
Through pure rage, Kari ripped open the prison and chased after them. But they were already gone.
"How do you like that?" Kari shouted at the top of her lungs. "You take my friend away, I take away yours! And when I find you, I will rip your throat out a hundred times over! You hear me, bitch? We're not done yet!"
"Kari! The hell's gotten into you?" Jade asked.
Kari turned around in time to see a downward slash sending Jade cratering into the ground. The angelic monster stood up and lifted the severed limb up to its shoulder. The many arms and hands linked together to make it whole again.
Their fight wasn't over just yet.
"Still standing, huh?" Kari growled.
"I got some choice words for you after this." Jade rose from the rubble and shrugged debris off her shoulders. "That fucker's likely an angel. It's exponentially stronger than what a Malevolent Domain has to offer. I'm willing to bet Jaws is the same thing."
Both of them dove away from its decapitating swings. The blades cut through the earth like it was made of butter, the impact sending debris flying everywhere.
Kari saw, where it had fallen earlier, some of the limbs from its body laid still. She met the monster head on and sliced through with [Ruin], ripping away the individual souls of each arm. Those soul-severed limbs fell away from the main body, but the many that remained quickly replaced them.
"We're not fighting a single monster, but a whole lot of them connected together!" she shouted.
Jade glanced over her shoulder to see the devastation its swords wrought and clicked her tongue. "It's too dangerous to fight it here. We're taking it to the sky."
Both of them flew upwards to lure the monster away from the ground. It took the bait, following them into the sky while brandishing the two deadly swords. If the tumultuous winds from Hurricane's storm weren't bad enough, the gale from its beating wings battered them good.
They couldn't lead it on a wild goose chase forever. Something needed to be done. The only way to kill it would have to somehow be all at once. Wanton Smash was an option, but it likely wouldn't hit as many given how large the monster was. One idea came to mind, and Kari had just the thing with Collateral from her Siegemaster subclass. But if that Stampede earlier was any indication, she would need to hit a whole lot harder.
The only way to do that…
"This is going to sound crazy, but I need you to stab me. A few times to activate my Enrage skill, then go behind the monster. How hard of a hit can you take?" Kari asked.
"Do what you gotta do, so bring it on." Jade manifested a sigil into her hand.
Kari ended Destruction Incarnate's effect to let Jade stab her a couple of times until her health reached the Enrage threshold. She recoiled from the extraordinary pain that was like having a scalding rod cook her intestines.
Through gritted teeth and panting breaths, Kari uttered the Destruction Incarnate skill, further halving her health and draining every point of magic.
[Passive Skill: Enrage has activated.]
Base Physical Strength: [108 ⇒ 216]
"You better… get out of… my sight…" Kari said as an intense anger overwhelmed her sense of self and reasoning.
Jade went into free fall to distract the monster.
"Alright, Rocky… magic sigil." She opened her palm to receive it, but nothing appeared.
The anthem which flew by her side was despondent, seemingly grieving.
"Rocky!"
Rocky knitted his brows together. Eventually, a sigil did appear in Kari's hand, and she crushed it to return her attention back to the monster at hand.
[Stampede (12): Become impervious to movement impairing effects and charges into one nearby enemy of your choice, dealing 500% of your current physical strength as damage to the primary target and 200% to all enemies in the line of path.]
"Stam—"
At that moment, before the last shred of sanity left, Kari realized that she had forgotten to tell Jade one important detail— that for all her high defenses, none of it would matter to Destruction Incarnate.
Kari became the living incarnation of a catastrophe.
"—pede!"
Physical Strength: [216 ⇒ 432]
[Destruction] tore through the angelic monster's head and continued through its body. The countless arms were popping like balloons. Collateral's rippling overkill damage chained off every limb, too slow to detach from the main body to end the effect.
[+2,150,000 Apocalypse Points.]
However, Stampede had one final target.
Physical Strength: [216 ⇒ 1080]
They locked eyes just a moment before the hit landed.
"Gallant Knight!" Jade took the full brunt of an enraged Stampede. Most of her armor shattered instantaneously. The two of them plunged to the earth with an explosive crash.
Sore all over, Kari somehow snapped back to her senses. Lying next to her was the unconscious Jade, every piece of her armor broken and seemingly in no shape to fight anymore.
Kari herself was no longer in magical girl form. How? She recalled having some health left and only magic damage could have finished her off.
"I changed you back," Rocky said. He, alongside Gauntlet and Iggy, stood over the mutilated bodies of the two anthems she had murdered earlier.
"I thought… you wanted to negotiate?" Iggy wept.
Kari had no excuse to give. It was what she intended all along.
"What does it matter? You guys come back to life later if you die anyway," she said.
"No." Sachi's anthem shook his head. "They were unwilling to leave their hiding place at first. I convinced them… to go against their magical girls' orders to stay put… because they believed there was another way."
Oh, Kari thought.
Which meant they forfeited their chance to reincarnate. Too bad. They only had their magical girls to blame.
"They were innocent… Neither of them deserved this…" Gauntlet took off his helmet to mourn.
"Yeah, well… Neither did Minato," Kari said, walking over to where Sachi was hidden.
Sachi was sitting upright against the wall and opened her eyes when Kari came around the corner.
"I heard everything."
"You going to chastise me, too?" Kari asked.
She shook her head. "No. Figured you're beating yourself up enough as it is."
They sat together in silence until Kari mustered up the courage to pull out her phone and tell Makina what happened, but the fighting earlier had broken it into pieces. Sachi reached into her pocket for her phone, but it was also broken.
"You know, I only just met the nerd, but I… Man, I'd never say it to his face, but I liked him right away. If I was friends with you guys sooner, I wonder if… if…" Sachi swallowed hard and couldn't finish her sentence.
After all the fighting had ended, Kari finally got her chance to rest. To reflect and sort out her emotions. She almost wished the fighting hadn't stopped, or maybe wished she had died because a very different kind of pain was now rushing back.
"Minato." Kari stopped fighting back tears and let them flow. "He was a real dork, you know? Whenever Makina or I got sick, he'd be the first at our door with some porridge, manga, and a whole lot of stupid jokes… Yeah, you really would have liked him."




Chapter 46 - All Roads Lead to Ruin

The world had gone to hell in less than a day. Japan's leadership was in disarray, many of them going missing or silent. Even the JSDF had their heads up their asses about what to do. Stock markets worldwide crashed so hard, the wealthy and influential— in an effort to find scapegoats— began laying blame on magical girls. People everywhere were calling this the mother of all apocalypse.
Things had become so terrifying, countries with magical girls withdrew into themselves and refused to send help. Meanwhile, news of China mobilizing its army has reached the airwaves and got their neighboring nations, including North America and UK from across the seas, sweating bullets.
Calling it chaos didn't even begin to describe it.
Kari shoveled the last pile of dirt onto the grave and stabbed the tool into the ground. She had spent the last few hours burying Minato in a park underneath a cluster of cherry blossoms.
Despite the destruction wrought to the city, this park was relatively unscathed.
A wave of dizziness struck Kari. She nearly lost footing if it weren't for the upright shovel. All that physical exertion had reopened most of her wounds. Every part of her body was injured and aching, the only respite she had were memories of the Okinawa trip with Makina. The cut on her hand from Iori, the gunshot graze on her shoulder from Ogata, and the bite wounds from her fight with head hounds while not transformed… They all still pulsed with pain each time with each heartbeat.
"Ahehehe…"
"Ahahahehe…"
As if their timing couldn't be any worse, two monsters crept up from behind.
"You eyesores don't belong here." Kari transformed, grabbed them by the lip of their jaws, and flung both monsters into the raging storm above. She walked back to Minato's mound and before flying off said, "I'll keep Makina safe. Even if it kills me."
Soaring over the ruins of Meguro, it was difficult to feel any sympathy for the destroyed city. Everything had become lesser with Minato's passing.
Kari wiped the sweat beading on her head and returned to an abandoned house in the city where the others were hunkering down. Tsubasa had come to consciousness and was pressing a bag of frozen peas to her forehead in the kitchen, eyes glued to the news on an old tube. Their anthems sat together in silence on the living room couch, still grieving the death of their two fellows.
"You got your business sorted out?" Tsubasa asked.
"By all accounts, that hit should have killed you," Kari said, shutting the door on the way in.
"Even without defenses, my class and subclass combo gives me the thickest health pool possible when I use Gallant Knight. If you're trying to one-hit KO me, it'll have to hit close to 1,500 in damage." She smirked as if it wasn't such a big deal.
It left Kari dumbstruck that Jade could withstand such a powerful hit and remain in magical girl form. Because if Flare was that much stronger and higher level, then they needed to rethink how to deal with her later.
There were a lot of unknowns regarding magical girls' skills. Among the list of surprises that troubled Kari the most was how Hurricane withstood hits that should have left her reeling. Jade clearly took the brutal hit from Destruction Incarnate, then why didn't Hurricane?
Kari joined Tsubasa in the kitchen, where three cups of instant ramen were steaming from the gaps in the paper lid. The smell had never been more tantalizing than right now as hunger gnawed at her stomach. She couldn't remember the last time she had some semblance of a meal.
"Help yourself. It's practically gourmet in this post-apocalyptic world." Tsubasa reached for one herself.
Kari did just that. The noodles were soggy at this point, but no sense in complaining about free food. At least it made her feel less empty in every sense of the word.
"Where's Sachi?" Kari asked after chugging down the salty broth.
Tsubasa thumbed over her shoulder.
The faint sound of a running shower reached Kari's ears. If this place still had working plumbing, it might do some good to take a soak later.
"The whole heaven and god thing Hurricane showed you… you really think it's real?" Tsubasa asked.
Before leaving to bury Minato, Kari had told both Sachi and Tsubasa everything that was shown to her. As unbelievable as it was, it came as no surprise that they were reluctant about accepting it. Though judging by Tsubasa's current reaction, she had spent a good bit of time dwelling on it and was beginning to have a change of heart.
"Real or not, I don't care. I'm not going to lie down and let myself get killed because some invisible guy in the sky wants me to. Don't forget, we don't have souls like people and monsters do. There's no telling what happens to us when we die," Kari said.
Tsubasa raised a brow in doubt. "You don't care that you won't ever be reborn again? Lose that chance to ever find your friends again in the next life? Maybe I was better off not knowing, but this got my head all sorts of fucked right now."
"As far as I'm concerned," she began, "this is my one and only life."
Whatever concepts of life and death there were that dictated this world, Kari knew only one thing— she couldn't be sure there was a Makina and Kari in the next life, but there was in this one.
"Maybe that's why Flare is so hellbent on spawning a god. She wants to regain a soul to be able to come back to life again. My question is, how the hell did she come up with that idea to begin with?" Tsubasa was merely rambling, but upon finishing her sentence, both she and Kari were taken by surprise.
"You think that's why Flare let me live?" Sachi asked from the hallway, towel over her head and water dripping down her hair. "Another magical girl to feed the monsters in hopes of evolving it like some Pokemon?"
They collectively felt a shiver run through their bodies.
How exactly did Flare get the idea that killing a god-evolved monster granted her a soul? She wasn't the type to do things half-assed. Everything appeared to somehow fall in place for her, including events that were supposed to be setbacks like Sachi's survival. Even now she was playing her cards carefully, likely watching from the sidelines until everyone else had taken their turn.
Kari walked over to the kitchen window and glanced up at the brewing clouds. No way was Flare able to see through Hurricane's storm. But could this also be part of her plan?
"Whatever the case, those Messiah bastards got Rie… She ain't answering in the Apocalypse System's communications app, which means she's either unconscious or…" Tsubasa grinded her teeth.
Humans and magical girls alike were really all just food to monsters, but why were the seraphs just waiting? Makina and the islands of Okinawa were in danger of being gulped up by one. There was no time to waste here.
"Rocky, let's go." Kari got up and headed for the door, only to realize that her anthem didn't so much as move an inch.
"Where do you think you're going?" Tsubasa asked.
"Makina's in Okinawa with a giant fucking serpent named Jormungandr lurking around the islands. I'm not going to sit by and let her be chow," she said.
"But you're okay letting Rie get killed?"
Kari paused with her hand frozen on the doorknob. She didn't forget. The only reason Rie got captured was because she had sent her and Sachi out alone.
"Maybe this will change your mind." Tsubasa switched channels on the TV.
A shaking camera showed, sitting in the courtyard within Nijo Castle in Kyoto, was the large humanoid with six arms. It sat cross-legged with every hand pressed together in prayer. Minato had called that thing Bhairava, which they learned was a Hindu deity.
However, Kari saw past the monster. Her eyes twitched painfully upon seeing two familiar faces standing atop the castle— Sniper and Sister Claire.
"Just like the cherubs, we can guess that Messiah split their forces to each seraph. Probably to protect them until they start moving. You want your revenge? There they are. Helluva lot closer than Okinawa," Tsubasa said.
The camera zoomed closer to the magical girls, and people could clearly be heard pleading for their help.
A reporter continued bravely. "Nobody knows what's going on. The American magical girls aren't fighting monsters. I repeat: the American magical girls aren't fighting monsters. There are people dying in front of them, and they aren't even batting an eye! Flare is also nowhere to be seen, while Jade, Kari, and Candy were last seen with a supposed fifth magical girl somewhere in Tokyo. Wherever you five are, please, we need… What? Oh, my god— run! Run!"
Their camera dropped to the ground and captured the news crew's final moments as they tried to escape from head hounds. The flickering video came in and out of focus on Sister Claire's smile before it cut off.
"Fine. You've convinced me. I just hope you know I'm not going there to have a friendly chat." Kari turned to Tsubasa to see where her resolve lay.
"You do you. I'm taking my fight to Osaka," Tsubasa said.
"Shouldn't we stick together?" Sachi interjected. "I mean, you two barely beat the cherub together. Seraphs have got to be a lot stronger, right? Not to mention The Messiah's magical girls probably won't be running from the fight next time."
Tsubasa switched channels again, each regional news station showing footage of the seraphs in their respective location, including the magical girls hanging around them. A brief glimpse at Okinawa showed that there was an incursion, but the large JSDF presence and occupying US military force was keeping it at bay. At least what was shown and from the call much earlier, Makina appeared to be safe for the most part.
The six-legged monster flying over Osaka was the only one they didn't see on TV, and Hurricane wasn't shown with the others.
"It's a shot in the dark, but I'm thinking Hurricane's in Osaka. Where she is, Rie's probably with her. I'd tell you guys to come with me, but I don't think Kari's willing to listen. Ain't that right?" Tsubasa asked.
Kari didn't need to say a thing. She was going to murder that nun even if it killed her.
"I'm taking my chances with Kari," Sachi said, tossing her towel aside. "We really can't change your mind to come with us instead?"
"Assuming Hurricane is there, I got a bone to pick with her. I'm not letting Rie die if there is even the slightest chance she's alive." Tsubasa frowned.
If Kari had learned anything from their last fight, it was that they might have to get creative in how to tackle each seraph. Splitting up was no doubt a bad idea, but she couldn't rest easy or focus on anything else until Sister Claire was dead.
"Guess this is where we part ways. Make sure to stay in contact. I'll see you guys when I'm done giving a beatdown." Tsubasa cracked her neck and went for the door.
"Hurricane told her magical girls that they were going to attack other countries. Maybe that's their plan for the seraphs. We kill the seraphs, they have nothing to turn into gods with. Which also means Flare won't get her soul," Kari explained.
"I'll keep that in mind, but that also applies to us." The magical girl of justice whistled for Gauntlet, and the two of them departed for Osaka.
While Sachi was eating, Kari used this opportunity to shower and pulled Rocky in with her. Blood, dirt, and grime had caked onto the surface of her skin. The warm waters provided little comfort. She scrubbed the rabbit anthem, careful not to get water into his ears.
"Still mad at me?" Kari asked.
"I'm just… disappointed," Rocky answered dejectedly. "When you let Blaze go, I thought you had a change of heart. But if today showed me anything… you've always had it in you to cross that line."
Kari turned off the shower and decided against taking a bath. Time was short anyway. She grabbed a small towel which had faded prints of a Sentai show that likely belonged to a child to wipe Rocky and herself down, then took a blowdryer to his face. The scrunched up expression as he tried to fight the heated air was cute.
"I'd have died with Makina that day in Akiba if I didn't take the ring. Even if monsters and magical girls didn't exist, I wouldn't have much of a life outside of what my parents wanted. Could've run with a bad group and gotten caught up in some shit. Not much different from where I am now. What am I supposed to do, Rocky? I was never the right person to turn into a magical girl."
"Is it too much to ask that you show a little restraint?" Rocky turned around to face her.
"I don't think that was ever an option for me," Kari said, eliciting a frown from the anthem.
"Then whatever you're trying to achieve, you better see this through. Don't forget, you have over two million apocalypse points waiting to be used," he reminded her.
Kari had earned a lot in a short amount of time. Current points totalled 2,636,000. Going deep into Siegemaster meant a higher physical strength value and being one level away from unlocking the last subclass skill. On the other hand, leveling up the main class provided her with more health and magic capacity.
She made up her mind. "Level up Siegemaster."
It costed 800,000 points.
[Congratulations! You are now a Lv. 4 Siegemaster subclass.]
Physical Strength: [36 ⇒ 38]
The next level costed 1,600,000; this was getting pricey, but she had the points to do so.
"Again."
"Two levels in one day… I guess a lot really did happen," Rocky mused aloud.
[Congratulations! You are now a Lv. 5 Siegemaster subclass.]
Physical Strength: [38 ⇒ 40]
Kari's total level was 8, 3 in Destroyer and 5 in Siegemaster. However, level 6 Siegemaster was going to require a whopping 3,200,000 points.
No reason to hoard any points. Might as well spend the rest for the battles ahead. After purchasing two healing and two magic sigils, her remaining points fell to a paltry 36,000.
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Before they exited the bathroom, Rocky buried his face into the pocket of Kari's neck. The first time in a while he had shown any sort of affection.
"I'm sorry about Minato, " Rocky said.
Kari swallowed hard and hugged him back.
Outside, Iggy and a transformed Sachi twirling her dagger were waiting on the porch. Clogging up one side of the street was a pile of dead head hounds with visible lacerations to their throats.
"Don't mind me, just needed enough to grab a healing sigil." Sachi grinned.
"It's been bugging me since it happened, but you really went for the throat with the nun. Hurting another human being doesn't bother you?" Kari asked.
The question wiped the smile from her face. "After what Flare did to me, seeing those magical girls attack Candy unprovoked, and what happened with Minato? Let's just say it's feeling like I don't have much of a choice…"
That made two of them. Good. Sachi needed to feel the same way in order for them to get through this. Especially with who was waiting for them where they were headed.
"Hope you still feel the same way once we get to Kyoto." Kari clasped Sachi's hand and lifted her into the sky.
"Hey, something's coming out of the ground!" Sachi pointed to the streets.
They could tell by the trembling buildings and dust clouds forming from the rubble that something was happening, but it wasn't an earthquake. Fleshy growths, the same ones seen at the hospital and sewers, were creeping onto the surface and spreading. They blanketed the roads, latched themselves onto buildings, and reached into the skies like grotesque monuments of mutated fingers.
People scrambled out of the buildings and into the streets, thinking an earthquake was taking place only to be caught by the cancerous growths at their feet. Flying monsters and head hounds gathered en masse for the feast.
"There's so many people…" Iggy stammered.
"A whole lot more than a couple of million will die if we don't stop the apocalypse." Kari clenched her jaw and ignored the cries below.
They didn't last long anyway.
As they left Meguro, Kari's gaze lingered on the park where she had buried Minato.
"See you," Kari whispered.




Chapter 47 - From Ruin to Hell

Two hours spent flying full speed ahead, and they finally arrived at the cultural hub of Japan. Once a cultural hub, now mostly destroyed and smoking ruins. The many palaces and shrines, prideful centerpieces of this country, were overrun with monsters and in shambles. Wherever they looked, the same infestation that was in Meguro was in Kyoto, too.
So it wasn't just Tokyo. Jade's attempts to clear the underground growth were in vain after all.
Sachi grimaced at the devastation below them. "I'm having a hard time wrapping my head around this being real… Seeing it from a bird's eye view— ugh. I feel sick."
That only made one of them. Though Sachi hadn't been a magical girl for long, she was shielded by a secure layer of ignorance up until putting on the ring. Many people were probably going through the exact same thing. Disbelief, confusion, anger from their lives being upended.
"That's Nijo Castle, right?" Rocky asked, pointing ahead to the palace distinguishable by the signature rectangular moat surrounding it.
"Hey," Sachi began. "It just occurred to me. If Sniper and Sister Claire are already there, doesn't that make us prime targets up—"
A shot whizzed past their heads and exploded.
"Shit!" Kari lost hold of Sachi's hand.
"We're sitting ducks up here! I'll see you at the bottom!" Sachi shouted, then dove straight down with Iggy to avoid the ensuing barrage.
Magical gunfire filled the skies, forcing them to retreat to the city for cover. Kari shielded Rocky in her arms and torpedoed to the earth just as the hail of bullets exploded all around them. One shot nicked her cheek on the way down.
The descent wasn't any easier. Flying monsters clinging to buildings and perched on rooftops scrambled into an attacking swarm. As Kari was about to Wanton Smash, a shiv came flying up to dice every last one into pieces.
Kari touched ground first, but the streets proved no safer than in the air. A mutated broken lady with two muscular limbs snatched Kari up by each of her arms, trying to pull her apart.
"Let go of her, you stupid octopus!" Rocky punched at the broken lady only to be swatted away by one of the smaller arms.
Kari manifested [Destruction and Ruin], caught the weapon behind her knee, and with the bladed edge carved a piece of the soul from the monster's right arm. With one side of her body freed, she picked up the axe to do the same on the other side.
The creature recoiled. Both arms now useless to attack or even defend, Kari seized the opportunity to cave the entire body into the curtain of limbs.
[+50,000 Apocalypse Points.]
"Sachi, you alive?" Kari called out.
"Oh, just hanging around and wishing I could fly. Instead, I have the bootleg version of teleporting by chucking my dagger everywhere," Sachi said from the side of a building, holding onto her shiv in which the blade was embedded into the wall. She pried it away and landed gingerly on the ground.
Iggy popped his head out from the collar of her outfit. Both he and Rocky had the look of terror in their eyes.
"I haven't sensed a monster this strong since South Africa." Rocky clutched himself.
"It's… It's nothing like an angel…" Iggy shuddered.
Seraphs. Monsters that were spawned with incursions all over Japan when the apocalypse began. Not quite gods, but stronger than angels.
"Rocky, you're the only one that made it out of South Africa's apocalypse, so you have to know something. Did they have as many seraphs? Six— or at least the ones we know exist, is kind of overkill, don't you think?" Kari asked.
"Now that you mention it, six is a lot… Inyanga only encountered one. The apocalypse hasn't technically ended there," Rocky explained.
"Has anyone defeated that seraph yet?" Sachi hesitated to ask.
"No one did," he promptly answered. "It disappeared."
It was estimated that those who didn't escape South Africa's evacuation would all perish within two years, leaving it a country of monsters. If that was true, and magical girls were barred from going there, then those things had nothing else to feast on to get stronger, so spawning a god wasn't possible. As far as anyone was concerned, the entire country was successfully Raptured.
Now the Messiah was trying to do the same here.
Something, however, didn't add up.
"What about the wolf monster?" Kari pressed further. "There's no reason it should randomly spawn there, right?"
Rocky nodded. "You're absolutely right. I'm as confused as anyone when it happened. However, if it came from an egg, then it used to be a cherub. That's about all I know."
If South Africa was barren of any human souls, why did it appear there? Hurricane's timely arrival during its birth… was too much of a coincidence to pass it off as just that. She had something to do with it. But what and how?
"Guys, I think we have company!" Sachi warned them.
"Freeze! Put your hands up and drop your transformation!"
Instead of monsters, they were surrounded by JSDF and police officers, taking cover behind cars, building corners, and utility poles— their guns pointed right at them. Maybe out of vestigial instinct from being a regular human until recently, Sachi raised both hands as ordered by authorities.
"Hold on a sec, aren't we on the same side?" Kari asked.
"You tell us," a JSDF officer with graying sideburns behind an APC began. "Two magical girls at Nijo have been gunning down air support and anyone that gets near the palace. As for you… Last I remember, you nailed a chopper. Two good men who were all someone's family."
Their fingers were tight on the trigger. One muscle spasm and the whole place would fill with lead. Being shot by their peashooters wasn't a big deal, and getting rid of them even less so. But if what the JSDF guy said was true, then getting to Nijo might as well be a suicide run even with Sachi's shiv skill.
Kari looked the grizzled man unflinchingly in the eyes. "I didn't make that decision lightly, you know? This apocalypse has everyone making hard decisions. Probably had you making all sorts of hard decisions, too. Those soldiers and police officers next to you live and die by them. How many people did you lose these last few days? How many did you lose today? Think carefully because you're about to make another hard, irreversible decision. And I hope for your sake, it's the right call."
A bead of sweat trickled down the side of the officer's face. That none of them opened fire yet despite the rumbling thunder was a miracle in and of itself.
"Stand down," he finally said.
A collective gulp followed by sighs of relief could be heard. They lowered their arms and took their fingers off the triggers. While an air of distrust lingered between them like a stench fouler than what was emitted by the fleshy growths, everyone appeared glad to narrowly avoid a bloodbath.
"I'm Major-General Sugai." The military man emerged from his hiding place. His right arm was in a sling and had eyes that hadn't seen sleep in days. "Chain of command is radio silent. No word from PM Naoki. Ground's covered in shit and no one's seen Flare. If you're really on our side, maybe you can explain to me what's going on?"
"The American magical girls and Chu Hua are trying to prolong the apocalypse," Kari said.
"What the hell for?" he growled.
"I'm going to find out." She glanced over her shoulder to the road leading to Nijo, the entire length of it was littered with bullet-ridden monsters. "If what you said about getting to the palace isn't an exaggeration, we could use your help."
Instead of answering, Sugai did an about face to a nearby bank where the majority of his people stood guard behind a barricade of armored vehicles. Civilians were packed like sardines inside, fearful of taking a step outside and cowering together.
"We're under constant attack by monsters. Say I send the bulk of my unit to help you siege the palace, then I'm leaving these folks to fend for themselves," Sugai said.
"A whole lot more people will die if we don't stop whatever is happening inside Nijo. The seraph isn't doing anything right now. I'm guessing it isn't awake yet, but shit's going down once it is. For now, we only have to deal with those magical girls, and with two of us on your side, it's the only chance we have," Kari explained.
The gears were turning in his head. A man of his position, including the responsibilities on his shoulders, likely weighed heavily on him. There were more lives than just the unit under his command, the people inside the bank were, too.
"Alright." Sugai closed his eyes and expelled the stale breath from his lungs after coming to a decision. "I'll keep the police stationed here and we JSDF will follow you. We're 150 strong, have twenty APCs, two tanks, and all armed to the teeth. But if you're telling me we're running a hail mary, then none of that matters."
A JSDF grunt pulled out a map for them to draw out a plan to advance on Nijo Castle. Streets marked red were unapproachable. The buildings were leveled so badly that Sniper would be shooting fish in a barrel with the soldiers. The ones marked in black were swarming with too many monsters.
Kari directed Sugai's attention to several untouched streets. "Sachi and I will make our move first to draw the magical girl's fire. Have your tanks enter the main street from Morinokicho. Split the rest down the smaller streets of Oshikoji, Nijo, and Ebisugawa. You guys will converge and hit the east gate. Meanwhile, we hit the north gate from north Horikawa. How does that sound?"
"As long as you're taking the pot shots, we should be able to make it there mostly in one piece. Take this. Give us the signal when you want us to move out." Sugai handed Kari a radio.
Before leaving to move into place, Kari took one last look at the people inside the bank. They grew more panicked as JSDF left them to only be defended by the police.
Kari had underestimated Sniper. The more distance they gave her, the less they were able to do. Their only saving grace was that she could only fire in one direction at a time.
"Is this really a good idea?" Sachi asked as they flew into position. "I'm getting goosebumps. Not the good kind either… shit."
It was time to really see how they matched up against seraphs and the Messiah.
"We're ready. Go!" Kari said into the radio.
"Roger. All units advance on Nijo!"
Kari and Sachi flew past the cover of concrete buildings. They were immediately pelted by gunfire. However, instead of flying any further, Kari flew them back down to the cover of the buildings.
"What? We're not going?" Sachi almost tripped on her feet when they landed on the roof of an apartment.
Rocky was the first to realize what the true plan was.
"You're using them as bait…"
Explosions sounded off in the distance, and the radio chatter was filled with panic.
"This is Oshikoji, we're taking heavy fire!"
"Ebisugawa, held back by head hounds and also taking fire."
"..."
"What happened to the magical girls? Nijo, Morinokicho, what's your status? Magical girl Kari, where are you? Please, res—"
"Now we go!" Kari tossed the radio away and took flight with Sachi.
The streets where the JSDF forces were advancing from were smoking. While they kept Sniper busy, Kari and Sachi reached Nijo unharmed— until fist-sized bullets started firing in their direction, but by then they had successfully breached the palace's outer walls and the gunfire ceased.
The giant humanoid seraph and a gaping chasm in the center of the courtyard greeted their arrival. The hole was so enormous that a vacuum of wind tugged at them. Flying monsters were tossing JSDF soldiers into it.
"Help!"
Kari reached out and was about to pull them back, but she closed her hand into a fist. They weren't worth five points of magic. There were possibly thousands of people dying every minute to the apocalypse anyway. She chose to fly forward, but a bullet stopped her in her tracks.
"You're here without Jade? That's what I call foolish." Sister Claire sneered from somewhere within Ninomaru Castle.
"When I get my hands around your neck, you'll be begging for her to be here. Too bad for you, she's in Osaka right now looking for Hurricane and Candy," Kari said.
The nun erupted into laughter. "Sorry to disappoint you, but neither of them are there. Hurricane has a special plan for Star Child."
"What?" Kari uttered.
[Sachi: Jade, we just learned that Candy and Hurricane aren't in Osaka.]
No answer.
Either Jade was busy fighting or dead, but it wasn't like her to go down so easily.
"It's time," Sister Claire said. "Do your part for the greater good and be rewarded by the Lord."
Three American magical girls exited the castle.
Kari and Sachi readied to fight but were horrified to see what they did next. Without hesitating, they threw their untransformed selves into the abyss.
"Stop them!" Rocky desperately cried. "They're feeding themselves to awaken the seraph!"
Kar threw both hands up to pull the magical girls out—
"Killshot: Smokescreen!"
But black smoke obscured the courtyard. A sound like a rumbling stomach bellowed from the chasm. The shroud was removed as quickly as it came by strong winds blowing in. When they could see again, the seraph's eyes were open.
Bhairava, the Hindu deity, sat cross-legged and rested his chin under a fist. He carried a different weapon in each hand, a fan, studded club, sword, and trident. A strange, wooden drum hung around his waist. As their eyes met, deep red lips curved into a curious smile.
"Hummm. A quarrel awaits me the moment I awaken. Are you, little girl, an agent of Chaos?" the god-like monster asked.
Kari, Sachi, and their anthems were floored. Never had a monster spoken until now. They giggled, laughed, gurgled, and growled, but never once did any of them utter a word let alone form a coherent sentence.
The only other time Kari recalled a monster speaking was the horribly deformed Principal Nishida.
"It's… talking?" Sachi gasped.
"Doesn't matter. It's going down one way or another!" Kari raised [Destruction and Ruin] and went for the head.
The long, studded club slammed down between them, and Kari struck the shaft. Bhairava flung her back, then got to his feet to take an offensive posture, brandishing all four weapons at once.
"Hoh! A battle is to be had then!" Bhairava jovially declared.
At the corner of Kari's vision, Sniper took aim at her.
"Killshot: Annihilation!"
A screeching bullet fired out, but Bhairava spun around and deflected the shot away, leaving everyone baffled.
"Do not interfere with my battle!" he boomed.
Kari didn't need to see Sniper or Sister Claire to feel their fear. They backed down immediately.
"I'm guessing that applies to me, too." Sachi gulped, clenching her shiv until her knuckles turned white.
"Keep an eye out for an opening," Kari whispered, then threw a look to the castle rooftop. "Sniper and Sister Claire are probably doing the same."
Sachi nodded, then backed away to give them space.
"I sense great strength within you, a feast substantial enough to usher forth my ascension. Slaying you shall allow me to reach my true form. You may know them as Shiva, the Supreme Being, God of Destruction, the Destroyer of Evil."
"I'll show you Destruction— Incarnate!" Kari charged headfirst a second time, crushing two sigils to heal up and restore her magic before they collided.
Bhairava was strong and had more limbs to cover his bases, but Kari was faster. She slipped past his attacks to slam [Destruction] against the side of his head. The god recoiled, staggering back and almost dropping his many weapons.
"You're doing it!" Rocky exclaimed.
"No, he's just enjoying it." Kari clenched her jaws.
Despite getting a good hit off, Bhairava shook it off and appeared ready for more. This thing was possibly vastly stronger than the angel monster back at Meguro. Was he testing her?
"Magnificent!" Bhairava exclaimed, then threw himself forward.
Kari shoved Rocky out of the way and deflected a strike from the sword and club, but as she blocked the trident's three-pronged points, an inferno fired out and engulfed her.
"Stand Firm!"
Physical Resilience: [35 ⇒ 70]
Magical Resilience: [35 ⇒ 70]
Health: [200/200 ⇒ 172/200]
The flames left Kari smoking.
Bhairava twirled the now fiery trident with glee. "Many believe that the trishula is created from the sun. It might as well be."
That fire was almost as oppressive as Flare's empowered form. What was the play here? Fighting up close and personal would only get her burned.
Magic really was her only weakness.
"Well, no one ever got anywhere without getting a little burned. Stand Firm!" Kari strengthened her defenses again and surprised Bhairava by taking the initiative.
The deity swung wide, and despite missing, the licking flames still burned hot.
Health: [172/200 ⇒ 144/200]
"Stand Firm!"
Bhairava was desperate to keep her at arm's length, but after she took another scalding blow…
Health: [144/200 ⇒ 116/200]
Kari made it past his defense and carved into the arm wielding the trishula with [Ruin] until it went limp. The fiery weapon slipped from his grasp and extinguished upon hitting the ground.
"You embody such fury and passion!" Bhairava gawked at the immobilized arm. "Allowing yourself to be so hurt to deal such a meager wound."
"You lost the one weapon that can fuck me up, and you call that meager?" Kari raised a brow.
"I am not just one, for I am Ashta Bhairava." He dropped the remaining weapons and grabbed the drum on his waist instead. His two other hands struck each side of the two-headed drum.
"As if I'd just sit by and watch— Stampede!"
[Destruction and Ruin] struck a shield wielded by a second Bhairava.
Kari's eyes went wide. "What the—"
Another Bhairava took form next to Kari and kicked her through Nijo Castle's doors. A hard hit, but at least it didn't deal damage.
When Kari got up, eight Bhairavas of varying skin colors and wielding different weapons were laughing at her. There was powerful magic among them
"Now you face the eight manifestations of Bhairava," the peach-skinned one said. "Asithaanga, Ruru, Chanda, Krodha, Unmattha, Kapaala, Bheeshana, and Samhaara."




Chapter 48 - War for Souls

Though they were only half the size of the original Bhairava, fighting one had been hard enough. Now there were eight, each with four arms. Maybe this was a blessing in disguise. [Collateral] should take care of them all at once so long as Kari could kill at least one or two.
On the other hand, this thing was a lot beefier than the last one.
"Bring it on!" Kari growled.
Three met her head on, each wielding different weapons that were brutal in appearance. A flanged mace came down hard on Kari's head, an axe struck the side of her abdomen, and a sword sliced her back.
None of which did any damage or hurt.
"Hoh. What fortitude!" they said together.
Kari swung a full circle, slashing their chests and carving writhing souls out from each. None of them went down, but they retreated to avoid getting hit a second time. The heart sigil on [Destruction and Ruin] began to glow.
"I see." Another nodded to himself. "You are unaffected by my physical armaments. In that case…"
A light blue-skinned one flung lava from the bowl in his hand, and a second holding a rosary emitted a pulse that distorted the space in front of them.
Kari barely dodged the attacks. The lava melted the ground and a nearby donation box, and the pulse demolished everything in its path into sand. At only around half health left, she was beginning to doubt whether or not she could take this thing.
Suddenly, deafening blasts from Sniper's rifle went off repeatedly, putting Sachi on the retreat.
Although Bhairava refused to let their battle be interrupted, that didn't mean Sniper and Sister Claire were going to leave Sachi alone.
"Sachi, get out of here! They won't attack me as long as I'm fighting this monster!" Kari shouted.
"But—"
Everything came to standstill when the sound of tanks and stomping boots alerted them to the front gate. To Kari's surprise, though reduced to only a third of their original numbers, was the JSDF unit. However, they weren't here to back them up.
Major-General Sugai emerged from a tank's hatch, struggling as he raised the radio to his mouth and said with a voice full of resentment, "Monsters and magical girls alike. Open fire on all targets!"
The entire courtyard became a warzone. Tank shells pulverized the castle and leveled trees. Anything left standing was riddled with bullets. For Kari, most of them were pebbles bouncing off her empowered form.
To the infuriated Bhairava, they were a nuisance. Two of the Hindu deity's manifestations went to deal with the JSDF, whose assault Kari was only just now realizing had temporarily put a stop to the Messiah magical girls' attacks.
"Sachi, with me!" Kari dashed into the middle of the remaining pack of six manifestations. "Apocalypse Power-Up!"
Base Physical Strength: [40 ⇒ 120]
Physical Resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
Magical Resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
A Shrouded Sachi landed next to her.
"Fan of Knives—"
"Wanton Smash—"
Their combined damage annihilated five of the six Bhairavas. Only the one with the shield was left alive, and the two who were cutting up the remnants of the JSDF unit let loose an enraged roar.
Above, Sniper clicked her tongue.
"The seraph wasn't strong enough. Killshot: Spray and Pray!"
At the corner of Kari's peripheral, she saw the barrel of Sniper's rifle poke through the palace's broken rooftop. Along with the stray bullets from the JSDF's panicked firing as they were being slaughtered, the sky also started raining gunfire.
Fed up with being shot at since the apocalypse started, Kari left Sachi behind with the Bhairava manifestation to deal with the Messiah.
"Stampede!" She launched herself in the direction of Sniper.
Sister Claire's voice echoed loudly at the same time. "Crucifixion!"
Blinding crosses took form in a hopeless attempt to impede Kari, but the skill shattered each one until she saw the whites of Sniper's eye and once again stared down the barrel of her rifle. The other magical girl faced Kari with unshaken resolve.
Faster than it should have been possible, before Stampede struck first, Sniper cleared the chamber and replaced it with a special bullet.
"Total Annihilation: The Big Shot."
The barrel combusted and everything went white.
Kari crashed to the ground, ears ringing and vision blinded as though she had been staring into the sun. Rocky was jumping on her chest. He was relieved to see her awake, as was she.
"What… happened?" Kari coughed as her lungs filled with smoke.
"Maybe you should look behind you," Rocky suggested.
A deep trench that wasn't there before had formed as far as the eye could see. It was as though a gargantuan worm tunneled through Kyoto and consumed everything in a straight line. Half of Nijo was gone. The JSDF was wiped out.
Sniper's last ditch effort to defeat Kari only took her out of form. She crushed two sigils Rocky put in her hands to restore her health and magic capacity, rendering that effort pointless.
Transforming and flying out of the trench, Kari came upon Sniper, who was knocked out and no longer in her magical girl form. Across the way, Sister Claire was crawling out of the palace rubble.
Finally.
"Come Here!" Kari wrenched the nun out of the rubble and into her grasp.
"Cage— ack!"
Without letting Sister Claire utter another word, Kari slammed her into the ground and started wailing into her until she, too, lost magical girl form. The bloodied woman gasped for air and was barely conscious.
"Where's your god now?" Kari sneered, then slugged the nun back into the debris she was crawling out from.
"Now that the distractions are out of the way, maybe we can finally finish our bout?"
Kari spun around to see Bhairava still alive, body on the verge of falling apart and walking with a limp. He was back to his original, singular humanoid form.
"He also took Sniper's big attack earlier. There shouldn't be much left in him," Rocky whispered.
"Good, I'll finish him." Sachi staggered forward, having also survived the blast.
"You're in no condition." Kari used [Destruction and Ruin] to block her from going any further. "Stay back, and I'll—"
"Shroud!" Sachi went invisible and flung her soul-weapon. "Assassin's Shiv!"
The invisible dagger whistled through the air. Bhairava attempted to deflect it, but the projectile proved too fast and plunged into his chest, where Sachi proceeded to slice upwards. The seraph stumbled back, then collapsed with a loud crash and moved no more.
"It's… It's actually dead!" Rocky exclaimed joyfully. "Sachi killed it!"
The millions of points that a seraph had to offer was gone in an instant.
Kari raced up to Sachi and grabbed her by the arm.
"What the hell's gotten into you?"
In the first ever show of hostility and defiance, Sachi wrenched away.
"If it hadn't occurred to you, I also need to get stronger if I want to be able to fight toe to toe with these things. Or what? You're going to take every point for yourself? Look, I can even fly now." Sachi levitated unsteadily into the air, but she didn't go any higher than a foot off the ground.
Those points could have easily helped Kari reach the next level, bringing her one step closer to unlocking the final [Siegemaster] subclass skill. She dragged Sachi down, fury showing in her eyes.
"If I tell you don't next time, then don't. That clear?" Kari asked.
"Yeah… crystal." Sachi glanced away before answering.
"Stay out here and keep an eye on the gun chick. I'm going to deal with the nun," she said on her way into the ruined castle.
Sister Claire was no longer in her magical girl form and lying in the wreckage of the palace. Broken pieces of wood had punctured her arms, thighs, and abdomen. She tried to pull one out, only for the pain to bring her to tears. The once pristine habit was mostly in tatters.
When Kari approached the nun, her foot kicked a gun. The same gun that killed Minato.
"We've been… fighting a war against our own souls," Claire said, breathing through her teeth and toughing out the pain to speak. "There is only one evil, and you have seen it. You allow it to fester and cloud your judgment."
Voices not of Kari's own began to echo within her mind.
Yes. Kill her. Deliver her to oblivion where nothing awaits.
Kari picked up the gun.
"If you have any last words to say to your god, now's the time—"
"Why can't you see that we're trying to save people?" Claire shrieked.
The enraged outburst startled Kari.
"I've seen first hand how a disease can ravage a nation because of a handful of naysayers. Morgues filled to the brim, freezer trucks parked at every corner of the block, and churches packed with unanswered prayers… Wildfires and tornadoes can tear through cities, but god forbid if we try to solve the issue at their core, everyone reaches for their pearls. Like a good girl, I prayed for guidance. But unlike the masses, I received an answer from God— He said we are the disease. Hurricane showed us that only we can treat the sickness."
"By killing everyone?" Kari asked.
"Find an infected flower, the whole field must be plucked clean, root and stem. Some— like you— cling tightly to the dirt, and so the Messiah has to be the hand that rips them from the soil. I'd do it a million times over if I had to," she said.
Do not listen to prattle. Kill her. Obey. Kill her, then kill the rest. What are you waiting for? Take your revenge.
An intense pain traveled up Kari's spine and head. She endured it all. Every
time whatever the entity was out there inflicting torment on her, it seemed to lessen each time. Like the hold it had on her was slipping.
That didn't stop her from hurting. It took every ounce of willpower not to let it show.
"I want to know what you mean by a 'war against our own souls'. What is that supposed to mean?" Kari asked, fighting back the agony that was like hot spikes drilling into her body.
Claire steadied her breath. "A holy war is being waged for our souls. I'm sure you know how fragile yet malleable souls can be. They make for unfathomably powerful weapons. Look at what ours turned into. We're living weapons. Those things you call monsters… they are the Lord's holy soldiers."
Kari knew alright. How each monster had souls that could be carved. How Principal Nishida was turned into something other than human.
All the same, but molded in different shapes.
This wouldn't be the first time the mention of 'war' came up.
"And? Who's the other side that's got their foot in the war?" Kari pressed further.
"Why are you asking me? You're on their side, Kari. The weapon in your hand… it was never meant to hurt monsters. Isn't it obvious what you're really using it for? History… won't remember you as a hero." A break in the swirling maelstrom above shined a light upon Claire, and her lips twitched into a relieved smile despite her grievous wounds. "But for me, for the rest of Messiah, we'll be rewarded for our service. So go ahead. Deliver me to our maker!"
Kill her. Show her there is nothing on the other side. Send her to oblivion.
"A little voice in my head tells me there's no saving our souls. I saw what it was like to die, and there's no coming back where we're going," Kari said, then fired one shot into Sister Claire's head the moment her demeanor twisted into despair.
[+1,500,000 Apocalypse Points.]
As blood poured from the hole in Claire's head, Kari felt no joy. Shot after shot, she pulled the trigger until the smoking gun had nothing left to fire.
"Is this what you wanted?" Kari quietly asked as the column light slowly faded. "For me to fight your war for you? Now I get what you meant back then. That ancient war, or whatever you called it, you need us magical girls to fight it."
It had nothing to say now. It didn't need to anyway. The silence was enough of an answer.
Kari exited the palace to find Sniper conscious.
"Did you make her suffer?" Sniper asked.
"Less than she deserved," Kari said. "Answer my questions, and I'll make it quick for you, too. I want to know where Candy and Hurricane are."
"My name is Julia Bernard-Tennison. I live in Westbrook city, Maine. Finest damn lobsters I've ever had," she remarked nostalgically.
All this time Sniper only shouted her skill names and spoke in short sentences. Now she had more to say?
"If I have to ask again, I'm knocking all your teeth out first." Kari grabbed her by the collar of her uniform.
"Don't mind me. Just reminiscing before I leave. Damn shame though. Five years ago, the States curbed fishing in the North Atlantic. Well… See you, Kari Tachibana." Julia cracked and gulped something down, then began choking within seconds.
"Hey!" Kari was about to punch a hole through Sniper's stomach to get her points, but the American magical girl was already dead, face purple and foaming at the mouth.
See you?
Someone started applauding from above. They gazed up to find Flare clapping enthusiastically.
"Nice job! Well done! Very good! Come on, Blaze. You have to clap for them, too!" Flare's patronizing laughter was joined by her anthem's half-hearted applause.
"I could do without seeing your face. Guess it's too optimistic to think you're here to help?" Kari clenched her jaw.
With a wave of a hand, Flare sent a blanket of dancing flames across Nijo that incinerated every dead thing, leaving Kari, Sachi, and their anthems unharmed. Sniper— Julia and Sister Claire's body also remained. Now that the ground was clean, the celebrity magical girl finally landed at a distance away from them.
"Do I need a reason to drop in and see my junior magical girls?" Flare asked. "Hey, Sachi~ Haven't seen you in a hot second. It's too bad you weren't with your parents when they died. What kind of daughter lets her parents die without seeing them one last time?"
"Fuck you, bitch! You took everything from me— Assassin's Shiv!" Enraged, Sachi flung her dagger at Flare.
"Sachi, no!" Kari dove in front of Flare and took the shiv to her chest instead.
No longer in the empowered form of Destruction Incarnate, Kari recoiled from the massive blow.
Health: [200/200 ⇒ 107/200]
As soon as Sachi appeared at the handle, her expression was filled with shock.
"Kari? What are you—"
Kari drove a fist into Sachi's gut, shoved her to the ground, and ripped the dagger away.
"Looks like I came at a bad time," Flare began, massaging Kari's shoulders and lowering her voice to a whisper. "Oh, what a sweet little soldier you are. Haven't told Sachi about our deal? Why not?"
"Get out of here before I lose my shit. If I end up forcing you to kill me, you won't have anyone to do your dirty work for you," Kari snarled.
Flare let go and took a step back.
"Feisty! I bet Makina loves that kind of lovin' you give her. The only reason I'm having you kill Chu Hua and Hurricane is because those two are the only ones who can kill me. Only ones. It also helps that I don't have to be known as the magical girl who killed other magical girls when this is over. A whole lot of their blood is already on your hands, right? What's a few more?"
When Kari turned around to face Flare, she winced at the sight of the fiery magical girl's distorted face. No, not quite distorted. Almost like there was smoke billowing from her head. The image of Jaws flashed through Kari's mind and the voices returned.
Kill her, too. She is no ally. Not to anyone. A free agent of chaos. A threat to everyone.
"If anything happens to Makina, this deal is off," Kari said, staying her hand.
"Don't worry about Makina. I left insurance back in Okinawa. You just focus on what I want you to do, and we all get out of this alive. Well… some of us will get out alive. Ciao for now~"
Insurance?
Once Flare had gone, Kari collapsed to her knees. The attack from Sachi just now took a lot more out of her than expected. Assassin's Shiv. A skill that dealt 500% of her physical damage. What kind of insane attack was that? It would have dealt even more if she had been shrouded.
"Why did you stop me? I could have killed her— we could have killed her!" Sachi cried from the ground, voice trembling.
"You think Flare is the forgiving type? Do you have any idea how lucky I am to survive pissing her off twice? Think, Sachi! We're in the middle of the fucking apocalypse, and you're trying to pick a fight with her?" Kari yelled now that they were alone.
"You're lucky. You still have someone, but I… I don't have anyone left. I'm sorry— Shroud!" She went invisible with Iggy and flew off in a hurry.
"Sachi, wait!" Kari reached out to try to grab her and clutched empty space instead. "You still have…"
It was no use. Sachi was too fast. She was already gone.




Chapter 49 - A Living Nightmare

"Are we not going after them?" Rocky asked, pawing his chin and glancing in the direction the other two had left.
"There's no catching up to Sachi's haste, you know that," Kari said with a sigh.
And if Sachi used the Shroud skill, no one was going to find her unless she wanted them to.
More importantly, why did Flare look like that? The image of something like Jaws… or maybe just monstrous showed up for the briefest second. And speaking of which, Jaws was still somewhere out there. They were quite the ways away from Minato City, but given how fast it could move, there was no telling where it might show up.
"We're just going to have to trust Sachi won't get herself killed. For now, regrouping with Jade in Osaka is our best—"
Flying monsters began to fall in droves. Many splattered on the ground and crashed into the side of buildings. One fell at Kari's feet, dying without so much as a yelp or shriek.
A massive earthquake followed next. The ground fissured and cracked until it gave way. Kari took to the air as the gaping chasm, the very one that three magical girls had thrown themselves into earlier, grew a little larger.
Looking in from above didn't seem like much, so Kari decided to take a closer look.
"Oh, my beating heart… Do you really want to go down there after what happened to those magical girls?!" Rocky hesitated to follow after.
Curiosity got the better of Kari. She flew into the abyss to investigate until the dirt and stone interior of the hole became indistinguishable from the hospital's fleshy walls. Any deeper and thousands of serrated teeth were primed to tear her apart like the inside of a wood chipper.
Rocky had worked up the courage to catch up and shuddered.
"What is this?" Kari asked, shielding her nose from the foul smell of rot emanating from within.
"All of it… it's a monster. I remember there being one just like it in Cape Town. I think it's dead though," the anthem replied, although sounding not too sure of himself.
Meaty tendrils and tissues were retracting from the gaps in the wall as if shrinking in on themselves. Some peeled off the side and disintegrated. It was dying.
"Monsters were throwing people into this, and when they ran out, the magical girls jumped in themselves to awaken the seraph. No wonder Hurricane wanted Messiah to split," she wondered aloud, then resurfaced with Rocky to consider what to do next.
Bhairava was tied to the creature below, that much was clear.
"Can you interface with the Apocalypse System and check if killing the seraph stopped the incursion in this city?" Kari asked.
"Checking!" Rocky straightened his back. "Sending you information… now!"
[No incursion detected in Kyoto, Japan. Seraph-Bhairava has been slain.]
"Well, seeing is believing. Killing the seraph ended the incursion in the city. How about the others? Check the status of seraphs in the other locations," Kari said and waited while Rocky gathered details to display in the system.
[Bringing up incursion statuses in Japan…
Kyoto — None
Shimane — Active
Osaka — Active
Okinawa — Active
Hokkaido — Active
Fukuoka — Unable to draw information. Abnormality Detected.]
Only one seraph had been dealt with so far. But what was the abnormality in Fukuoka?
"Rocky, what else can you pull up from Fukuoka?'
"I'm trying, but it's like I'm hitting a wall," he said.
"Keep checking while we head to—"
A small group of injured soldiers hobbled up to the eastern gate and met Kari's gaze as she rose into the sky.
"Kari! What happened?" one of them called to her.
"Oh, no." Another stared in disbelief at the destruction. "They're all gone… everything, everyone's gone…"
Ignoring them, Kari and Rocky flew towards the bank where the JSDF had left a large number of people behind under the protection of city police. The barricade had been broken and blood poured down the steps like water flowing down a creek. All that was left inside were partially eaten human remains.
A broken lady giggled and danced upon the crimson carpet until Kari went inside to kill it.
[+50,000 Apocalypse Points.]
"Try laughing now." She spat on the monster's body.
On her way out, she came across someone's phone by the door that must have fallen during the commotion. The device still worked, but it was running out of power soon. Kari searched Fukuoka on the web, hoping to learn what might be happening there.
No monsters. The city looked unscathed. Then why was there an abnormality? Next on the list was Osaka, but litte news were being reported and nothing came out of the local stations. Distant images being taken from a distance were far too distorted to make anything out. Though the large blur in the sky above the city was clearly the Hundun.
As Kari was about to check what was going on in Okinawa, the phone powered off.
"Damn it." Kari tossed the phone away and sighed.
"I'm sure Makina will be fine," Rocky assured her.
She pursed her lips. Flare had mentioned insurance, but what did that really mean?
Kari put her worries on pause, and the two made headway for Osaka which proved to be a much shorter journey than going from Tokyo to Kyoto. As they got closer to the port city, goosebumps formed on her skin. She came to an abrupt stop after passing through what felt like a thin film of mist.
However, that odd feeling soon vanished, replaced by the horror that awaited in the city of Osaka. It looked nothing like Kari remembered. Instead of skyscrapers, fleshy towers clawed at the storm above. Thick tendrils stretched across the once populous streets of the beautiful city.
"Osaka is much worse off than I thought. It reminds me of Cape Town where the seraph appeared," Rocky said.
Many people lie dead in the streets, their manner of death wasn't what Kari expected it to look like in a monster-infested city. In fact, head hounds walked past bodies without much interest.
Floating still above it all was the seraph. A four-winged, six-legged, and faceless monster. Minato called it a hundun.
They were about to investigate further when something glistened from a distance. Kari narrowly dodged the javelin and immediately recognized who it belonged to.
"Judgment!" Jade's howl echoed through the city.
In seconds, hundreds— no, thousands of javelins manifested in the sky. They continued to multiply in number until the entire horizon was blotted out with an umbrella of shimmering gold.
"You're fucking kidding me, right?" Kari choked. Unable to outrun or hide from the volley, she shielded Rocky and uttered the only thing that would save them in that moment. "Destruction Incarnate!"
Health: [107/200 ⇒ 54/200]
In exchange to become empowered, her health was reduced by half and her remaining magic drained to zero.
A small price to pay as they were showered by a hail of unending javelins. When the volley stopped, Rocky peeked out from her arms and brushed a bead of sweat from his forehead. Before either could breathe a sigh of relief, she tossed him aside and whirled around to receive a stab to the gut.
Despite being invulnerable to physical damage, Kari felt the weight behind the attack meant to kill. It would have skewered her had she not become empowered.
"Are you out of your mind?" Kari yelled, then saw the crazed expression on Jade's face.
"You're not fooling me this time," Jade snarled like a rabid dog. "You killed them all! I'm bringing you down if it's the last thing I do!"
"I don't even know what the hell you're talking about, but if it's a fight you want, then you're getting it!"
They fought no holds barred. Each time their weapons clashed, shockwaves rippled through the space around them, buildings exploded just being near, and monsters died in droves getting caught in the crossfire.
Jade was incredibly powerful. What Flare had said about her being able to skewer someone without even looking their way was true. Javelins fired out of nowhere, most going for the head and chest. Kari would have been knocked out of magical girl form a hundred times over were it not for the physically impervious form of Destruction Incarnate.
The way she fought differed so much from when they battled the limbed angel together. It was unrefined, barbaric even. No hint of sanity or thought was put into each attack. This somehow made Jade even harder to fight against.
To make things worse, chipping through however much damn health and defenses Jade had was taking forever.
Although, there was one thing the sane Jade knew that this one didn't. Kari was about to turn her weapon over to [Ruin] when Gauntlet came in screaming.
"Don't do it! Jade isn't herself! She's being manipulated by the seraph!" Gauntlet cried.
"Then how am I supposed to get through to her? Can't you take her out of form?" Kari shouted, her patience running thin.
"I-I can't! She's resisting me!" he stammered. "But we were fighting something that Jade said looked like you!"
Like me?
"Judge, Jury, and Executioner!" Jade launched her spear by hand, generating as much destruction as Sniper's climactic skill.
The explosion sent Kari crashing three cities over into Hirataka. She peeled herself off a semi-truck's container and clutched her head.
"It doesn't hurt, but… getting my head jostled around might knock me out…"
Jade flew into view with the scowl as she always wore. "What's the matter, rookie? Pissed your pants and need a change of diapers?"
"Fuck you!" Kari rocketed off the ground and slammed into Jade. She stabbed the point of the hammer axe into her over and over again, then swung the hammer down hard on her head. The impact cratered her into the shallow, bloody waters of an artificial river.
Taken out of magical girl form at last, Tsubasa glared defiantly with bloodlust in her eyes. Kari landed on top and pressed a foot to her chest, then raised [Destruction and Ruin] for the killing blow.
It all started that day in Akiba, and she could end it all today.
"Kari, no! Please!" Gauntlet begged.
His voice wasn't the only one in her head.
Kill her… Take her points and become stronger… History won't remember you as the hero… You're a hero to me… You're just like me.
Kari screamed and flung the soul-weapon away, then picked up Tsubasa to throw onto the grassy riverbank.
"Kari, what's gotten into you?" Rocky tried to hold her face still as she started clawing at her own head. "Look at me, partner! Don't pay attention to anywhere else, okay? Just look at me!"
Staring into Rocky's worried eyes brought Kari some relief. For a moment, she had almost lost control, as though Enrage activated despite not reaching the minimum health threshold. Her emotions were running wild, and by dwelling on a single thought for too long, they might overwhelm her.
"What's going on, Rocky?" Kari asked, slowly reigning in her rage.
"What do you mean what happened? You were about to kill Jade!" he exclaimed, pointing to where Tsubasa was lying still with Gauntlet by her side.
Kari waded over to them just as Tsubasa returned to consciousness, but Gauntlet came between them.
"Relax, Gauntlet. Looks like Kari and I are both back to our senses," Tsubasa said.
"The hell happened?" Kari asked with her arms outstretched. "You went after me like I wronged your fucking ancestors or something."
"This is gonna sound crazy, but I saw you. I know it shouldn't be possible since you were in Kyoto. Whoever they were used your skills and soul-weapon," she explained.
How would that even be possible? Monsters at the level of angel and higher were always demonstrating some kind of power. Could replicating a magical girl be something the Hundun's doing?
Tsubasa glanced around in search of someone. "If you're here alone, I'm guessing the seraph in Kyoto is dead and Sachi bit the dust?"
"Sachi got the kill on the seraph, then she just dipped." Kari shook her head.
"Shit. That ain't news I wanna hear, but at least you guys had better luck than me. You probably already saw it. When I got to Osaka, it looked like someone spread a layer of ground beef everywhere and fried it. There were still a whole lot of people around, but they started killing each other," she said.
"K-Killing each other?" Rocky shuddered.
"It's true," Gauntlet continued in his magical girl's place. "Strangling, stabbing, running into people with cars… Using whatever they could get their hands on to hurt each other. I've never seen anything like it."
If the monsters' goal was to indiscriminately gobble up as many people as possible, then it wouldn't care about those already dead. That meant thousands of people were just going around killing one another? Which was odd because that wouldn't serve to feed a seraph.
One thing did make sense.
"I think I'm starting to see it. People in Osaka were turning against each other. Same thing happened to us, right? We lost control. I bet you that Hundun has something to do with it. Like it's got us trapped in some nightmare," Kari said.
Tsubasa crushed two sigils and transformed back into magical girl Jade. She cracked her neck and knuckles, ready to go back in.
"Hundun?" Jade repeated.
"Chinese mythological creatures of primordial chaos. Whatever that means. But chaos is right if it's messing with our heads and making you see another me," Kari offered with little other information.
Wait a minute. There should have been magical girls guarding the Hundun. Where did they go? Or were they caught up by the mind breaks and killed each other?
"Messiah should have sent magical girls here. Did you see them?" Kari asked Jade and Gauntlet.
"No, but—" Jade swallowed her next words. "I think you just got your answer."
High-pitched giggling from every direction sent chills up their spines.
"Ahehehe…he-he-help… it hurts… ahehehaha!"
"Just… Heehhaaahh… K-Kill me, please… ahahahehehe!"
"Ahahahahahah! I can't stop laughing— Ahahaha!"
On the other side of the riverbank, three magical girls covered up to their faces with pulsating warts and pustules of monstrous flesh staggered toward them. They didn't have the tethers like the people inside the hospital monsters, but appeared to move in the same stiff and rigid manner.
One of them raised a magical bow and let loose a volley of arrows. Kari and Jade split away to avoid getting hit. They plunged into the ground and combusted in small, localized blasts.
Another magical girl, this one wielding iron knuckles, took a swing at Kari and landed a painless strike. The one who dealt the attack, however, screeched in agony as the sound of bones cracked from the punch. Tendrils of flesh grew outwards from the warts to envelop her entire arm.
"Save me… I'm begging you… I don't want to die like this," she whimpered.
"This is all I can do to help you." Kari grabbed the caucasian magical girl by the head and snapped her neck.
[+1,000,000 Apocalypse Points.]
"Shit. We really can't save them?" Jade quietly asked.
As they resolved to put down the other two, a blur moved faster than they could track and killed both Messiah magical girls.
"It's… It's back!" Gauntlet wavered.
Kari was stunned. She couldn't believe her eyes. It was like looking into a mirror. Because standing before them was the striking resemblance of herself. Empowered magical girl form, black hair, and [Destruction and Ruin] in hand.
A piercing headache brought Kari to her knees.
"Kari? Kari!" Jade called out.
Wincing, Kari raised her head to see a distorted version of her other self. The image of a monster only in the shape of her flashed briefly. Its true form was a walking, mummified humanoid, wielding a meat-shaped hammer axe. She recognized the split in the head that was gnashing its recent meals with glee.
"That's not me… It's Jaws," Kari uttered past the mental pain.
The creature devoured the two magical girls, and from its body grew magnificent wings, muscles filled underneath the dried, leathery skin, and its teeth had become sharper.
It evolved. Just like a magical girl leveling up.




Chapter 50 - Nightmare Becomes Itself

Although Jade had tensed up at the entity interrupting their fight, her eyes saw something else entirely. Even Gauntlet reacted in the same manner, yet for some reason, Kari and Rocky were the only ones whose vision adjusted to its monstrous form.
"No matter how I look at it, that's you. If you jump in there to fight it, I won't be able to tell who's who," Jade warned.
"You mentioned that it has my skills, right? Then it should be immune to physical damage, if not—" Kari bolted forth with [Destruction and Ruin], and instead of meeting her head on, the monster sidestepped her instead.
It swung its own massive weapon in retaliation, striking her in the stomach with the blunt end. Like a baseball to a bat, Kari went flying into the sky, herself surprised by how powerful of a hit that was.
"I don't remember it… being that strong…" Kari gasped for breath after having the wind knocked out of her lungs.
Had it not been for [Destruction Incarnate], she would be as good as dead.
Kari glanced down in time to see the monster, from a single beat of its wings, fly up to her in an instant. Their weapons clashed with the deafening chime of church bells, so hard that the vibrations traveling down the metal shaft numbed Kari's hands.
One thing was for sure, Jaws certainly didn't have her skills. It no doubt had the raw strength and speed to make it seem that way.
Bothered that Kari wasn't getting injured in any way, Jaws let out a piercing shriek. It opened its mouth like a venus fly trap, channeling a beam of magic that she narrowly avoided. Off in the distance, the impact leveled a section of the city.
A dozen javelins manifested, buzzing around the creature like pesky flies. One by one, they punctured its limbs. Kari seized the opening and sliced through its neck with [Ruin], ripping a chunk of ghastly souls from the body.
Doing so, however, brought forth grotesque screams from hundreds of souls now without a vessel.
There is power in souls. Carve, cut, and rend.
The same voice from before was speaking to her again.
"Damn it. Get out of my fucking head," Kari growled.
It is why you become stronger from slaying those around you. It is why that
has grown stronger. If you cannot kill it, then simply take from it until you can. Take the souls, consume them.
Consume?
Kari grabbed ahold of what should have been intangible souls. Like mists that could be held, they writhed in agony, screaming and crying, begging to be released from torment. A deep, gnawing hunger within the pit of her stomach was intensified by being so close to them.
As she brought them up to her mouth, Jaws knocked her away and snatched the souls back. It swallowed them, the same way it did humans and magical girls it killed.
That attack from the monster just then wasn't as impactful as before. Tearing souls out of Jaws temporarily weakened it, if just a bit. But why now and not before? Maybe it didn't eat magical girls until recently.
"Judge, Jury, and Executioner!"
A golden javelin tore an arm off the monster, and Jade rose into the sky to join Kari's side.
"I thought you couldn't tell who was who?" Kari asked.
"Figured you were the one losing," Jade remarked snidely, then crushed a magic sigil and faced Jaws, whose arm was beginning to regenerate. "I have a bone to pick with this one. It ain't getting away this time— Judgment, all magic!"
Javelins blanketed the sky. Jade wasn't messing around this time. Jaws must have ticked her off, because she had a vendetta against it.
"I'll create an opening. You cleave its head off," Jade said.
Thousands by thousands, the javelins crashed into Jaws like ocean waves. They created a blender of a funnel in which, when it tried to break out of, shredded parts of its body.
"Rocky!" Kari shouted, extending a hand to her anthem
"Order up!" Rocky knew right away to put a magic sigil in her palm.
Kari restored her magic by crushing the sigil, then activated Apocalypse Power Up!
With nowhere to run, Jaws braced itself with its weapon.
"Stampede!"
Kari rushed forward with [Destruction] and shattered the meat-made hammer, connected with Jaws' face, and pounded it into Jade's blender tunnel made of javelins. The impact, however, sent it crashing to the earth.
"I'll be taking those points," Kari said.
Flying monstrosities were gathering en masse, but they weren't after Kari or Jade. They made a beeline to Jaws.
"Fine," Jade reluctantly replied, turning the remainder of her javelins to intercept the unwanted guests. "Jaws better be ketchup by the time I'm done with these."
Kari descended to find Jaws clawing hopelessly at the javelins that pinned it to the earth. One side of its face was missing, and the rest of the body was mangled. Some parts were regenerating, like bones cracking back into place.
"Not so tough now, are you?" She crushed both of its legs with [Destruction], then did the same for the arms.
The monster gurgled up blood and was seemingly unable to scream or cast that magic beam again. Watching it suffer thrilled Kari more than she would like to admit, but ensuring it couldn't move was part of the plan. She wanted to confirm what the voice had told her.
Drawing [Ruin] across Jaws' chest cut away a chunk of souls. Looking at them closely revealed distorted, ghastly faces of people. Two of them were more defined than the others, possessing features of the American magical girls who were eaten by Jaws earlier.
When Kari pulled them away from the monster's body enough to snap the wispy tethers, the wings it had grown moments ago began to wilt.
"So it is true," Kari muttered. "We still have our souls. Then—"
Multiple voices echoed in her head.
By putting on the ring, your soul, which was hidden within the depths of your flesh, has been brought to the surface and remade, molded into a weapon. You wear your soul like an ant wears their skeleton as armor.
The creations of Our ancient enemy, upon killing the likes of you, undoes what We have made you. It is how they grow stronger from consuming you. We deny you your maker's grace in exchange for so much more.
Your weapon was never meant to kill other magical girls. It was to rend them from the flesh of those who had consumed the fallen, so that you may consume them yourself.
"Then what happens to the magical girls I kill that aren't eaten? What happens if I eat them?" Kari asked.
What do their deaths matter to you? Feast. Become stronger. Strong enough to defeat them. Feast.
"Kari, you're not seriously going to…?" Rocky covered his mouth with both hands in horror.
"It's your masters that're telling me to do it," she reminded him. "I already lost Minato because I was weak… If this makes me strong enough to protect Makina, then you're goddamn right I'll do it."
Kari silenced the screaming when she shoved them in her mouth, consuming the souls whole the same way Jaws did of magical girls. They went down like cold water. Her throat seized. The souls were trying to choke her from within and crawl back out. She slapped her hands over her mouth, forcing it down like fighting the urge to vomit.
[Offensive stats updating…
Base Physical Strength: 40 ⇒ 44
Base Magical Strength: 6 ⇒ 10
Defensive stats updating…
Physical Resilience: 35 ⇒ 39
Magical Resilience: 35 ⇒ 39
Health: 200/200 ⇒ 220/220
Magic Capacity: 80/80 ⇒ 90/90]
Finally, the souls' struggles came to an end and settled at the bottom of her stomach. Although the hunger subsided for now, the sensation became more pronounced than before.
But getting stronger by eating magical girls… Who would have thought?
Of course. It should have been so obvious. Monsters were attracted to eating humans and magical girls. They ate their souls to grow stronger. The same, as the voice suggested and from what she had just experienced, could also be applied to magical girls.
Could it be that this was how Flare became so strong? The magical girls that existed before the ring that was now embedded into Kari's finger, were they victims of Flare's ravenous appetite for power?
"Hey, monsters from the unknown. Does Flare also know about this? She's after a god's soul to eat it, right?" Kari asked.
That errant mutt knows and must be stopped. One cannot be allowed to descend. It will be the end of your world. However, there exists a phase where it is most vulnerable. While in chrysalis form, carve the soul from the would-be god. Consume it.
The voices stopped at once. Like someone had switched off the television, ending the low drone of static.
Kari sliced away at Jaws again, tearing away the soul of another magical girl. It screamed like all the rest. She had already crossed the line. In order to face Hurricane and Flare, she needed more—
"What's that in your hands?" Jade descended before Kari could consume the next soul.
"It's not what you… Okay, maybe it is what you think, but look. I can increase my stats by doing this!"
A javelin punched Kari skidding on her feet across the asphalt. She lost hold of the soul as it dropped to the ground, crumpling like a fallen towel.
"Hey! What was that for?" Kari growled.
Jade picked up the soul. The ghostly thing coiled around her arm and quieted down, almost as though finding comfort with her.
"Strong? Were you about to put this in your mouth? Are you insane?" Jade asked.
"Not insane. Practical. You know we can't take on Hurricane or Flare as we are. I just learned that cutting out a magical girl's soul from monsters to eat is just as good as leveling up if not better. Try it. Eat it and see for yourself," Kari urged, but the words only served to piss the emerald magical girl off further.
"You hearing yourself?" She gaped at her, eyes narrowed into slits, as if judging whether or not Kari was a monster herself. "The sick shit that's dripping out of your mouth? Because you're starting to sound like Flare."
"Don't you fucking compare me to Flare…"
They were startled by grasping hands emerging from the ground and latching onto the soul on Jade's arm. It started screaming again. No matter how much Jade tried to pull at them, she couldn't save the soul and watched in horror as it sank into the earth.
"The hell did you just do?" Jade's furious gaze snapped to Kari.
"I swear that wasn't me!" Kari exclaimed.
"Ahehehehaha!"
While they were arguing, Jaws had fully regenerated and gotten to its feet. Jade realized it too late and received a swift kick to the gut. As she and Kari thought to end it for good, a strange sensation like walking into cold mist washed over them.
Jaws seized the opening to escape as the two clutched their heads from an agonizing mental prick. The pain escalated into a screeching headache, like there were nails scraping the inside of their skulls.
"Get back… here…" Jade forced herself to her feet and sent what few javelins were left.
Only now did both of them see the Hundun floating overhead, casting its large shadow across the city.
"I can't think… like this…" Rocky cried.
"We have to stop… the seraph before it messes with our minds!" Gauntlet shouted.
To Kari, this was like nails on chalkboards compared to the agony brought onto her by the voices in her head. She, too, got to her feet and lifted [Destruction and Ruin] intending to fight the seraph— until she saw another monster similar to Jaws in front of her.
The humanoid creature had bone-like armor on the surface protecting its fleshy interior. Elongated monsters like flying swordfishes with their bodies turned inside out floated next to her. Several of them were primed to attack.
"Rocky, where did this monster come from?" Kari asked, rubbing her eyes.
"Monster? But there shouldn't be…" Rocky raised his head, appearing just as puzzled.
Kari knocked the monster to the ground before giving it a chance to attack or escape. She wailed into it repeatedly, every hit chipping away bits and pieces of the bone, but the skeletal plates of armor protected the monster. The swordfish-like monsters flying next to it started their assault but achieved little in stopping her.
"Why won't you die? Die already!" Kari yelled.
For it to be so strong must mean it was an angel or similar. Earlier, the voices told her to cut souls away to weaken the monster. In that case…
Kari turned her grip over to [Ruin] and lowered the blade to the monster's throat. As she was about to cut into it, Rocky tugged on her arm.
"No, no, no! This is an illusion! Remember? You're about to kill Jade! It's the Hundun. I just know it! The Hundun tricks you guys into thinking you're monsters!" Rocky warned.
This thing was Jade?
Knowing that was one thing, but Kari had a tough time resisting the boiling pot of emotions that were about to tip over. Every fiber in her body wanted to decapitate Jade. She wanted to kill her so badly as though it was the only way to reach catharsis.
The monster that was Jade muttered something unintelligible, then drove a swordfish into Kari that carried her into the sky. She found herself lying on top of the giant hundun's body.
So this was what she needed to kill. But as she was about to attack the seraph, the image of Makina manifested.
Kari's grip on the soul-weapon faltered, the desire to kill waned, but a new rage welled within her.
"Don't you dare… Don't you use her against me! You leave her out of this!" Kari howled, slicing and dicing into the Hundun until Makina's visage disappeared. Her sanity slipped with each strike as the increasing mental assault desperately tried to stop her.
More, she told herself. Until it stops moving.
Kari tore into seraph with such bestial ferocity that she might have seemed like a rabid animal. The only thoughts going through her mind were the desire to end the life of whatever this thing was.
Eventually, the Hundun looked nothing like its original form. It was closer to a deer after a pack of hungry wolves had torn it down to the bones.
Kari swung down with [Destruction] one final time to end its life.
[+3,000,000 Apocalypse Points.]
Covered in blood and guts, sweat stinging her eyes, and the taste of iron on her tongue, Kari regained her senses with the Hundun's overdue death. She saw that Jade, now no longer appearing like a monster, was in her empowered Gallant Knight form. Guess that explained how she survived all those hits.
However, their earlier quarrel was only delayed. With the seraph dead, the two set their eyes on each other again.
The Apocalypse System flashed a chat menu in their face.
[Candy: Help me.]
Kari and Jade froze.
[Candy: Please, help me.]
Rie should have been captured. She hadn't sent them a message until now, did that mean she escaped?
[Jade: Where are you? Did you escape the Messiah?]
[Candy: Fukuoka. I'm so scared. Everything hurts, and I want it to stop. I need help.]
Fukuoka? That was where the abnormality was. Not to mention, Rie's responses felt too manufactured.
[Jade: I'm coming. Stay hidden until I get there.]
"Wait!" Kari implored, stopping Jade from taking off right there.
"First you go around eating souls like a monster, now you're telling me not to save Rie?" Jade brushed her off.
"Just listen to me!" she screamed, successfully giving Jade pause. "Not that I doubt Rie's strength, but she's no match to escape Hurricane on her own. You can also check the system to bring up the apocalypse's status. It'll show Fukuoka as having an abnormality. I'm not saying we don't help her, but isn't this too much of a coincidence?"
Jade did as Kari suggested and checked her system with Gauntlet's help, but the new information didn't appear to sway her conviction.
[Bringing up incursion statuses in Japan…
Kyoto — None
Shimane — Active
Osaka — None
Okinawa — Active
Hokkaido — Active
Fukuoka — Unable to draw information. Abnormality Detected.]
"Hurricane might have forced her into baiting us," Kari said.
"No." Jade shook her head. "Rie's too sincere, not even torture would do her in to stoop to that. But if Hurricane's there, I'm willing to take that bait."
[Kari: Candy, can you tell us if Hurricane or a seraph is in Fukuoka? What's going on over there?]
No answer.
Then they had no other choice but to find out for themselves.
[Kari: If you can hear me, Sachi, I'm sorry for earlier. Jade and I are headed to Fukuoka to find Candy. We might need your help.]
Also no answer.
"Looks like we're on our own." Kari sighed. Even though they had a falling out, she still hoped that Sachi was okay. The deal with Flare wasn't only for Makina's sake, it was for her, too.
Jade walked a few steps away from Kari and glanced over her shoulder. "If there's a world left after the apocalypse, and after I deal with Flare, you and I still got something to settle. There ain't any room for monsters. You got that?"
Kari nodded. At the very least, they agreed on two things that needed to be stopped: the apocalypse and Flare.
Both of them took flight to Fukuoka without saying another word to each other.




Chapter 51 - Stars Behind the Storm

It was getting dark, and they were only now passing through Okayama Prefecture.
The journey to Fukuoka was taking much longer than Kari anticipated. At full speed, she would leave Jade in the dust. For all of her defenses and health, the emerald magical girl's haste was significantly lower in comparison.
Kari wiped her sweat-drenched face. It was beginning to feel very clammy. A mixture of sweat and rain glued the magical girl outfit to her skin.
Heat and rain made for a bad combination. Japan was already incredibly hot during summers. Being an island country surrounded by bodies of water in every direction made for a very suffocating, humid season.
The storm that Hurricane conjured still hadn't let up yet. What sort of magic was it that she could keep it going without end and over the entirety of the country? Given how strong she was, it probably wouldn't come as a surprise that she— like Flare— hoarded a large number of points. Spending them on magic sigils would be the surest way to keep her magic capacity full to do such a thing.
Okayama Prefecture… They would be passing right by Shimane soon, which also had a seraph that needed killing.
But this was a numbers game. Shimane had a sparse population. The seraph there shouldn't have enough people to kill to grow stronger. Regrouping with Candy to finish off the rest safely was the right play.
In the meantime, Kari checked the Apocalypse System for her stats and was surprised to see a whopping five million.
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The updated stats reflected correctly after consuming the souls of two magical girls. Their otherworldly taste still lingered on her tongue. She might never be able to forget the flavor for as long as she lived.
Before they get to the next fight and lose any respite to mess with the system, now was the best time to level up.
"Rocky, put points into Siegemaster and level me up," Kari ordered, but nothing happened.
The anthem clung to her left shoulder, somber eyes gazing forward and in his own little world.
"Rocky," she called to him again.
This time, Rocky stirred as if awakened from a dream.
"Sorry! Yes?"
It wasn't like him to be so out of it. Rocky used to be so eager to see her grow stronger. Lately, however, that enthusiasm waned into subdued obedience. The reason wasn't exactly rocket science.
"Level up Siegemaster," Kari repeated. "I want to see what the last skill of my subclass is."
Rocky sunk 3,200,000 points into Siegemaster, leaving 2,386,000 points remaining.
[Congratulations! You are now a Lv. 6 Siegemaster subclass.]
Base Physical Strength: [44 ⇒ 46]
[New skill gained.
Final Siege: Available to use once per day. Create a construct of your target. Any damage dealt to the construct is also dealt to the target. Lasts the duration of your current magical strength (10 seconds).]
What?
For ten seconds, she had free rein to smash away at something? Kari wanted to try it right away, but since it was usable once per day, she didn't want to possibly lock herself out from needing it later.
This might be exactly what Kari needed to gain an edge over Hurricane.
Skills aside, for the cost to level doubling every time was really hurting the bank. She had no reason to put points into Siegemaster anymore, so it's time to return to her roots with the Destroyer class. It couldn't hurt to have more health to spare in fights and a deeper magic capacity to use more skills.
Getting Destroyer from level 3 to 4 required 600,000 points, at which point the cost would double to 1,200,000 to get from 4 to 5.
"Now put points into Destroyer. Get me up to level 5," Kari said.
[Congratulations! You are now a Lv. 4 Destroyer class.]
[Congratulations! You are now a Lv. 5 Destroyer class.]
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The significant health and magic capacity increase should be a game changer. Her remaining points offered plenty for sigils.
"Kari, Rocky! Help!" Gauntlet cried from behind.
The two turned around in time to witness the panda anthem's futile efforts in keeping Jade from plummeting. While Rocky rushed to help, Kari floated by and watched them slowly sink. It looked like Jade had passed out. Sweat caked her face and breaths came out in quick gasps. She was hyperventilating.
"Heatstroke," Kari quickly concluded, recalling the school nurse Iori Wakana's scolding about hot summers.
However, realizing that only made Kari aware of her own fatigue. Days had gone by without having a proper meal, bath, or even sleep. They were race cars running on fumes. If the monsters didn't do them in, exhaustion would.
"A little… help?" Rocky squeaked.
Without Jade, they might get to Fukuoka sooner.
"Just let her fall, it's not like Jade's going to die. If she can't keep going, then what am I supposed to do? Let her suck on my tit and nurse her back to health?" Kari turned away.
"I'm not leaving," Rocky said. "We're just going to have to break our bond, because unlike you, I won't abandon my friends."
"And I would? Is that what you're implying?" She whipped around with a glare, causing him to shudder but remain steadfast in defiance. "I don't remember calling Jade my friend. My parents are gone. Minato is gone. There's only two people I have left, Rocky. If I don't stop the apocalypse, Makina and Sa…"
The name lodged in her throat.
Why?
Why was it so hard to admit that? The guilt was still there, tearing at her chest the same way she mercilessly tore at monsters.
"I'm sorry, Kari. You're going to have to go without me," Rocky said with firm intent.
Kari reined in her anger and sighed. Leaving Rocky wasn't an option.
"Fine. Give her here." She took over carrying Jade for them and descended into the rural countryside of Okayama.
Houses here were so spread apart, a stark contrast to city life. It was almost unnerving that nothing was destroyed or on fire, given all that they had encountered lately. The sorriest state something was in were the overgrown fields and abandoned sheds.
As Kari scanned the immediate area for a home to bother, she locked eyes with a little girl around elementary age, who was knee-deep in the grass and staring at them with her mouth ajar.
"Your parents around? We could use some help, or just water if you have any," Kari said.
Before the girl could say anything, someone stormed out of the house.
"Kanata, get inside!" A tall man, whose complexion was darkened by years of toiling under the sun, brandished a pitchfork at them.
The girl named Kanata raced into their modest home.
"We're magical girls. Don't you know what we are?" Kari reasoned with the man.
"Magical— what? I don't care if you're a street magician. Get out of here!" he shouted, waving the farm tool in an attempt to be more intimidating.
This wasn't working. Kari figured if she couldn't get through to him, then she could just go through him. The world wouldn't miss the soul tomorrow. As for the little girl…
When Kari stepped forward intending to kill the man, his daughter quickly returned.
"Daddy, look! She's the same one in the pictures!" Kanata shoved a magazine into her father's hands.
His eyes flicked back and forth, but it took two anthems waving a white flag to convince him. The girl giggled with childish glee at their antics.
"Look, you can tell she's passed out. We just need some water and a place to lie down. We'll leave as soon as she wakes up. Won't bother you any more than we need to," Kari said.
The man relented at last and lowered the pitchfork.
"Alright. Bring her in."
Their house wasn't something to write home about. A single hallway from the entrance connected a living room and kitchenette, a bathroom, and a small bedroom. The wooden floorboards creaked with each step and water stains on the ceiling made for an eyesore.
The father and daughter pair laid out a futon full of tears in the living room. They had a pot boiling on a hot plate placed on a low table in which one leg was propped up by old books. At one corner of the room, a well-kept shrine bearing the picture of a young woman rested with incense sticks burning.
"I'm Toga. You already met Kanata." He put a calloused hand on his daughter's head. "I'm only doing this because my little girl swears on her mama you ain't trouble."
"I don't mean to be rude, but you know there's an apocalypse going on all over Japan, right?" Kari asked.
"Well, it ain't here, innit? I'll run you a bath and fix something to put in your bellies. Looks like you two need it. Well, four I guess." Toga threw the anthems an odd look, then stepped back into the hallway.
Kari thanked Toga for his hospitality and washed off in the tiny bathroom. The tub was so small that she had to hug her knees. At least the warmth eased both the wounds and exhaustion.
Coming back to the living room, Toga was missing. Only his daughter, Kanata remained, playing with Gauntlet and Rocky, who were pulling random things out of their asses to entertain her.
Upon seeing Kari return, Kanata scampered over to the table to turn off the hot plate. She used chopsticks to carefully fish out some noodles, shiitake mushrooms, wild vegetables, and a hefty serving of tofu, and then tiptoed over to offer her the bowl.
"Thanks. Your pops around?" Kari asked, gratefully taking the bowl.
"Daddy's still in the yard," Kanata answered, then scooted closer to show the same magazine she had shown to her dad. "Are you really the same magical girl? Do you know Flare, too?"
The magazine was actually an order catalog of animal plushies. Kari instantly recognized herself and Flare back when they modeled with the company that owned the toys. It felt like so long ago. Her unflattering pictures were on every page. Those photographers had done a really good job capturing how annoyed she was to be there.
"I am, and I do," Kari half-heartedly replied. She didn't have the heart to tell Kanata about Flare's true nature. What would it matter anyway? They were out here, blissfully unaware of what was happening to the rest of Japan.
After finishing the bowl of noodles, Kari stepped outside in search of Toga. The man continued to slave away in the rain, clearing away sticks and mud from an irrigation canal. His fields of crops were already mostly flooded. It would do little to save anything now with all the rain.
Toga eventually got to his feet and chucked a spade out of frustration before realizing he was being watched.
"Tell me, kid. There really monsters out there?" he asked.
"Some bigger than you can imagine." Kari nodded. "You don't have TV, cell phones, or internet out here to check?"
The farmer shook his head. "And risk letting Kanata see the shit that's going on out there? Truth is, I know. Kanata and I moved out here after her mama got killed by a monster four years ago. Couldn't bear living in the cities no more, especially with how jaded folks are about dying to 'em."
"I'm surprised you let us into your home. It doesn't piss you off that a magical girl wasn't there to save your wife?" she asked
Toga fetched his spade and scraped the mud off his shoes. He didn't seem to mind that the rest of him was covered in grime and dirt. Climbing up the steps to take shelter under the awning, he uttered a weary sigh.
"Sounds to me like you took the brunt of the abuse already. Sure, I used to have a whole lotta hate. But I look at you two, I see my little girl. So, no. It don't piss me off, not no more. All I want now— and if you say there're monsters out there— is for you to make sure there's a world left for my Kanata. I say that's the least you can do for me after I showed you hospitality." The farmer thought to pat her on the shoulder, remembered his own filth, and instead nodded on the way in.
Kari spent a few more minutes watching the rain fall, ruminating on what Toga had told her. Unfortunately, she wouldn't be able to help them. She couldn't help anyone. Her path was clearer than a long stretch of a straight road. She saw all the bumps and obstacles. Each one she hurdled over left a bigger mess than the last.
When Kari returned inside, she found Jade awake and dining on a bowl of noodles.
"Thanks, kid." Jade playfully pinched Kanata's nose, then got up to crack her joints. "We should get going. Gauntlet, do a long-range scan of any monsters in the area."
"I got nothing, boss!" Gauntlet announced after checking.
She walked up to Kari and whispered, "Let's get before we attract any monsters."
Toga entered the living room, dried and with a new change of clothes.
"Leaving already?" he asked.
"World ain't gonna save itself. I still feel like shit, but at least I feel like shit with a full stomach." Jade grinned.
As they left, Kanata ran out to the front porch to watch them depart. Toga's words stuck with Kari. What world was she going to leave behind for Makina when this was over? If this apocalypse ended. What would be left?
After flying for another four hours, they finally reached Fukuoka an hour before midnight.
However, none of them expected Fukuoka to be untouched with not a single monster in sight. Aside from the increased JSDF and police presence, few people and cars littered the streets. The tension in the atmosphere was thick.
"What's going on?" Kari asked aloud. "Rocky, Gauntlet. You guys sense any monsters around?"
"I actually don't…" Gauntlet answered, although not sounding entirely sure.
"Neither do I, but then why do I have a bad feeling about this?" Rocky added ominously.
[Jade: Candy, we're in Fukuoka. Where are you?]
"Damn it…" Jade cursed under her breath, disturbed that Candy still wasn't answering. "I'm going down to ask the JSDF. Kari, you stay up here and keep an eye out. Something ain't right here."
"Candy sounded like she was in danger, but where is she…" Kari asked herself. She and Rocky watched as Jade descended into the city to meet with a group of soldiers.
They had her wait while one man retreated into a large command tent, then returned a few seconds later with someone higher up in the chain of command. Whatever exchange they were having looked tense, with the officer shaking his head at everything Jade appeared to ask him.
[Jade: The JSDF and police put a curfew at 7:00 PM, that's why no one's out. It's weird. They haven't heard a single thing about monsters or Candy.]
[Kari: That can't be. Even the system is telling us there's an abnormality in the city.]
[Jade: They said there's two Korean magical girls here. Don't think they're with Messiah, but do you see them up there?]
Korean magical girls?
[Kari: Makes sense that Korea sent help. Busan's what, a stone's throw across the Fukuoka coast?]
Just as Kari was about to go searching, someone called out to her.
"Hey!"
Two magical girls, their arms bearing a cloth band of the South Korean flag of a red and blue circle and four trigrams.
"You the Koreans?" Kari asked.
"I'm Kim Chae-Yeong," the older of the two pointed to herself. "Song Bora and I arrived this morning to help, but we aren't sure where to start. Where is your leader, Flare?"
Chae-Yeong and Bora? If Kari remembered correctly, they weren't just magical girls. They were pop stars in their country. Chae-Yeong had long, curly brunette hair, and the tomboyish Bora had a pixie cut dyed in fiery red and orange. Two anthems, a cat and snake respectively, peeked out from behind their backs. They appeared just as spooked as Rocky was about the situation.
[Kari: Look up. Chae-Yeong and Bora are up here with me. Want an autograph?]
[Jade: I'm still trying to get some info from the JSDF, but these pricks are being difficult. They can classify my fucking ass. Whatever. Last thing I want is more magical girls around for Messiah or the monsters to eat, but we can't be picky. Maybe try asking our new friends about Candy?]
"Flare is MIA, and Candy is supposed to be here in Fukuoka. Either of you seen her? Or have any idea what the Fukuoka abnormality is?" Kari asked.
The two traded glances but ultimately didn't know anything.
"Just out of curiosity, what level and class are you two?" she pressed further.
"I'm a level 5 Magister, subclassed as a level 2 Summoner," Chae-Yeong said.
"Level 3 Warrior. Subclass, level 1 Man-at-Arms." Bora materialized a greatsword reminiscent of Guts from Berserk and Cloud from Final Fantasy.
Chae-Yeong was likely a mix of physical and magic depending on what she summoned, but Bora was all-in physical. They were well-rounded as a pair, that's for sure.
A chill suddenly ran up Kari's spine. The other two, including Rocky and their anthems, tensing up confirmed her suspicions that it wasn't just her imagination.
[Candy: Hehe…]
[Candy: Ahahahahehehehehe!]
[Candy: AHAHAHAHAHA!]
Kari didn't need to see Jade to know she got the messages, too.
[Jade: Candy? Where are you? Now ain't the time to play around!]
"Starfall Grenade Cannon!"
A bad feeling compelled Kari to grab Rocky and escape, saving their lives. She dove away just as the mortar shells exploded. Bora was immediately knocked out of magical girl form and sent crashing to the ground.
"Bora!" Chae-yeong cried.
"No, don't! We got company!" Kari grabbed the Korean magical girl before she flew away, because if she turned her back on who had just attacked them, she would fall to the same fate.
The city fell into chaos. Explosions rocked the streets, buildings toppled, and the otherwise quiet night was now filled with people crying for help.
Hidden behind the billowing smoke and wielding her signature hand cannon was Candy. That was all Kari had to recognize her by. The star-child magical girl was enveloped in the same fleshy growths as the Messiah magical girls who attacked them in Osaka.
However, with Candy, it was different… almost complete. Her once bright eyes were absent of any sanity or life. She giggled just like the monsters but did so with so much pain in her voice.
"Candy…?" Kari uttered in shock.
"Ahaha… ahehehehe… he-he-help… me, Kari… You have to… kill me before it's too late…" Candy pleaded tearfully.




Chapter 52 - Supernova

"Candy… As in Star Child? What happened to her? Why does she look like that?" Chae-Yeong asked.
The Korean girl's guess was as good as Kari's. An abnormality. That was what the Apocalypse System called her.
"Is that really you?" Kari was almost too fearful to ask Candy, but the answer she received was a blast from the hand cannon. It blew her into an office building. Scorching, magical heat burned into her skin.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 290/320]
A normal attack, not even a skill, did 30 points of damage? She knew Candy was packing magic damage, but that hit just now drilled in the realization that she knew next to nothing regarding the full extent of her strength and skills.
Unlike Sniper's large physical slugs, Candy's attacks came out as pure energy. They hurt right out of the chamber.
"Kari! Are you okay in there, partner?" Rocky pushed vainly on an overturned desk on top of her.
"I'm fine, but what the hell happened to Candy? Is there anything we can do?" Kari asked, kicking the desk away.
"I don't know…" He frowned. "I wish I had an answer, I really do. But It didn't sound like she was being fully controlled yet. Maybe we can break her out of it somehow?"
When Kari emerged from the building, a shocked Jade was confronting Candy.
"Rie, what happened to you? Where's Yuyu?" Jade asked in a shaky voice.
"Hehehe… Ahahaha!" Candy replied by firing her hand cannon in every direction.
The three of them scattered to avoid getting hit. Consequently, every missed shot struck the city and its inhabitants below. A group of JSDF soldiers escorting citizens away from the battle were atomized by a rogue blast. They didn't even see it coming.
If Candy was a monster now, then it reasoned that her killing people and magical girls would cause her to grow stronger. That couldn't be allowed to happen.
The second Kari uttered the Stampede skill, Jade jumped in the way to take the hit instead. She recoiled from the powerful strike but recovered quickly to impede her.
"What do you think you're doing? We have to stop Candy!" Kari shouted.
"I should be asking you that. Just now, you were thinking about hurting her, weren't you? We're supposed to help her." Jade glared.
"If we don't stop her, then we can say goodbye to Fukuoka. Hell, we might as well kill ourselves now to save her the trouble—"
An enormous stone golem threw a fist at Candy only for the creature's arms to be obliterated in a volley of blasts. Chae-Yeong went on the offensive, but a precise shot downed her like a shotgun to a flock of birds. The Korean magical girl fell from the sky, a smoking ruin.
"Stampede!" Kari shoved Jade away in her moment of distraction and propelled forward to land a bone-shattering hit on Candy with [Destruction].
The impact torpedoed Candy to the ground, but a pissed off Jade caught up and wrapped two hands around Kari's throat.
"You ain't hitting her a second time if you know what's good for you," Jade growled with such ferocity that it gave Kari pause.
People poured out of their homes and buildings, drawn out by the commotion like moths to a flame. In this case, the light came from a star in the form of magical girl Candy, whom the crowds ignorantly cheered her name.
When Kari and Jade descended in search of Candy, she was staggering down the middle of the road, clutching the side of her bleeding head.
"Kari… Jade?" Candy called to them weakly.
"Candy, you back? You have to tell us what happened." Jade landed and took a running start, but her steps grinded halt.
"You guys… have to stop me… I can't control… myself… " she whimpered.
A pair of star-struck college women came running up to Candy, notebooks and pens in hand, squealing with joy.
"Wait, get away from her!" Kari shouted, but her cries were drowned out by the crowds.
"Candy, can we have your autograph?" an excitable lady asked.
"I can't believe I'm seeing you in person!" the other exclaimed.
The fleshy growths spread quickly over Candy's right hand which wielded the hand canon. She raised her soul-weapon to one of the women and blew her head off in a spray of blood. The second woman, drenched in her friend's blood and brain matter, shrieked in horror until she, too, was silenced by a shot to the head.
Chaos befell the streets. People ran for cover, calling Candy a monster, a psychopath, a murderer. One after another, she gunned them down, blasting holes into their bodies or deleting them from existence with a blinding shot.
"I can't stop… I can't stop! Don't let me do this! I can't control myself anymore! Please, I don't want to kill anyone! Stop me before I hurt anyone else! I don't care what it takes! Don't let me kill anymore!" Candy cried.
"We have to at least take her out of magical girl form. I don't want to hurt Candy either, but does it look like we have a choice? Does it look like Candy has a choice?" Kari asked the only one who resisted fighting their former ally.
Jade chewed on her lower lip and relented.
The two of them resolved to fight Candy, but it might have been that Kari's surprise attack was just that. A surprise. Neither of them could land a hit on her. She was faster, more aware of her surroundings even as they tried to get under her blind spot. They couldn't get close without being blasted with the intensity of TNT.
"Come Here!" Kari extended a hand to Candy and grabbed the collar of her outfit, seeing up close and personal the malignant tissues that cloaked her. Tears streamed down the poor girl's face.
Kari second guessed herself.
Jade joined to immobilize Candy from behind, putting an arm around her neck, and forcing the arm which held the hand cannon to the air instead of the city.
Spiked tentacles emerged from Candy's body, puncturing them both.
Health: [190/320 ⇒ 153/320]
Kari was overcome with physical pain, having been too reluctant to go into Destruction Incarnate mode to fight Candy.
"Come on, Candy… snap out of it!" Kari urged.
"Hehehe… Rain… of Stars…" Candy fired a blinding shot straight up, illuminating the storming night skies. Higher and higher it went, like a rocket reaching for space until it breached the dark clouds.
Jade was the only one who acknowledged the gravity of the situation. Her gaze flicked to the people on the ground, back to the sky, and finally on Kari.
"Run…"
"What?" Kari wrenched herself from the spikes and looked up in time to see the sky falling.
No… The sky wasn't falling.
"Get out of here!" Jade screamed.
Multiple explosions drew their eyes to the skies as the clouds parted, giving way to falling meteors. Bombs hadn't gone off. They were sonic booms from descending celestial bodies. Kari was awe-struck, as were the citizens of Fukuoka, who could do nothing but witness their end.
It was like watching the end of the world.
"Castle!" Jade tackled Kari and their anthems to the ground.
An illusory projection of a stone tower formed around them, but the explosive force of meteors impacting the city was too much to defend from. Even Jade's defensive skill couldn't withstand Candy's Rain of Stars. They, too, were caught in the cataclysmic blast, thrown like ragdolls across the city.
Health: [153/320 ⇒ 0/320]
If it wasn't for Jade's Castle skill taking the brunt of the damage, Kari would have been a goner. But what happened to everyone else?
Kari lost her magical girl form in the armageddon-like explosion. She crawled out of the rubble with Rocky in her arms, coughing up her lungs.
Where the meteors had struck, nothing remained but massive craters dotting the city. What few buildings were left standing had their windows blown out and were on the brink of collapsing.
No one was left.
The destruction brought by Candy's skills and hand cannon was immeasurable. As a magical girl, she had been holding back her magic all this time so innocent people wouldn't fall victim as collateral. Now that she was being controlled by the fleshy growths, all those inhibitions went out the window.
This was the power of Star Child, who wielded the strength of the cosmos in the palm of her hand.
Kari had a hard time seeing with all the dust in the air. However, a heavy rain soon wiped the canvas clean. Flying high above the ruins of Fukuoka was Candy, firing away at anyone who might have survived.
"I… I never knew Candy could be so strong," Rocky whispered.
Kari received two sigils to restore her health and magic, then draped herself in magical girl form again.
If getting close wasn't an option, there was another way.
[Final Siege: Available to use once per day. Create a construct of your target. Any damage dealt to the construct is also dealt to the target. Lasts the duration of your current magical strength (10 seconds).]
"I'm sorry, Candy. I have to stop you somehow. It's me or you now— Apocalypse Power-Up! Final Siege!" Kari uttered her newest skill and created in front of her what appeared to be a clay golem in Candy's shape.
She hesitated to swing with [Ruin], flipped her grip to [Destruction] instead, and smashed into the construct's head. An unseen force hammered Candy into the earth. Kari continued the onslaught until the copy vanished. Ten seconds were up.
Silence returned to Fukuoka. Only the pitter patter of rain and small debris clattering down the piles of rubble remained.
Kari was frozen solid, clenching her soul-weapon. She wasn't awarded any points, so she at least knew Candy still lived.
"Come on! We have to check if she's okay!" Rocky tugged her arm, spurring her into flight.
They found Candy, still in magical girl form, barely standing and bleeding from every pore on her body.
"Candy!" Kari shouted. As she approached Candy, the hand cannon raised between them.
"Don't come any closer! I'm losing control again… It's still growing back… like cancer… It's taking me everything to not pull the trigger!" Candy cried.
"How did this happen to you, and where's Yuyu?" Rocky asked.
Her face contorted with anguish.
"Hurricane… made me eat an angel's soul… I-I watched myself kill Yuyu, and there was nothing I could do about it…"
An angel-level monster's soul turned Candy into a monster?
"While I'm still me, you have to end it before it takes control again," Candy said.
"Don't do it!" Jade came running in with Gauntlet, but stopped as if an invisible force kept her from getting closer. "We can find another way to help you. I promise— We promised to see through this, remember?"
"I killed Yuyu, my best friend… killed so many. All I wanted to do was help people. Kari, Jade… I'm so sorry. I wish we could have gotten to know each other more…" she said.
Kari held Jade back, who struggled so much that she might actually break free. They were met with Candy's innocent smile.
The Star Child magical girl, in a final act of altruistic heroism, rose high into the sky to harm as few people as possible, even if the city was already mostly leveled. Fleshy spikes punctured the girl's body until she was like a sea urchin, trying to take control of her again.
"Super…" Candy held their gaze and screamed with everything she had left. "Nova!"
Candy detonated like the death of a star. For a split second, she became brighter than even the sun, blinding Kari and popping her ears from the sheer pressure of the ensuing shockwave. So powerful was the blast, that they were sent tumbling.
Head pounding and ears ringing, Kari picked herself up on unsteady feet. She glanced up to see Candy plummeting.
Please be okay. Please be okay, Kari begged as she raced to catch Candy, who fell into a crater created by one of the meteors earlier.
Kari slid down, landing in the shallow rainwater pooling within and picked up Candy's battered body. She was barely conscious and wheezed with great strain in each breath. Her eyes were lifeless, no longer shining like the stars they used to be.
"Weird. My health is at zero… but I'm still…" When Candy raised a hand, Kari held it and saw the wretched cells propagating again. "Jade can't bring herself to do it, so… Kari, can I… make a selfish request from you?"
"I'm not going to kill you! You have a monster's soul inside you, right? Maybe I can… I can cut it out." Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin] and lightly drew the blade across Candy's arm.
Candy howled, and Kari, fearful of hurting her anymore, stopped at once. All it succeeded in doing was draw blood.
"Come on… You're supposed to carve souls! Fuck!" She flung the soul-weapon away.
"Hehe…" Candy giggled, but not in the same way as before. It was more genuine. Softer.
"Why are you laughing at a time like this?" Kari asked.
"Your weapon only cuts monsters, right? I'm glad… I didn't want to die as one. So please, before I change back…"
Kari put an elbow underneath Candy's chin and the other hand on top of her head. Just a little bit of force would be enough to break her neck. It would be so quick and painless that Candy wouldn't feel it. But Kari hesitated.
"Don't do it! We can still help her!" Tsubasa appeared at the edge of the crater's lip.
"There is no other way! If Candy's taken over again, we won't get another chance. We know you can't do it, that's why she… asked me to," Kari said, but despite her bravado, she was beginning to waver.
The truth was that Kari wasn't entirely sure of herself. She was afraid of the uncertainty. Maybe later, they might actually find out that there was a way to get rid of the monster inside Candy. What then?
"Candy's half-dead, she doesn't know what she's saying. Look, I don't know where we went wrong with you, Kari. Maybe Flare's dangling something over you, or she said something that's getting to your head, but what you're doing— all that shit back in Osaka, too— it ain't right. Let Rie go. I'm begging you, man. There's always another way!"
Tsubasa wasn't having it, and Kari wished so much at this moment that she was more charismatic to convince her not to.
Unfortunately, there wasn't another way. There was just no other choice.
Candy drew a sharp gasp and whimpered in pain. Already, her own blood was festering into monstrous flesh.
"It's okay. It's okay…" Candy whispered meekly to the both of them, the words sounded like they were trying to reassure Kari in particular. The corner of her lips pulled up into a weak smile, and tears— or raindrops, Kari couldn't tell anymore— rolled down her cheeks again. "Please look after each other—"
Kari squeezed her eyes shut and snapped Candy's neck. The body went limp.
"No!" Tsubasa jerked forward and stumbled to her hands and knees.
"Goodbye… Candy," Rocky uttered in disbelief.
Candy wasn't the first magical girl Kari had killed and certainly wouldn't be the last. However, this time was different. An intense pain clawed at her heart.
Regret.
There was so much regret. For the very first time, Kari was forced to kill someone she didn't want to. But it had to be done. No one else could have done it.
The Apocalypse System activated on its own, revealing an updated list. Candy, it seemed, was her own incursion, and her death signaled its end.
[Bringing up incursion statuses in Japan…
Kyoto — None
Shimane — Active
Osaka — None
Okinawa — Active
Hokkaido — Active
Fukuoka — None.]
Tsubasa crushed two sigils and returned to magical girl form.
"Judge…" Jade spoke the first word of one of her skills, fist clenching the golden javelin to the point her knuckles turned white.
"Don't start," Kari warned her.
"Jury…" She reared back, readying for a throw.
"Destruction Incarnate—"
"Executioner—"
They fought fiercely, but Jade ultimately couldn't pierce through the impenetrable. Even though they were levels apart, a fortress had nothing against a siege weapon. Kari emerged victorious, standing over Tsubasa lying near dead in the ruined streets. Although Gauntlet gave her two more sigils, she had no more strength to continue fighting.
Her spirit was broken. Kari was sure if the calm and collected Jade from back then had fought her instead of this pale shadow, she would have lost even in an empowered form that didn't take physical damage.
"Please, stop…" Rocky begged. "We already lost Candy today. Are you two really going to fight to the death?"
"Stuff it," Tsubasa snarled, one eye shut from blood running down her head. "She knows that as long as I'm still alive, I'll keep coming after her. Ain't that right, Kari? You used to get so pissed being compared to Flare. How about now? You and her… two sides of the same banged up fucking coin, fighting for different things in the same way."
"Maybe I am," Kari confessed, losing sight of what made them different.
When she started walking away, Tsubasa took that as an insult worse than death.
"We were supposed to do this together… as allies," she said.
"We were never allies. We only ever got in each other's ways. There's no going back because I don't want to go back. I'm finishing this apocalypse, Hurricane, and Flare even if it means I have to do it alone," Kari said, flying off without turning around again.
Something inside Kari had snapped the instant she broke Candy's neck. Any shred of goodness, kindness, or desire for redemption was cast away because she understood all too clearly now— maybe she had always been beyond saving.
That sensation, however, would never leave her hands.




Chapter 53 - Humanity's Claws

Kari flew along the coast towards Shimane. More specifically, she was heading to Izumo city where the epicenter of the region's incursion was taking place, and where the chimeric seraph with the body of a lion and head of a crocodile had spawned.
The apocalypse was far from over, but the progress they— she had made since it began was in strides. All the deaths and sacrifices so far would mean nothing if she didn't see this through.
"Kari?" Rocky prompted her, the first thing he had spoken since they left Fukuoka. "Did you think of Candy as a friend?"
"What does it matter now? Rie's gone," Kari replied, gazing forward to avoid looking him in the eyes.
"Of course, it matters!" he exclaimed. "I… I have to know what this is all for… What it means in the end. Because it feels like you're losing sight of why we're fighting."
Kari left the question unanswered, because doing so put words to an answer she was afraid to hear herself.
"Well, don't you look different? New hair?"
The question startled Kari. She searched every direction for the voice but found no one. It wasn't until Rocky pointed downwards did she see who it was.
Flare soared beneath their shadow, both hands behind her head like she was lounging under an umbrella's shade at a beach. Blaze was there, too, flying by her side.
Just the sight of her made Kari gag. She stopped flying, much to the other's disappointment.
"You have some real creeper aura. Do you get off to watching people?" Kari growled.
"Some people." Flare grinned, eliciting from Kari a greater urge to vomit. "There's a nice bar down at Hagi. Let's catch up."
Suspicious of what Flare could want, Kari figured going along with the psycho couldn't give her a worse aneurysm. It wasn't as if she was in any position to defy her.
Not yet anyway.
They descended into the coastal city of Hagi, home to over 40,000 people, known for pottery, traditional architecture of low walls and tiled rooftops, and the famous Hagi Castle. Their destination was a quaint bar with walls suffering from water damage and weeds overgrown along the sidewalk. It's only saving grace was that it faced the calm seas.
Flare was the first to drop transformation, then gestured for Kari to do the same. She did so begrudgingly.
They entered an empty izakaya. There were no patrons around to fill the worn down seats, only a layer of dust on the tables and a bartender minding the counter, whose eyes were fixed on the television until their intrusion.
"Oh, Flare! It's great to have you back again," the man said, rising from his seat.
"You know how much I love your fried chicken, Mr. Ueda!" Kanae smiled.
"The usual, is it? Two orders of fried chicken and whiskey?" Ueda asked.
"If it's double-fried like always? Hell yeah!" she exclaimed, somehow fooling him with a personality faker than a Gucci bag sold in China.
Mr. Ueda disappeared into the back to prepare what Kari assumed was Kanae's beloved snack of this establishment.
"You acquainted with everyone in the country or something?" Kari asked.
"Last year, the mayor of Hagi begged me to signal boost this dying city. People have been leaving in droves for decades now. Who knows? Maybe Hagi might come out of this apocalypse without losing a single life." Kanae pulled a seat out for Kari and urged her to sit.
Instead of taking that seat, Kari walked past Kanae to sit down on the one across the table. Amused by her small act of defiance, she took the seat with a smile, as if the triumph belonged to her.
"I hate the rain. Moisture in the air makes my hair all fussy. I guess it's too much to hope you'd have taken care of Hurricane already so the sun would shine again," she said, dragging her fingers through her hair and seemingly evaporating the moisture away.
"My bad. Let me look through my skill list to see if I have something to peep on the world— oh, wait. I don't. Looks like I don't know where the fuck Hurricane is." Kari narrowed her eyes, making her displeasure increasingly obvious.
Ueda returned with a fancy bottle, two whiskey glasses, and a bucket of ice without checking their IDs, then returned to the kitchen. Kanae helped herself, plucking several large ice cubes into her cup and filling it halfway with the dark golden nectar.
"You?" Kanae asked, turning the lip of the bottle her way.
"I'm not old enough," Kari said.
"Neither are choir boys in a Catholic church." She filled the second cup nonetheless and pushed it toward her on a coaster.
Kari recalled a bottle of whiskey her dad had kept in one of the kitchen cabinets. He would wake up in the middle of the night, startling her awake as he lumbered downstairs for a glass or two. Maybe just enough to knock him out. She had only found out because he forgot to put it away one night, so she snuck downstairs, brushed a finger over the top of the bottle, and tasted it.
Worst experience of her life.
To this day, she always thought people who drank for the taste of alcohol were nuts. Those who didn't, well, they at least had a good reason to drink.
Which was Kanae? Someone who drank for the taste or something else?
Kanae raised the glass to her nose and breathed deeply, savoring the smell as if drinking through her nose. She sipped leisurely and settled comfortably into the seat.
"I'm sure you've figured it out by now. My Eye of Ra is being obscured by Hurricane's storm. I have, however, been keeping up with the news, and I must say— big fan of your work. Magnificent. You're on front page news, topping headlines and search engines. I'm tickled pink!" Kanae sat her glass down and started golf clapping.
"The hell are you on about?" Kari asked.
"Blaze, would you be so kind as to fetch the newspaper?"
The fiery anthem did as ordered, fetching up a newspaper from a stack by the front counter and depositing it onto their table. On the very front page was a picture of her in magical girl form, wielding [Destruction and Ruin], possibly some time around Tokyo before the apocalypse began.
The picture wasn't anything out of the ordinary. But the headline written at the very top in large, bold texts enraged her.
Magical Girl Kari, Friend or Foe?
Published only a few days ago by the Tokyo Sun, an organization normally supportive of magical girls, the article claimed she had killed the unidentified magical girl in cold blood. It also cast doubt on Flare's statement that Yuria was insane. People were beginning to grow suspicious of them. Or more specifically, of Kari.
When Ueda returned with a tray of fried chicken, Kari quickly turned the newspaper over so that he wouldn't recognize her. It might have been in vain. Why wouldn't he have read the paper already?
A more pressing question flitted through Kari's head.
Has Makina read it yet?
"Here you go." Ueda sat down a tray to each of them before heading into the back again.
Kari had only caught a glance, but the bill attached to Kanae's tray showed the cost totaling 50,000 yen. Most likely the whiskey made up the bulk of the price.
"Mmmm! It's like an orgasm in my mouth." Kanae squealed, delightfully crunching on the deep-fried morsels. "You and Rocky eat up, too. Both of you need to keep your strength up. It'd be bad for me if you end up starving."
Rocky couldn't take it anymore and stuffed his mouth full of chicken until he was about to burst.
"It tastes so good, I'm going to cry!" he said, already tearing up.
All they had lately were whatever hadn't been scavenged in destroyed cities. The last real meal she recalled was at Toga and Kanata's home.
Home…
One of the many things she couldn't return to once this was over.
Kari tossed one into her mouth and was pleasantly surprised by the glass-like crunch of the breading. Although the pieces were large and many, between herself and Rocky, they finished the tray quickly.
"I hope this isn't your idea of making amends," Kari said.
"Oh, I know. Once I've gotten what I want and Hurricane and Chu Hua are out of the picture, you can go back to eating your girlfriend's pussy, and I can stop wondering if I should have picked someone else." Kanae chuckled.
Ignoring the slight, Kari went back to the newspaper article. It read like a hit piece, solely to paint her and Kanae in a bad light. In fact, nothing about it seemed professionally written in any way. Even the journalist's name was anonymous.
"Isn't this just an opinion piece? Why is it on the front like some breaking news story?" Kari asked.
"Someone is on top of her reading comprehension!" Kanae nodded to confirm her suspicions. "The Messiah is more than just Hurricane, Chu Hua, and their little playmates. It's a network of millions of people all over the world."
Hurricane and Chu Hua being just as well-known as Flare, their sabotaging lit like a wildfire to ruin the perceptions of magical girls as heroes. Even if they were to fail in bringing about the end of humanity, the world that remained would shun their former heroes and see them for what they really were— ticking time bombs and weapons of mass destruction. Gone would be the era of blindly regarding magical girls as saviors.
Kari didn't need any of that. She wanted neither fame nor riches. She had only one selfish wish, and that was to be with her other half.
They tensed up when Kanae's phone started ringing. The two stared at each other dumbfounded. It was the first time Kari saw her unnerved.
"You going to answer that?" Kari asked.
"I wasn't expecting a call," Kanae replied, then placed her phone on the table. She turned it on and switched it to speaker mode.
"Hello, Flare." The voice came through clearly from the other end, sending a chill through them both.
It was Hurricane.
The sound of water crashed in the background. It could have been anywhere.
"Why hello, beautiful." Kanae flashed a wide, almost Cheshire cat-like smile. "How did you find my number?"
"Very easily when my home country's only redeeming quality is warfare and spying," Hurricane said.
Kanae put a hand over the phone.
"Americans," she remarked derisively, rolling her eyes and making a face. "I hope you don't mind a second listener; Kari's with me right now. I hear you yanks really like McDonald's. How about we set up a date near where you're at?"
"Kari?" There was a pause before Hurricane continued. "Then both of you may be able to do something about it. I'm sure we'll see each other eventually. But before that, I bet you haven't heard anything about what the rest of the world is doing. Because they certainly won't be waiting around, twiddling their thumbs, hoping the magical girls end the apocalypse."
The last anyone had heard of mobilizing military forces were China and the U.S. Folks chalked it up to political theater.
"Honestly, I only have one thing on my mind— to choke you out with my bare hands? You think I care about anything else after what you did you Candy?" Kari asked.
"Maybe you will think twice if the threat is on your front doorsteps. You may be surprised to learn that off the coast of eastern Japan, a massive united American naval fleet is approaching from the Pacific. From the northwest, Russia, China, and South Korea are also gathering their ships," Hurricane revealed, stunning both magical girls and their anthems.
There was no scenario the Japanese government would agree to turning their country into a battlefield. The other nations must have come to this decision beyond the government's knowledge.
"Why?" Kanae asked calmly.
"Because they plan to nuke Japan to kingdom come."
Kanae slammed her fist into the table. The impact demolished it to splinters. Their food and drinks crashed to the floor.
"What did you say?" she asked, each word expelling wrath from her scalding breath.
Ueda rushed to the front and gaped at the destruction to his property.
Kanae placed a hand over the phone's speaker again, then regarded the spooked man apologetically.
"I'm terribly sorry. Kari here let her emotions get the better of her. I'll scold her and compensate you once we leave. Will you at least let me finish this phone call? In the meantime, I would kill for another batch of your fried chicken," she said.
Without saying a word, Ueda nodded slowly and went to prepare more food for them, unbeknownst to him that he narrowly avoided being incinerated himself.
Hurricane continued, "The world intends to wipe the apocalypse from the face of the Earth, even if it costs them an entire country. We'll probably survive, but everyone else… Well, neither of us benefits from the apocalypse ending prematurely. I'm beholden to a higher calling, and while I still love my countrymen, I cannot bring myself to stop them. Do you get where I'm going with this?"
"How are we supposed to believe you?" Kari asked. "We've heard nothing about this anywhere. For all we know, you're throwing us off from Izumo. Maybe that's where you're hiding?"
"A country will go to great lengths to keep secrets. Well, you don't need me to tell you. Someone has eyes to confirm it herself. I've lifted the storm over the Pacific. Why don't you take a peek, Flare?" she suggested.
Kanae crossed one leg over the other, then transformed into her magical girl form. Her infuriated eyes widened. The genuine look of surprise was enough for Kari to believe Hurricane. It took a lot to unsettle Flare, who already considered herself untouchable. However, attack that which she held dear, the luxuries she built on her back and would kill to keep, then one would have her full attention.
"Why would they go to such lengths?" Flare asked.
"You're lucky to live in a country that adores you," Hurricane said. "South Africa's fall was a wake-up call to world powers that maybe teenage girls with super powers aren't the most reliable weapons. In the U.S., our governing body ratified the National Magical Girl Registrar to forcibly conscript us into the military. That's when I learned about Operation United, We Stand. Three things needed to happen in order for them to launch this offensive: Firstly, an apocalypse must be underway. Secondly, every member of the coalition's political leaders must give the green light. And lastly, the United States Special Magical Marine Task Force goes rogue, becomes radio silent, or perishes."
The world must be shitting their pants about now precisely because the strongest magical girls haven't stopped the apocalypse yet, and many among them were seen letting incursions go unchecked.
Foreign countries were coming to take matters in their own hands. They had another thing coming.
Kari stood up to leave and was stopped by Flare, who snatched her hand. "Where do you think you're going?"
"I'm going to give the Pacific Ocean a new coral reef before that fleet nukes us," Kari said.
"You have time. They plan to retrieve the corpses of their respective country's magical girls first. Have to preserve military secrets. The American way, right? I'll deal with whatever's coming from the northwest. You two can play ball with my fellow patriots. A word of advice: don't underestimate how much humanity will fight back to survive." Hurricane ended the call.
"To destroy a whole country… No one would consider such a thing before South Africa happened." Rocky frowned.
"It's because magical girls fucked up in South Africa that this is happening," Kari said, then wrenched away from Flare's grasp. "Unless you're coming with me, stay out of my way."
"Oh, I'm coming. You wouldn't know how to navigate the vast ocean to find them, would you? I also need to go to make sure you're thorough." Flare sneered.
Both of them made flight towards the fleet. They spent the better part of the day flying past Japan and over the ocean.
Never would Kari have expected to fly alongside Flare like this again, especially after two instances of betraying her.
Eventually, they crossed the threshold where the dark clouds no longer reached. Sunlight Kari hadn't seen in ages reflected off the ocean's surface.
Flare slowed to a stop and ushered Kari to go on ahead.
"What? I thought you were coming with?" Kari asked.
"I can't be seen attacking a U.S. naval fleet. Do you know how fast the world will hate me? I'm leaving it to you. Anything that gets past, then maybe the ships will have a little engine failure and spontaneously combust. Now, go get 'em, tiger." Flare smacked her on the back.
"Tch."
As Kari approached the fleet, she marveled at the incredible show of force. Countless ships, large and small, dotted the blue seas in black and gray pimples. The United States flag wasn't the only banner flying on the ships. Among them were Australia, Canada, Mexico, and other countries mixed in that she couldn't recognize at a glance. This was more than just a nuke job. They were planning a full-scale invasion.
Something fired into the air from a distance and was heading right for them.
"Uhh… I think now's the time for some evasive maneuvers!" Rocky warned.
Kari dodged the missile, but in the split second it passed her, the metal fringes flared out from the head. She shielded Rocky as it exploded and came out unharmed. More missiles filled the skies, spat out from the ships in an attempt to knock her out.
They weren't even hiding that she was an enemy now.
"Hang on, Rocky!" Kari zeroed her eyes on a crewman onboard an aircraft carrier. "Stampede!"
The two rocketed forward. Kari landed on the ship, splattering the unsuspecting man into red paint on the runway. Other crewmen paused what they were doing, staring at her in shock.
All hell broke loose.
Everyone drew their service pistol and fired like crazy. Bullets bounced off Kari's skin and outfit, doing little but tickling her. She summoned [Destruction and Ruin] and smashed straight down, punching holes into each floor until she went through the bottom hull into the waters.
Kari rammed down ship after ship until soldiers filled the seas.
"Now… Which one has the nuke? Maybe you guys want a taste of your own medicine instead?" Her eyes singled out an aircraft carrier much larger than the one she had destroyed earlier.
If a ship was going to contain a country-ending payload, it had to be that one. Kari landed on the runway, but unlike the others, she faced no resistance because no one was on the deck.
A single shot rang out, and Kari didn't care to move to dodge or deflect it. She took one step forward and pain ran up her spine. Hot liquid quickly soaked her legs. It was her own blood. The shot just now had punctured her lower abdomen.
"H-How?" Kari coughed up blood and collapsed on her knees. "Rocky…"
"Health sigil got it!" Rocky said.
A crystal appeared in her hand, but nothing happened when she crushed it. She did not heal. Her wound was still there and bleeding.
Kari checked her health.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 320/320]
Why? What happened?
Had a magical girl with a soul-carving weapon hit her?
As Kari began to lose consciousness and Rocky's panicked cries grew more distant, her blurred vision caught sight of someone approaching. A hard hit to the back of her head knocked her out.
Everything was blurry.
Kari fought an overwhelming urge to fall back to sleep. She was suspended in a vat of freezing liquid. A respirator had been sealed over her mouth and nose, and a tube going down her throat made it hard to utter a word.
Where am I…?
Muffled conversations in English were echoing all around her. Eventually, her vision adjusted to people in white lab coats. It was hard to hear, but their proximity to the tank made it easy to listen in.
"I can't believe those blood-soaked bullets work. It almost killed her."
"Specimen 09's vitals are stable now."
"Good, we want her alive."
Someone interrupted their discussion.
"Sir, we've captured Flare. She's being brought on board as we speak. She… sunk 30 ships before we were able to bring her down…"
Flare is… what?
"God rest their souls, but we can't stop now. Have the fleet breach Osaka Bay. Send units to bring back Bernard-Tennison and McIntyre's bodies for—"
"Specimen 09 is returning to consciousness! Orders?"
"Increasing the dosage to put her back to sleep."
Kari couldn't fight it any longer. Her eyelids grew heavy and her vision foggy. The face of an older caucasian man came up to the glass and looked Kari in the eyes.
"Magical girls. Children like you were never meant to have these powers," he said as her consciousness slipped away.




Chapter 54 - Monsters in Cages

A million tormented voices cried out at Kari. Their pained screams, ghastly moans, and piercing shrieks only confused her. She heard them, yet she was deaf to their grievances.
It's all your fault!
You killed us.
How can you live with yourself?
They blamed her for many things. Among them, the deaths of their loved ones, a good life cut short… Maybe somewhere in the sea of anguish, someone had thanked her for prematurely ending their miserable life.
One echoing voice, however, which sounded a lot like Makina caught her full attention.
Kari!
Kari wanted to respond, but she couldn't. Something muffled her own voice and kept her from calling back.
You killed Minato, didn't you?
No, Kari tried to respond. It wasn't me! I tried to save him!
Two pairs of bloodied, grasping hands clenched around her throat. The ghoulish visages of Minato and Makina, their jaws torn off and hanging by a thread of flesh, let loose a shrill wail.
You couldn't save any of us!
Kari snapped awake after what felt like an eternity of listening to buzzing static. The world was much smaller and confined than she last remembered. She was naked, still trapped within the metal tomb or capsule filled with light green water. Her wrists, ankles, and neck were shackled by thick cuffs, pressing her to the back of this prison.
This time, it seemed, only one person in a white coat was present in the bleak laboratory in which the color palette was a pale gray. The only other color was the faint blue light of multiple computer monitors casting onto the backrest of many empty chairs. A woman with dark complexion was fast asleep on a desk, her head buried in both arms.
When Kari put strength into her limbs to try and break free, nothing budged. When she tried to compel a transformation, nothing happened.
Why?
[Apocalypse Sys… ERROR.]
Trying to access the Apocalypse System scalded her mind.
Try to remember what happened… They— Kari and Flare had come to stop a military force from destroying Japan.
That's right! What happened? How long has it been?
"Mm!"
In Kari's struggling panic, bubbles escaped the respirator clamped to her mouth and nose.
What happened to Japan? Where's Rocky? Was Flare captured, too? Impossible. She was as strong as she was psychotic. No one could have captured her.
However…
Kari glanced down with what little movement was afforded to her. The area where she had been shot was healed, leaving behind a gnarly scar. Most of her wounds had healed, but it looked like she had come out of a car crash.
This wasn't over yet. If Makina was gone, Kari was going to slaughter everyone and their mothers. She struggled harder against the restraints.
Harder.
Even as the restraints bit into her flesh.
Harder.
Even as the liquid tinted red from her blood.
A high-pitched alarm sounded in the laboratory and came through to Kari as a dull beat. The first alarm startled the woman awake, who met her gaze and panicked. Her fingers hammered away at the keyboard, eyes wide with fright. By the fifth alarm, two dozen people in lab coats and tactical body armor poured into the room.
Numerous rifles with trembling fingers on the trigger pointed at Kari , but they didn't sway her to stop struggling.
Shoot me, Kari dared. Maybe the bullets would damage the container.
A familiar older caucasian man entered the room, the same one she had seen before passing out. His calm demeanor was a stark contrast to the fear in everyone else's eyes. He ordered the guns lowered and walked up to Kari, then picked up a radio attached to the container by a corkscrew wire.
"Good evening, Kari Tachibana."
His deep, raspy voice came through clearly. It was then she realized the strange helmet on her head, including the many cables that traveled underneath whatever this cage was.
"My name is Jacob H.C. Hackman, Rear Admiral of the United States Navy and the commander of this united fleet. No one expected to invade Japan a second time, but I assure you we take no pleasure in this," the man said.
Kari glared forward.
"You can speak to us with your thoughts. Technology's come a long way. Just be careful in case you don't want to reveal too much." Hackman nodded for her to try.
"What did you do to me?" Kari asked, surprised that her voice did in fact come through an intercom in the room.
"If it's your powers you're asking about, we have sealed them. You won't need it anymore, and neither will we," the admiral said.
Sealed? Was that even possible?
Kari tried to access the Apocalypse System again.
[Apocalypse Sys… ERROR.]
[Apocalypse Sys… ERROR.]
[Apocalypse Sys… ERROR.]
This somehow set off the ones in lab coats. One of them, a balding man wearing thick glasses, leaned in next to Hackman.
"The inhibitors—"
Hackman put a hand up to stop the scientist and placed the radio back on the tank before allowing him to continue speaking. Unbeknownst to them, Kari had already caught the first part of the sentence. Something about inhibitors. They were able to somehow stop her powers. Was it this tank? The green waters? Or something else entirely.
Their conversation concluded and the scientist left the room in a hurry. Hackman pulled the radio up to speak into, but Kari beat him to it.
"When I get out of here," Kari calmly began, her surprise of this technology dampened by simmering rage. "I'll cut your souls out and swallow them like I'm dining on a gourmet entree."
"Okay, you've made your point—"
"It doesn't end there. Before I swallow you, I'll make you watch as I wring your physical body dry of blood like twisting a wet towel. You'll kick and scream, but that's only going to make you taste so much better. Just looking at you all… I'm starving already. Well? Am I revealing too much yet? Or should I explain in detail exactly how I'm going to kill every single one of you?"
Several adams' apples bobbed up and down their respective throats. Someone ran out of the room, pressing a hand to their mouth. One woman outright fainted and was caught by a nearby soldier before her head hit the ground.
"I get it. You're an unhinged monster," Hackman said.
"I'm an eighteen year old high school student. That's who you have caged up like a lab rat," Kari replied, successfully provoking some people's faces to contort remorsefully, particularly the woman who she was briefly in the room alone with.
"You certainly don't have Kanae Hashimoto's charisma, but I wonder if you might actually be worse than her." The admiral chuckled.
Kari was taken aback, and Hackman latched onto that.
"You heard right. The magical girl Flare is captured just like you. Of course, we have her in a separate facility, to prevent you two from making contact in any way. We've come too far and lost too much to risk failing now," he said.
"If you think you can end the apocalypse on your own, then you have another thing coming. There are bigger, badder monsters out there, and you're keeping the only ones who can kill them locked up," Kari fired back.
Hackman gestured for two gentlemen to get on the computers. They clacked away at the keyboards and put onto a large digital screen multiple video images from the skies, overlooking a battle that was underway somewhere in the streets of Japan. Similarly-dressed soldiers as the ones in this room were mowing down head hounds and broken ladies with their firearms. Unlike the ones carried by the police and JSDF, whatever they were firing proved to be more effective.
"We're the tooth and nail, humanity's claws, the final stand against the apocalypse that you magical girls couldn't contain. And If God's willing—"
"God," Kari interrupted sharply, "isn't interested in saving you, not in the same way you think."
The admiral raised his fist, but he decided against letting anger get the better of him.
"Put her to sleep. We'll continue this tomorrow," Hackman said.
"Wait! How long has it been? How long are you going to keep me here?!" Kari demanded as the machine began to hum. Her eyelids grew heavy, as did her body.
Something was being injected into her right arm, and she was powerless to stop it.
"It's been a month. Good night, Kari. You have a long day ahead of you tomorrow." He put the radio away and turned to leave.
Kari awakened much later groggy and disoriented, but not enough to dull her senses from noticing other people in the room. The dark-skinned woman and the balding man were speaking with each other in the lab. Their conversation became a shouting match, and eventually, the man stormed out.
For whatever reason compelled the woman, she glanced up at Kari and gasped in fright. She must not have expected her to be awake yet. Skittishly, she approached the tank and picked up the radio.
"H-Hello," the woman greeted awkwardly.
Whatever she wanted to say, Kari wasn't interested in humoring her. It was probably just to taunt her again like Hackman did anyway. The woman, however, didn't let up.
"I just wanted to apologize… for what we're doing to you. It's probably not worth much, given that you're locked up in there, but… For what it is worth, I'm sorry." She frowned.
Apologize, was it?
As the woman was about to hang up the radio, Kari called out to her.
"Wait. It's been a while since I talked to anyone. Except for your admiral. But he's kind of an ass," Kari said.
"Admiral Hackman is actually the nicest military person I've ever met. Some on board say he's too nice, but… but I guess the only thing I really disagree with is this." She gestured to the tank that Kari was in.
Erica Thurman was her name. Even behind a tub of water and glass, Kari made out the ID card hanging around her neck. She was a little round, but had an incredibly timid demeanor that hid a warm kind of gentleness, especially in the way she spoke that was like a library voice.
"Do you agree with him? About what he and the rest of you are doing to girls like me?" Kari asked.
"We're running out of options." Erica sighed. "After South Africa, after the world saw broadcasts of Hurricane and other magical girls fighting each other instead of the monsters, what other choice do we have? I have twins your age, a daughter and a son, and every day I worry if the next incursion will be our last. I want to be able to see them grow old, you know?"
"Lucky them. My parents and school friends were eaten by monsters. I was too weak to save them at the time. All I have left is a cute girlfriend who I don't even know is alive or not."
"I'm so sorry for your loss, Kari. It must have been tough losing so much," she said in a motherly tone that might have touched Kari a month ago.
Erica became distracted by voices at the door. She hastily put away the radio and returned to her desk. Admiral Hackman and the balding scientist entered the room with four soldiers, this time dressed in heavier tactical gear and black plates like a motorcyclist's body armor.
"You're absolutely sure about bringing her out?" the male scientist asked.
Kari flicked her gaze to the radio which hadn't been properly placed back onto its terminal. Now, she could hear everything that was being said in the room.
"We reported another fifty casualties yesterday, Dr. Gene. Some of our boys have also reported something strange out at sea in the direction of Okinawa, but our radars aren't catching a damn thing. If we don't capture the other five soon, then we're as good as doomed. Now bring Kari out of that chamber, so we can move onto the next phase," Admiral Hackman demanded.
"Yes, sir." The man named Dr. Gene signaled to Erica, who returned to the tank and gasped upon seeing the radio. That outburst drew her superiors' attention. "What's wrong?"
Kari shook her head at Erica as subtly as possible.
"N-Nothing, Dr. Gene. I just didn't expect Kari to be awake already," Erica said, tapping buttons on the terminal and fixing the radio once the other two went back to speaking to themselves.
Something above Kari depressurized. The liquid that enveloped her began to drain, and the tank which contained her repositioned horizontally. The metal lid lifted, and when Erica removed the respirator, fresh air finally entered Kari's lungs.
Dr. Gene joined Erica on either side of Kari's head to pull away the helmet. They injected a cool liquid into her arm which caused her body to seize and throat to close up. Whatever it was scorched her veins, but the pain subsided quickly. The two moved onto removing the metal restraints.
As soon as the wrist and ankle restraints came off, Kari shoved Dr. Gene and Erica into a glass cabinet. She tried to transform, but the same pain returned with worsening intensity.
[Apocalypse Sys… ERROR.]
"Was it… the injection? Fuck you!" Kari growled at Hackman, who was looking at his watch and quietly counting off.
"One… two…"
The four soldiers squeezed past their commanding officer to subdue her. Kari threw one into the computers and cracked the helmet of another before the other two jabbed electrified batons into her stomach. The shocks left her reeling.
"Five…"
Kari could no longer fight back against two men restraining her and was slammed into the far wall. Dr. Gene enclosed on her hands a cube-like box which was brought to the front of her chest and connected like shackles. She had become powerless, unable to fight back against even an adult human.
Hackman reprimanded the scientist. "Looks like you're going to have to add another five seconds, Dr. Gene."
"I'm… well aware now…" Dr. Gene rubbed the back of his head.
"Get her prepped and bring her to the range." The admiral received a unified 'yes, sir' from his subordinates, then exited the room.
Kari was pulled to her feet by the soldiers while Erica helped dress her in what looked like a hospital gown, then proceeded to dry her hair with a towel.
"This is a magical girl? She doesn't look like much." The muffled voice of one soldier came through the helmet.
"Careful," another cautioned. "I saw footage of her cutting through people like paper."
"Bitch ain't shit anymore. Bet she can't even fight back anymore. Watch." The one Kari had thrown reached out to try and touch her.
"Hey, don't touch her!" Erica shouted.
Kari could still use her leg, and hooked her heel around the back of the man's ankle, twisting it to cause him to trip.
"Dumbass," she taunted.
The other three erupted into laughter, but the one who had been made a laughing stock got up to drive a fist into her gut. The cheap shot winded her. She dry heaved even though her stomach was empty.
He was about to throw another until Erica stepped in the way.
"I said, stop!"
"Admiral Hackman is expecting us at Test Range 1A. Better get a move on," Dr. Gene said, forcing the irate man to finally stand down.
Kari refused to move, so two men grabbed her by the shoulders to drag her out. She quickly learned that this was no ordinary ship. It probably wasn't the aircraft carrier she was shot at either. The long corridor had windows stretching along the length of them, behind which were people in lab coats, peering into a microscope, speaking in front of a whiteboard, or faces buried in a computer screen.
They entered a larger laboratory, containing rows upon rows of different monsters held in cylindrical glass containers. The largest container was a massive tank that held the body of a broken lady. Some weren't even monsters. They looked like lumps of flesh, floating in discolored water. Others appeared almost… like a fetus.
"What the hell is all of this?" Kari muttered.
"You're looking at four years' worth of research and development, funded with enough budget to rival Canada's annual GDP, for the sole purpose of understanding monsters and magical girls," Dr. Gene explained.
Four years ago. It keeps leading back to South Africa's apocalypse.
"Please, don't think of us as bad people, Kari. We're desperate to find a solution," Erica said.
"You have a solution, it's called—" Kari choked on her next words, seeing two special containers. She shook off the two soldiers and ran up to them. Floating within the liquid, their bodies in ruin and partially decomposed, were Sniper and Sister Claire.
"Julia Bernard-Tennison and Claire Murphy. Loved them like my own daughters." Admiral Hackman emerged from a door at the end of the room, gazing at the two fondly. "We were aware of the Messiah's existence, but it was just a concept. No true organization or leadership. For all our deep intelligence network, our greatest failure was in not realizing that the orchestrators were magical girls within our own ranks. And the mastermind was Hurricane. We weren't exactly unprepared for this possibility, but their betrayal did force our eyes open. The world can't rely on magical girls. Humanity can only rely on itself."
"So, what? You're going to get rid of us?" she asked.
"We'll do what we've always done. Like with wind, water, the sun, the earth, and nuclear energy, humanity will tame it one way or another." He gestured for them to bring her into the room he had come out of.
It was a shooting range. Down range, two chained up head hounds struggled and snapped their jaws at nothing. Hackman, Erica, and Dr. Gene put on earmuffs and goggles.
"Observe," Hackman said. "One gun is loaded with regular ammunition, and the other is loaded with ammunition treated with magical girl blood."
A soldier picked up the first gun and emptied two magazines into one of the head hounds before finally killing it.
"As you can see, fighting these monsters by conventional means is possible, but highly inefficient. The bigger they are, the more punishment they can take. However…" Hackman nodded for his subordinate to use the other gun, who did so, firing only two shots to kill the second head hound.
Magical girl blood? Just like that? Then why the hell wasn't it given to the rest of the world to stop the apocalypse? If city police were equipped with this kind of stuff, then people wouldn't have to fear incursions and stray spawns anymore.
Kari was brought back to the larger laboratory room and put in front of a wide, digital screen.
Dr. Gene used a remote to show two very different pictures of blood cells, one was of the normal disc-shaped clusters and the other had spikes all over them.
"What we have found is that blood cells from magical girls aren't like human blood cells anymore. It's odd. Your physiology and biological processes… it all still is and functions like a human, but also something more."
"And whatever it is," Erica continued after him, "your blood is like poison to monsters, which we find odd. Because those things you kill, from head hounds to bigger monstrosities, their blood cells are exactly the same as humans."
"Which makes magical girls the odd ones out. Why is your blood so different? So alien?" Hackman asked.
"Maybe you're the monsters," Kari suggested.
She could tell them that monsters and humans were essentially one and the same, but no one would believe her. In their eyes, magical girls were the monsters.
It was all just noise. None of this science mumbo jumbo was important to Kari, who was already aware that she had become something like a monster already.
Dr. Gene continued, "We have noticed that your blood is a little different from other magical girls, unique to only you, and much more deformed. However, more testing needs to be done."
"Is that where I come in? You're showing me all this, hoping that I'd just let you suck my blood dry like some parasite? Sorry, but I have enough leeches waiting in line," Kari snapped.
"The hope was that maybe you can fill in the blanks, but whether or not you're going to help us was never an option for you." Hackman turned to face the containers that held Sniper and Sister Claire.
An alarm sounded across the laboratory, causing the admiral to curse under his breath.
"They must have found one of the five. Put Kari back in the tank. We'll continue when I get back," Hackman ordered before dashing.
"Five what?" Kari asked.
"There are five magical girls still alive in Japan," Dr. Gene answered. "The plan is to capture the remaining ones dead or alive before moving onto the final phase of our operation."
Jade, Sachi, Hurricane, Chu Hua… who was the last one? Some no-named Messiah?
"Who are they? Who's still alive?" she pressed them, but a soldier shoved her forward.
"Get walking. We're going back to your room."
As they traveled down the corridor, one of the soldiers escorting her needed to use the restroom. Erica and Dr. Gene went ahead first back to the lab.
"I need to take a piss, too," Kari said.
"Fuck off," the cranky one snarled at her.
"If you want me to piss like a dog, I will. Who do you think is going to clean it? Not me." She raised her entombed hands.
They relented and escorted Kari into a bathroom that looked like an industrial kitchen at first glance. Their fourth member had just finished and emerged from a stall. She walked down to the farthest, and they followed her all the way.
"Hurry up. We don't have all day."
"I can't go with people watching… Can't you guys wait at the door? Where the hell am I going to go?" Kari asked.
They each rolled their eyes and groaned until one of them whispered something that caught the others' interest.
"How about this? Three of us will wait by the door, but one of us has to be with you at all times. That's how it works," the larger of the four said.
"If I don't have any other choice…" She sighed.
Snickering, three of them did leave. The big guy who stayed behind waited until his companions were gone, then pushed himself into the stall.
"What the hell?" Kari yelled.
"Shut the fuck up, bitch." He covered her mouth with one hand and reached down to unzip his pants with the other. "Cunts like you, like Hurricane, are always looking down on us. I'm gonna teach you a lesson, then my pals are gonna do the same… My lucky day, because I've always wanted to feel how tight a Japanese girl's pussy is."
Oh, Kari thought.
It was going to be like that. There were always going to be scumbags like Tetsuo and Daisuke.
Fine.
Kari headbutted the soldier's nose, causing him to recoil in the stall. She spun around and used the cuffs to uppercut him, then swooped his leg out from under like before. He dropped hard onto his back. She got on top of his chest to start smashing his face in, but he retaliated by wrapping two thick hands around her throat in an attempt to suffocate her.
"Let's see… who can last longer… me… or your face." She flashed a deranged smile.
Every hit began to sound like mashing potatoes. Warm blood splattered on her gown and face. He eventually gave up trying to choke her to shield what was left of his head. She hit him again and again until his fingers were a mangled mess.
Kari was overcome with thrill and laughed on.
"I recognize your voice. One of the soldiers in the room when I first woke up, right? Remember what I said back then? Hey, man, don't worry. I won't kill you yet. Your pals are going to bring you to an infirmary, but you're going to lay there, not knowing how long or how soon it's going to take, but just know— I'll come find you like the grim fucking reaper. I'm going to rip your soul out of this ugly sack of meat, then wring your body dry and see how much shit squeezes out!"
"Hey!" His three other companions came running in and two pushed Kari against the wall. The third pulled his colleague, who was choking on his own blood, by the shoulders and called for help.
"I'm a monster? If you keep a monster caged, then you better be careful when you bring it out!" Kari howled.




Chapter 55 - Subject 10

After Kari was dragged back to the small laboratory, they restrained her for almost half the day. Neither Dr. Gene nor Erica put her into the tank. However, they had bound her arms and legs again to the metal gurney, as though she was James Bond, awaiting the laser torture to begin. Although they waited with increased armed personnel until Admiral Hackman's return, several of them were growing impatient.
She could tell by their fidgeting and the many restless legs how excruciating the wait for their commanding officer's return was. They couldn't make it any more obvious that they were uncomfortable around her, especially after she almost killed one of their own.
"The mood's getting real tense, huh?" Kari remarked, causing some of the armed men to inch for their sidearms.
"Kari, you hurt a man so badly that he's in a coma. Don't you feel any hint of remorse?" Erica asked.
"He was trying to rape me," she said, eliciting from the scientist a sharp gasp. "His buddies were on lookout duty, too. You tell me. Was I supposed to just take it?"
"Shut up over there. Doc, don't even listen to her. She's making shit up," one man said.
"Erica, you're probably the one with the most senses here. Do you really think this is the way to go about it? By keeping me trapped here?" Kari asked.
Dr. Gene stopped what he was typing up and tossed a concerned look to his colleague. The woman was conflicted, Kari could tell as much. She just needed to push her buttons a little more.
"Step out of the room, Erica. Go get some air," he urged, and she ultimately acquiesced for him to replace her in front of Kari. This scientist was less interested in humoring her. Gazing into his eyes, she found little humanity for anyone viewed as an experimental subject. He must have seen the same thing in hers.
Without a word, the man turned to head back to his seat.
"I want to know where Rocky is. My anthem," Kari said.
Before Dr. Gene could even glance over his shoulder, the same soldier interjected with a scoff.
"Bitch, you don't get to make demands here," he said.
"Oh." She paused, then asked again in a more taunting tone, "Where's my anthem?"
"Why the fuck aren't we icing her yet?" he asked his five other companions.
"Admiral wants to run some tests or something," one of them said. "He should be back soon. Maybe grab a smoke break outside if you can't wait."
Having been talked down, the guy went for the door. His hand lingered on the knob for a few seconds until he finally decided to turn the lock instead.
"Whatcha doing, Hobbs?" another soldier asked.
"Relax, man." The man named Hobbs approached Kari slowly, hands tight on his holster.
When Dr. Gene noticed, he stood up to try and stop him.
"Don't get any closer to her!" Gene implored.
Being much larger than the scientist, the military man walked forward unabated. The others in the room had little interest in stopping him either.
"You did a real number on my buddy," Hobbs said.
"Well, he's not dead yet." Kari shrugged.
"Mikey. His name is Mikey. Tough son of a bitch, that guy. What you did to him, he didn't deserve that."
She stifled a laugh that came out as a snort.
"What's so funny?" Hobbs asked, clenching his fists.
"Don't let her antagonize you!" Dr. Gene couldn't budge the bigger man no matter how hard he tried.
"Well, you said he was a tough son of a bitch. But when I was beating him up, Mikey was crying like a little bitch—"
Hobbs pushed past Dr. Gene to slug Kari across the face. The punch rattled her brain. It had been a while since she tasted iron on her tongue. Pain used to terrify her, then it became a nuisance, but recently she began to welcome it like an old friend.
"You keep fucking smiling, bitch!" He drew his gun, but the door swung open and startled him from making another strike.
"What the hell is going on in here?" Admiral Hackman stormed in, appearing much less enthused than when he left.
"Nothing, Admiral. Just making sure Subject 09 isn't trying to break out." Hobbs quickly stowed away his pistol.
"I want everyone out. Everyone." The commanding officer's stern order kicked both his subordinates and the scientist to get a move on. Once they were gone, he rubbed his temple, evidently frustrated with something on his mind.
Kari watched and waited until he recomposed himself.
"When I got back, I was briefed that you hurt one of my men. Doctors had to put him into a medically-induced coma. He has a wife and two sons waiting for him to come home," Hackman said.
"You should send a letter," Kari replied as a matter of factly.
"A what?" He squinted at her, leaning forward ear first.
"A letter." She did him the courtesy of doing the same in case he didn't hear her. "Telling them that he won't be coming back. Whatever experiments you have planned, you better get it over with. Because the next opportunity I get to escape, I'm taking it and sinking this fleet into the bottom of the Pacific."
Already frustrated beyond words could describe, Kari's taunts seemed to have crossed the line for Hackman, who fetched a syringe from one of the cabinets.
"Okay, then." He injected the cool liquid into her arm.
Kari awoke, lying on her back and gasping for air. A pounding headache tormented her. Above was a modular ceiling with deep grooves between each panel and faint white light beaming down at her. The walls and floor were the same, all uniform.
The last thing she remembered was being injected with something. Must have been the same shit that kept putting her to sleep.
Partway up one side of the wall, a wide, rectangular window revealed itself and several people in lab coats behind it. Admiral Hackman and Dr. Gene were among them.
"Where the fuck am I now?" Kari shouted, receiving her own echo in response before an answer came.
"I'm glad you're eager to move forward with the experiments. If you're panicking about the injection, don't worry. Nausea is the worst of the side effects," Hackman said.
"You got some balls thinking I'll just go along with your experiments!"
Dr. Gene replaced Hackman at the microphone. "What we have observed is that magical girls almost certainly die in one of two ways. Monsters make up the greatest percentage. You're always fighting them and that carries the inherent risk of being killed by them. The other we have only recently just learned, and you happen to be very familiar with it. Magical girls can kill other magical girls. Then where does that leave mankind? How do we fight back?"
"You're full of shit. You have something that could take us out. It's what you shot me with, isn't it? If you're looking for a way to kill magical girls, I'm willing to bet it's because you're running low on those slugs," she said.
Their silence was enough of an answer.
Magical girls could definitely be injured. Sergeant Ogata's gunshot, the stab wound from Iori… If Kari were to lose enough blood just like any human, then it was game over. While as a magical girl, things got a little more complicated.
"Wait a minute." Kari realized at last. "Don't tell me you're experiments are—"
"To find out how to kill the likes of you in magical girl form." Hackman nodded to someone out of view.
Two panels on the ground opened. Kari prepared herself for whatever was going to come out to try and kill her, however, what emerged was a magical girl strapped to a table. She had short black hair, and gaunt cheeks were a sign she hadn't been eating well.
Dr. Gene's voice came through the speakers again. "Before you is a freshly minted magical girl at level 1. Subject 07 is a seventeen year old girl from Kansas. She had been given the death penalty for four first-degree murders at a slumber party."
"What? You want me to kill her?" Kari walked over to the girl who was wide awake and panicking.
"Please, don't!" the girl pleaded. "They're lying! I haven't killed anyone. I just woke up here like this!"
This girl wasn't lying, and Kari didn't even need a second guess. It was always in the eyes. Take one life, and the next becomes easier. Eventually, it became like stepping on ants. Whoever she was didn't have it in her, so the people upstairs were clearly making something up.
"We just want you to take her out of form. Don't even think about trying anything funny." Just then, Hackman sounded like he was daring her to.
"I'm not interested in doing anything. If you want to wait all day, then I have all the time in the world trapped in here. Do you?" Kari taunted.
Hackman and the scientists spoke privately for a few seconds while the girl continued to beg Kari for help.
"You wanted to know if your anthem is alive? We'll allow you to meet him on the condition that you follow through with this experiment," Dr. Gene said.
There was no telling if they would hold up their end of the bargain. She just needed an opening, and Erica Thurman was her key to escaping. After the cosmic monster, after Flare, and now regular human beings… They were all trying to control her in some form. It was time to play the same game.
"Good enough for me," Kari said, then jumped onto the table to sit on top of the girl's chest.
"No, no, no! Please, I don't want to die! I just want to go home and— auughh!" The words lodged at the base of her throat the second Kari wrapped all ten fingers around it.
Tears rolled down the magical girl's eyes as Kari choked the life out of her. Even while she wasn't transformed and injected with whatever they gave to suppress most of her strength, she was still stronger than an average human.
Eventually, the girl turned blue. Her form dropped, leaving behind a normal, unconscious kid.
"You can stop now," Dr. Gene said, but Kari ignored him.
No longer in magical girl form, the girl's throat was softer now and her neck easier to snap.
"I said, stop!" His scream came so much louder that the speakers feedback with a shrill pitch.
Sighing, Kari let go and stepped away for the table to sink back into the floor. Like a class in session, the people upstairs scribbled furiously into their papers and typed away on the keyboards.
The girl that Kari was made to torture was brought back up conscious and in her magical girl form a few minutes later. And each time, she was asked to hurt her in different ways. Blowtorch, knives, blunt trauma, poison… The girl eventually started crying through it all, and Kari had had enough.
But not out of mercy.
"I want to see my anthem already!" Kari growled, leaving the unconscious girl alone.
Two people behind the window disappeared, and a moment later, the door to the room opened. One woman carted in a glass tank like a small fish aquarium, but with a computer on top. Rocky was inside, who beamed upon seeing her.
"Kari! Partner, I'm so glad you're okay!" Rocky started ugly crying, smearing tears and snot onto the surface of the glass container.
Seeing Rocky alright brought Kari to tears she had long thought dried up. She was overcome with relief to find him alive.
"Glad you're okay, too." Kari smiled warmly. "They haven't done anything weird to you, have they?"
"They've been taking my blood for whatever good that will do. It's not like it could be donated to anyone that isn't another anthem!" He rubbed the side of his arm which was wrapped with a bandage.
"What about injections? They put anything in you?" she asked.
He shook his head.
Even with Rocky by her side, Kari wasn't able to transform. There was like a wall between them, one that couldn't be broken by sheer force of will alone. Someone had mentioned inhibitors.
"It's worth asking, but do you have any idea if the incursions are still going on? How many more seraphs are there?"
"Two incursions and two seraphs left," Rocky answered. "We're so close to ending the apocalypse, but still so far. There's something you have to know… I'm not sure how accurate it is, but I felt a new magical girl was born in Okinawa! You don't think—"
"Think what?" she yelled at the tank.
It was as though Rocky's voice had stopped transmitting entirely. When Kari tried grabbing the tank to break it open, the accompanying man pressed an electrified baton to her chest and stunned her. They quickly retreated out the door.
Another magical girl? Okinawa? It couldn't be…
The girl behind Kari snapped awake, but she was no longer in the mood to hurt her. She hatched another idea.
"Relax, I'm not going to hurt you anymore," Kari said.
"You're… not?"
"You have a name?" she asked.
"Christine," the magical girl answered, her fear still very much palpable.
"Christine, you know why they locked you up?" Kari walked over to the side of her head before continuing. "I don't mean the whole torture you experiment thing. I mean how you're in magical girl form and I'm not. Well, it's because those guys up there aren't afraid of you. That's why they pumped me full of that injection so that I can't transform."
"Come… to think of it…"
The men and women behind the window had a look of confusion on their faces.
"What is she doing?" Hackman asked someone in the room first, then moved the microphone closer to his mouth. "Kari, what are you doing?"
"It just so happens I know how you can get stronger. Strong enough to break out of this place. Not a lot of magical girls know this, but I do. Like killing monsters, you grow stronger by killing other magical girls. Aren't you tired of being weak?" Kari crushed Christine's metal restraints with what residual strength she could muster.
Above them, Hackman began barking orders to get his people moving.
"What are you trying to tell me?" Christine hesitantly asked.
"You killed a bunch of people at a slumber party, right? What's one more? Kill me, take my points, and level up. Grow strong enough to break out of here. Just promise me you'll take revenge for me, too. That's all I ask," Kari said, then walked over to the other side to break the second restraint.
"I-I told you, that wasn't me! Why won't anyone believe me? I can't— I don't want to kill you!" she cried.
"You have to. For both of us. It's going to be hard, but everything will be okay. I promise you that."
Christine broke free from the metal cuffs that were made brittle, but it was Kari who led the girl's hands to her throat. There was little effort in her grip. She was hesitating. Hackman and a group of his soldiers barged into the room.
"Subject 07, stand down! Step away from 09!" the admiral ordered.
"I can't do it… I can't kill you…" Christine repeated tearfully.
"You have to!" Kari urged. "You can finally be free!"
That was the impetus for Christine to tighten her grip. Freedom. What they all wanted was to be truly free. Her magical girl strength was finally putting in the effort to squeeze Kari to death, then—
A single gunshot went off.
Hackman was the one who held the smoking gun.
The fingers around Kari's throat weakened, and she was able to breathe again. Warm blood landed on her face when Christine coughed. The color in the young girl's eyes started fading and was replaced by more tears.
"Am I… free?" Christine asked, choking on her own blood and falling limp against Kari.
Kari answered with a soft smile and caught Christine as her body went limp, then slowly lowered her to the ground. She was still breathing. The shot hadn't killed her, only knocked her out of magical girl form.
That confirmed it for Kari. Whatever special ammunition they had couldn't kill a magical girl, but it did render them unconscious. And judging by the enraged admiral's demeanor, he didn't like it one bit that she forced him to waste another precious bullet.
As more soldiers entered the room, Kari wiped the blood from her cheek, got to her knees, and put both hands behind her head. They formed a perimeter around her, and Hackman moved in to check Christine's pulse.
"I'm starting to think you aren't the good guys." Kari sneered.
"Bring in Subject 10," Hackman ordered the people above.
"Admiral, Subject 10 killed the last three—"
"Bring her up to this room. Now!" he ordered again.
Kari backed away and watched as they carried Christine out, leaving her alone again. A hole opened up at the center, and like the last one, something was being raised up on a platform.
However, the one who emerged wasn't chained or bound like Christine. She was in human form and dressed in a hospital gown, too. The fiery tips at the end of her long, black hair were the most telling and recognizable trait.
"How you doing, hot stuff?" Kanae flashed a smile, but Kari saw cracks in that thin veneer.
"Look at you. How does it feel being caged like a rat, too?" Kari asked.
"Oh, I'm livid. But being trapped has given me a lot to think about. Did a little soul-searching. Found god, rejected god. You know, all that good stuff. At the end of the day though, I realized something… I miss my massage chair. I miss sunbathing at the beach and drinking a nice cold frappe. Which is why I'm saying this out loud so those fuckers up there hear me. When we get out of here, Kari— help me kill them nice and slowly, okay?" She extended a hand.
Although Kari had no intentions of taking it, the nut job grabbed her hand instead to shake like they were the best of friends.
"When you're done with your reunion," Hackman began, "it's time to recommence with—"
Everything lurched to the right. Kari would have lost balance was it not for Kanae holding her hand. An alarm sounded again but in a much more frantic manner. Upstairs, Hackman had forgotten to turn off the microphone.
When an armed personnel reported to him, Kari and Kanae heard everything.
An incursion had spawned all over the ship, and they were under attack by a seraph— by Jormangandr.




Chapter 56 - The Seas Burn Red

All around them were faint screams and panic. Gunfire erupted upstairs. People ran away from the window as head hounds leapt forward, one of them hitting the glass and leaving behind a bloody body print. Neither Admiral Hackman nor Dr. Gene was anywhere to be seen. They must have already escaped.
Three head hounds spawned in the room Kari and Kanae were in. Sensing that they were magical girls, the monsters circled them with caution.
"Let go!" Kari demanded, but Kanae wouldn't release her hold.
"What's the matter, Kari? Aren't you curious about the other side? Heaven or oblivion, what awaits people like us?" Kanae asked, one side of her face deforming into an amorphous black fog and the other smiling like a demented fool.
There it was again. The distortion of Kanae's face. Laying eyes on that broken visage brought a familiar pain like the time she faced the creature tasking her to stop the apocalypse. Like her own mind couldn't handle perceiving such a thing.
"What the hell are you?" Kari asked, primal fear nipping at the back of her mind.
The head hounds lunged at them just as the doors burst open. Six soldiers entered and filled the monsters full of holes. The ship lurched forward again as something slammed against the hull. One man lost footing and, his feet slickened by the head hounds' blood, slid towards Kanae. She finally let go of Kari to punch a fist through his head, snatched the gun, and shot the other five all in a matter of seconds.
A survivor was crawling to his gun, but Kanae pressed the barrel of the rifle to his helmet and opened fire. She picked up his gun and tossed it to Kari, who almost lost hold of it and was still stunned by all that had happened in such a short time.
"You know how to use that thing, buckaroo? Because it's about all we can count on without being able to transform," Kanae said.
Kari raised the gun at Kanae instead, drawing an exasperated and unimpressed sigh from her. While the alarm was going off, and more trained soldiers were likely rushing to them right now, the two faced each other down the barrel of their guns.
"Want to know how many times I've died?" Kanae asked, seemingly more disappointed than angry.
"What does this have to do with me thinking about blowing your brains out?" Kari brushed a finger over the trigger.
"Eleven. Eleven times." She grinned maniacally. "It hurts like hell and doesn't get any easier. That's probably why we're only supposed to die once. This thing you see on my head is a part of me, and it's going to happen to you, too. It's what happens when we die without our souls intact. Throw rocks at a window long enough and you might not like what you see inside when it breaks. So what do you plan to do? Clock's ticking, and we're probably going to get swarmed soon. Two sounds like a lot better odds than one, doesn't it?"
Why did killing Kanae have to be so difficult? So much doubt wreaked havoc within Kari even though the means of doing so was at the tip of her finger. It was fear that ultimately lowered the gun. Fear of the misshapen half of her face that was more monster than human. Fear that if she didn't get out of this damn ship, she might never see Makina again.
Kari saw her own reflection in Kanae's eyes. The top right of her head was like a black mist, but putting a hand to it only touched skin and skull.
"Until we find our anthems and the serum wears off, we only have ourselves to count on. Whaddya say, partner?" Kanae gestured toward the door.
As much as it pained Kari to admit it, they needed each other to get out of here. Neither of them knew anything about this facility nor the layout of the ship. With monsters and armed crewmen roaming about, one wrong move meant they would go right back into the rat cage— assuming Jormungandr didn't kill them all first.
The pair began their move, exiting the experiment chamber and peeking out into the corridor. Both directions led back to the observation room upstairs, where Dr. Gene and Hackman had been watching the experiments unfold. Only now, humans and head hounds alike laid dead there. The entire floor was stained in their blood.
A single door, broken at its hinges, led out to another hallway with screaming and gunfire aplenty.
If no one else was coming to check on them, they were fools to expect six armed soldiers to be enough to subdue two untransformed magical girls. That advantage most likely wouldn't last very long once Hackman or someone tried to radio in their whereabouts. To make matters worse, their wrists were still bound by the metal box-like cuffs which made holding the guns unwieldy.
"Alright, so what's the plan?" Kari asked. "You aren't catching trained soldiers off guard again like earlier. Getting into a firefight is only going to put a hole in our heads."
Kanae was typing into a computer and grew increasingly frustrated until she shoved the devices off the desks. She rummaged through the pockets of several dead scientists, then pulled off an intact ID card from someone's neck.
"Couldn't find out where our anthems are. We can't leave without them. As for where to go…" Kanae pointed to a vent above their heads.
They ripped the metal grate away and crawled inside. Every vent they passed over gave them a glimpse of the bloodbath. In one room, a head hound toyed with the bodies of three scientists. In another, a group of armed men was unloading into a broken lady. One man was praying quietly in a bathroom stall, unbeknownst to him that several shambling, humanoid monsters staggered in his direction.
As they were coming up on another grate, a heavy blow to the ship caused everything to groan and lurch to one side. Kari slipped out of the vent she was trying to crawl over, falling into the room below.
"Kari?" Erica gasped, and two of her colleagues pressed their backs to the far side of the wall.
It was a cramped bedroom with two bunks to each side and only enough width for two people to stand shoulder to shoulder.
"Hello, ladies and gentlemen!" Kanae dropped down gingerly after her and greeted the room. "Would you be so kind as to unlock us, return our anthems, and show us the way out?"
They stared in disbelief, including Kari who only now noticed someone by the door.
"I-I have to get out of here!" A younger male scientist ripped away a flimsy ironing board which was all that barricaded the room. He threw open the door only for a monster to tackle him right outside.
"That's one way to say no." Kanae quietly shut the door amidst his cries for help.
"How… How did you two escape the chamber?" Erica asked.
A large number of people rushed down the corridor. Kari put a hand over Erica's mouth, and Kanae placed a finger up to her smiling lips.
Gunshots rang out again, likely at the head hound from earlier.
"Don't talk," Kari quietly warned.
When the younger woman next to Kanae started banging against the wall, she caved her skull in with a punch. The man adjacent to her went wide-eyed with terror as his colleague's blood splattered on his face.
"Where the hell did these fucking things come from?" someone outside the door asked.
"I dunno, but I'm not getting anything from the admiral. Surveillance room's gone dark, too. When I radio 'em, no one answers back," another said.
"Gotta clear that room to get our eyes on the ship back."
Their heavy boots eventually clomped away, but the commotion was far from over.
"Jesus… you killed Jen," Erica said in disbelief.
Kanae shrugged, lifting her blood-soaked foot and grimacing like she had just stepped on a pile of shit. "There's still two more of you, so—"
"Let me talk to her." Kari pulled Erica closer to the door, facing her away from the dead colleague. "We need to find our anthems and get out of here. Can you help us?"
"After you murdered my colleague? Forget it. Jen had a whole life ahead of her, but Flare just… You two are better off returning to the chamber and waiting this out," she said.
"Keeping us here won't help anyone. It doesn't matter how good your guns and missiles are, they won't bring down a seraph. Flare and I can. You have twins, right? A son and a daughter to get back to. This isn't your fight. It's ours. Help us stop it."
The conflict in Erica lasted much shorter than Kari expected it to be. Bringing up her children worked like a charm. She likely knew, having been among those who studied the monsters, to realize how great of a danger they were in.
"I… always thought Hackman was kind. He told us we were saving the world, that your sacrifices would be worth it in the end. Now I'm not so sure. My kids turn eight this December. Promise me you'll save us," Erica pleaded, clutching her arm with a trembling hand.
"You have my word." Kari nodded.
The two returned to Kanae, who had an arm on the man's shoulder. His face was caked in sweat.
"Only because Kari convinced me, I'm going to help you two escape," Erica said.
"Erica, you can't be serious… They just… Jen is… What will Hackman think?" he asked.
"Andrew, we both saw what was out there… If you have a better idea, I'm waiting," she challenged him, genuinely hoping for a better alternative.
When there was none to be had, all four of them were left with a single answer.
"Dr. Gene… has the key to open your bindings," Andrew reluctantly began. "Chances are, he's in the main lab where your anthems are also held.
"Which is on the floor above us with no telling what or who we might run into," Erica added.
As they tried to come up with a plan, it became increasingly obvious there was no good one to be had. If it weren't for the cuffs, Kari and Kanae might have been able to fight off head hounds at the very least. Running into any soldiers was just as bad.
"Both of you are just going to have to pretend you're bringing us back to the lab. Anyone questions you about our armed escort in the experiment chamber, just tell them they died," Kari said.
Kanae reluctantly passed the gun to Andrew, and Kari gave hers to Erica. They seemed perturbed to hold it. They had lived too cozy of a life until now without having to kill anything. Given the means, even if their lives were at stake, it seemed humanity's claws were blunted after all.
Erica peeked out of the room first. The body of the young man who had run out earlier was lying still on the floor with half his throat missing. A head hound laid to his side, riddled with bullets.
They began their move down the corridor when the lights suddenly shut off. A second went by, then a low-intensity red light turned on which only provided a dim glow.
"First the surveillance room, now the engines… I knew the monsters were intelligent but this is beyond what we expected," Andrew muttered under his breath.
"Come on," Erica urged him. "The stairs are just—"
A soldier was tossed into the T-intersection they were about to come upon. Both of his legs appeared to have been crushed up to their knees.
"Get out of here! Go!" he screamed at them, then scrambled for his rifle to open fire at something down the left hall.
A gigantic hand appeared and smashed down on him like a flyswatter. Crawling out with its head scraping against the ceiling was a broken lady. It picked up the soldier's mangled corpse and tossed it toward them, plopping at their feet like a wet rag.
"Run!" Kari yelled.
The four ran for their lives down the opposite way. The broken lady bent the walls and caved in the ceiling as it tore through the hall in pursuit. When they finally reached the stairs, the entrance into the stairwell proved to be too small for it to fit through.
They breathed a sigh of relief too soon. The broken lady's larger arm reached through and caught Andrew by the ankle.
"Help!" Andrew cried to them.
"Andrew!" Erica shrieked and tried to turn back.
Both of them unloaded their guns into the monster's arm until it finally let go, but Andrew's right ankle had been crushed. Kanae offered him a shoulder to lean on so they wouldn't be slowed down
Emerging from the stairwell, they found the bottom floor was no better off than above. Down this corridor littered with bodies led to the laboratory containing live and dead specimens of magical girls and monsters in test tubes. The double-door entrance, however, was barricaded by desks from the outside and guarded by armed soldiers behind it.
"Are those the magical girls?" Someone behind the barrier raised their gun and four others followed suit. "Stop! Put your hands in the air!"
Kari did so without hesitation, and Kanae haphazardly raised her hands because an injured man was using her shoulders as leverage.
"Don't shoot! I'm Dr. Erica Thurman! Andrew Kaczinski is with me. We were bringing magical girls Kari and Flare back when monsters attacked," Erica explained.
There was confusion on the other side.
"Something isn't right. Behrmann and the others were supposed to bring them. What happened?" an officer asked suspiciously.
"I just told you, monsters killed them! Please, we don't have time. I have to give both of them an injection or their powers will come back," she warned.
Kari and Kanae tensed up, then traded glances. They were beginning to wonder if Erica had only pretended to help, but neither could find an opportunity to do anything about it. Especially not while five guns were being pointed at them.
The officer locked eyes with Kanae and shuddered.
"Alright, let them through," he said.
They cleared the furniture only enough for them to squeeze by. Inside the laboratory was only brighter than the corridor thanks to the many test tubes casting an almost radioactive glow. Bodies floating inside them made for an eerie sight.
"I hope you're not thinking about turning on us," Kari whispered to Erica.
"It was only to throw them off," Erica said.
At the far side of the room, a number of scientists were huddled up in front of a display screen. One of them was hunched over the computer, head buried in his hands. All of them appeared too engrossed by what was on the screen to notice them entering.
"What's inside those serums anyway?" Kanae asked. "Kind of nuts that you've developed a way to stop a magical girl's transformation cold turkey like that."
"We've dubbed them M-blockers. Like we mentioned before, the key is all in your blood. The serum we created blocks the spike proteins on your blood cells and—"
"Erica, is it really a good idea for us to tell them this?" Andrew interjected.
"You should if you want us to get you out safely," Kari said. "When do they wear off, or how can we change back?"
The man bit his lip. "You have to come in physical contact with your anthem. It acts like jumpstarting a car—"
An explosion rocked the ship. The impact cracked some of the test tubes. Kari backed into one of them and was startled to see the head hound inside gazing back at her. It was alive.
"Erica, Andrew?" Dr. Gene rose from his seat, gawking at Kari and Kanae. "Guards, get in here! The magical girls were supposed to be put down!"
"Tch." Kari slammed her metal cuffs into the test tube, shattering the glass and causing the head hound to spill out.
Kanae went to do the same to the others, and when the soldiers barged into the room, they were immediately pounced upon.
"What are you doing? Stop!" Erica cried, but Kari shook her off and stomped up to Dr. Gene.
"Your guards are dead or dying, so we're the only ones you can count on now. Unlock us and bring our anthems out!" Kari demanded.
Dr. Gene hesitated, so Kanae snuck up behind to smash the back of his head. He dropped like a rock. She rummaged through his pocket to pull out a metal, cylindrical key the size of a pinky finger, then pressed it into a like-sized hole in the cuffs. They fell away, and she proceeded to unlock Kari's when a gunshot rang in their direction.
"You two… were never planning to save us, were you?" Erica asked, pointing the rifle at them.
"Are you sure it's us you want to be pointing that at?" Kanae asked in return.
"Erica!" Andrew shouted to warn her, only for himself to be pounced upon by a head hound.
Another monster lunged at Erica, knocking her to the ground and forcing her to use the rifle to hold back its snapping jaws. Meanwhile, two more were banging their heads against the larger tank that contained a broken lady, and it was cracking quickly.
As soon as Kari was released, she grabbed at random one of the scientists who was with Dr. Gene and shoved him onto a computer. "Let our anthems out, now! Or we're all dead!"
He typed something in, opening a panel in the ceiling which lowered two glass containers. Rocky and Blaze were in each one, throwing their bodies against the glass in vain.
Across the room, the broken lady shattered the tank made brittle by the head hounds and craned its head their way.
"Open it!" Kanae yelled.
The scientist's hands were trembling too much. He was petrified. Kari cursed under her breath, snatched the key from him, and opened it herself to free the anthem.
"Rocky!" The second Kari held her anthem, a shivering feeling spread through her body, allowing her to transform at last.
"Holy crap, Kari! You guys made it out!" Rocky exclaimed.
Kanae had done the same and was back to her fiery magical girl form as Flare. The broken lady launched a massive fist at her, who stopped the limb with one hand and caused the monster to combust.
"Okay! You're magical girls again, now please… help me! Don't let us die!" Erica cried, full of scratches on her body and face from the head hound swiping at her.
"Ah, well. I never promised anything. Your deal was with Kari…Toodles~" Flare flew straight up and out of the ship, leaving behind a gaping hole.
Erica turned her fearful and pleading eyes to Kari.
"I appreciate the help," Kari said. "But sorry. The sole purpose of you guys and everything in here is to fight magical girls. You see how that's problematic, right?"
"No, no, no! Don't leave me! I won't— I'll give it all up! I just want to see my children again!" she pleaded, but Kari had already made her decision and flew out to catch up with Flare.
They emerged from the interior of the ship at last, but they had escaped the frying pan and jumped into the fire. Literally. Ships were burning and overrun with head hounds and broken ladies, flying monsters swarmed together to outmaneuver jets and helicopters, and people who had jumped into the sea were being picked off by creatures lurking in the waters.
Humanity's claws, as Hackman so proudly branded themselves, were still putting up quite the resistance.
However…
The ship they were on tilted and groaned as something enormous swam past them just beneath the water's surface. It created waves that slammed into the hull, nearly knocking it over.
Then the gargantuan monstrosity surfaced. Water cascaded down the incredible length of its serpentine body. A ship in the distance opened fire with enough explosive ordnance to destroy a city, but the paltry blasts didn't so much as tarnish its ashen gray scales. The serpent dove into the water and coiled around the ship, crushing it like a soda can in a sumo wrestler's hand. It turned its massive head to one direction and then the other, leisurely deciding which prey to attack next.
This was the world serpent from Norse mythology, Jormungandr.
The other two, Bhairava and the Hundun, paled in comparison to the sheer awe this seraph has wrought.
"How the hell are we supposed to fight something like that?" Kari choked.
"Something like this would have been cake for Candy. But you killed her in Fukuoka, didn't you?" Flare asked.
The skill, Rain of Stars, would have roasted Jormungandr out of the water.
At the moment, Kari was more concerned about where Admiral Hackman had gone. If they were slowly getting decimated, they might become desperate enough to launch a nuclear missile to end the apocalypse and magical girls altogether. It was why they had come to begin with.
A fleet-wide siren echoed across the seas. Every ship that was still intact— of which there were plenty that remained— made a 180 degree turn and was sailing as far from shore as possible.
"That can't be good," Flare said.
On the deck of an aircraft carrier which Kari recognized where she had originally been shot at were preparing to fly out two jets.
"There!" Kari pointed as both planes took off and were fast approaching land. She flew just over the surface of the water, then extended a hand to each of them. "Come here!"
The planes defied physics and made an abrupt turn to fly in her direction. Both crashed into the water, one pilot was dead on impact. But the other shook it off and pressed something inside his cockpit.
Kari saw a bright flash, then—
"Solar Ecliptic Prison! Maximum output!"
A sun-blinding flash of light was contained at a fraction of a second before the explosion went off. Something like fire raged within the sphere the size of a car, then a baseball, and finally vanished from existence. Flare had done the unthinkable. She suppressed the explosion. The two aircrafts were gone. Nothing, not even smoke remained except for an ambient heat.
"Whew." Flare wiped the sweat from her brow. "Now for the real fun. Time to play an unfair game of battleships. Hackman is all yours. I want everyone else."
The fiery magical girl, as if she didn't just pull off a miracle, left to wreak havoc.
"Rocky, you don't want to be here for this. I'm pissed the fuck off and need to let off some steam," Kari said.
"I… don't think they're good people, so do what you have to do, partner." Rocky nodded.
Kari seized the opportunity to pay Hackman a visit. She flew straight into the aircraft carrier's control tower, killing a crewman on board just going through the window. The admiral was by the door in the process of leaving but stared in horror at her arrival.
The other crewmen drew their guns.
"Wanton Smash!" Kari pulverized them into pancakes before any could open fire.
Hackman gritted his teeth and reached for his sidearm, too.
"Come here!" She grabbed Hackman by the throat and ripped the gun from his hands. "Let's have a little chat, Admiral."
Kari flew both of them out to sea and made him watch as Flare set fire to every naval vessel in the fleet. If she didn't do it, Jormungandr would have, and the monster was quickly going around swallowing up anyone who had jumped ship. To anyone who didn't know any better, they would have thought Flare and the monster were working together.
Only Kari knew. The only reason Flare didn't outright explode every ship was so that she could force people to abandon ship, that way the seraph would eat more and more.
"Your military operation is over," Kari said, throwing him face first into the sandy shores.
Half-eaten bodies washed up by the dozens. Water tinged red with blood and black oil broke against the shore.
"It's not over until the last human being on Earth is dead. I don't care if it's magical girls or monsters. Humanity will pull through," Hackman snarled defiantly.
"Do you remember what I promised when we first met?" she asked, summoning [Destruction and Ruin].
The military man stood tall and brave, awaiting his end. Kari cleaved Hackman's soul from his body, which dropped limp to the ground. The courage and stoicism quickly morphed into existential terror.
"Your god does care about you. All you needed to do was to die like a good soldier because that's what the big man in the sky wanted. Too bad I'm not going to let your death be a pretty one." She stomped his head, smashing it like a bat to a hammer. "Now let's see how you taste."
Monster! You're going to get what's coming to you, Kari! Hackman's ghostly screams filled the space around them.
"Maybe being a monster isn't so bad." Kari ripped the soul from the bladed edge of [Ruin] and swallowed it like a strand of spaghetti, silencing his screams.
It was finally over. Now to—
"You see now? That's not the Kari you once knew," Flare said.
Kari spun around to see Flare flying behind her.
"Kari… what have you done?" The familiar, sweet voice that was supposed to instill warmth and love in Kari sent shivers creeping up her spine.
"Just in time," Flare said, a smug and triumphant grin flashed across her face. "My insurance has arrived."
Kari's gaze snapped to the sky. It was Makina, dressed in a frilly, blue magical girl robe. By her side, hanging on her shoulder was an orange fox anthem.
"Makina…?" Kari stared in disbelief.
"It's me, Kari." Makina smiled. "I'm a magical girl now. This was the surprise I wanted to tell you about back in Okinawa. I came here hoping to help, but… I didn't expect you to be hurting people. So it's true. You really did kill Candy? And all those other magical girls?
"No! It's not like that. Flare is— Flare…" As she tried to process the revelation of her best friend having become a magical girl, rage welled like a torrential storm knowing that it was Flare who did this.
"Thank god, you're here, Makina!" Flare suddenly put on a much more panicked tone. "Kari's gone crazy. I don't know if I can stop her alone!"
"Flare, you fucking bitch! You turned her into a magical girl— Come Here!"
Flare rocketed into Kari's hand, but before she could carve her with [Ruin], musical notes wrapped around and forcibly separated them.
"Kari, stop!" Makina cried.
"You don't know Flare like I do, Makina! She's batshit insane. Psychotic! I don't know why she made you a magical girl, but it can't be for anything good! I have to kill her! It's the only way," Kari implored and was then baffled that she couldn't move.
It was magic. Makina's class was some sort of magic relating to music.
"The only one I see going crazy here is you!" Makina shouted back, hurting Kari more than she realized. "I don't know what happened to you… but what you've been doing is… wrong! It's because I let you do it all alone. I should have become a magical girl sooner to be with you."
"Come on, Kari. Stand down. We don't want to have to fight you," Flare said.
Kari could neither believe nor understand what was happening. Why? Everything was going so wrong now. It all came back to Flare. It was always her.
"Destruction Incarnate!" Kari empowered herself and clenched [Destruction and Ruin] tightly, then locked eyes with Flare. "Stamp—"
"Crescendo!" Makina's fingers pressed the keys to an invisible piano in front of her.
An incredible magical force assaulted Kari like a flurry of unending blows. Each time Makina tapped the unseen keys, the pain intensified alongside a tranquil melody until finally…
Discord. There was no climactic finale, but a deafening disharmony.
The attacks reduced Kari's health pool to zero, knocking her out of magical girl form and on the verge of passing out.
"Nice work, Magical Girl Muse. I'd be minced meat without you," Flare said.
Makina raced past Flare to check on Kari and lifted her head.
"I'm sorry, Kari… " she whispered tearfully. "Let me and Flare take care of the apocalypse, okay? Wait for me."
Kari wanted to say so much, but she couldn't utter a single thing.
Don't go. Whatever Flare told you, she's lying. Don't leave me.
Whatever feeling Kari had left in her body she felt Makina's reassuring hand. Watching her leave with Flare was more painful than anything could have inflicted on her.
Get up.
Kari awakened on the shore lying next to Rocky, who had also fallen unconscious. In front of her was a city, still shrouded by dark clouds. Behind her were the ruins of the fleet and the charred remains of Jormungandr, floating belly-up in the waters amongst the conflagration.
A voice was calling to her, but she had no strength to get up anymore. Flare had turned Makina into a magical girl, now her soul had been permanently changed because of it. That bitch planned for this to happen.
Get up. Get up
"Shut up…" Kari growled.
It's too early for you to die.
"Get out of my fucking head!" She sat up and gasped.
A magical girl. The woman had deep brown skin with a reddish hue, black hair in cornrows wrapped around the base of her neck like a Cleopatra necklace, and a purple outfit that saw heavy embroidery work in colorful dashiki style.
This person wasn't unknown to Kari, because she had seen pictures of her before. But for her to be here physically was impossible.
"You're… Inyanga… but how? You should be—"
"Dead? I am. Died years ago in South Africa, fighting to stop the apocalypse," Inyanga solemnly confirmed. "I'm only an echo of the soul once called Inyanga. There are many echoes of those who had worn the ring before you."
More and more magical girls appeared until a dozen surrounded her. A few of them were foreigners, but most were Japanese.
"Get out of my head already… I don't want to see any of you…" Kari curled up in the sand, still despairing from the way Makina looked at her.
Behind the cowl of worry, Makina was filled with disgust and horror. Of her.
"If that's what you want, Kari, then you know how to make it happen. Draw [Ruin] across your neck and end it so you can go to sleep forever. Or you can take my hand," Inyanga offered.
"What… for?" Kari asked.
"To show you what happened in South Africa. To show you that, unlike us, you can still save what you hold dear," she said.
Kari clenched her fists full of sand, then reached out to clasp Inyanga's hand.




Chapter 57 - United African Coalition of Magical Girls

On the first day of the apocalypse in South Africa, major countries were more concerned about plummeting stock prices and whether or not the next superhero movie would be delayed. By the end of the second day, the entire country went dark and was cut off from the rest of the world. Satellite imagery from space showed no light from any city, not even the populous Cape Town and Johannesburg, and instead revealed countless Malevolent Domains sprouting across the country. Attempts to send in drones and rescue were met with electrical interference. The airspace was deemed too dangerous to conduct any rescue efforts.
Come the morning of the third day, eight magical girls convened at the African Union's conference center in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Of those eight, only five were willing to tackle the apocalypse in South Africa.
Somehow, it was when they needed to be united the most that the foundation of their alliance crumbled. Some had no choice in the matter, and others were under a sense of obligation or duty. For Inyanga, going was a given, and she wouldn't have hesitated even if she was to be the only one.
As the elected leader of the United African Coalition of Magical Girls, Inyanga led herself and four magical girls into the heart of the apocalypse.
None of them would make it out alive.




Chapter 58 - South Africa's Fall

"In here! Quickly!" Inyanga urged the three young siblings, two teenage boys and a toddler girl, whom she had found while scouting the area. A dozen head hounds and a lizard monster were hot on their trail, one of which was close enough to snap at their ankles.
Although the monsters were behind them, she pulled on the bowstring of her soul-weapon [Icewind], and in doing so, conjured an arrow on her bow. Loosing the projectile didn't cause it to fire forward like it should, but it instead curved around to nail a head hound between the eyes.
[+1,000 Apocalypse Points.]
The younger of the two boys suddenly tripped.
"Keep going!" Inyanga shouted to the older one who was carrying their little sister, then stopped to help the other boy up. "Can you stand?"
"Yes, but… my ankle!" The boy groaned and hobbled forward with a limp. It was clear he wouldn't be able to run.
Inyanga had hoped to preserve her resources, but she refused to let any more people die today.
"Rocky, magic sigil. Now!"
"You got it!" Rocky manifested a crystal into her hand which she promptly crushed.
Magic Capacity: [5/175 ⇒ 175/175]
"Hoarfrost Volley!" Inyanga spun to face the horde and pulled on the bowstring again, this time conjuring numerous arrows to take form around her.
Magic Capacity: [175/175 ⇒ 150/175]
When she loosed the arrow, the others fired as well. Each shot found its own target, plunging into the monsters and freezing them into blocks of ice. Then, with a snap of a finger, she shattered them into a thousand pieces.
[+31,000 Apocalypse Points.]
Not even enough to replace the sigil she had just used.
"That was amazing, Inyanga!" the boy uttered in awe.
"Come on. Let's get you inside." Inyanga swallowed her disappointment and smiled, giving him a piggyback ride the rest of the way in.
The siblings reunited inside the construction site of what used to be a residential apartment project. Others around them began to raise back the barricade of steel beams and concrete blocks they had brought down to let them in. The building, made only of rebar and concrete with plastic tarps being used as makeshift bed sheets, now served as a refuge for just under a hundred lives who had lost their homes in the town below. Should Inyanga and the others fail to stop the apocalypse, the rest of South Africa would follow suit.
She walked over to the edge of the building. Scaffolding and plastic blue coverings were all that separated the people inside from monsters. Peering out between the gaps, swarms of flyers blotted out the skies like a massive flock of birds. They moved as amorphous, black masses over the ruined town.
"It may look daunting," Rocky began, "but I know you and the others can stop this apocalypse."
"I sure hope so, Rocky. There's a whole lot more at stake than just South Africa. The world is watching. They need to know that we can fight these monsters," Inyanga said, stepping away from the edge to meet up with the others.
They ascended to the third floor to another hollow, concrete room where four other magical girls and their anthems waited impatiently.
"That commotion outside was you just now, Inyanga?" one of them asked, who was feeding a kitten anthem on her lap.
Inyanga recognized her by the tattoo of an ankh underneath the right eye as magical girl Isis, a nineteen year old girl from Egypt, whose dark olive skin had seen much time in the sun. She was a Warrior class at level 3 and level 1 Raider subclass.
Wielding a long staff that blossomed into flower petal-like blades at each end, Isis specialized in flighted combat to lay waste to the monsters from above. However, her strength didn't come from the staff, but from a skill that granted her wings with razor sharp edges, becoming a weapon herself in the sky.
"Yeah," Inyanga almost hesitated to answer. "I found a couple of kids hiding in a hovel outside. Had to pop a magic sigil to keep monsters from getting any closer to the shelter."
"Just getting into South Africa was hard enough, and you went and wasted a sigil for just three people?" An outraged magical girl named Inat, whose hair was mixed with ochre and the left half of her face was painted in a brownish orange, shot to her feet.
"They were kids, Inat. The smallest is a two year old girl," she fired back.
The seventeen year old magical girl from Namibia sat back down and folded her arms. She was only a level 2 Witch. Inat was the youngest and second to lowest level among them. Her home country bordered South Africa and saw just as many people hurt and many homes destroyed. It was no wonder she was antsy. They were all on edge. Inyanga could tell as much by the weariness in their eyes and the fear that gripped them all.
"How are we going to get to Cape Town like this? We can't possibly protect all these people, and I'm pretty sure the rest of the world has given up on us," Ogun, the eldest of the magical girls, said.
The twenty-two year old woman was a level 6 magical girl named after the god of blacksmiths. It wasn't even a name she wanted herself, but it was what people started calling her after demonstrating skills that forged weapons out of thin air. Even her soul-weapon was a crude warhammer in the appearance of a blacksmithing hammer.
Inat scoffed. "You would think an entire continent was enough to get magical girls all over the world to act. There's eight of us in all of Africa but only five answered the call. Then the strongest magical girls, Flare and Hurricane won't even drop a line despite talking themselves up on TV. Biggest pussies more like. If it couldn't get any worse, we have to settle on that? You wanna actually start helping or what, Jhenne?"
At the corner of the room, Jhenne, who had been quiet all this time, was hugging her anthem and knees, shrank as if to make herself look smaller from Inat's insult.
"Hey, the five who answered the call include Jhenne, too. She's brave to come with us," Inyanga said, walking over to put a hand on the young magical girl's shoulder.
Jhenne was South Africa's magical girl, a level 1 who has had trouble adjusting ever since turning into one a year ago. The country celebrated her when she first transformed, but they quickly became disillusioned when she was… not what they expected. There was no kind way to say it, but she was slow to learn and fearful of fighting. No one was sure why she became a magical girl, only that her koala anthem, Kimo, insisted he had sensed her potential.
Somehow, and not even the anthems understood how or why, Jhenne possessed a soul-weapon despite her level. A sharp wooden stake with a golden cross embedded onto the surface.
"I say we leave the people here," Isis whispered, casting her eyes to the doorless entryway. "This is the safest place they can be. God forbid we try to help them cross Beitbridge in Zimbabwe. Flyers will pick them all off before we get there. What we need to do is get to Cape Town as fast as we can and kill that damn angel."
"That's a lot of people we're leaving behind. Shouldn't one of us stay?" Ogun asked.
Inat clicked her tongue. "And lose one-fifth of our firepower? Fuck that. If we're leaving a magical girl behind, then I'm casting my vote for Jhenne."
Everyone raised their eyes to Inyanga.
"You're our leader. What's your decision?" Ogun asked.
"We're going to need all of us to be there. Isis is right. Monsters haven't attacked here yet, so there's no better place for them to stay. I'll be the one to let them know. The rest of you get ready to leave," Inyanga said, but on her way out, Ogun keeled over as soon as she stood up and vomited into an empty paint bucket.
The others went to check on her.
"You okay?" Isis asked.
"I'm fine. Maybe the thought of fighting more of those monsters grossed me out," Ogun said, making light of the situation to calm everyone's nerves.
Inyanga, however, met Ogun's wandering gaze and saw another reason for her sudden nausea. She decided against bringing it up at a time like this and left the room to speak with the refugees.
Of course, none of them were on board with the magical girls leaving them. Who would protect them from monsters if anything were to break in? Inyanga didn't make this decision lightly, especially since the rest of the world had forsaken them, the military of neighboring countries in shambles, and the other magical girls have refused to even step in and help evacuate civilians.
It just didn't make sense. It should have been in everyone's best interest to stop the apocalypse. Not just the African magical girls, but also the others. Yet…
"Are you really going, Inyanga?" the young boy from earlier asked, pulling her from her thoughts.
"I have to," Inyanga said apologetically, kneeling down to brush the dirt from his messy hair. "Stopping the apocalypse will save everyone. There's still two weeks of food in storage. The other magical girls and I will clear as many monsters around the town as possible before leaving. You will be fine."
It was going to be fine. Inyanga had no other choice but to believe it.
They left that morning and decimated the monsters that lurked in the immediate area. On their way to Cape Town, the group came to a collective agreement about checking in on Johannesburg. However, none of them were prepared for the horrors that awaited.
"I'm going to be sick…" Inat gagged and covered her mouth.
Isis, who was carrying Inat on her back because the level 2 magical girl couldn't fly yet, grimaced at the sound. "If you're going to puke, you better not get any on me…"
Once called the City of Gold was now a smoking ruin, a festering corpse of its former self, blanketed in fleshy tumors and growth that pulsated with every heartbeat. Instead of people and cars, monsters filled the streets and many stared up as though waiting for the magical girls to come down.
"Everyone's… dead… because I'm not strong enough…" Jhenne, who was on Inyanga's back, muttered to herself.
"It isn't your fault," Inyanga said. "There was nothing you could have done. All we can do now is focus on what lies ahead."
"Do you… really think… we can win?"
"I know we can, and we'll win this together. So have hope," she urged, more to convince herself than anyone else
When they closed in on Cape Town, the coastal city of South Africa, things grew dire in an instant. The ones who could fly suddenly lost the ability to stay in the air, and they plummeted into the city where monsters chased them through the streets. Inyanga, Inat, and Jhenne became separated from Isis and Ogun as powerful monsters sprung out of nearby Malevolent Domains.
Unable to fly and with more monsters closing in, the three were forced to stand their ground in a large intersection.
"Damn it, damn it, damn it!" Inat cried, firing skill after skill at the monsters, then crushing a sigil to restore her magic capacity. "Where the hell did the other two go? We could use their help right about now! Why couldn't we be separated with them instead of this useless idiot?"
Jhenne was on her knees and clutching her head, murmuring something neither of them could hear. Even if she was level 1, her added firepower would go a long way. But as it stood, she was only a burden. At this rate, they were going to be overwhelmed.
"Th-There's less monsters down the left street!" Rocky shouted, then ducked to avoid a flyer trying to swoop him up. "We can escape if we break through!"
"Inat, Jhenne! I'll create an opening for us to make a run for it— Blizzard!" Inyanga fired an arrow into the sky.
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A snowstorm blew through the intersection, slowing the army of monsters' approach. She then fired repeatedly into the left lane, thinning their numbers enough for them to pass through.
"Now!" she yelled to the other two.
Inat was about to make her way over until Jhenne grabbed her by the hand.
"Don't leave me…" Jhenne begged.
"What are you doing, deadweight? Let go! We have to go—"
Jhenne stood up and plunged the stake into Inat's chest. It took a second for her to realize what happened. Blood poured from the magical girl's outfit like an open faucet.
Inat shoved Jhenne away, then pressed both hands to her chest in vain to stop the bleeding. When it became clear that it wouldn't stop flowing, she ordered her anthem to put a healing sigil into her hands, but crushing the crystal didn't close the wound.
"Jhenne, you… Wait… I don't… want to… Papa, Mama… I—" She sputtered a mouthful of blood, then collapsed to the ground at Jhenne's feet.
The pool of blood still hot coming out of Inat's body steamed from the cold air produced by Blizzard. Her anthem landed next to his dead magical girl and tried shaking her awake, but she was already gone. Even Kimo and Rocky were speechless.
"Jhenne… What have you done?" Inyanga took a step forward, still stunned and unable to process what had occurred.
"It's true… It's true, Inyanga!" Jhenne cried hysterically. "They were right… I got points from killing Inat! I can do this!"
Inyanga stormed over, slapped Jhenne across the face, and snatched the soul-weapon from her hand. The wooden stake was still warm with blood.
"You killed a magical girl! Who's they? Who told you to kill Inat?" Inyanga demanded to know.
"The voices did! Ever since I almost died to a monster, they're all I hear… They tell me I don't have to kill monsters to get stronger. I can kill magical girls, too!"
The timid magical girl named Jhenne was no longer all there. When Inyanga gazed into those maddened eyes, she saw a deranged and troubled child.
Killing magical girls to become stronger? What kind of silly notion was that? First of all, Jhenne shouldn't have been able to outright kill Inat, who still had plenty of health left. Inyanga had seen magical girls quarrel before, and their weapons had never gone through another's body like that.
"You can grow stronger, too!" Jhenne grabbed Inyanga by her shoulders. "There is still Isis and Ogun! We can kill them and—"
"No!" Inyanga knocked her back, but in doing so, staggered Jhenne into the tongue of a lizard monster lying in wait on the roof of a building. Both of them glanced down to her waist, which was wrapped by a long tongue like a boa constrictor.
"Inyanga, help!"
"Jhenne!"
Inyanga fired wildly, but the monster leaped from building to building to avoid her shots, carrying Jhenne away with it. She was pulled into its gaping jaws and swallowed alive with her legs still kicking. A bellowing roar ripped through the city as it began to transform, growing larger and bulkier, spikes protruding all over the body, and turning to Inyanga for its next meal.
"We have to go!" Rocky pinched her cheeks to snap her out of it.
She dove away from the same tongue that caught Jhenne. It smashed into the asphalt with bone-shattering force. They ran as fast as their legs could go and eventually lost the monsters. Colorful houses filled this deserted narrow street, like the color palette was picked right from the rainbow.
The coast was clear for now, but who knows for how much longer.
"How did I not see it? Why did Jhenne go and do that?" Inyanga collapsed onto all fours as it dawned on her that their efforts might have all been for nothing.
Inat and Jhenne were dead. Isis and Ogun were nowhere to be found. If the apocalypse was left to run wild and the monsters unchecked, the neighboring countries would suffer the same fate.
"Inyanga… You couldn't have known Jhenne was going to do that." Rocky floated down to put a hand on hers.
"This is too much for us to handle… We have to find Isis and Ogun, get out of here, and beg help from—"
"Hey… Someone out there?" a weak voice from inside one of the houses called out.
Inyanga and Rocky tensed up. They followed the voice until they came across an injured magical girl inside the red house, slumped against the wall next to the front door. She appeared to be of Asian descent, had long black hair tied into a very long ponytail, and wore a red and orange outfit that was stained a deeper burgundy from the blood stains around her stomach. If it weren't for how often she showed up on television and the fiery falcon by her legs, neither of them would have recognized her.
"You're Flare, the magical girl from Japan?" Inyanga uttered in disbelief.
"In the flesh." Flare winced as she tried to sit upright. "I got here as fast as I could… didn't expect all the monsters to fight so fiercely. So, this is an apocalypse, huh? Don't tell me you're all that's left."
"I… might be. You're a welcome sight though. How's your wound? Anything I can do to help?" she asked, and Flare peeled back both hands to reveal a lateral cut across her stomach that had been cauterized. "What monster did this to you?"
"Not a monster. Magical girl. Sharp wings, tattoo under her eye… you know her?"
Isis.
Could Isis also be crazed like Jhenne? But she always seemed so calm-mannered.
"I know her alright, but why would Isis attack you? She came with me to help fight the apocalypse," Inyanga said.
"Does the name Messiah ring any bells?" Flare answered with a question of her own. "Bunch of loons who think monsters are the good guys. When I got close to the angel deeper in the city, Isis stopped me from trying to fight it."
It was too hard of a pill to swallow. Did Isis really believe such a thing?
"Wait a minute. Isis should have been with Ogun, another magical girl. Did you see anyone else?" Inyanga pressed her.
"Nope. Just her. Might be the paranoia speaking, but… you aren't one of them, are you? Or maybe you just fought one." Flare gestured to the bloodied stake in her hand.
Inyanga tossed it as soon as she realized she was holding it. The stake rolled across the floor until it came to a stop against the leg of a coffee table.
"Jhenne, I… I'm not sure. She killed one of our own, so… Hey, it's too dangerous to stay here any longer. We should retreat and call for help," Inyanga implored.
"There's no one else to call for help from. The yanks are just going to watch and wait until the end to swoop in like they always do, and China's got a tight leash on Chu Hua. The only ones this world can count on are us, and we're not ready to give up yet, are we?" Flare asked, fighting against the pain to stand up and extending a hand to her.
The hope that Inyanga had nearly lost was reignited by Flare's determination. Stopping that monster was their top priority, and she intended to see that to the end, even if Isis had betrayed them.
"You're a lot cooler in person than on T.V. In that case, I look forward to fighting alongside you." Inyanga clasped her hand.
As they were leaving the house, Flare had the urge to use the bathroom. She came back out looking a lot more refreshed after rinsing off the blood and grime. Together, they fought their way to the Cape Town Stadium, a donut-shaped sports arena where the angel-level monster that spawned with the apocalypse resided.
Even though they could replenish their health and magic with sigils, the deficit of having to use them so often against stronger monsters versus the points gained proved to be very draining. Not to mention, just because they were able to restore their health, didn't make it any less taxing on their stamina.
They finally reached the stadium, and instead of finding the seats filled with people, half-eaten corpses littered the area in what appeared to have previously been a refugee shelter. An eerie quiet was all that remained. Sleeping at the center of the field was a giant, wolf-like monster with no fur, ashen skin, and bigger than anything Inyanga had ever seen until now. Where it lacked eyes on its head was made up for with countless slits all over the body.
Inyanga let out a quivering breath. This was it. Defeating this thing meant that everyone's deaths weren't in vain.
"Can we… really do this?"
"Why be scared?" Flare asked. "When you can be brave instead?"
As they approached the monster with weapons drawn, a passing shadow gave them pause. Thinking it was a flyer, they turned their gazes upward.
"Inyanga? What are you doing with her?"
They looked up to see Isis flying down from the stadium's rooftop, unaffected by the anomaly that prevented them from flight. It was different for her, because the very essence of her flight was in the class skills. For whatever reason or misfortune, she was without her anthem.
"Stop right there! Flare and I are trying to stop the apocalypse, Isis. What about you? Whose side are you on?" Inyanga asked.
"I'm on the side of protecting this world," Isis said, keeping a distance in the air thanks to her beating wings. "That magical girl next to you definitely doesn't care about saving it and isn't who she says she is."
"We don't have time to talk. I'm killing that monster this time, and you aren't stopping me— Snaking Flames!" Flare shouted a skill, sending fiery appendages from her body to attack both the wolf monster and Isis, but the airborne magical girl spun in place and created a gale to snuff out the fires.
Their battle set fire to the stadium. Isis had the advantage in the air, dodging and weaving from Flare's attacks. She retaliated by flourishing her wings, shooting out dagger-like feathers at them.
Inyanga stood there petrified, unsure about hurting another magical girl after witnessing Jhenne and Inat's deaths.
"Don't hesitate, Inyanga! This is our end game!" Flare cried, gravely injured from the many cuts on her body.
"All you know how to do is lie! Inyanga, stay there and we'll talk once I'm done with her!" Isis flew higher into the sky and spread her wings wide underneath the sun's glow. "Wings of Ruin!"
An unrelenting storm filled the stadium, enough to lift goalposts and bodies off the ground. Isis condensed the force at both tips of her wings and fired at Flare, sending her crashing through the arena. Falling debris and rubble crushed her.
"Flare!" Blaze cried and flew after her.
The hope that Inyanga regained was slowly slipping away again.
Isis descended toward her. "Listen to me! Flare won't be down for lo—"
"Isis!" Inyanga lost control of her emotions and fired volley after volley from her bow. She cracked magic sigils to continue the onslaught and soon, there were too many arrows in the sky for Isis to avoid. A few stray arrows struck her wings, freezing them still and causing her to plummet.
When Inyanga came to her senses, Isis was frozen in a tomb of ice. She pressed two fingers together but couldn't bring herself to snap.
"Inyanga?" Coming from the other end of the stadium was Ogun, but she wasn't in her magical girl form and her anthem was missing. When both of them locked eyes, neither could contain their relief. "Oh, thank god you're okay—"
The frozen prison shuddered. The area around Isis' mouth had thawed enough for her lips to move. Her wings sharpened themselves from within and began to vibrate. Inyanga had seen this skill before. It was her most powerful skill yet, capable of cutting through anything.
"Ogun, get down!" Inyanga cried, but she snapped her fingers too late.
The feathers exploded from the tomb of ice and flew everywhere. Several sliced into Inyanga, nicking her arms and legs.
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Isis didn't come out unscathed. She collapsed to the ground, unconscious and out of magical girl form.
"Inyanga, over here! Help!" Rocky waved to her from Ogun's side.
Inyanga rushed over to find Ogun on the ground, gurgling and choking on her own blood. A feather had cut her. She didn't know what else to do but to put pressure on the deep cut on her friend's throat. Ogun placed a hand on Inyanga's tear stained cheek as if begging for help. Then, maybe seeing the futility of it all, she let go of the hand on her neck to place on her stomach instead, smearing blood on a very subtle bump.
Ogun was pregnant.
Inyanga gasped, tears now flowing like a broken dam. "Ogun… damn it… Why did you come with us? You should have stayed home!"
She went still at last. Another magical girl was dead
A rumbling drew Inyanga's attention to the wolf monster, which began to stir from its slumber. This was the end. She couldn't fight it alone.
"Beautiful, isn't it?"
Inyanga and Rocky whipped around.
It was Flare, brushing cinders and ashes from her shoulders, seemingly uninjured even though Isis' attack should have brutally injured her. The fiery magical girl's gaze was fixed on the giant monster, and her lips curled to a bemused smile.
"That monster is no angel," Flare began, stopping right next to Inyanga. "It's a cherub, maybe two forms away from evolving into something godlike. Unfortunately, the number of people in both Johannesburg and Cape Town combined wasn't enough. Killing all eight magical girls in Africa might not be enough either. Guess we need a bigger place like New York or Tokyo."
"What are you saying? Did you know this would happen? Answer me!" Inyanga cried.
"I'm just as unsure as you, which is why I'm here to experiment." She kicked Inyanga hard, sending her rolling away, then picked up Isis and Ogun by their hair to throw in front of the monster.
It ate them both with a sickening crunch.
Flare raised her hand to manifest a fiery baton into her hand which made the space around them much hotter. "Hellfire!"
A column of flames burst from underneath the monster, burning it into a blackened hunk of charcoal. Inyanga was awestruck. How was Flare— one magical girl, able to defeat such a monster so easily?
Flare brought out a bloodied stake which Inyanga recognized was Jhenne's soul-weapon. She plunged it into the monster's charred body, ripping out with it a ghastly white mist that wailed like the storm of hundreds of people in anguish. To Inyanga's horror, she swallowed it like cotton candy and licked her fingers, silencing the nightmarish screams.
"She just… gulped their souls." Rocky gasped. "B-Blaze, are you okay with this?"
"It isn't for us to decide what our magical girls do, Rocky. Only that we obey them," Blaze answered.
"Flare… the real monster is you all along," Inyanga said, climbing unsteadily to her feet. "That's what Isis was trying to tell me…"
"And you killed her!" Flare cackled.
"Shut up!" She drew Icewind's bowstring and pointed the arrow at Flare. "You could have saved people instead… we… our lives and souls aren't something for you to toy with!"
"Want me to let you in on a little secret? The one who gave Jhenne a ring was me. She never had potential, but you tell that to a retard enough times and they start to believe it. Too bad about the going crazy part! Ahahaha!" The fiery magical girl ignited into a human blowtorch. Her skin and outfit were like magma, churning and cracking with a low growl.
The face that Inyanga saw at that moment was truly monstrous.




Chapter 59 - Simmering Waves of Malice

"Hey!" Rocky was calling and slapping Kari's cheeks red.
"I'm… back?" Kari returned from the dream-like vision, standing in front of the destroyed fleet. She had witnessed weeks pass by in a fraction of a second, yet lived every waking moment of Inyanga's final moments leading up to her death.
There was more. The memories of other magical girls flooded into her head like a tsunami. One who died at level 1 when she tried to fight monsters. Another who took her own life from the pressure of it all. Many were because Flare just wanted to collect on their points. All of them shared one thing in common— it was Flare who had given them the ring, using her fame and false kindness to lure them in.
"Unlike us, there are still five of you," Inyanga said. "Set aside your differences. You can still stop Flare before it's too late."
"Take revenge for us."
"Kill her."
That traitor.
Monster.
"Heh… Hahaha!" Kari couldn't help herself but laugh at the absurdity of it.
"What's so funny?" the magical girls asked in unison.
"Maybe the memories were all real. Maybe you made it all up. But I'm not your slave, and I sure as hell don't give a crap about what you want me to do. I want no part of your war, so you can screw off." She summoned [Destruction and Ruin] to her hand and swung in a circle to disperse the apparitions, then gazed up at the sky where a single, impossibly enormous and bloodshot eyeball stared down at her.
We have shown you only truths. Yet you still resist? You will regret rebelling, gnat.
"You can't do jack shit to me for the same reason you can't take away Flare's powers. When I'm done with everything down here, I'm coming for you." Kari pointed her soul-weapon at the monster in the sky until it retreated behind the clouds.
"Kari?" Rocky's concerned voice shook Kari like a rogue tsunami battering the hull of a ship.
"I'm alright," she said, walking towards the waters.
The monster was gone and so were the apparitions of magical girls. Harsh waves crashed against the shore, leaving behind corpses and debris from the ruined fleet.
Judging by Jormungandr's burnt body, Flare had killed it. If she wanted a seraph to turn into a god, then why?
To keep me from gaining those points? Kari wondered.
No, not a cruel enough reason. Flare moved pieces on a chessboard with surgical precision and intent. There had to be another reason why. Until recently, Kari couldn't have fathomed that she would turn Makina into a magical girl to use against her. Forfeiting the ring that time proved to be a big mistake.
Rocky flew after her and said, "You were spacing out. What happened?"
"Not sure what I saw. Inyanga was just here, but I couldn't tell if she was a hallucination or a trick," Kari explained.
Mentioning the magical girl Rocky previously served breathed life back into him.
"You saw Inyanga? Are you telling me you saw Inyanga? Did you really, really, really?" Rocky asked, latching onto her face.
"Yes, I did!" She pulled him off like a mask and held the anthem still. "But that doesn't mean she's alive. All I saw were memories I think. I'm sorry about your old pal… looked like she went through hell, too."
Rocky's ears went limp as his own memories of the incident were likely resurfacing. Kari sat down on the sand and placed him on her lap. She smoothed out the fur on his cheeks, then massaged the ears like playing with a little pet. It was the slow moments like these that she missed, and if things had gone differently, they wouldn't have been butting heads lately.
Night had fallen. They could only tell through the stormy weather because it was darker than usual.
"I can't remember the last time I saw stars. I thought I'd be glad not having Flare always peeping in, but I'm starting to have a hard time picturing what the sun and moon used to look like," Kari mused aloud, gazing up at the churning clouds.
"Hey… What do you think of Inyanga? I mean, you saw her memories, right?" Rocky asked, clearly still wallowing on the subject.
"What do I think, huh?" She thought for only a second because the memories were still fresh in her mind. "I think Inyanga was trying too hard to save everyone. That magic sigil she popped to save three kids? Gone to waste. Would've been an extra skill she could have used later. Isis and Ogun died because she was too hasty. If either of them lived, maybe they could have taken on Flare together. Well, even after what she did and tried to do, she was a better hero than I could ever be."
As that compliment left her mouth, Rocky cheered up a little.
"My turn for a question: why didn't you tell me? If I knew back then that Flare was lying about South Africa, I wouldn't have gone along with her," Kari said.
"I saw firsthand how strong Flare was. To her, every magical girl between you and Inyanga were dolls to play with. When she picked you to be a magical girl and paired us up, it made me really happy to be with someone again. But I was sad at the same time because I couldn't be sure if she'd discard you like all the others," Rocky explained, shuddering as he thought back.
Every single one of those magical girls that showed up was someone Flare had forced the ring on and later perished. Now that ring was on Kari, and she intended to be its last inheritor.
Kari went over to rummage through Admiral Hackman's body but found nothing worth taking. Lying next to him, half-buried in the sand, was the gun he had tried to fire earlier. She brushed the grains away and her hands ejected the magazine as though it had done so hundreds of times before.
Odd. Despite never touching a firearm until today, Kari somehow knew the ins and outs of the gun. There were only four shots left. Not a lot, but still worth holding onto.
Erica's voice echoed in her mind. Your blood is like poison to monsters.
The key was in her blood which they also said was much different from the other magical girls. It wasn't as though she could fish the scientists out of the water to learn more. Those answers were at the depths of the sea now. What Kari did know was that the ammunition treated with magical girl blood was able to kill head hounds, as well as severely incapacitate larger monsters and magical girls.
"Rocky, you anthems are always making things come out of existence. Can you stow things away like you do with sigils?" Kari asked.
"You're going to use your system's assistant as a glorified backpack? Fine. Give it here." Rocky vanished the gun the instant she put it in his paws.
When she wanted it, he would be able to materialize it into her hand just like a sigil. Perfect. This was going to be the ace in Kari's sleeve in case she needed it.
According to Rocky, there were two seraphs left. The one in Izumo city had moved to Fukuyama while Kari and Flare were in captivity, and the other was still in Hokkaido.
They left the destruction behind, making their way towards the city of Fukuyama in Hiroshima prefecture. Among the members of Messiah, as she had learned earlier, both Hurricane and Chu Hua were still alive. Chances were, the two maintained their vigil over the seraphs. She was no doubt going to run into one of them.
The real question was where Flare and Makina were, and what they were doing?
"You know, you're not as devastated about Makina being a magical girl as I expected," Rocky pointed out as if reading her mind.
"I am devastated," Kari replied in a somber tone. "I've never seen Makina look at me like that before, and it hurts so bad that I want to just lie down and cry. But you know who won't be lying down and crying? Flare. After seeing how she manipulated Inyanga and the others in South Africa, I know she's doing the same with me and Makina. I can't just do nothing."
Things weren't supposed to go down this way. Kari was supposed to kill the leaders of Messiah, and then Flare would leave them alone. Now, Makina was a magical girl, and the two of them were at odds with one another.
Where did everything start going wrong? If she had kept Sachi and Candy close before the apocalypse, maybe the latter wouldn't have been captured. Or maybe she should have taken her chances fighting Flare right then and there with Sachi after defeating Bhairava. Then there was Jade, another formidable ally lost. There was no seeking forgiveness from her after their last encounter.
On their way to Fukuyama, they noticed that many cities were unharmed by the apocalypse or incursion. Other than ground zero in Tokyo and cities that were hit by a seraph, one could mistakenly have assumed monsters didn't exist at all.
"Don't you think it's weird?" Kari asked. "Flare was so concerned about kicking off the apocalypse, but we've dropped the seraphs that had the biggest risk of achieving god status. Kyoto, Osaka, Fukuoka— places where people were packed tighter than sardines for an easy feast."
Rocky was trying hard to connect the dots, seeing as how deeply furrowed his brows were. "If you put it that way… It doesn't make sense for there to be so many seraphs since they'd be competing against each other, right?."
"Unless they aren't," she suggested to his horror.
The anthem gasped. "You're saying those seraphs are connected or something? Like maybe all of them are contributing to each other? That can't be good! They must be very close then!"
That was exactly what Kari thought. However, Jade was convinced that magical girls were the real entree, which made a lot more sense given how much Flare baited Messiah to come for the apocalypse. After messing up South Africa, she probably had a good idea how many magical girls and people were needed to fatten up a seraph.
They arrived at Fukuyama and were surprised to find it still intact, if not mostly evacuated due to the large, cocoon-like egg at the northernmost edge of the city. All that remained was a large presence of an anxious JSDF unit who had formed a perimeter around the monster, which sat in a field behind an elementary school building they had commandeered.
This must have been as far as the seraph went before cocooning, but did that mean it was going to turn into a god? No. Rocky wasn't shaking. He would be much more terrified if that were the case.
Although the seraph was here, a magical girl was nowhere to be seen. Many monsters, likely stray spawn since their numbers weren't substantial enough to be an incursion, littered random pockets of the city.
"I want to find out what happened while we were trapped on the ship, so I need you to do something I haven't made you do in a long time," Kari said to her anthem.
"Oh! What is it?" Rocky asked, eager to serve again.
It wasn't hard to find a bag in the city to stuff Rocky into, and Kari already looked the part of a disheveled and lost girl. She switched on [Incognito] after what felt like ages, then walked towards the school.
"I really don't like this idea…" He groaned from inside the bag.
"We need info, and I'm not getting any when the JSDF has me marked as enemy number one. They can't know you're an anthem, so stay still and pretend to be a stuffed animal. I'll let you out once we're in," Kari promised.
The road leading up to the school had several head hounds lying dead, filled with more bullets than a target at a shooting range. Further down, one tank and two armored vehicles formed a makeshift barricade in front of the building's entrance.
Someone on the rooftop of the single-story building met her eyes and shouted, "Civvy!"
At which point, the tank hatch popped open and a JSDF officer hopped out. Three more joined him, and they quickly escorted her inside to the shoe lockers.
"I'm Colonel Inaba, but you can call me Naba like the rest of my boys. You did well to survive, but it isn't any safer here," the officer said.
Naba was likely referring to the seraph egg outside.
A private came by to hand her a canteen of water, but the young man flinched as their hands brushed against each other. Although his reaction was a little odd, she thought nothing of it for someone who likely hadn't seen the opposite sex in ages. His eyes, however, told a different story. They were red with exhaustion and worry.
"Thanks," Kari said, then took several gulps before continuing. "By not safe, you mean that big egg behind the school? Don't suppose you guys have a magical girl on speed dial for it?"
Both the officer and private traded uneasy glances.
"Why don't you get cleaned up in the bathroom? I'll see what we can scrounge up for you to eat. Private Juuzo here will make sure you get what you need." Naba ushered her off and returned outside.
The subordinate named Juuzo led Kari to the bathroom first. Fortunately, the plumbing still worked. She was able to wash off much of the grime and feel somewhat clean. While hunched over the sink, she noticed Private Juuzo by the door, glancing over his shoulder at her.
"It's rude to stare at a girl like that," Kari teased him.
"Sorry," Juuzo said. "You look like my baby sister, Mikan. She's always got a scowl on her face."
"Your sister doing alright?" she asked.
"Flew to China with our parents before the apocalypse hit. They begged me to go with, but as you can see… I can't just leave."
They proceeded to a classroom next where all the desks had been pushed up and stacked on top of each other against the windows. Good idea in case a monster wanted to pull a Kool-Aid man. Sleeping bags were laid out in an orderly fashion. Two soldiers were playing cards on the ground. At the corner of the room, behind the teacher's desk, were piles of bagged food of the nonperishable kind that were likely picked up from the city.
Private Juuzo fished out from the pile a couple of glossy bags with small labels and instructions on them. When he handed the bags to Kari, she wasn't quite sure what to do with any of them. However, her hands seemingly moved with the knowledge of how to prepare them.
"Huh. Have you eaten MREs before?" Juuzo asked, causing her hands to freeze up.
"I-I saw a little bit online before. Maybe you should make it for me instead in case I mess up?" Kari pushed the bags over to him.
Juuzo went about opening each bag and putting the containers of what was inside into a much larger green one. After adding water inside and shaking it, steam began to billow out like a kettle.
When it was all done, there were two oval containers of rice. One had teriyaki chicken and sauce over it, and the other was full of mixed vegetables and fish. They didn't quite smell like home cooking, but Kari couldn't help digging right in. It only occurred to her, while scarfing them down, that she wasn't given much of anything to eat while in captivity.
"You keep eating so fast like that, and you'll choke." Juuzo chuckled, then sat down across from her. "Couldn't help but notice your hands felt pretty calloused. Were you out there this entire time? With those monsters around?"
Now was probably a good chance to get some information.
"Yeah… I got by sticking low though. Some cities aren't as lucky as Fukuyama. Heard we were getting some international help. Is that true?" Kari asked, feigning hopefulness.
"Who did you hear that from?" Juuzo tensed up and blinked suspiciously.
"A friend from Okinawa. She texted me about aircraft carriers in the distance," she said.
"I don't know about help, but Naba told us they were doing everything but that. Not sure if it matters now though, since that fleet went dark. Intelligence isn't sure what happened to them other than magical girls and a giant sea monster showing up there." He leaned back and gazed up at the ceiling.
The spite in his voice and subsequent relief about the fleet's destruction was proof the JSDF was against the foreign military operation. Hackman was never here to help Japan anyway, only to capture magical girls like Pokemon to bring back for experiments.
"What about magical girls? You guys were spooked when I brought it up earlier." Kari pressed him.
"You didn't hear?" Juuzo chewed on his lower lip and almost hesitated to say more. "Prime Minister Naoki committed suicide."
"What…?" She stopped eating and searched the private's face for a lie.
"He did it after issuing an apology last week at the National Diet. A memo in his handwriting was found with his body. It read that he was wrong about magical girls all this time and that they weren't to be trusted. No one's verified the letter's authenticity yet, but after seeing what magical girls were doing all over the country, it's hard not to believe him. All this time, we've been propping them up as heroes… turns out they're just as bad as the monsters."
Kari hid her smile by shoving more rice into her mouth. Flare must be pissed about being painted as a monster, but this wasn't good for anyone. Even good magical girls were going to be branded as enemies. There would be no future for them even if they stopped the apocalypse.
Rocky started poking Kari's back from inside the backpack. It wasn't fair that she was eating, and he was suffocating on an empty stomach.
"I don't mean to be a glutton, but is it alright if I grab some snacks from that pile?" Kari pointed to their rations.
"Knock yourself out. Go ahead and pick something, then I'll bring you to another room. We can't let you bunk with a bunch of smelly soldiers." Juuzo grinned.
Kari put some bags of chips and cookies into her backpack for Rocky, then followed the young soldier out into the hallway.
"Hang in there until tomorrow," he continued, "Naba will have one of us drive you and the other out of the city."
Not that Kari had any intentions of leaving anyway. She was going to have to take care of that seraph one way or—
"Wait, did you just say 'other'?" Kari asked.
"Yeah. You actually aren't the first survivor that came to us. There's another girl here, but she wasn't as banged up as you. Doesn't say a word though, and Naba thinks she's a mute," the private said.
She stopped walking and shuddered.
"Mute?"
"Yeah. You know, one of those who can't talk." Juuzo opened the door to the next classroom and Kari locked eyes with Chu Hua, who was standing with her back pressed to the window.




Chapter 60 - Snipping the Strings of the Puppet

It was as though the world had frozen over for both Kari and Chu Hua. While Private Juuzo continued rambling, they stared at each other almost like old friends who had a falling out and never cared to repair that friendship. Both of them hesitated to make the first move.
Unlike Kari, who had become tense the instant their eyes met, Chu Hua appeared relaxed and unbothered. Her posture was without any caution whatsoever. If Kari were to transform right now, she might actually kill the Chinese magical girl in a split second
So why didn't her hands move? Why didn't she will herself to transform?
When Kari gazed into Chu Hua's lifeless eyes, she saw her colorless self in the reflection and faltered.
"Do you two know each other?" Juuzo asked, snapping Kari from her thoughts.
Kari drew a sharp breath before saying, "No. I'm just a little tired."
"Well, rest up. Maybe get to know each other." The private turned to leave but did an about face outside the door. "Didn't catch your name. You are…?"
"Kari," she answered absentmindedly.
Juuzo nodded and shut the door as he left.
Immediately, Kari transformed and let her bag slip from her shoulder. Rocky squeaked as he hit the ground, then popped the zipper open to reveal a pouting rabbit.
"That really hurt! I'm—" her anthem gasped upon seeing Chu Hua and balled up his fists.
"It's been a while, huh? Are we going to do this or what?" Kari asked her.
But Chu Hua looked defeated. She stared into her two own hands, clenched them, then uncurled the fingers as if too weary to keep them shut. Her white owl anthem was nowhere to be seen, but there was a good chance it was hiding elsewhere.
"Is it just me? Kari, it doesn't look like Chu Hua wants to fight. She seems… sad," Rocky said.
"You really think Messiah won't have any tricks up their sleeves? I don't buy it." Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin] and tightened her grip.
Unconvinced, Rocky flew closer into the room against her protests.
"What happened to your anthem? The one that tackled me back at the hospital?" Rocky asked.
Chu Hua raised her hands, intending to perform sign language, then decided against it like she had no energy to do so, or perhaps remembering that they wouldn't understand it. She simply shook her head. Her anthem must have died, and Rocky suspected that as well.
"Did you fight another magical girl?" Kari asked, but she received a headshake. "Then… it was a monster."
Chu Hua nodded.
Back when they had first met, the anthem spoke in Chu Hua's place. Now that it was gone, she had no one to help her communicate. She might as well be dead, too.
"Rocky, get back here. If you care so much, I'll at least make it painless," Kari calmly said.
"Can we at least think about this? Look at her!" Rocky put himself between them.
"You're going to jeopardize your own existence for her?"
The anthem swallowed hard and frowned. "If you became the next Flare and someone asked me like you had done with Blaze to stand against you, I would. Seeing you slowly turn into a monster isn't what anyone wants. It's not what Makina wants!"
And who was there to help me? Kari wanted to ask. Becoming a monster was a choice made for her just like every other decision up to this point. Did she have a choice when Flare asked her to kill Chu Hua and Hurricane? No. Did she have a choice to spare a monster-turned Candy? No. Did she have a choice when offered the ring to become a magical girl? None whatsoever. They all forced her hand. There was no choice.
When Kari glanced up, she was surprised to see Chu Hua reaching out to embrace Rocky. He let her do it, but Kari was fearful that she might try something and remained alert in case she attacked him. However, a minute passed and nothing of the sort happened. They only hugged, and the Chinese magical girl began to sob, her tears staining the top of the rabbit anthem's furry head.
Chu Hua finally let Rocky go and shooed him away, but he was reluctant to leave. Only after enough urging did he finally return to Kari's side, having realized that perhaps she wanted to die.
"I know how it feels," Kari began in an attempt to empathize with her before ending it. "Being alone sucks. Losing everyone you knew sucks. Especially when you thought that one person would always be with you. I bet you joined Messiah, hoping to find meaning in it all, huh? I was the same when Flare offered me to join the trio… Then it turned out Hurricane just wanted to use you."
They faced each other. Chu Hua was no longer crying. She was prepared for her end, but Kari hesitated to kill her now.
As Kari raised [Destruction and Ruin], she saw Makina's horrified expression next to Chu Hua. One filled with disgust and loathing for what she was about to do, and it left her unable to move.
Kari flinched at a shift in movement from Chu Hua, and before she realized what had happened, the other magical girl was embracing her.
The soul-weapon slipped from her hand and a flood of emotions overwhelmed her heart. She couldn't remember the last time she felt the warmth and touch of another human being since Makina. The thought that Chu Hua could plunge a soul-carving knife into her didn't even cross her mind.
"Get away from me!" Kari tried to struggle, but that only served to make Chu Hua squeeze tighter. She finally found the strength to shove her away, knocking her back into the stack of desks. "You think I want your sympathies? In case you need reminding, I'm trying to kill you! I freed you that one time because you helped me find Candy, but it doesn't matter anymore because she's dead! I killed her! I… killed my own friend…"
Kari said it. She finally said it, but it wasn't a confession that lifted any sort of weight from her shoulders. Hearing those words from her own mouth filled her with a guilt she had pushed to the back of her mind since then.
"I… I killed Rie… all the while she was crying and now… not even Makina will forgive me."
I'm sorry for your loss, Chu Hua signed with her hands.
The gesture came so naturally that Kari practically heard the words in her head seeing it performed. She was taken aback by yet another inexplicable phenomenon. She was able to understand sign language, and Chu Hua, her eyes widening in surprise, reached the same conclusion.
You can understand me? she signed again, more erratically.
"You understand her?" Rocky also asked.
"I… do," Kari said.
It was just like with the gun. Somehow, she possessed an innate knowledge of how to use one. Why? And how? Nothing had changed, unless…
Did consuming souls grant her a piece of them and their knowledge?
"This is going to be a weird question, but did you know anyone in Messiah who knew sign language?" Kari asked, herself recalling the magical girls she had gulped.
Yes. One magical girl who was stationed in Osaka knew both American and Chinese sign language, Chu Hua answered.
Then it was true. Knowledge of how to work a gun must have come from Hackman, and sign language came from one of the magical girls. If Flare had also been consuming souls, what more did she know or learn and had been keeping from them?
Kari sighed and shedded her transformation.
You decided against killing me? the Chinese girl asked.
"I'm postponing it. Why the hell are you so desperate about dying?" Kari slumped down on the opposite of the room.
I lost my only friend when Piper died, and there's no home waiting for me back in China. Only a dark cell until they let me out again, she signed.
"And Messiah?"
Chu Hua made a sour expression. A means to end it all, and the only purpose I ever had in my bleak life.
So they were both tools at the end of the day. Kari was to Flare what Chu Hua was to Hurricane and the Messiah.
"Wait a minute," Rocky said, spinning to each of them. "If you two can understand each other, then this is great! You can team up! Right? Right?"
When they looked at each other this time, Kari realized that she didn't really have any good reason to kill Chu Hua. Other than becoming stronger, it most likely wouldn't grant enough to take on Flare, who was the one that wanted the leaders of Messiah dead anyway.
"That all depends on Chu Hua, because it would ultimately mean fighting Hurricane. But what I really want to know is what trump card you have against Flare. She was pretty damn insistent about me killing you two." Kari distinctly remembered the conversation she had with Flare about how they were among the strongest magical girls capable of facing her.
There was a moment of hesitation from Chu Hua as soon as the question was posed. A lingering loyalty towards Messiah, it seemed.
It is a skill that returns all magic damage done to me back at the aggressor for a short time, Chu Hua signed, rising from her seat to walk over to Kari's fallen backpack, then picking up a bag of chips from it.
That would do it. Though in a fit of rage, Flare had declared to Kari and Jade at the time that her stats numbered in the triple digits. Even if they were to use her own magic against her, once she realized what they were scheming, then…
Then Flare would turn to dealing physical damage, of which Kari was immune to. Maybe there was an alliance to be formed after all.
Heavy footfalls rushed down the hallway. They peeked out the door to see JSDF soldiers hurrying out back, many of them with a look of terror on their faces.
"Kari!" Private Juuzo grinded to a halt while his fellows continued. "Stay inside. Something's happening outside, and we're going to take care of it."
"Is it the egg?" Kari asked.
"I hope not," he glowered before taking off to follow after them.
The troops dwindled to a trickle until eventually there were none at all. Kari suspected the monster outside must be hatching, but Chu Hua was confident that wasn't the case. She beckoned them to follow her out.
They exited the school when the coast was clear and came to a fire escape. Chu Hua cracked open the door to a chain link fence that closed in a generator and ladder, and they took it up to the roof. Looking down, there were possibly 200 soldiers at a glance, each pointing their guns at the pulsating cocoon.
Kari transformed and shuddered at what might come out of it. Something stronger? So much stronger that it could kill them both?
The cocoon began to crack and splinter. Naba gave the order to open fire. They unloaded into it, succeeding in doing little other than tarnishing the glossy surface.
"Take cover and reload! It's coming out!" Colonel Naba shouted.
As parts of the shells gave way, revealing something like another egg within it. The monster was a ball of white feathers and didn't move at all.
One terrified soldier fired his gun, causing Naba to bark an order to stop. The bullet hadn't so much as punctured the feathers. Several, more brave JSDF members moved closer to inspect it. They remained alert, unsure when or how it might awaken.
"Is that… a god?" Kari swallowed the lump in her throat.
Not yet, but I can tell you have the wrong impression of what a god is. What do you currently know about them— what seraphs can turn into? Chu Hua asked in sign.
"Only that Flare wants the soul of one, and that seraphs need to kill a whole lot of people and magical girls in order to manifest. What more is there?" she asked, backing away from the edge to avoid being seen.
Everything went to shit because Flare wanted to let a god spawn from one of them.
There is more to it. I have to tell you about Hurricane's plan, Chu Hua began, putting force in her hand gestures to show emphasis. Allowing one to come into existence was never Messiah's intention until recently.
"Because you were only trying to let the apocalypse run its course, right? Don't necessarily need a god for that," Rocky wondered aloud.
She nodded. If it were to happen, then it would expedite the apocalypse. That is all. Hurricane only accepted the invitation to Japan because it gave the United States military a reason to send the USSMMF. That reason was to collect data and live samples of monsters known as cherubs. Unfortunately, they didn't know most of their own magical girls were members of Messiah. When Hurricane caught on that Flare wanted to manifest a god, she was more than eager to give that woman free rein and begin Messiah's goal of setting off the apocalypse. We were confident Flare didn't know the full truth.
"But you let her believe she did. Then what really is a god?" Kari asked.
What Hurricane is trying to achieve has another step long after Messiah succeeds, and she has only shared it with a handful of us. Namely Sniper, Sister Claire, and myself. You saw the culmination of that in Fukuoka, Chu Hua signed.
Both Kari and Rocky's jaws dropped.
"Are you saying… Hurricane really did turn Candy into that monster?" Rocky asked with a trembling voice.
Not a monster in the sense that it is natural like head hounds. Kari, you said you killed Candy. Do you recall gaining any points? Chu Hua asked.
"No… come to think of it. Completely slipped my mind at the time…" she answered, only now coming to that realization.
"You had just killed a friend. There's no way you could have noticed." Rocky consoled her.
It explained why the seraph was missing from Fukuoka and why the apocalypse system showed it as an abnormality.
This thing below us, Chu Hua continued, is not a monster. It is an amalgamation of souls collected from all over Japan that has become a vessel. Similar to whatever had given us these powers, that vessel is like another suit of armor.
All the same, but molded in different shapes.
Instead of the souls taking the shape of a monster, they took the shape of a different existence entirely.
"A vessel… for us?" Kari hesitated to ask.
That's right. The truth is seraphs are the strongest a monster can become, but if magical girls can continue growing stronger, how would they ever stand a chance against us? The answer was Messiah, to pit magical girls against each other. Hurricane was the first to be reached out to by a higher being, and she accepted. Our plan, if a vessel were to take shape, is that one of us would take it and grow strong enough to face the likes of Flare. Hurricane tested that in Fukuoka and the results were… unexpected. A magical girl must be willing. Otherwise, those souls will come into conflict, and Candy was not.
Chu Hua shut her eyes in apology.
"And what about you?" Kari asked.
I… no longer have it in me. I couldn't after witnessing Piper die. She grimaced.
What does it mean to be willing? If Flare were to seize this, would she be more in control than Candy was? Kari wondered what might happen if she took the vessel herself. How much stronger would she become, or would she instead become insane?
Flare… must know, right? Unless she had the wrong idea like Kari until recently. Assuming she somehow discovered it, she would have needed to consume a soul or inherit the ring with certain memories.
"Was a magical girl named Isis a member of Messiah? Did she know about the seraphs, too?" Kari pressed further.
Isis was accused of being a part of Messiah to turn Inyanga against her. Flare fed Isis' body to the monster and subsequently carved her soul from it with Jhenne's weapon.
You knew about Isis? Yes, she was sent to South Africa in case a vessel manifested, but one never did, Chu Hua explained.
"Flare knows the truth about seraphs and gods then! If she comes and takes this thing, that's game over. I'm… I'm going down there to take it before she does," Kari declared.
"You can't be serious!" Rocky tugged on the back of her collar. "What if it takes over you like it did Candy?"
"She wasn't willing, but I am. I'll take whatever power it has and fight Flare with it."
Without sparing another thought, Kari leaped off the building and landed in front of the soldiers who were momentarily stunned, then raised their rifles at her. She locked eyes with Juuzo, who was the only one not pointing his weapon.
"That's magical girl Kari!" one soldier cried.
"Colonel, orders?!"
"Don't fire! Don't fire, damn it!" Naba shouted.
Chu Hua leaped down after her in a panic and urged her to stop in sign.
It's not worth it! You don't know what it will do to you! At worst, you will lose control of yourself! Chu Hua transformed and created multiple copies of herself.
"I have to!" Kari exclaimed.
No, you don't! You have a choice! she pleaded desperately, hands trembling with each gesture.
The moment Kari stepped toward the egg, a dozen ribbons shot out to grab her. She gathered them all on one arm and yanked, launching Chu Hua and all the clones to the ground.
"Wanton Smash!" Kari destroyed all the clones except for the real one who blocked the attack by wrapping herself with ribbons, but Kari smashed her with the blunt end of [Destruction], sending her through the building.
"You were that Kari all along? The same one that killed all those people?" Juuzo asked, having put himself between her and the monster.
"Juuzo, get out of the way! You're in the line of fire! We're filling Kari full of lead in five seconds whether you're still there or not!" Naba yelled.
"I'm not your little sister, and I'm not anyone's savior. Do your real sister a favor and get away while you still can." She grabbed him by the shirt and chucked him into a sandbox. Immediately a hail of bullets rained down on her, but every projectile bounced off her body. Upon placing a hand on the monster, it shuddered to life.
A crackling ball of bluish energy appeared on Kari's palm as she retracted her hand. It had the same feeling of souls after carving them from a body, but this was stronger. Malignant even.
Many ribbons latched onto her again in a vain attempt to pull her away. Kari glanced over her shoulder to see a tearful and frantic Chu Hua, refusing to let the only person who could understand her go.
Kari, however, had already made her decision. As she raised the soul to her salivating mouth, a rumbling voice boomed.
Your soul is foul and unfit, too profane and undeserving.
The amalgamation of souls left her hand and began to return to the monster egg.
"Destruction Incarnate!" Kari empowered herself to hold on, but the ball of energy slipped through her hands like mists.
When it had all reentered the monster's body, Kari despaired at the only chance of defeating Flare disappear.
Then a rippling gale knocked everyone off their feet.
The incomprehensible monstrosity unfurled its six wings to reveal countless eyes all over the feathers and all of which blinked in unison. Three golden bands rotated and spun around a central eyeball much larger than the rest. They stared at Kari with venomous spite.
There is a more fitting host.
Its many eyes looked past Kari to Chu Hua instead, then vanished and reappeared above the Chinese magical girl.
"Shit— Chu Hua, run!" Kari cried, but by the time Chu Hua realized what happened, it had already tethered her like a puppeteer to a marionette.




Chapter 61 - Marionette's Waltz

Chu Hua trembled briefly. When the angelic monster's fleshy tethers attached to her, all four of her limbs went rigid. She raised a terrified gaze to Kari. A gaze that begged for help because she could neither speak nor move her hands to use sign language. But what could Kari do other than to kill her now? It was going to happen again just like with Candy when she turned into a monster.
The JSDF soldiers around them who had recovered and shaken off the initial shock, regrouped and formed two groups. One hid behind parts of the elementary school jungle gym, opening fire on Chu Hua. The other entered the building through the hole and shot at the monster.
Forced to act against her will, Chu Hua swung her razor-sharp ribbons, but they stopped short of slicing any of the soldiers. Her sleeves, which could cut through cement, were centimeters away from decapitating Colonel Naba, who had taken cover behind a plastic slide. He dared not even swallow for fear of being cut and foolishly went prone, thinking that it would do any good.
Both Kari and Rocky realized that the other magical girl hadn't been fully taken over yet if she hadn't outright killed them.
"The control isn't complete!" Rocky told her. "I can sense monsters, and Chu Hua isn't the same as I sensed Candy!"
Which meant there was still hope.
"Then I'll cut her free!" Kari dove in to sever the threads, but she was stopped by ribbons snatching her limbs.
They didn't hold her back for long. Destruction Incarnate made her unstoppable. As the clones leaped in to intercept her, the real one jumped high in the air.
It was like the monster pulled Chu Hua up by a harness until they landed on the roof, then forced her to perform an inelegant bow as though to mock both magical girls.
Flare had called her a puppet. Just a girl who moved to the whims of someone else's hands. Her eyes were always so lifeless, and she only ever wore that single expression of blankness. However, her body now showed struggle to regain that lost freedom. Her face contorted with pain in an attempt to fight against that which controlled her. She was no longer willing, and the angelic monster was having a harder time bending her to its will.
Despite this, Kari had to be careful. She had Chu Hua beat last time, but it might not go down the same way. When Candy was being controlled, she had become significantly stronger and her skills much more potent. On the other hand, caution was a waste of time.
Undeterred by the clones' restraints, Kari raised her hand at Chu Hua. "Come—"
Someone fired a shot that struck Kari on the cheek. The bullet ricocheted off, hitting the side of the building instead. She turned to the one who had fired the shot. A woman, possibly a decade older, was staring down the barrel of her service pistol.
"You—"
The seraph controlling Chu Hua let ring a harmonious tune that rippled through the air. It sounded like someone had rung a tiny bell once and the ringing wouldn't stop. Monsters began to spawn before their very eyes. Head hounds hungry for a snack, broken ladies with their massive fists clenched, and screeching flyers swarmed the skies.
"You might want to point your guns at something you can actually kill," Kari warned them.
"Hold fire on Kari," Colonel Naba ordered. "Form up and start feeding them lead— I want someone in that goddamn Type 10 in the next five seconds!"
All hell broke loose. A head hound lunged at the back of an unsuspecting soldier, causing his gun to spray wildly. Several shots hit a friendly's leg which made him fall in front of a broken lady's curtain of arms. Two cadets struggled to get a clear shot on three flying monsters that were lifting their companion further into the air. Those that regrouped with Colonel Naba, including Juuzo, pressed their backs to the building and formed a firing line, were faring a lot better.
Kari thrusted her arms forward, yanking both Chu Hua clones to her by their own sleeves. She caught them by their throats only for them to disappear before she squeezed for the kill.
"Above you!" Rocky cried.
Chu Hua dove off the roof and wrapped Kari's throat, head, and shoulders in the steel-like sleeves, then threw her across the field.
Kari landed on her feet. She looked up just in time to see the tank through the hole in the school building turning its main gun to Chu Hua. When it fired, she caught the shell with her sleeves and flung the shot at Kari. It exploded on impact and although she came out uninjured, the shot left her dizzy.
"For fuck's sake— Stampede!" Kari rammed into Chu Hua with [Destruction and Ruin], sending them through the school building and tumbling across the front courtyard.
The sleeves had draped Chu Hua like body armor, coiling up her arms, legs, and chest like a second outfit. It was how she survived the powerful hit that should have gone through her defenses.
The dancer made a ballerina-like pose, standing on her toes and bringing both hands to the front of her chest. She began to twirl in place faster and faster, and as it was happening, clones emerged to join the spinning performance. Together, they created a whirlwind that lifted cars and uprooted trees, shredding them to scrap metal and bark. The gale force was so strong, when the tank fired another shell, it blew up instantly and the shrapnel became a part of its blender-like destruction.
"That's not physical damage…" Kari took a step back, sensing an imminent doom.
Chu Hua didn't use this skill when they were fighting in the hospital.
"Kari, I'm slipping!" Rocky clung desperately to her collar.
At this rate, the anthem was going to get sucked in, so she grabbed him and chucked him in the opposite direction as hard as she could. His exasperated screams of disbelief that she did such a thing were all that could be heard as he flew away.
Now, Kari's own feet were slipping and inching closer into the blender of a tornado. If she were to take flight, it might swallow her up. Chu Hua proved a more formidable opponent than Kari expected. She was a member of Messiah after all and wasn't someone to be taken lightly of. There remained only one spell left in her arsenal that might turn this battle around. Hopefully, there wouldn't be a need for it later.
"Final Siege!"
The asphalt constructed a rough physical visage of Chu Hua.
After summoning [Destruction and Ruin], and using [Wanton Smash] and [Stampede] earlier, Kari only had 88 points of magic left which meant eight seconds.
Eight seconds was all she had, and counting…
Seven…
Six…
Kari raised [Destruction and Ruin] high for a crushing strike, but numerous clones manifested to stop her. All of them fired their ribbons in an attempt to hold taut the soul-weapon. However, no matter how many there were, they couldn't stop her from dropping the hammer. The meat tenderizing end cracked hard into the construct, causing the tornado to distort from the hit. Chu Hua suffered that blow, but she was still going.
"Not enough?!" Kari growled.
Four…
Three…
"Stampede!" Kari smashed into the construct point blank, shattering it completely. The momentum carried her forward into the tornado where magic damage tore into her body.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 250/320]
Health: [250/320 ⇒180/320]
Health: [180/320 ⇒ 110/320]
Before any more damage chipped away at her health, the tornado suddenly vanished. Chu Hua laid still on the ground, having been taken out of magical girl form. Kari severed the tethers with [Ruin], causing the monster above her to groan in pain.
"You lost," Kari said. "You're also next— Come Here!"
But it didn't so much as budge an inch. Kari stared incredulously at the angelic monster which returned something like a taunting glare.
And you are mistaken.
The rings that were part of its body rotated faster and faster until they became a blur, firing a massive beam of energy at Kari too fast to be avoided. Searing pain brought her to her knees. It was like gravity had increased a hundred folds. Her skin began to peel back, and the edges of the magical girl outfit burned.
Health: [110/320 ⇒ 0/320]
When the tank barrel swiveled towards the monster, it beat its wings once and carved the tank into pieces.
This might be it. The first time Kari selflessly tried to help someone else and it amounted to nothing. The monster levitated above Kari and began to rotate its rings again. As the central eye lit up to shoot—
"Castle!"
An illusory tower formed around Kari and absorbed the blast instead.
There could only be one person who had a skill like that in Japan.
"Jade…?" Kari rolled over onto her back to look up.
"It's time to kick some ass!" Rocky shouted by Jade and Gauntlet's side.
"I don't care how many times I gotta save your sorry ass, Kari. I made a promise that I'd be the one to put you down at the end of this, and I ain't one to go back on my word— Judgment, all magic!" Jade's bellowing war cry was followed by a thunderous roar, but instead of rain, the sky filled with thousands and thousands of javelins.
Someone dragged Kari into the cover of the school building as a shower of steel pelted the monster to the ground. It was Chu Hua and Rocky.
"Jade is out there!" Rocky exclaimed.
Justice? Chu Hua asked in sign.
Too exhausted and in agony to answer, Kari passed out before saying a thing.
Kari snapped to consciousness to Jade lifting her up by the throat and a golden javelin pointed between the eyes. They were surrounded by soldiers, all none too happy. Littering the floor were countless monsters and, judging by cloth laid over the bodies, maybe a fourth of the JSDF who met an unfortunate end.
"What happened… to the seraph…?" Kari asked, looking around to get her bearings.
"It went further into the city. But before we get to that, I'm waiting for a good reason not to kill you and Chu Hua," Jade said, casting her eyes to the Chinese magical girl, who had her hands bound and guarded by two soldiers.
"I— We need her to help fight Flare… She's turned Makina into… a magical girl…" She gasped between each word.
Jade flicked her gaze back to Kari, then to Rocky for confirmation. After what happened with Candy, it came as no surprise that there was no shred of trust between them anymore. The Magical Girl of Justice that Jade was once known as had become an avatar of vengeance, and she wielded fury in both hands rather than justice in one. In the brief second that their eyes met, Kari knew she had been judged guilty.
No, that verdict had long been decided. Kari understood that execution awaited her at the end of the apocalypse like Jade had vowed.
"It's true!" Rocky said. "We saw Flare and Makina together, but they left to go somewhere after beating Kari out of magical girl form. As for Chu Hua, she doesn't want to work with Messiah anymore! A-At least I think…"
"So why ain't she talking?" Jade asked.
"Mute," Kari answered promptly.
Jade nodded to Colonel Naba, who then ordered one of his men to cut the zip tie from Chu Hua's wrists.
When freed, Chu Hua signed, I want to help to make up for my mistakes.
"What did she say?" Jade asked.
"She said… 'Fuck you, and let Kari down'. If it wasn't obvious… I'm paraphrasing—" Kari panicked when Jade let her fall onto her ass. "So how come me and Chu Hua are the only ones getting the cold shoulders?"
"While you were gone, I spent the entire time helping the JSDF in every city from Fukuoka to here with the monsters. Hell, I might be the only magical girl left in Japan that they still trust after the stunt our Prime Minister pulled." She frowned.
"The two of them are powered down," Naba said, bringing a gun up to Kari's forehead and finger itching to pull the trigger. "We should shoot them now."
The other soldiers were just as ready, and Kari couldn't blame them. She was the reason many of their fellows were in the ground.
"If you were confident about shooting any of us, you would have done it already." Kari was daring the colonel at this point.
"I get how you feel, Colonel. I really do. As much as I want to dish out some payback of my own, now ain't the time to put Kari on trial. It's gonna take more than just three magical girls to stop the apocalypse," Jade urged reason, a comment that Kari didn't expect from her after Fukuoka.
Too bad none of them looked convinced. It showed in the bags under their eyes, the heavy smell of sweat from missing showers and baths for weeks on end, and the many wounds suffered on their person, inside and out. The worn and weary troops, after years of training for the impossible, after months of slogging through an apocalypse and seeing their colleagues die, were desperate for a win.
That win was going to be Kari's death.
"You don't get how it feels." The colonel's voice grew more hoarse with each word. "The things I've heard on the radio… an entire platoon getting wiped out from being eaten by monsters… My superiors who used to assure me that magical girls would save the day have all gone silent… Or hearing from the last few units of a battalion that a magical girl used them as bait and were left to die… And to hear from the prime minister himself that he was wrong to trust them all along?"
Everyone knew how this was going to go down. Kari shut her eyes and clenched her fists. She knew that when they raised their guns, she was going to have to kill them, too. This endless cycle would continue again, and again, and again, digging further her own deep grave of sin. One in which, once she was buried within, no one, not even Makina would come to pay respects.
The enraged officer, beads of sweat dripping down his red face, took a few steps back and ordered the soldiers to gather in a firing line. They shoved Kari up against the wall next to Chu Hua.
"Colonel, wait!" Jade shouted.
"Kari and Chu Hua," he began, "for your crimes against the people of Japan and every JSDF soldier you killed, you are both branded enemies of the state. I cannot allow you to leave alive. All units take aim, and—"
A single shot ran out. Kari and Chu Hua flinched at the sound, but neither of them felt an impact from any bullet. None of the soldiers had shot either, and each was just as confused as the next.
The only person whose gun was smoking at the end of the barrel was Private Juuzo's, his arm extended with the service pistol pointed at Colonel Naba. His commanding officer collapsed. He didn't even know what hit him until it was too late.
"Juuzo, what the fuck!"
Two soldiers disarmed Juuzo and pinned him to the ground on his chest. The others, who still had their guns up, hesitated to fire without their now dead officer's order.
"Juuzo?" Kari stammered, still in disbelief and searching his face for answers.
"What do we do?" a fidgety serviceman cried desperately.
Several cast aside their weapons to render Naba aid, performing chest compressions, pressing a cloth to the hole in his head, and fetching medical supplies from within the school building. Their efforts were in vain, but they did so nonetheless because it was what their training had taught them.
"Colonel is… he's gone…" The one performing chest compressions stopped and shut the commanding officer's eyes. "Juuzo, man… you're going to prison for this."
"More like straight to the death penalty… if there's even a Japan left in a few months," Juuzo said.
"Then why did you do that?" another private, who propped him back to his feet and zip tied his wrists, asked.
"I saw it… You all saw it… Our bullets bounced off that monster like shooting at a tank. None of us can fight those monsters, but magical girls can. I… I want my little sister, my mom, and my dad, to have a Japan to come back to. If I'm going to be executed at the end of this… fine," he said, defeated and without any urge to fight against his fate.
Kari, astonished to see the firearms lower one after the other, had nothing to say. She couldn't believe it. Everyone since Ogata had shot or needed to be scared into not shooting. This was the first time someone had stuck up for her like that. A human at that. And after the atrocities she committed.
"Rocky, give Kari two sigils. We're going to take care of that monster one way or another, and I don't care how injured or tired you guys are," Jade said, making her way out the building.
The soldiers wordlessly parted ways for Jade, followed by Chu Hua and Gauntlet, to leave and stayed that way for Kari to go, too. Many made it obvious that she wasn't welcome here.
When Rocky turned to Kari for orders, she nodded and proceeded to crush the sigils that materialized in her hands. As she transformed, she stared into her calloused palms, then to Juuzo who placed his misguided trust in someone like her.
"Your sister's name is Mikan, right? You said I reminded you of her. Do we look alike?" Kari asked.
Juuzo lifted his head and chuckled. "Just the scowl. She's got short black hair, not enough to put into a ponytail."
Back then, it was Makina who had tied Kari's hair into a ponytail to make her appear more heroic like Flare. Now, most of those once pristine, black locks which she had been growing for years were singed brittle from the monster's beam. She took the bladed edge of her soul-weapon and sliced off the long hair, then pulled off the scarlet ribbon to give to Juuzo.
"If I do end up stopping the apocalypse and you see Mikan again, don't tell her I was a hero… and thanks for the lesson in cooking MREs." Kari grinned and followed the others out.
Although Jade took notice of Kari's new hair, her only reaction was a scoff. They could see the monster flying above the city, unleashing the dome of a Malevolent Domain over itself.
"So, that's it? You're going to let me off the hook?" Kari asked.
Jade began with a harsh click of her tongue. "As if. I had a lot to think about in a month. I was pissed the fuck off. I wanted to see you buried in the ground, and I still do. You and Flare have me beat, and I ain't dumb enough not to see when the cards are stacked against me. Still, you were right in Fukuoka. At the time, I didn't have what it took to put Candy out of her misery. I just hope you got that same commitment if it happens to Makina."




Chapter 62 - Starvation

Kari, Jade, their anthems, and Chu Hua ventured into Fukuyama City and couldn't be more awkward about it. Jade and Chu Hua walked on opposite sides of Kari, using her to keep their distance from each other. The atmosphere between them was so thick not even [Ruin] could cut the tension.
They hadn't spoken another word after Kari filled Jade in on what Chu Hua had said about the Messiah's goals and how god-tier monsters came into play.
"Whew… Is it just me, or is it a little stifling out here?" Rocky asked, tugging absentmindedly at a loppy ear.
No one humored him. Not even Gauntlet, whom he had thrown a look to for backup.
On a lighter note, the rain had let up to a light sprinkle. The dreary landscape was made more peaceful by the storm clearing up. Instead of a dark gloom, it became a dim glow with a lot more sunlight being diffused by the clouds.
Something must be going on with Hurricane. Maybe Flare and Makina had already made it to Hokkaido to fight her. Maybe not.
Until they got there, there was no telling what's going on.
The group entered the ghost city on foot, squeezing past abandoned cars which packed the streets, their windows broken open by whatever foolishly brave looters came through hoping to find treasure. After the evacuation, the only living souls around were birds perched on rooftops and electrical lines, stray dogs and wild raccoons that rummaged through buildings for scraps, and insects swarming trash left behind when people rushed to leave.
"I'm with Rocky," Kari said at last. "Whatever you two are hung up about, get it out of the way now before it holds you back in the fight."
"Now you want to be a team player?" Jade glowered, folding her arms and facing away from them.
"Same goes for me, too. I'll start— fuck you for leaving me and Makina to die, you pissy bitch."
When Jade turned to face her, Kari met the glare head on with the same indignant scowl.
"I told you before. Flare forced me not to intervene," Jade said.
"Doesn't change the fact that you left us to die," Kari fired back sharply.
"Oh, no. This is going to lead to another fight, isn't it?" Rocky tugged both ears down over his face.
Kari rolled her eyes and noticed Chu Hua signing in Jade's direction, who then cast a pleading gaze to her to help translate before continuing.
"Chu Hua's apologizing… about Candy," Kari relayed for her. "I feel responsible for what Hurricane did. Nothing I say or do will absolve me of my hand in her death. Until the apocalypse has ended, make use of me as a tool to do whatever it takes to stop her so that I may atone."
Jade clicked her tongue and walked ahead until a lion leaping onto a car startled them. The metal frame creaked and shuddered under its weight. The lion had a dead monkey in its powerful jaws and stared fearlessly at them. More than likely, both had somehow escaped from the Fukuyama City Zoo.
Kari had almost forgotten what it was like to fear. Seeing the lion, holding a caught prey, was a stark reminder that the strongest always came out on top. She wondered, by the end of the apocalypse, who between her and Flare would be the lion, and who would be the monkey.
The proud beast, having lost interest or seeking to dine in private, hopped off the car and disappeared into an underground parking structure. With it gone, nothing stood in the way between them and the Malevolent Domain that covered a third of the entire city.
"You got something left to say?" Kari asked the emerald magical girl.
"Yeah. Kari, fuck you for killing Candy. Chu Hua, I got nothing against you. It's Hurricane I got beef with. And I ain't in the business of telling people what to do, so you do what you gotta do and stick to those guns," Jade said, all without turning around.
They reached the threshold of the Malevolent Domain and immediately felt something was off. The creeping sensation was nothing like the others they had faced. An ominous terror permeated the space around them like mist… like facing the Hundun in Osaka. Beyond this barrier was an evolved seraph after all, and similar to the ones before it, the monster had a quirk that needed figuring out.
"It's stronger than the ones we've faced," Rocky cautiously warned.
"Either way," Gauntlet began, smashing his plated fists together, "it's going to fall all the same. Right, boss?"
Jade pressed a hand to the surface of the dome and recoiled.
"What? You touch a hot stove?" Kari asked.
"This ain't a normal Malevolent Domain. The whole thing feels alive. Feels wrong," Jade said, then threw a look to Chu Hua. "You ain't transforming?
I can't, Chu Hua signed.
"I beat the magical girl out of her, and her anthem's dead," Kari explained, also placing a hand on the barrier and recoiling from a strange sensation traveling up her spine.
It felt like two presences were inside.
"The only way for her to restore health is a full night's sleep. Maybe we should all take a rest somewhere and fight tomorrow?" Rocky suggested.
As they set off in search of a place to hunker down, Kari couldn't shake the eerie feeling after touching the Malevolent Domain. It was smeared like dog shit on her shoe. Jade must have experienced the same thing, but there was little to be gleaned from her poker face.
Crashing other people's homes was beginning to feel like a routine now. Kari had lost count of how many times she had done it. They found an apartment building and broke into the first room on the first floor. The modest place was furnished with a single futon and an old school tube TV with a piece of cardboard underneath it. Although the power was out and the foods inside the fridge had long perished, Jade uncovered a gas burner to use. After enough scrounging from the other rooms, they managed to gather enough futons and canned food for all of them.
The canned beef rice Kari had was filling but didn't satisfy her craving. Instead, it seemed to only intensify the other hunger that she had recently discovered.
Night rolled around and Chu Hua had gone to sleep first. She knocked out as soon as her head hit the pillow. Meanwhile, Jade had found a pack of cigarettes and was smoking outside. Kari was lying on her side, watching Rocky's snoozing face. The rabbit anthem was also on his side, but curled up like a crescent moon. She poked his nose, causing him to wrinkle it and roll over.
Unable to sleep, Kari got up and stepped outside. Still in magical girl form, Jade was in the hallway, leaning against the wall and smoking absentmindedly. Her thoughts were elsewhere in the clouds. Three cigarette butts at her feet told Kari that she had been out here for some time.
"Been a while since I smoked. Kinda forgot how addictive these damn things are," Jade said, taking a long drag of the cigarette.
"Everything's going to shit. Don't think anyone's going to blame you for smoking." Kari sat slumped against the wall and gazed out the open front entrance.
"Rie is. I can practically hear her scolding me. With a pout, too." She sighed, eyes fixed on the space between them as though Rie was really standing there.
Kari wondered how different things might have been if Candy was here. Instead of this gloom, she would be lighting up the night like fireworks, trying to make them laugh and being the usual chatterbox. They lost that ray of light that day, vanished like the clouds obscuring the stars.
Now, of the three magical girls, two were only a brittle goal away from going at each other's throats, and the third had a death wish.
Come to think of it, Kari never really tried to get to know any of the magical girls. Not even Rie when they hung out. If Makina was in her place, she would probably be firing off questions left and right.
"So… How'd a delinquent end up becoming a magical girl?" Kari awkwardly asked.
"The fuck you wanna know for?" Jade squinted as though trying to discern any ulterior motives from her question.
"Alright, forget I asked. Geez." She was about to go back inside until Jade slumped down to a squat.
Jade pressed the cigarette butt into the ground to snuff it out, then pulled out another one from a carton to light.
"Happened when I was hospitalized. Was told my heart stopped twice before the docs finally got me stable," she said.
"What the hell did you do that put you there?"
"Bad parents, bad choices, bad environment. Take your pick. I ran with a gang called Ryuugaki when I was in middle school. I ain't talking about some petty street gang shit. Some of 'em were out gutting folks and robbing homes. I got roped into that life by their hotshot leader, a third year high school punk with nothing going for him except a cute smile and his sick bike. He loved riding that shit more than he loved riding me, lemme tell you. But you raise hell and hell catches up with you. One night, I shoved some old geezer a little too hard in his house. He hit the head and started bleeding from his ears. I froze up, wasn't sure if I should help or what. Next thing I knew, we were on my boyfriend's bike, racing down the streets to lose the cops that were chasing us. Never did know for sure what happened, but he was screaming about not being able to brake."
"You guys crashed," Kari said.
"That's what the doc said. Got a gnarly scar to prove it." Jade dropped her transformation and lifted her shirt to reveal a much larger scar than Kari had expected. It began at her right clavicle, traveled diagonally down her chest and ended at the bottom of her left rib cage.
Although Kari had wounds and scars of her own sustained over the months, nothing compared to how gross Jade's was. It even made her wince, trying to imagine how bad that must have hurt then.
"I came to consciousness with most of my body in a cast and wrist cuffed to the bed. Spent those months recovering thinking about that old guy more than my boyfriend the doctors told me died on the scene. What was the point, right? Well, the day I was supposed to be discharged, the cops were waiting to put me behind bars. Then Gauntlet showed up, told me I had potential, and asked if I wanted to be a magical girl. Crazy, right? But I thought maybe I was being given a chance to make up for all my shitty choices," Tsubasa said, chuckling from the memory.
It seemed to Kari that Jade was given a get-out-of-jail-free card. She really went and turned that around to become known as the magical girl of Justice.
"What about you?" Tsubasa asked.
"Me?" Kari was taken aback by the question. "I was just in my third year of high school. Worst I had were parents nagging me about what I wanted to do in life."
"Sounded like you had it luckier than most," she said.
"Yeah… I think I did…"
Looking back on it, Kari had every reason to be good. Until she took everything for granted. If only there was an option to go back in time to redo everything.
"Can I get something off my chest?" Kari reluctantly asked.
"What am I, a priest?" Tsubasa snorted, then clicked her tongue after looking Kari in the eyes. "Alright, fine. It ain't changing a damn thing how I think about you though."
She swallowed hard before beginning. "I… cut the soul out of my school principal because he tried to blackmail my friend. I broke someone's leg because he raped her, and I would've killed him, too, if Flare hadn't gotten to him first. I let a bunch of students get eaten because one of them set it up to happen and his pals were messing with another friend of mine. I killed a grieving police officer and father after he lost his daughter, then accidentally killed my school nurse that same night. I baited a battalion of JSDF soldiers just to avoid—"
"Stop. I don't wanna hear anymore. You need to tell that shit to someone who cares. What am I gonna do? Say something to make you feel warm and fuzzy inside? It ain't me you wanna hear from anyway." Tsubasa flicked the cigarette away and folded her arms.
Kari hung her head.
It couldn't be closer to the truth. She might have been looking for forgiveness, but there was no one around to tell her it was okay or that it would get better anymore. Her parents were gone. Minato was gone. Makina more than likely thinks she's gone crazy, and Sachi went missing.
"Let me try one of those." Kari gestured to the cigarettes on the ground.
"How old are you?" Tsubasa asked.
She stared at her incredulously. "You've got to be joking."
"I ain't giving a minor cigarettes."
Jade stomped on the cigarette and turned in for the night. In the end, Kari never got to smoke or the closure she sought for the sins committed up to this point.
The trio and anthems were getting ready the next morning. Chu Hua was able to transform back into her magical girl form without her anthem. However, being unable to properly access the Apocalypse System meant that she was cut off from the use of sigils. She was severely handicapped and only had one life.
"That monster withstood an attack from me in [Destruction Incarnate] form and didn't move when I used [Come Here!]. I'm thinking it's got some sort of physical immunity that isn't defensive in nature?" Kari wondered aloud as they flew for the Malevolent Domain.
It might be similar to Hurricane, Chu Hua began. She is able to directly convert physical damage taken as magical damage, and since her magic resistance is incredibly high, it is significantly reduced.
"Sounds like cheating to me, but I managed to force it to retreat once, so I doubt it can take punishment forever," Jade added.
However, as they were about to cross the Malevolent Domain's threshold, the barrier splintered and cracked. It was shattering before their eyes, like someone had taken a giant hammer to a glass vase. As purple shards rained down around them, their gazes were drawn to the middle of the streets where the mangled corpse of the seraph lay.
The once rotating rings had been broken, its magnificent wings soaked in blood and twitching, and the many eyes were shut. Standing atop the dead monster was another monster. A monster that each of them were all too familiar with.
"Jaws," Jade muttered the name disdainfully.
"I don't believe it… Did Jaws… kill one of its own?" Kari asked.
"No… Something isn't right about that monster. I'm not sensing it as one anymore! It's almost like… Do you feel it, too?" Rocky asked the other anthem.
"You're right," Gauntlet agreed. "I feel like I'm looking at another—"
A bright beam of light fired from Jaws' gaping mouth. They scrambled away as the laser-like attack carved through the city, bisecting every building that was unlucky enough to be in its path.
"Whatever the fuck is going on, we ain't letting it get away this time!" Jade launched Justice at Jaws, whose entire arm transformed into a fleshy mallet to swat it away.
"I'm going in!" Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin], activated [Apocalypse Power-Up!], and entered her empowered [Destruction Incarnate] form. She crushed a health and magic sigil to restore herself to full, then charged in with [Stampede].
Because the skill always hit its mark, holding her soul-weapon on the side of [Ruin] always meant that she would cleave the target's soul. The impact did just that. Unable to dodge the attack, Jaws braced itself with both arms that were shaped like hammers.
However, as Kari cut into it, she wasn't prepared for the screeching souls that were ripped from Jaws and squeezed her ears shut from the cacophonous cries.
I̴͙͛͝t̷͖̭͒̐'̴̥̎͜s̶̺̣͆ ̸̥̾h̶̨̤̎͝ǘ̶̜̥͋r̶̠̬̔ṫ̸̝s̷̢͎͋̈ ̷̛͖s̴̥̱̿̊ŏ̵̹̗̆ ̴͖͛̎ͅm̷͔̪͗̈́u̴͇͚͋̊c̶͖̥̅͝h̴̨̛͗͜!̸͕͂́ ̴̣͇̐S̷͇̑̒t̴̤͌͛ô̸̫̣͌p̶̲̟̀̔!̴̭͒̍ ̷͖̮͘P̸̮͗͌l̵̜͂e̵̲̤͂ȁ̵̞͚ś̸̡̳e̴͈̯͌,̷̼͂̊ ̶̙́͊I̵̘͚͊̍ ̸͓̏̕ć̴̜á̶̞̌n̸̢̏̔'̴̤͗t̵͉̍ ̶̦̀t̴͔̃̒a̸̪̾͝k̸̻͚͐e̸͇̮̍̒ ̸͕͑i̷͖͕͘̕t̴̛͍̞͝!̶̪́—
They ceased when Jaws dragged the souls back down its gullet.
"How many did you eat—" A clawed hand picked her up by her head
"So… hungry…" Jaws spoke in a guttural voice like it was perpetually choking on blood.
When Kari tried to strike at it, she was thrown down the street. A net of ribbons caught her from going too far, and Chu Hua landed to help steady her.
"What the fuck was that?" Jade asked from above.
"Souls!" Kari shouted. "Thousands— Maybe… hundreds of thousands?"
It was too loud and had far too many voices to know for sure. Jaws had been busy. Magical girls, people, monsters… it gulped them down all the same.
"Not… enough…" Jaws growled, sending shivers through them.
The monster clutched its abdomen like it was suffering from a stomach ache. It shrunk in size to the height of a normal human. The fly trap-like head sealed up, forming an upper face with eyes and a nose. Its naked body became more shapely, hips widening and chest filling with definition. Black blood running down its new eyes solidified into a robe, obsidian in color, and similar in appearance to magical girls with ribbons and frills at the ends of the dress.
Slits emerged from along its limbs and robe which snapped open to reveal themselves as eyes. Jaws— if it could still be called that anymore— plunged ten fingers into its chest cavity and ripped itself open for an even larger mouth than it previously had on its head. Blood dripping down its arms created something like a sword in each hand which took the shape of half a mandible with serrated teeth.
"I'm starving… Are you here to feed me? " it asked in a much clearer, feminine voice and pointed a mandible at them.




Chapter 63 - Dance With the Jaws of Death

Appalled by the sight before them and the very human-like voice uttered from its lack of a mouth, Kari, Jade, and Chu Hua had briefly forgotten how to breathe. When Kari drew in a sharp breath, the magical girl monster attacked first.
Jaws thrusted both mandible swords into Kari, but her invulnerability to physical damage rendered the attack feel little more than a finger poke. However, both of them barreled through the city from the impact, crashing through building after building as the sharpened tips dug vainly into her chest.
The monster's eyes were wide and bloodshot, but it wasn't a look of insanity. No. It was lucid, in complete control of itself and not at all mindless. But it was desperate. This wasn't a head hound or broken lady, but much closer to a seraph yet… not and somehow more human. Like the X mark painted over Kari's eyes, Jaws had a diamond shape in theirs.
"Feed me! Feed me!" Jaws cried, tears flicking off the corners of its eyes as they were in flight.
"As if I— What?!" Kari felt a prick on her abdomen. The tips of both blades were plunging through her savage robes. They bit into her flesh like cold steel, reminiscent of when Yuria had stabbed her.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 300/320]
Health: [300/320 ⇒ 280/320]
Not good. Somehow it was able to pierce through.
Kari brought [Ruin] down on its shoulder, expecting the blade to cut right into the souls. It did. However, the same discordant cries left her reeling and ears ringing more painfully than before. The souls that were supposed to have been ripped from its flesh were sucked back in like a vacuum.
Before she could get another hit off, Jaws leapt back to put distance between them. They skidded to a stop at a train depot. The monster struck the ground around it as if throwing a tantrum.
"Why the hell aren't your souls being pulled out like they should?" Kari wondered aloud.
More importantly…
She pressed a hand to the wounds on her chest. Fresh blood soaked into the robes. It had been a while since she was physically injured this way. Could Jaws' weapons carve souls? Impossible. Then it wouldn't have done damage and gone straight through instead. It had to be dealing magic damage similar to Candy's hand cannon. If she had known, she wouldn't have prematurely activated [Apocalypse Power-Up!], now that magic damage cut through her like free damage. But even with 0 defenses, Jaws' attacks didn't hurt too much.
A trail of her blood on the mandible swords dripped down along the length of the shaft, coating each tooth a deeper crimson until they began to glow with energy. Was it charging up an attack like [Destruction and Ruin]?
Both of them began walking circles along the six abandoned railroad tracks long rusted and left unused. This monster was waiting for her to make the first move, but Kari played the patient game. She moved until its back was facing where they had just come from, then half a dozen Chu Huas manifested to bind its upper body.
"Judge, Jury, and Executioner!" Jade threw her javelin with such force that it ripped up metal tracks along the way.
However, the monster proved stronger than Chu Hua's ribbons could restrain. Sharp teeth from the jaws on the torso chewed through the fabric. Now freed, it swung both swords to deflect the golden javelin, sending it clattering into the depot building.
It has high physical resistance, Chu Hua signed from atop the train station's roof.
High resistance or not didn't matter to Kari. It had a lot of health, possibly a hell of a lot beefier than Jade in Gallant Knight.
"Sounds like you can talk," Jade said of Jaws from above. "Maybe you wanna talk?"
Jaws responded by opening wide the toothy maw of its chest. Each tooth on the mandible sword dimmed one after the other, and a wispy black mist traveled from both weapons, up the arms, and into the gaping mouth.
"I don't think it wants to talk!" Kari shouted and dove to the ground as a bright beam fired out, carving through the city again, knocking Jade out of the sky, and forcing Chu Hua into a cocoon to protect herself. The laser just barely missed Kari, slicing off a stray strand of her hair. It continued to travel outwards to sea until the beam diminished like a candle out of oxygen.
Kari gazed into a trench it had created, ten-foot deep and three wide going from the train depot all the way out to sea. Water rushed in to fill the hole that was made in the earth.
A magic skill that powerful would have ended Kari outright without any magic resistance. Jade, who had taken the beam and was knocked out of magical girl form, sat on her knees on the ground. She was missing her entire left arm and gasping for air. Gauntlet hurriedly placed a sigil into her other hand which she managed to crush and transform in time before bleeding out.
Unfortunately, Jaws' beam left a permanent injury on Jade. Although she returned to magical girl form, her left arm was now missing.
"That fucking thing… burned through my Castle and Gallant Knight… It took my fucking arm off!" Jade huffed, clutching the stump which was all that remained.
Chu Hua, on the other hand, unraveled herself from the cocoon and came out unscathed.
"The swords! It charges up by hitting us like mine!" Kari warned.
I was caught off guard, but I can reflect the beam if it charges up again, Chu Hua signed.
Was that really a risk they should take?
"Can you still fight?" Kari asked Jade.
"Does it look like I'm dead? We're fucking this cunt up!" she answered with a growl, then empowered herself with Gallant Knight.
Jaws wasn't through with them yet. It unfurled its wings, beating a gale that picked up dirt and stones, ripping utility poles from the ground, and dragging debris into the air. With each beat of the monster's ivory wings, it created tornados with similar intensity to Chu Hua's magic skill.
The trio flew high into the sky to avoid the razor-sharp winds, but the monster shot up to greet them in an instant. Even as Kari and Jade laid into it, outnumbering Jaws two to one and with Chu Hua providing support by incapacitating its movements, none of it seemed to matter. Their strikes were blocked and parried with ease, and every hit, the monster learned to better defend against them.
In a moment of reprieve, Kari pulled Jade back to relay Chu Hua's plans to her.
"That bitch better make it count," Jade said. "I ain't down to lose my other—"
One swipe from Jaws sent Kari and Jade plummeting. They hit the ground hard, then found themselves unable to get back up.
Health: [260/320 ⇒ 255/320]
Health: [250/320 ⇒ 245/320]
Health: [240/320 ⇒ 235/320]
A fleshy substance, similar to the growth in the infested cities and on Candy, began to propagate on their chest and weighed them down. It was draining their health, and if nothing was done, they were going to be sucked dry.
"What… the hell?" Jade couldn't so much close her fist.
Even Kari, with her unstoppable strength in [Destruction Incarnate], couldn't move.
"Now…" Jaws began as it landed in front of them with both swords raised, "I feed!"
Ten Chu Huas enveloped the weapons in ribbons and pulled them taut. They lifted Jaws off its feet, flinging the monster across the tracks. Using the ribbons like whips, the clones struck hard and fast. Every crack forced Jaws back, gouging into its flesh as though the fabric were bladed at the tips.
Jaws, however, frustrated by Chu Hua's flurry, dove headfirst into the clones. Up close and personal, they were unable to fend off the shower of attacks. She wasn't going to last very long at this rate.
"What are you doing just laying around?" Rocky shouted into Kari's ears.
"You think I want to?" Kari retorted.
Health: [200/320 ⇒ 195/320]
"C-Can't you fight it? It's a monster, isn't it?" he asked, panic in his voice becoming more apparent by the second.
"Worth a shot— Wanton Smash!" she shouted.
The skill didn't go off.
Kari was sure she still had magic. Checking on her stats showed [Magic capacity: 118/130].
"No dice over here either," Jade said, who was stuck on the ground next to her. "My skills are duds. Can't do a damn thing!"
"If this thing is a monster like Rocky said, then maybe…" Kari trailed off as she fell into thought.
Way back during her first fight in a Malevolent Domain, she managed to lose track of the monster by dropping magical girl form. If what Rocky mentioned about this growth being a monster was true, could it be similar to the one at the hospital and the other the evolved cherub that was many-limbed? Multiple monsters that formed a single entity.
"Rocky, I can't lose my transformation. Do it for me," Kari ordered.
"What?" Jade gasped.
"Y-You want to drop your magical girl form at a time like this?" Rocky asked.
"Do it! We're all dead anyway!" she yelled.
Her magical girl outfit faded away, replaced with a tattered t-shirt and jeans. The fleshy growths on her chest bulged like tumors underneath her clothing. They were stuck like leeches, and she still couldn't move. She thought the plan had been for naught until they began to detach themselves and slide off. Several began to crawl towards Jade and others into battle to Chu Hua.
"Gauntlet, do the same for me," Jade said after seeing that it had worked. Once she lost her transformation, the leech-like tumors also left her body.
Those things were attracted to magical girls because they wore their souls like an insect's carapace. With their forms gone, it went after the next one with the strongest scent of souls. That being Chu Hua who was still transformed.
"How the hell did it happen anyway?" Tsubasa asked.
"I'm willing to bet it's the swords. But we need to get hit again so it charges up for another beam. Chu Hua will reflect it. I'll go piss it off. You wait for an opening," Kari said, stomping on the leeches, and then crushing a health sigil as she changed back into a magical girl.
Chu Hua was forced on the defensive, using her ribbons as shields to block Jaws' oppressive attacks. Its mandible swords were able to easily tear through the fabric.
"Tag out, Chu Hua!" Kari shouted, clashing her soul-weapon against Jaws' blades. As they traded blows, she purposely let the teeth scrape against her chest.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 300/320]
Health: [300/320 ⇒ 280/320]
Jaws cut down her health like it was nothing until she got close to [Enrage] threshold. Doing so allowed the leeches to grow on her chest and render her unable to move again. The mandible swords were glowing more intensely than before.
"Judgment, all magic!" Jade created countless javelins that shrouded the entire city, but she didn't use them all at once. She compelled many of them to move like a snake and put Jaws on the retreat to avoid getting hit.
Frustrated in being bogged down by the unending barrage, Jaws opened the maw mouth on its torso to do exactly as Kari hoped. The monster fired the destructive beam, annihilating Judgment like an electric fly swatter to a swarm of gnats and carving through the earth towards Kari. At that moment, she saw her death in it and wondered if she put too much trust in the others.
This time, however, Chu Hua appeared in front of her to take the attack. Three clones manifested in a triangular formation, weaving a spider web of ribbons that transformed into a reflective mirror and absorbed the magic blast— and fired it right back.
Taken by surprise, Jaws took the full brunt of its own beam.
"Nice!" Kari whooped, but her glee vanished seeing Chu Hua fall to the ground.
Chu Hua was a smoking mess. Her outfit was in tatters, burns covered much of her skin, and she was panting shallow breaths.
"You got hurt? But I thought—" It was then that Kari realized Chu Hua had lied.
The beam wasn't entirely reflected. Whatever the specifics of Chu Hua's skill was, she was still in magical girl form but was badly hurt.
Kari escaped from the leech's hold with the same method and raced over to help her.
"What's going on? Jaws ain't down yet! Get the fuck up and help me!" Jade yelled, fighting a much more injured monster.
A hole had been blown through Jaws' chest, but it was still up and moving. In fact, the monster continued to hold its own against Jade— and she was losing even with Gauntlet fighting alongside her in Grand Cavalry.
"Don't die on me yet. We still need you!" Kari frantically cried.
The Chinese magical girl looked Kari in the eyes and struggled to raise her arms to perform sign language. Without her anthem, she couldn't restore her health. She might as well be down for the count.
Jade and Gauntlet suddenly crashed past them. Kari glanced over her shoulder to see the emerald magical girl knocked out of form again. She lifted her head from the dirt, one eye shut from a bad bruise, glaring defiantly at Jaws who had beaten her from 100 to 0 a second time.
Across the tracks, Jaws watched on with amusement. Its body trembled like it was laughing at them or shaking from hunger. Black mists on both swords as thick as fog drained into its chest, preparing for another beam to finish them off.
What now? Kari wondered
Leave Chu Hua and Jade here to fight another day? She wouldn't be able to outrun Jaws if she was carrying them. Even if she wanted to run, her feet were somehow glued to the ground. There weren't any leeches on her, but for once she didn't want to leave them to die.
Jaws finished absorbing the energy from the swords and let them drop from its hands. It grabbed the lips of the torso maw, stretching it as wide as possible. As the beam fired from its chest, Kari tossed aside the urge to escape and rose to face it head on.
But she was instead shoved back by Chu Hua, who summoned her clones to perform the same skill again. The destructive laser fired into her reflective barrier and returned it to Jaws, atomizing its lower body as it tried to escape.
Chu Hua took an unsteady step to turn around, no longer in magical girl form, and smiled. It was a beautiful smile. The only smile that had ever adorned the lifeless demeanor of the marionette. She fell forward, and when Kari reached out to catch her, like a brittle mound of dust her body scattered away in the winds before making contact.
"No!" Kari cried, clutching only dust and ashes.
Chu Hua was nowhere to be seen. Gone. It wasn't a trick. She was here one moment and gone the next.
Kari fell to her knees and sucked in a quivering breath, still holding onto what was left of Chu Hua.
With Gauntlet's help, Jade limped over and glanced around.
"Where'd she go?" Jade panted.
"Gone," Kari simply answered.
They took one look at Jaws and didn't need a second glance to know it was dead. Despite this, neither of them were able to rest easy. Kari's shoulders were still tense.
"You know… Chu Hua agreed to help me fight Flare… She knew it would be suicide to use that skill and didn't say a thing about it. I don't get it. Why?" Kari cradled the ashes in disbelief.
"What's not to get? Not everyone's out for themselves," Jade said.
"And what's so wrong about being selfish?" she cried, hot tears streaking down her cheeks. "I had to fight for myself since day one!"
All this time Kari had wanted someone to save her. The moment it happened and someone died as a result, the feeling that washed over was an unpleasant one.
Jade pushed Gauntlet and Rocky away to lift Kari by the collar with her remaining arm. "Whoever the fuck put you through enough shit to make you think everyone's out for themselves, I oughta kick their ass. Tsk… Maybe I ain't one to talk. I left you and your friend back in Akiba, so that puts me on the list, huh? Chu Hua though, she made her choice and that was to save us."
Kari couldn't look Jade in the eyes anymore. She was too ashamed. It was easier when she didn't care. When she didn't have anyone to mourn. Chu Hua didn't need to save her, but did so anyway and with a smile. They weren't even friends and had regarded each other as enemies up until yesterday.
Was Kari the only one who thought that way? What did Chu Hua think? That they were friends? It was a question that could no longer be answered.
Jade, maybe in seeing the remorse on her face, let her down and saw the dark clouds beginning to clear away. For whatever reason, it seemed Hurricane's unceasing storm was finally coming to an end.
"I wanted to use her to help me kill Flare. Now I just want her back to tell her that… I… wish I could start over." Kari sighed.
"We ain't getting do-overs. Just like my arm, like Rie… like Chu Hua, they're gone for good. So let's get moving because this apocalypse ain't gonna end itself," Jade urged, facing away to hide the pain on her own face.
"You can be a little more considerate! Chu Hua just gave her life to save both of you!" Rocky pouted.
"No, Jade's right." Feeling a passing breeze blow in, Kari opened her palm to let the winds carry away the rest of Chu Hua's ashes and leave behind a ring beset with a blue gem.
An eerie calm befell Fukuyama as if the ghost city was silently mourning Chu Hua, the Chinese magical girl who, having been called a puppet her whole life, severed her own strings to find freedom at last. No more experiments, no more dancing, and certainly no longer taking orders from Messiah or her captors.
As Kari and Jade were about to leave, they became petrified by a distinct glimmer from a finger on Jaws' right hand. A magical girl ring. It appeared to be embedded into the flesh and was slowly emerging from the skin until it slipped off entirely.
"You seeing this shit?" Jade gasped, picking up the golden band with a swirling black gem.
"It's just like mine and Flare's rings… You can't see them anymore because they're so embedded into our fingers," Kari said.
"Guys, what if Jaws was never a monster like we thought? I… I think it's possible Jaws was a magical girl in the past," Gauntlet suggested as he was flying above Jaws' head.
"We have a way to check that, don't we?" Rocky gulped.
Kari opened the Apocalypse System's communication app, drawing up a list of all magical girls past and present. Jade looked, too. The downside of the app was that it was just a list. It didn't show whether or not they were alive. She did know, however, that the many young faces in Japan were dead as a result of Flare's experiment to test the ring that was currently sitting on Kari's finger.
There had to be some that wasn't the result of having the ring forced on them though. Jade, Candy, and Flare had received theirs by chance and were determined from what anthems called 'potential'.
"This one." Jade directed Kari's attention to a seventeen year old girl named Himawari Furutani.
It was hard to tell because Jaws had no hair and was mouthless. The most defining feature that shook Jade and Kari to their cores was Himawari's diamond marks in her irises. There had to be more. That, too, could just be a coincidence. Some magical girls shared robes and rings of the same color. It wasn't until they saw a mole at the base of Himawari's and Jaws' neck did the coincidences become too much to ignore.
"There's no mistaking it," Kari said.
Jaws and Himawari Furutani were the same person.
"If this is what you and Flare can turn into, then we have a bigger problem on our hands than the apocalypse. That means we all got it in us to become monsters. You're a ticking time bomb, and I dunno how to feel about that." Jade took several steps away from her.
"But I don't feel any different," Kari mumbled, then remembered the faint hunger for souls that gnawed at her.
Flare must be feeling the same way, could she…
"What's wrong?" Jade asked.
Kari's knee-jerk reaction was to hide it from Jade, but she needed to change. She needed to start trusting again.
"You might be right," Kari admitted. "Ever since this ring started burying into my finger, I've been hearing more and more voices. When I started eating souls, I only got hungrier. If Flare is in the same boat from all that she did in the past, then she has to be feeling the same way. I don't think she's after a god's soul for shits and giggles. She's gotten hungry to the point where it might be the only thing that'll satisfy her."
"Because if she doesn't, then what happened to Himawari will happen to her, huh? It will happen to you, too." Jade cursed under her breath.
"Yeah…"
Kari clenched the ring in her hand. She had signed her own death sentence. Himawari's future— what she had become was Kari's future, too. The thought left her in despair, but now, the only thing keeping her going was making sure Makina still had a future.




Chapter 64 - What Future Awaits

Kari turned on the faucet to splash her face with cold water. She didn't stop there. Very meticulously, she began to wash her hair, wipe down her body with wet paper towels, and used a finger to rub toothpaste on her teeth. Rocky was doing the same right up against the mirror. He ran into trouble brushing down a tuft of fur on his head that wouldn't stay down.
A rabbit's way of grooming involved licking their paws to wipe their faces. That wasn't working this time around. It took until Kari wet her hand and kneaded her broken nails into his scalp did they finally work out the matted fur.
Rocky smiled at her, and Kari smiled back.
"Refreshed?" Kari asked.
"Fresher than mint!" Rocky beamed back.
Kari threw on her new clothes, a white t-shirt and a gray hoodie purchased back at the last train terminal they had stopped by. The threads bit uncomfortably into her skin like some crown of thorns. She snapped a loose strand from the sleeve and blew it away. It wasn't due to shoddy material or that the clothing was poorly made. If she had a choice, she would rather dress in the magical girl outfit forever. She just didn't feel safe otherwise.
Even after cleaning up, the reflection of a sad girl with baggy eyes and cracked lips silently judged her disheveled demeanor.
As Kari was about to leave, a throbbing pain in her stomach brought her to the ground. Her vision flashed white. It was hunger, gnawing at her like parasites had wormed their way in and were eating through her guts.
"Is it happening again? Kari?" Rocky worriedly called to her.
The pain subsided, but she was covered in cold sweat again.
"You're hungry again, aren't you?" the anthem hesitated to ask.
"Yeah… But I think I'm fine for now," she answered with uncertainty.
The last time she had eaten a soul was Admiral Hackman's. The longer she went without, the more painful it had become. Although bearable and hardly noticeable at first, it gradually grew worse the longer she went without.
A harsh knock on the door startled both of them.
"Can you hurry the hell up?" an impatient man asked.
Kari pulled the hood over her head, double-checked that [Incognito] was on, and opened the restroom door. An older man with glasses, who stood so close to the door his nose was probably pressed against it when it was shut, mumbled something derisively as she stepped out.
A line had formed. A mother and her two kids were next in line, their legs squeezed shut to keep from leaking and glancing out the train window to distract from nature's call.
"Mama, are we going to grandpa's in Himeji?" a young girl asked.
"Oh… No, dear." The mother's answer came out sullen and she picked her next words carefully. "We're getting off at Kobe. Grandpa will be taking a vacation overseas, so we won't be seeing him for a while."
"Aww! I wanna go, too!"
Kari squeezed past the family and returned to her seat next to Jade at the end of the adjacent car. She was gazing out the window to a Japan that was still mostly intact. At least on this side of the country. They had just passed Okayama and were planning to get off at Kobe, the farthest this shinkansen could go since the terminal in Osaka was destroyed by an incursion.
Bullet trains normally didn't make stops in cities other than where their designated stations were. However, given the state of Japan and millions of people losing their homes, it made an exception to stop in the middle of the tracks at certain locations. If it went any farther into Osaka, the train would derail from the broken tracks anyway.
"How you holding up?" Kari thought to make small talk with Jade but received a snort in response.
"How do you think?" Jade asked, wiggling the left shoulder stump.
She came out lucky since Jaws' blast had also cauterized the wound and prevented her from bleeding out. More so than Kari, she was dressed in thicker clothes. A beanie and hood covered most of her face, and a thick jacket and baggy pants weighed down the magical girl outfit underneath. All for the sake of avoiding attention because she couldn't withstand the pain in human form otherwise, and by extension, unable to activate [Incognito] to keep her identity hidden.
"Hey, what's that guy's name? The one from the cat cafe. You think he'd dig an amputee chick?" Jade took her eyes off the passing scenery beyond the window to meet Kari's for the first time in hours.
"You mean Shuu?" Kari scoffed. "You hardly know him and suddenly you're thinking about having his kids or something?"
"A girl's gotta have a future to look forward to, man. Last boy I dated was a piece of shit. Be nice to date someone with bigger a vocabulary. Real talk, if we make it outta this alive, introduce me to him," she said, almost pleadingly.
"You're the one who said we have a score to settle. If we make it out alive that is…"
By the bewildered look on Jade's face, it seemed to have slipped her mind. She returned to silently gazing out the window.
In the seat in front of Kari, someone was reading the newspaper with headlines that all magical girls were wanted. Public opinion about them had finally shifted since the apocalypse began and the prime minister's suicide note had painted them as enemies. There was no going back. No future waiting for them at the end of it.
Even if the monsters, apocalypse, Hurricane, and Flare were finally dealt with, the entire world no longer regarded them as heroes.
"You still pissed off at me for what happened in Akiba?" Jade suddenly asked.
"No. It's more like I stopped caring," Kari mumbled.
"That so? Guess I should do the same," she said, then squeezed her eyes shut to try and sleep.
Unbeknownst to Jade, the answer had shaken Kari. She was about to ask her what that meant until a commotion drew people to the left side of the train.
"Hey, what is that?"
"It looks like a bull…"
People seated on that side were pressing their faces up against the window. They were distracted by something in the distance. Since Kari was on the opposite side, she couldn't see what it was. However, as the passengers' panic began to grow, she realized something was very wrong.
"Oh, my god— It's going to crash into us!" a woman shrieked.
Gauntlet, who was nestled in Jade's one arm, snapped awake. "Uh… Kari, Boss! We got trouble!"
The instant Kari stood up, she was thrown against the side of the train. Everything went sideways. The lights went dark, and everyone was screaming or crying in pain. The train eventually came to a stop. Ceiling lights with electricity sparking from them flickered back to life.
Kari rubbed her aching nose. She peeled her face off the window in which the impact had left a crack on it. Jade was groaning, sprawled out in an uncomfortable curved posture on her back between the seat and window.
"Ahehe… ahehehahaha!"
Five fingers pried into one end of the train car and ripped the side right off like a banana peel. An enormous humanoid monster, with its thick, dome-like head attached directly to the shoulders was grinning down at them. It had horns flaring out the side of its head and thick muscles that pulled its skin taut. As it reached in to grab a group of screaming children, a golden javelin punctured the hand and forced it back.
Jade cast aside her disguise and flew up to shove away the other hand in its attempt to swat her.
"Hold him there for me!" Kari transformed and planted both feet on the armrest of her seat. She leaped upwards, summoning her soul-weapon on the way out. [Destruction] connected with the monster's chin and sent it launching away from the train.
Kari glanced behind herself to find that most of the shinkansen had derailed. The monster had tackled the train so hard, it caved one of the cars into a V-shape. She dreaded looking inside for any survivors. Thankfully, the other cars were mostly intact if not fallen on their sides.
"This monster must have escaped from a nearby Malevolent Domain," Rocky said.
Lying on the grassy field with its lower jaw destroyed was the monster that had attacked them. It looked like a hairless minotaur, with legs as thick as tree trunks and fists the size of wrecking balls.
Without giving it a chance to get up, Jade made swiss cheese of it with Judgment and pinned it to the ground. However, the volley ended much sooner than Kari expected her to normally dish out. The emerald magical girl dropped like a rock from the sky.
"Jade!" Kari shouted to her.
"It's no use!" Gauntlet replied from his magical girl's side. "She's lost too much blood from earlier!"
The monster climbed back to its feet, feeling up the rippling flesh of its own body punctured up to hell and back. It took one look at Kari and lost interest. Instead, ravenous eyes turned to the incapacitated Jade, lying still and guarded by Gauntlet who wasn't in Grand Cavalry— and ran right for her.
Kari twitched reflexively. She thought to fly and intercept them, but the hunger was returning.
Let her die. Consume her soul once she is killed. Aren't you… starving?
Of all the times the voices had to come back, it was now. Their words left her reeling. But whose was it? Another monster? The fragments of magical girls within her? Or was it her own voice?
"Kari!" Rocky yelled, slapping her repeatedly across the cheek. "You're better than this. Whatever it is, don't listen to it. Listen to yourself, listen to me!"
It was on top of Jade now, two giant fists raised above its head and getting ready to crush her.
"Come Here!" Kari pulled the monster up to her. Since she was still in [Destruction Incarnate], the crushing slam came to a stop on her head as nothing more than a tickle.
Confused, it continued to wail into her to little success. When it finally realized that they were the worst possible match-up, fear sent the monster running.
Kari made short work of the humanoid bestial creature. As it tried to crawl away, digging the same clawed fingers into the dirt as it had the train, she thought it appeared to have a sort of desperation to it.
Then she smashed its head in with the blunt side of her weapon.
[+800,000 Apocalypse points.]
Defeating it brought Kari no sense of satisfaction. Not this time.
As she dragged her feet over to help Jade, a can struck Kari on the side of her head. It fell to the ground and, since the hill was on an incline, began to roll back down until it stopped at the tracks. Someone threw another can at her, but she caught it this time and accidentally crushed it, splashing the contents of coffee on her face.
"Fuck you, Kari!"
Passengers who had gotten out of the train or were peeking over the ripped open side screamed obscenities at her.
"Why didn't you do more to help us!"
"My brother was part of the JSDF you got killed in Kyoto!"
"You're the reason this is happening to us, bitch!"
When Kari glanced over her shoulder, many of them flinched. They held her gaze with glares so full of hatred like an oppressive heat that Flare didn't compare.
Not wanting to stay any longer than her brittle mental state could take, Kari picked Jade up onto her back and flew off. She looked back one more time to see people mourning the ones who died in the other car. All Kari could do was silently apologize for not being the magical girl that could save any of them.
"Where are we going now?" Rocky asked.
"To see an old friend," Kari said.
For the next two hours, they headed in the direction of Nagoya. Kari had to fly over Osaka and Kyoto on the way there. They were harsh reminders of the destruction left behind by her hands, and the inaction of magical girls whose selfish goals had fractured their unity.
They landed on the outskirts of the city at Tomita Park where the Toda River ends and splits into three separate channels of water. Framed by a wall of trees on all four sides, with piles of leaves having fallen to the base from Autumn's arrival, the area provided a decent hiding place for them. The sun had drawn a purple glow across the horizon, and it would soon be dark enough that Flare couldn't see them anymore.
Kari laid Jade down between a tree and row of bushes, facing away from the paved path where pedestrians walked. She dropped magical girl form and turned on [Incognito], then left Gauntlet and Rocky behind to look after Jade while she went in search of a phone booth.
She found one near the north entrance, nestled between a fenced-in tennis court on the left and another on the right. The booth sat across a couple of vending machines on the other side of the walkway. Instead of going right to the booth, Kari visited the vending machines first and knelt down in search of coins. There were a few shining underneath, but the machine was too low on the ground for her arm to reach in.
Fed up trying, Kari picked up a stick on the ground to fish them out. She counted 120 yen, enough for a phone call and a drink. She entered the booth at last to make a call, waiting anxiously with bated breath and counting each ring.
The call didn't connect, and Kari cursed under her breath. She thumbed the coins in her palm, wondering if Shuu was busy and whether it was worth trying again. Sighing, she tossed in another ten yen coin, and it was picked up immediately
"Hello?" Shuu answered.
Kari was so relieved she could cry.
"Hey, Shuu… Could I trouble you for some help?" Kari asked.
"I can't believe who I'm hearing," Shuu said after a pause. "Kari, holy crap. Is that really you?"
"Yeah. Can you do me a favor? I'm at Tomita Park with Jade. Think you can let us crash at your place?"
The next pause lasted longer than she liked
"My friend and her cousin say it's fine if you're alright with the living room," Shuu finally said to her relief. "Need the address? You flying over or what?"
"Can you pick us up? Don't know if I can keep flying anymore." She sighed.
"Alright. Wait there."
The call cut, leaving Kari with the monotonous dial tone.
On her way back to Jade, a scuffle caught Kari's attention. Three men had singled out a poor salaryman who was keeping his head low and ignoring them, hoping they would leave him alone. It didn't work. One of them threw an arm over the guy's shoulder and guided him into the park and into the public restroom.
"Oh, come on. Ya gotta help us out. We're strapped after coming down from Kyoto."
"You heard what happened, right?"
"Spare some cash if you got a heart, bro."
Kari followed after them. The larger of the three, a portly man with a necklace likely made of fake gold and shirt unbuttoned to reveal his beer belly, had a thick arm pressed to the salaryman's throat to pin him against the wall. Meanwhile, the two other cronies rummaged through his pockets.
Another man, this one scrawny, in shades and beanie, saw Kari peeking in and pointed her out.
"Mind your business, kid!" He waved dismissively at her.
The salaryman turned to her with pleading eyes. "Please, help! Call for—"
His pleas were cut short when the man in shades buried a fist into his stomach, knocking the wind from his lungs.
Kari spun on her heels and walked away. But as the beating continued, pangs of guilt gnawed just as painfully as the hunger in her stomach. She marched back inside but in magical girl form, startling all four of them.
"Get out of here," Kari told the salaryman, who then picked up his briefcase and made a run for it.
The other three backed into the wall, eyes wide with fear.
"Y-You're… magical girl Kari…" the fat one stammered.
"If there's anywhere to shit your pants, this is a good place," Kari taunted. "You know, I really fucking hate bullies. Seriously, the worst scum of the Earth. They piss me off so much."
Kari summoned her soul-weapon and brought [Ruin] right up to the fat man's neck. When she gazed into his terrified eyes, she didn't see a human being, but an entree. Her mouth salivated. The tantalizing thought of consuming another soul was all that filled her mind. The desire to sate the hunger was so great it left her quivering.
"They ain't worth it." Jade appeared in a gust of wind that kicked up resting leaves, holding tight the end of the shaft to keep Kari from cutting through. She was flanked by Rocky and Gauntlet, both showing worry.
"No one's going to miss them," Kari said, eyes held fast on the man before her. "I'll be doing the world a favor getting rid of guys like them. Kill two birds with one stone, too. My stomach won't feel like it's blending itself."
"For how long? Half a day? Then you're back to starving for more, and more, and more— When's it gonna end? What's your girl gonna think?" she asked.
Kari shut her eyes, fighting back her baser instincts. She relented and vanished the weapon from her hands, then dropped magical girl form.
"Beat it." Jade growled at the three, causing them to book it as fast as their legs could carry.
She sat down on the dirty restroom floor and clutched her stomach. "I'm just… so fucking hungry… It's getting harder and harder to think about anything else. I see a human being, and I wonder how their souls taste. Earlier, when you passed out, I almost wanted to let you get killed so I could eat your soul. If it wasn't for Rocky—"
"Not Rocky. That was you, Kari. You made that decision to save me. Can't believe I'm saying this to you, but thanks. Maybe you ain't so bad, rookie."
When Kari looked up, Jade had a hand extended down to her. Seeing it left her in tears. She had been crying a lot lately, and it didn't feel good. Why couldn't this have been the sight she saw back in Akiba? Before everything went to shit?
Before she could take Jade's hand, the sound of multiple helicopters' beating blades boomed rhythmically in the distance.
"Kari Tachibana, come out with your hands in the air. We have Tomita Park surrounded by the JSDF and police. You have nowhere to go. Surrender peacefully," someone called to her through a megaphone.




Chapter 65 - Assassin's Blade

Helicopters and police sirens blared in the distance, growing ever closer to the park. Wind kicked up by the chopper blades blew dust and leaves into the bathroom. After everything Kari had done, her sins were finally catching up. All the cold-blooded murder of innocent lives, leaving and leading people to their deaths, and using them to suit her own ends… just like the cacophonous cries of countless souls when she was in imprisoned on that ship, they were coming to collect their due of her.
"What do we do? There's people with guns all over the place!" Rocky exclaimed, peeking outside and having his fur blown a mess from the gust.
Kari and Jade traded glances.
"I'm not turning myself in," Kari told them. "Even if the whole world wants me dead, I don't plan on stopping until I get to Flare first. I know I've made mistakes, but I lost too damn much to put the mantle down now."
Jade sucked on her teeth and paced to one end of the bathroom and back. She grabbed the edges of the sink, staring into the drain as though searching the abyss for an answer.
"Meaning you're gonna kill 'em if they come in guns blazing?" Jade asked.
"If it comes down to that? Yeah," Kari answered curtly.
Heavy footfalls were approaching the bathroom.
Kari was about to transform until Jade grabbed her by the hoodie's collar, pinned her against the wall, and dropped magical girl form.
"What are you—"
"Turn on Incognito," Tsubasa whispered, the strain in her voice showing. Back in human form, she no longer had the resilience to withstand the pain of a charred stub from her missing arm. Cold sweat broke out all over her face, and her eyes winced with obvious agony.
A JSDF soldier with a riot shield entered the bathroom. He was followed by another, who crouched to his knees behind the barrier and leaned off to the side with a rifle pointed at them.
"Is that them?" the one holding the shield asked, voice filled with urgency.
"You guys mind?" Tsubasa glanced over her shoulder and sighed. "Kinda hard to show my girl a good time with an audience."
"The hell? It's just kids out past curfew," his partner said.
[Incognito] was working its magic. Neither JSDF men recognized Kari and Jade.
Still holding the gun raised, he reached for a radio on his chest with the other hand. "We found two girls in the bathroom, not Kari and Jade, but—"
Whatever conversation they were having became one-sided. Both soldiers stopped talking and became as still as statues. They listened quietly to the radio chatter that was inaudible to Kari from across the bathroom.
"They know," Kari whispered.
"No, they don't. Just shut up," Tsubasa hushed her.
"We came out here to search for two magical girls and found two girls instead, so you'll have to bear with us how suspicious this is. I'm going to ask a question, and I want both of you to answer it at the same time— What's her name?" The JSDF officer with the rifle gestured to Kari.
Easy.
[Kari: Say Rika.]
"Rika," Kari and Tsubasa answered without hesitation.
Both men uttered sighs of relief, almost like they were glad not to have run into the magical girls. Thanks to the communications app of the Apocalypse System, a trick like that was never going to work.
"And the other?"
[Jade: Tsuki.]
"Tsuki," they answered together.
Although they succeeded in their test, neither officers seemed particularly convinced just yet.
"Okay, we're going to need you two to step out of the bathroom. Slowly!"
Kari's eyes darted to the two anthems, who had their backs pressed to the ceiling by the door and were likely invisible if the JSDF personnel didn't see them. She caught Tsubasa's gaze and nodded.
The two picked up their bags and slowly followed the JSDF out of the bathroom. What had previously been an empty park was now swarming with police and military. The camo greens of JSDF and dark blues of local law enforcement were leaving no stone in the park unturned, and some were holding the leash to dogs sniffing around. Multiple helicopters in the sky shined giant spotlights to the ground. One blinded Kari and Tsubasa as they were escorted out.
Kari held her breath as they were guided to the north entrance past the tennis courts, currently barricaded by several police cars, an armored personnel carrier, and a line of police officers who were keeping both press and the curious public at bay. She expelled a sigh when they were brought to the other side of the police tape where civilians were standing.
The JSDF officer lowered his rifle, and in a fatherly tone said, "Try not to stay out too late. If the police found you first instead of us, they would have called your parents. Canoodle at a hotel next time, alright?"
"Ain't no jobs hiring a woman with one arm," Tsubasa joked after clearing her throat and looking up at the helicopter passing overhead. "You guys really called down the cavalry, huh? What's going on that you guys gotta hunt magical girls?"
"You kids should turn on the news for once instead of checking your tweets. Magical girl Kari and Hurricane are wanted. No idea about Jade, but she was last seen with Kari on a train that derailed out of Okayama. All anyone knows is that none of the magical girls are who they say anymore," he said.
"What about Flare?" Kari suddenly asked.
The question drew the attention of a couple of policemen, and both JSDF officers took a hard look at Kari.
"You don't know?" a police officer asked from behind the partition tape. "Flare willingly turned herself in at Sendai this morning."
"What?" Tsubasa and Kari uttered at the same time.
"Happened this morning. Flare walked right into the Miyagi Prefectural. Heard she's going to be transferred over to the JGSDF at Camp Sendai though," he explained.
"What about Mak— Muse?!" Kari startled the policeman with her distress.
"Muse? Who's Muse?" His genuine confusion baffled Kari. She quietly backed away and stared at the ground.
Makina should have been with Flare. Did that mean she turned herself in, too?
"I know Muse," another police officer chimed in. "My brother in law saw her out of Okinawa. Plays music as her powers, right? Last I heard, she went after that giant snake monster off the coast of Tosashimizu when it destroyed an American Fleet. Haven't seen or heard from her since."
Tsubasa put a hand on Kari's shoulder and gestured that they should get going. Thanking their lucky stars that it didn't end in a bloody fight, they walked away before any more attention could be drawn to them. Her outbursts had already caught the eyes of the crowd gathered behind the police tape.
They stopped under a streetlight some ways away from the park. Many people were looking out the windows of their houses or standing just beyond the door to see what was happening.
Kari's thoughts were in far too much disarray to respond. After Flare and Makina left her on that beach, they must have stopped at Sendai on the way to Hokkaido.
Could Makina have died? Or Flare had killed her for points or in a bout of hunger for souls?
Kari quickly checked the communications app and brought up the list of magical girls in Japan. Most of the magical girls were dead, contacting them wouldn't get a response. Makina's name was among them, listed as Muse.
[Kari: Makina! Where are you? Tell me you're alive, please! If you see this message, ask your anthem to show you the communications app. Just say something to me. Anything!]
Nothing.
[Kari: Come on… I know you're angry with me. That's fine. I just want to know if you're okay.]
Still nothing.
Kari's eyes began to sting and her nose wrinkled.
"Oh, no. Kari! Get your emotions in order— you're about to transform in public again!" Rocky whispered.
Yes, give in. Become an avatar of destruction and take revenge. Let your anger be your strength as it has in the past.
"Just be quiet already… Stop talking… I don't want you creeping in my fucking head again," Kari growled.
"Kari…" Rocky floated down to hug her arm. The gentle touch pulled her back from the brink of losing herself again.
With every steady and controlled breath, Kari reigned herself back under control. That damn voice again, coming out when she needed quiet the most.
"You good?" Tsubasa asked, extending a hand to her.
Kari realized now that she was leaning slumped against the utility pole. She brushed Tsubasa's hand away, then noticed the emerald frills underneath her multiple layers of clothing. Jade had transformed, probably thinking that she was going to go berserk.
"Until I see for myself, Makina isn't dead," Kari said.
"What's the plan now? Do we go to Hokkaido and take the fight to Hurricane?" Gauntlet asked the group.
Kari didn't believe Flare would turn herself in just for the hell of it. It had to be a trick.
Some people were looking their way. If Kari had transformed right then and there, she would have been found out immediately.
"For now, let's—"
"Wait, over there! That's Shuu!" Rocky pointed to a lone minivan parked by the curb.
Kari recognized it as the same one Shuu's friend had driven up to Nekomura to pick him up with. Shuu was alone, sitting in the driver's seat and leaning out the window, eyes tracking the helicopters flying above that were searching for them.
"You think he sold us out after you called him?" Jade asked.
"Don't know, but I'm going to find out," Kari said, storming over to the vehicle.
Before Shuu realized what was going on, Kari had entered the passenger's seat and Jade in the backseat behind him.
"Uh. Excuse me, ladies. This isn't a rideshare," Shuu said.
As soon as they switched off [Incognito] and the anthems lost their invisibility, Shuu recoiled from shock.
"Holy shit— Kari?" Shuu murmured her name in disbelief.
What the hell, Shuu? I asked you for help, so you call the police and military on me? I'm not going to do anything to you. I just want to know why," Kari said.
"You— What? Okay, I know how it looks, but I'm serious when I say it wasn't me!" he insisted.
"We just gotta accept it was pure coincidence?" Jade chimed in, causing Shuu to make a double-take over his shoulder.
"Geez! Jade is here, too? My frail heart can't take any more surprises… Look, there's no way in hell they could have mobilized a force that big so quickly after the call. I came here to pick you guys up, but I ran into a police barricade."
The two of them fell silent to give it some thought.
"Guy gives a compelling argument," Jade said.
"Screw off. You just want to get in his pants." Kari groaned.
"I'm sorry? Alright, I think I'm the one who deserves answers here. I know those guys are looking for you. Did you really kill all those people?" Shuu quietly asked.
"Whatever you heard about me is probably true," she answered after a pause.
"Wow." He sighed. "Not even going to deny it."
"If you were the one who called us in, I don't blame you. So I get it if you want me gone. After all the shit that's happened, I just wanted to say I'm glad you're doing alright." When Kari reached for the door handle, Shuu switched on the ignition.
"I already let the people I'm staying with know that you were coming over and were okay with it. Both of you look like shit, so why don't you come by, wash up, and grab something to eat before leaving?" Shuu suggested.
"Brave of you, champ. You ain't part of the camp that thinks magical girls are out for blood?" Jade asked, making herself comfortable by reclining the seat.
He scoffed at the thought. "If you were out for blood, a whole lot more people would be dead."
They drove into the heart of Nagoya, one of the biggest urban cities in Japan. It was one of few metropolises that was spared from the apocalypse, as evidenced by the bustling sidewalks and crowded intersections, and likely a lot more populous now after people from destroyed cities flooded in to seek refuge.
Sports centers and larger parks were converted into temporary shelters in the form of tents, small modular houses, and sleeping bags laid out on the ground for those who lost their homes. JSDF and police patrolled every avenue, their many vehicles parked nearby and ready to respond to a potential monster attack. Apparently, for magical girl attacks, too.
Shuu pulled into a narrow red asphalt street, sandwiched in by rows of modern two-story townhouses. There were mostly bikes here, which leaned against the back of houses. He parked under a wooden awning at the back of a home that looks no different than the others. How anyone living here could know which house belonged to whom was beyond Kari.
As they exited the car, they were greeted by a woman smoking in front of the back door. She sported shoulder-length black hair, bags under her eyes behind tarnished glasses in need of replacing, and dressed in light blue scrubs.
"Yo." The woman jerked her head up at them.
"This is Yuuko's cousin, Chiyo," Shuu introduced her. "Yuuko is my friend who you saw picking me up at Nekomura."
"You guys fine with magical girls staying at your place? Even with the news of us going around?" Jade asked.
Chiyo took a long drag of the cigarette. "I think the news is feeding us a crock of shit if you ask me. You're welcome to stay a few days. Hope you don't mind the cats."
She let drop the cigarette butt into a round container at her feet that was originally meant for incense. When Chiyo opened the door for them to enter, a dozen cats strewn about the living room perked up.
"Oh… not again…" Rocky shivered.
Rocky and Gauntlet were immediately pounced upon by the cats. It didn't matter if they were as high as the ceiling. Cats would always find a way.
Chiyo's place, although absent of any decorations, was well-furnished, with two couches surrounding a glass coffee table and facing a flat-screen TV. Beyond the living room was the kitchen, partitioned off by a half wall, and a door leading out front where cars were zooming by. To the right was a flight of stairs that led up to three rooms and a shared bathroom.
Another woman, this one with long, dark brown hair and dressed comfortably in her ivory blouse and brown skirt, paused at the top of the stairs upon seeing them. She shook away the initial surprise and briskly descended the stairs.
"I-I'm Yuuko. It's nice to meet you two." Yuuko bowed.
"Well, shit." Jade snorted. "Must be a dream living with two babes."
Shuu groaned. "It's not like that. Chiyo's married. Her husband's also a nurse, and he's been called to lend a hand to an understaffed hospital in Shizuoka. Yuuko's got a boyfriend in—"
"Had," Yuuko somberly corrected him. "My boyfriend died in Osaka…"
"Right… Sorry, Yuuko. I forgot," he apologized.
Osaka? That was the place where they had fought the Hundun seraph, and it was also where the entire region was blanketed in fleshy growths.
As though sensing the tension, several of the cats stopped playing with Rocky and Gauntlet in favor of rubbing their heads against Yuuko's leg to console her.
"I had a little too hot of a bath, so I'm going to take a walk outside," Yuuko said, hastily leaving from the front door.
"Don't mind her. Everyone's lost someone at this point." Chiyo sighed, then went into the kitchen to open the fridge. "You girls hungry? We got… leftover barbecue."
Yuuko never did come back, but Chiyo assured them that she disappeared from time to time and always wound up back home before morning. Kari and Jade welcomed their hospitality, and they were given a filling meal after ages of eating junk food and instant noodles on the go.
By the time midnight rolled around, Chiyo had turned in early. Kari and Shuu stayed in the living room. Jade was taking a shower upstairs, and the anthems were fast asleep at one corner of the couch.
"I'm surprised. The cats aren't afraid of you this time," Shuu said of a white and black cat having taken residence on Kari's lap.
Kari brushed a hand across the cat's spine, causing it to arch up to her touch. Soft and fuzzy, warm to the touch, it reminded her of Makina's hair.
"Maybe they should be. I don't know if I deserve it." Kari frowned, gently scratching the cat's chin.
"That's for the cats to decide, not you." He raised a can of beer to his lips and was disappointed to find it empty. "Say, I'm actually missing a cat. It was my manager's favorite. Tiny little bean, black and friendly. Don't suppose you came across him when I left?"
Aba. Kari had forgotten all about him. They had forgotten. Sachi was in love with that little guy. Then the apocalypse went full throttle. Poor thing was probably already dead, buried under rubble somewhere.
"Yeah," Kari answered. "But I wasn't able to save him. I'm sorry."
Shuu nodded sadly as though he expected that, then got to his feet. "I see… Well, don't be sorry. You can't save everyone and everything, so don't try to shoulder it all on yourself. Get some sleep. Save what you can tomorrow, alright?"
He gave her a pat on the back and went upstairs to turn in, too.
When Kari looked down at the stretched out cat on her lap, she was reminded of Aba, and then of Sachi. As she thought to make contact through the communications app again, holding out hope that Sachi would respond, a message came through first.
[Sachi: I hear you're in Nagoya. Wanna meet up?]
It was like seeing a supernatural phenomenon. Before answering, Kari checked for active incursions in Japan, and unlike what happened with Candy, nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary. Only Hokkaido was in an active state. So that meant Sachi wasn't being controlled.
[Kari: You scared me half to death. Where have you been all this time?]
[Sachi: Long story. Let's talk in person instead. I'll send you my coordinates.]
The Apocalypse System generated a map of Nagoya's entirety, and a red blip appeared miles away from this house. Not wanting to waste time, Kari left to go find Sachi alone and stayed out of the air to avoid being seen by helicopters.
Sachi's coordinates led her to the bridge of a riverbank at the edge of the city. Murky water rushed past and grass here hadn't been mowed in ages.
[Kari: I'm here. Where are you?]
No answer.
A chill ran up Kari's spine. She transformed and spun around in time to catch a flying dagger by the handle that came just inches away from her face.
"Sachi?" Kari called out.
"Been a while, hasn't it?" Emerging from the cloak of darkness and holding another shiv by the tip of its blade was Sachi, clad in her magical girl form.
The forlornness written all over Sachi's demeanor gave Kari pause. The excitement from seeing her alive and well vanished when it became clear the other magical girl didn't share the same sentiments about their reunion.
The dagger that Kari had caught vanished from her grasp and reappeared in Sachi's other hand.
"I'm guessing you're not here to catch up?" Kari asked.
"I didn't want things to turn out this way either, but a lot can change in a month. I'm sorry I have to do this." Sachi flung both daggers at Kari, who braced herself to dodge them.
However, both weapons curved hard. One plunged into the ground at Kari's feet and the other behind her. They moved on their own, carving a circle and erecting a magical dome. The skill imprisoned her, but more than that— she was unable to escape.
"Why? Just because I didn't help you fight Flare?" Kari shouted. "I thought we were friends!"
Pain briefly flashed across Sachi's face, but she shook it away. "I was the only one who thought that! You didn't. I went to the only one who could kill Flare, and Hurricane only asked me to do one thing. I'm sorry, Kari, but I need your soul-weapon— Assassin's Blade!"
Both daggers returned to Sachi's hands and their blades grew to the length of longswords. They glowed intensely with magic, skittering up and down the metal like sparks of electricity. Magic, which Kari feared, was strong enough to defeat her.




Chapter 66 - Sachi's Gambit

Kari saw the cross-shaped slash coming and shouted, "Stampede!"
The skill propelled her forward and shattered the barrier, but Sachi vanished not a second before the hit connected. Kari swiped empty air instead, and she whipped around to find the assassin stumbling a few paces like a sprinter coming to a hard stop.
"If it's a game of rock, paper, scissors, you know I win the second I activate my empowered form," Kari warned, calling Sachi's bluff on the magic-infused weapons.
"I can flip between physical and magical damage, Kari. My class is the perfect counter to you!" Sachi vanished again.
So much for that, Kari thought, clicking her tongue.
Without Rocky, she didn't have the leisure of going wild and relying on sigils. Jumping straight into [Destruction Incarnate] would sap half her health and all her magic. She was confident, however, recalling Sachi's stats that the assassin didn't boast much health or defenses. Unfortunately, the trade-off of being fragile was in having significant physical prowess and speed.
"Over here," Sachi's disembodied voice taunted her from every direction.
Not even a tap on the pavement. As Sachi moved, she didn't so much as disturb the wind. Kari couldn't rely on her sight or hearing to find where Sachi would attack from, but—
Kari swung wide, carving only the winds. Then the attacks came from nowhere and everywhere at once.
A cut across the back.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 275/320]
A lateral slice across both arms when Kari raised her soul-weapon to defend herself.
Health: [275/320 ⇒ 230/320]
A stab into the shoulder when she lashed out at random.
Health: [230/320 ⇒ 185/320]
Sachi had gotten strong. Really strong. It was the strength of a magical girl who boosted several levels after snatching the points from a defeated seraph, and with the addition of a subclass Kari could only make guesses on, the assassin was sure to have more tricks up her sleeve.
Kari was hurt all over. She pressed her back against the cold concrete and metal of the bridge railing to catch her breath. When she rubbed the cut on her forearm, it seared her fingertips like touching a stovetop. The cuts Sachi had inflicted didn't bleed. They were cauterized on hit. Magic burns, it looked like. Those swords dished out magic damage alright.
What were her options? Hope Jade was awake and ask for help through the communications app? Run or hide?
Couldn't take the fight to the skies or someone might see. Glancing over the edge of the bridge, it didn't look to be a long drop from up here.
The girl before her, another high school student and magical girl, was only Sachi Tamura. A bully who, alongside Ena, once tormented Kari and Makina. Kari had every reason to kill her, seize the points, and grow stronger. Maybe strong enough to fight Flare and Hurricane, and end the apocalypse. But at what cost?
A question that Kari hadn't given much thought to until recently, after losing Chu Hua, who sacrificed her life to save this hybrid monster-to-be.
Sachi's posture wasn't anything like when they had fought the Messiah magical girls together. Kari knew that if she really wanted to, those hits she landed could very well have been from the shiv and drew blood. Instead, Sachi chose to use those swords to hit her health instead. There was a part of her that could still be reached. Or so Kari hoped.
"I don't want to fight you, but I'm not going to hold back if you're really trying to kill me!' Kari shouted, stretching her arms along the railing.
"Then give me your soul-weapon," Sachi demanded.
"You know that's not going to happen." She slowly positioned herself until the water was just below her.
"Thought so— Assassin's Shiv!"
A volley of daggers flung her way.
Kari threw herself over the barrier and landed with a splash. Cold water up to her ankles seeped into the boots. It was shallow just like she hoped. Sachi landed from the other side of the bridge and wasted no time, flinging deadly shivs down the way. Using the soul-weapon, Kari easily deflected them all. The real test came now…
Sachi vanished from sight again with Shroud. The water, Kari zeroed her eyes to, wasn't splashing. However, the assassin's movements very slightly parted the waters in her approach. Sachi was flying to avoid making a sound, but there was only so much she could do to mask how she affected the surroundings.
"Gotcha."
Kari pivoted on her right and swung an uppercut, the attack knocking away a piece of metal. Sachi emerged from her invisibility and forfeited her ambush by somersaulting away.
"How the hell?" Sachi extended her palm to receive the shiv back. She wasn't dumb. It took her a single glance at her feet to see the ripples in the water for her to realize.
"Well, what now? I'll know where you're coming now, and it's only going to take one good hit to knock you out of form. So you still want to fight? Because I can do this all day," Kari said, propping her soul-weapon on her shoulder.
Without saying a thing, Sachi flung two shivs. They came at a wide arc from the left and right. Kari leaped back, intending to deflect them but something caught her feet as she landed. Two muddy constructs, halfway formed out of the creek, clutched tightly onto her legs.
"You're a Summoner?" Kari gasped, then glanced up in time to feel the bite of Sachi's shiv. The cold steel— the soul-carving blade, punctured through her being. Just as Yuria had done it, now it was Sachi who held the handle which was quickly soaked in blood.
"Looks like it's my win," Sachi said.
"Wanton Smash!"
Sachi dashed back as the skill went off. [Wanton Smash] demolished the constructs, painting mud on the sloped banks. Showered by cold and rank mists from the filthy water kicked up by the hit, Kari doubled over in pain. She pressed a hand to the wound on her stomach as hot blood stained the outfit.
The assassin flicked the excess blood from the shiv, throwing red droplets into the murky waters and staining the concrete walkway. She raised the knife to her eyes to let a single drop fall onto her palm and clenched it shut.
"Jack of All Weapons lets me use any magical girl's soul-weapon. All it takes is a drop of blood." Sachi opened her palm, allowing the bloodstain to expand and take shape.
Kari tightened her grip on [Destruction and Ruin] only for nails to bite into her skin. The soul-weapon disappeared and was now in Sachi's hand. The assassin marveled at the giant weapon, but her distractedness was her mistake.
"I don't think so." Kari extended a hand to Sachi. "Come Here!"
An invisible force ripped the soul-weapon from Sachi, bringing it back into Kari's grasp.
"What— No! No!" Sachi's demeanor wrinkled with frustration. She smeared the bloodstained blade against her palm, but it wouldn't reform the soul-weapon into her grasp again.
"You stab me as many times as you want to take from me, but as long as I'm conscious, I'll keep taking it back," Kari said. "Or we can just talk! You know, like we used to?"
"I don't want to talk! I don't care. I don't care! Flare took everything from me! She took away my best friend, my parents, and my home… I don't have anyone or anything to go back to! If I can just see her dead, it'll be enough for me!" she cried deliriously, throwing a tantrum by stomping the creek and splashing water everywhere.
Seeing Sachi whine so pitifully, Kari almost let her soul-weapon drop. She walked only three steps before two shivs plunged into the water at her feet, almost as though Sachi was begging her not to come any closer. After all, they could have struck her instead.
"Why did you really try to offer me the ring back then? You remember when you tried to give it to me, right? You told me I can take my revenge on Flare with this power. So why did you stop me in Kyoto?" Sachi asked, her lips quivering as she spoke.
"Because things were different back then. I made a deal with Flare, to kill Hurricane and Chu Hua for her. In exchange, she would leave you and Makina alone for good," Kari confessed at last, not that it would matter keeping it a secret any longer since Flare reneged on it by messing with Makina.
"You…" She drew a sharp breath, the revelation causing her grip on the shiv to falter.
"Maybe I should have told you sooner," Kari continued. "But I was afraid of Flare killing any of us if she knew I told you. It doesn't matter now though. Flare turned Makina into a magical girl, and I need help bringing her back, so please—"
"Makina, huh… I take it you had no choice, but it's obvious you didn't make the deal for my sake. It was for Makina, wasn't it?" Sachi wiped the tears from her eyes and met Kari's gaze with renewed conviction.
"No, it wasn't just—"
"Back when you first reached out to me, I knew. There's no way you would've cared about talking to me. Who makes friends with their bully, right? But I know how it works. I've been backstabbed and used before by girls worse than Ena. When we started hanging out, it's because you wanted to use me to get back at her. That's fine with me because that's how it's always worked. So no hard feelings, Kari!"
Cold mud crept up Kari's legs again, holding her in place. Sachi flung two shivs from a distance. It was the same trick, but she was ready this time.
"Final Siege!" Kari created a copy of Sachi from the mud right before the assassin vanished. But Sachi was cutting through the winds at breakneck speeds, so fast that she created wakes in the water. As Kari felt the tip of the knife at her throat, she uttered [Stampede] and smashed into the earthen clone point blank.
The impact sent them both hurtling away from each other. Sachi skidded and landed face down in the water. Kari flexed her back to the bristles of weeds poking into her. Both of them climbed unsteadily back to their feet.
While Sachi pushed herself up by her knees and elbows, coughing up her lungs, Kari didn't wait to give her a chance to recover.
"Come Here!"
With a gasp and shriek, Sachi came flying up to Kari. She swung [Ruin] hard, but seeing Sachi's fear brought the bladed edge to a stop. The hands which held the weapon trembled, but every fiber in her body down to the last cell wanted to do it. Even the abyss in her stomach wanted to eat. But she held back by will alone and tossed her soul-weapon before giving into temptation. Losing hold of the weapon, her hands found purchase on shaking shoulders instead.
Kari began to tear up, staring into Sachi's horrified eyes.
"I can't do it… I don't want to kill you, Sachi. I don't want Minato's sacrifice to be for nothing," Kari cried.
"You used to be a lot more ruthless. I'm sorry, Kari. I have to do this." Sachi plunged the shiv forward, but a whistling, golden javelin forced her to jump away.
"If you wanna gut Kari, then get in line." Jade leaned against the railing on the bridge, five javelins around her, poised to strike again. Her eyes went wide with recognition upon seeing Sachi. "Hey, I remember you."
"Damn it, Kari! I had a feeling you were coming out alone again!" Rocky pouted.
Jade, Rocky, and Gauntlet arrived in the nick of time. Finding herself outnumbered, Sachi cursed under her breath.
"Sachi's with Hurricane now. They want my soul-weapon," Kari told the others.
"For what? To fight Flare with? You have a better chance with us than that cunt Hurricane," Jade said.
Sachi shook her head. "Maybe things would've been different if Candy was still alive, but she isn't, and I've seen how strong Hurricane and her pet monster are. So I'm going to take my chances with her. She did ask me to try and convince you to join her one last time. What do you say about fighting Flare? All four of us?"
Kari and Jade traded glances.
"Take the offer back to Hurricane, and tell her to shove it up her ass. Better yet, tell her I'm coming to do it for her," Jade said.
"Figures." Sachi sighed, vanishing from sight and only her echoing voice remained. "I don't stand a chance against both of you, so this is where I dip."
"Sachi, wait!" Kari shouted.
Sachi's words echoed from nowhere in particular. "I wouldn't suggest fighting Hurricane. Take that time to visit your loved ones before it's too late. Wish I could do the same, but that's not possible for me anymore…"
An eerie calm returned to this remote part of Nagoya. Under the bridge where nothing but the insects were buzzing, Kari's mind was aflame with resentment for herself from not being able to do more. She dropped to her knees, shedding her magical girl form, and pounded into the water and concrete riverbed.
"I don't have anyone else either…" Kari mumbled.
"What happened? I thought you two were tight?" Jade asked.
Kari ripped a handful of weeds growing along the cracks in the bank. "Not after I screwed it all up."
They returned to Chiyo's place and startled Shuu who was in the kitchen. He choked on the water he was drinking the second they burst through the door.
"What the hell happened?" Shuu asked, shutting the fridge door and switching on the living room lights.
"Street brawl," Tsubasa said, helping Kari to the couch, where she slumped down still squeezing the open cut on her stomach.
"I'll get Chiyo." He ran upstairs and seconds later, returned with Chiyo and Yuuko in tow.
"Uh. That's the sort of wound you need to go to a hospital for," Chiyo said after a quick glance.
"We're not going to the hospital." Kari groaned. "Just stitch me up."
Chiyo relented, fetching from the bathroom a suture kit. Kari lied down on the couch for the nurse to do what she did best. In no time at all, she cleaned the wound and closed it shut, leaving behind a professional stitchwork.
"Sorry for waking you," Kari said after being stitched up.
"Well, I gotta get to work in an hour anyway. No sleep when there are thousands more like you that need help during the apocalypse. Try not to move around too much." Chiyo nodded to them, then went back upstairs with her cousin.
The cats, many of which were woken up by the commotion earlier, had gathered at the foot of the couch and stared. Shuu shooed most of them away as he took a seat on the other couch, eyes fixed on his laptop.
"As much as I'd like to sit still, we have to head to Hokkaido. Whatever Hurricane's planning with that last seraph, we need to stop her." Kari sat up, feeling the cut biting back as she did.
"They ain't gonna make it easy." Tsubasa came back from the kitchen with a beer in hand. "But I'm thinking we pay Flare a visit first."
Kari threw an appalled look her way and didn't find any hint of joking.
"There's no way I'm keeping my shit in check if I see her face," Kari warned.
Tsubasa jerked her chin towards Shuu. "Before I went to fetch you, Shuu and I found something interesting."
Shuu turned the laptop around to show Kari. On the screen was a blurry image of the fiery magical girl herself and Blaze. They were battling something out at sea, a large being that must have been a Malevolent Domain or angel-class monster.
"We looked into Flare," Shuu said. "The photo's metadata tells me that it was taken three years ago on the twelfth of June by a phone camera. Must have been an ancient phone, because the resolution and bit size of the picture is tiny. What really boggles my mind is how there's no other record of it. None. This is a unique picture that hasn't been shared until recently."
"I don't get why that's supposed to be important?" Kari asked.
He cleared his throat and brushed a hand over his disheveled hair. "Because of how popular magical girls are, you'd think whoever took this would have shared it. Hell, even the shittiest photo of you guys will easily earn tens of thousands of impressions on the web. You're telling me the person that snapped this pic just kept it in their gallery for shits and giggles?"
"Three years ago," Tsubasa began, taking a seat on the couch's armrest and nursing on the beer, "was when she fought an angel off the coast of Hachinohe. Chances are, some lone fisherman snapped that photo."
"Weren't you and Flare already a team? She just went out and fought this thing on her own?" Kari asked, intending to patronize her.
Tsubasa didn't take the bait and answered casually. "I would've gotten thrashed, but I did offer to help. Flare told me to sit out. Said she would handle it. My guess why she went alone? The easy answer is to hog all the points herself. Or… you can take a closer look."
Shuu zoomed into Flare's hand. This close up made the picture incredibly pixelated. Kari thought she saw a stick in hand, but it was thick like a branch and had a sharpened point on one end.
"A stake," Kari whispered, recognizing it from the glimpse into the past when she had taken Inyanga's hand.
It belonged to Jhenne, a magical girl from South Africa who wielded a soul-carving weapon, manipulated by Flare and whatever voices spoke to her to turn on the others. Flare had taken and kept it hidden since then, which would mean she had the ability to tear souls out of monsters if she wanted to. Or mortally wound magical girls.
"So you want to confront Flare about the stake?" Kari asked. "We'd have to get through the JGSDF in Sendai that's holding her."
"Lucky for us, I helped the military in your month-long absence to be on good terms with them. At least enough that they don't want to put a bullet in my head like they want to with you. We get there, I talk to 'em, talk to her, find out where your girl is, and if you want to take your chances at killing her afterwards, then be my guest." Tsubasa tipped the rest of the beer down her mouth and crushed the can.
"You two are going to have to get through more than just the JSDF," Shuu said, navigating through the web browser to a livestream of a drone flying over the city, where thousands of people have packed the streets of Sendai. Braving the cold, they marched through the city, waving pickets and signs, stalling traffic for miles in every direction, and clashing with law enforcement and military.
Protests in Japan rarely happened on a scale like this before. The people were always so reserved and didn't have a single confrontational bone in their bodies. However, seeing from a bird's eye view of the masses was as impressive as it was terrifying.
Because they all had a single, unified message to give: Free Flare!




Chapter 67 - A Sun That Burns All

Kari walked out into the sun and felt its tender warmth for the first time in ages. The shining rays of a passing summer beamed down on her like she was wrapped in an electric blanket, completely unlike the sweltering sun back in August. All that time the oppressive heat from Flare keeping an eye on them was exhausting. The sun had always gotten inexplicably brighter and hotter during odd times. Now, including the storm being gone, at least on this side of the country, it was as though an apocalypse never existed.
The ringing bell of a bicycle drew Kari's eyes down the left of the backstreet she was on. Kari took a step back off the street, but for whatever reason transformed and summoned [Destruction and Ruin]. The cyclist couldn't have stopped in time. She struck out too fast, cleaving the soul from its body.
The kicking and screaming soul clung helplessly to the blade. Wispy appendages like smoke were reaching for the body, which lay several meters away and collapsed on the ground. It was a man, dressed in a black work suit and graying hair spilling out from under the helmet. Next to the body was his bike, the front wheel still rolling and squeaking.
Kari hooked a finger on the warm soul and opened her salivating mouth. She could taste it already, the appetizing soul of man.
"Kari?"
Panicking, she whipped around to Shuu's croaking morning voice. He emerged from the back door of the house, tying the belt of a black and red plaid bathrobe as he stepped out.
Kari glanced down the back street and was relieved that the same cyclist was alive, speeding away to work. She swallowed the lump in her throat, realizing now that she wasn't transformed or wielding the soul-weapon, and neither was she holding a soul.
It was just her imagination. She hadn't killed again. But she couldn't shake the sensation of her soul-weapon's cold metal shaft and the writhing soul. That relief, however, was quickly dashed by the returning hunger.
"Hey, Shuu." Kari cleared her throat and shook away the jitters. "Woke up early and thought I'd get some air."
"I don't blame you. Seems like forever since I've seen or felt sunlight. Feels even longer since I've seen the sky without all the clouds." Shuu walked out and looked past the rooftops to the clear blue sky.
While Shuu stared up, Kari glanced down at her trembling fingers. Clenching did little to abate the shaking.
"Hungry?" Shuu asked, having taken notice of her shivering. "Chiyo ordered some American breakfast delivery. Grab some free grub like you always do before taking off, alright?"
When Kari entered the house, she was greeted by maple syrup and pancakes, hash browns, sausages, and cream cheese and bagels on the table. Tsubasa, Gauntlet, and Rocky were already helping themselves, not at all holding back from stuffing their mouths.
The one-armed magical girl was having a hard time adjusting to a missing limb. Her face twitched as she cut into the pancakes, sawing them into pieces with the side of her fork. Without the other hand to hold a knife, she had no choice but to improvise.
"Kari, you have to try this! It's soooo good!" Rocky, whose mouth was stuffed full, smeared a half-eaten bagel in cream cheese and raised it to her mouth.
"Honestly, anything that isn't wasabi peas is gourmet to you."
Kari sat down and snatched the bagel anyway. She slid the morsel into her mouth expecting the mildly sour and sweet tang, but she tasted nothing instead. The creamy texture was there, including the crunch of a toasted bagel that scraped her tongue. Only she tasted nothing.
"What's the matter? Ain't hungry?" Tsubasa asked, finally cutting her pancakes into small enough bites to eat.
"No, it's not that. I… I need to use the toilet." Kari excused herself from the table and hurried to the bathroom.
She turned on the faucet and braced both hands to the side of the sink bowl.
"Meow!" Kiko leaping onto the counter startled Kari, but the calico cat from Nekomura only wanted to lap water from the open faucet. When she was done, her tri-colored tail flicked left and right, she cocked her head sideways at the mirror and hissed.
"What? Is my reflection scaring you?" Kari asked.
"Cats are fickle creatures."
"Fuck!" Kari jumped back, but her reflection in the mirror didn't. It stayed perfectly still where it stood and stared. The black mists at her head billowed more intensely as it cackled with a Cheshire cat-like grin.
"Kari, are you okay in there?" Chiyo's voice reached her from the other side of the door.
"I'm fine!" Kari called back. "Kiko gave me a scare is all…"
"Want me to come in there and grab her? Or are you undressed right now?" she asked.
"It's alright!"
Kari waited until the footsteps disappeared down the hall, then returned her gaze to the monster in the mirror. She remembered seeing something like it in Flare, a monstrous form that was her shadow.
"What the fuck are you?" Kari asked.
"I am what you call the monster, nested within the breast of your soulless cage of flesh."
"I've got to be hallucinating again—"
"You're not hallucinating. I am your reality and eventuality, but you're trying so hard to stave me off. We were going to do so many great things together. Yet you stopped feeding. Why? Why would you starve your better half, Kari? I'm starving. You're starving. Let us sate this hunger together, shall we?"
The long draw in the monster's voice, coupled with an undertone of malice, came to her like a dear friend. Although she wasn't able to taste the cream cheese bagel, she could taste the sweet temptation of giving in.
"And turn into something like Jaws? That's what she was, wasn't it? A magical girl that gave into eating souls and didn't look back. A monster that thought of nothing but swallowing the next meal and still feeling hungry. No thanks. You can screw right off." Kari headed for the door until Kiko meowed again.
Kiko leaped from the counter and landed next to Kari's feet.
"But you will eat again. No one's looking. No one will know. Carve the soul of that creature there. Consume it, the little morsel."
"No," Kari said, opening the door for Kiko to dart out of the bathroom, then leaving herself.
After breakfast, Shuu, Chiyo, and Yuuko saw them off at the door. Kari glanced over her shoulder to the mostly empty streets and felt a burning gaze on her back, but no one was there except for the garbage collector and a man walking his dog.
"Sure I can't convince you to stay another night?" Shuu asked.
"I really won't mind. It's kind of cute having these little anthems around. Haven't seen 'em up close until now," Chiyo said, scratching Rocky and Gauntlet's chins.
"We got a whole lotta unfinished business to take care of." Jade shook her head, then threw an arm around Shuu's shoulders. He went beet red from being approached so aggressively. "Let a girl get at your number though. How about you take me on a date if I survive this?"
"Uhh… Am I allowed to get friendly with magical girls?" He turned to Kari for answers.
"You're an adult. Make your own choices." Kari teased.
Jade was all smiles after exchanging numbers with Shuu. It was honestly not a side of the delinquent that Kari expected or wanted to see, but everyone needed something to keep them going. After losing her arm, this was probably the best gift she could get.
"Before you four leave," Chiyo began, clutching the side of her trembling arm. "I really have to ask— Is Flare really insane like you say she is?"
"Bitch is about as batshit insane as they come by. She's just good at pretending not to be," Jade said, nodding to Kari who thought the same.
"Flare played the JSDF, too. It's why their response to the apocalypse was so slow. Wouldn't put it past her to have messed with the PM," Kari added.
Shuu heaved a sigh. "I'm sure you could be right. I'll be the first to admit it when I see it, but I personally haven't seen her pulling anything that makes me think so. As far as I can tell, she's got me and everyone else fooled. You, on the other hand, Kari, there are pictures and videos everywhere of you hurting people."
"I know… and I'm the reason Makina's doing what she's doing, too. I have a lot to make up for, so… thanks for not looking at me like a monster." Kari bowed to the three who had shown them nothing but kind hospitality, even when the rest of the world believed she deserved otherwise.
"Hey, that picture you showed us of Flare last night," Jade reminded him. "You said it was recently found, right? From where?"
"Right after the PM committed suicide, the entire cabinet went tits up from his letter about magical girls. A lot of officials' computers were hacked. That photo was found in a cabinet member's PC. People are thinking it was an inside job though. The reason— an interim prime minister is already being selected," Shuu said.
"I heard about that," Chiyo chimed in. "One of the frontrunners is Koutarou Shimizu. The guy is pretty hot against magical girls, and a lot within Naoki's cabinet were pro-magical girls. It's feeling like he's outing those in particular."
Jade clicked her tongue, and Kari understood why. The landscape was changing right before their eyes. Distrust in magical girls was growing faster than a malignant tumor.
Not wanting to waste any more time, Kari and Jade thanked them again and flew off towards Sendai to confront the imprisoned Flare.
All across the cities they flew over, posters and advertisements of magical girls were being taken down. Merchandise of magical girls and anthems filled trash bins and dumpsters by the loads.
When they passed over Tokyo, Kari couldn't bring herself to look at her hometown of Minato city. It was mostly in ruins anyway, and even her house likely festered with her parents' rotting bodies. There was no home to go back to, and it was at that moment they passed the prefecture that she empathized with Sachi's pain.
Pain of a broken friendship that was far too late to mend.
"Rookie," Jade suddenly called to her. "You looking worse than me, and I'm missing a fucking arm. Don't tell me that monster inside you is growing?"
Kari flinched and figured that Jade had made a lucky guess.
Pretending not to be shaken by the question, she said, "I have it under control."
Jade grabbed Kari by the arm and pulled her to a stop on the outskirts of Sendai city. They had been flying all morning and had only reached their destination in the early afternoon. The sun was still high in the sky, casting a somewhat warmer heat on them now that they were farther north.
"We're about to talk to Flare. I can't have you blowing a lid in the middle of the city. I know you're ticked off and want nothing other than to fuck her up— I do, too— but now ain't the time to be putting any more innocent people in danger." Jade tightened the grip on her shoulder.
Speaking of innocent people… A massive crowd of protestors in support of Flare had set up outside the gates of Camp Sendai. Although the optics surrounding magical girls weren't great, that cunt still had her fans.
"I told you, I have it under control." Kari brushed her hand away. "What I really want to know is how we're meeting her with all those guns around."
JSDF armed to the teeth swarmed the grounds of Camp Sendai, the general headquarters of the Tohoku district. Armored vehicles, tanks, helicopters, and even police cars were gathered at the administrative garrison converted into a forward assault camp. Soldiers made laps around the base, staying in shape for any battle that might arise.
This was the largest force Kari had seen from Japan so far, larger even than the group at Kyoto. But it wasn't a surprise, seeing as the final seraph was in Hokkaido. On top of the fight against monsters that laid ahead, they also guarded the world's strongest magical girl— Flare.
"Don't worry. I called ahead," Jade said, deftly twirling her smartphone.
"And they're just going to let me in?" Kari asked.
"Wasn't easy, I'll tell ya that. General Yanagi's allowing it on the condition I make sure you don't do shit. Count on it that I'll turn on you the second shit hits the fan. Anyway, soon as we land, you better make sure you stay in magical girl form. Ever seen someone fire an M24?"
"No?"
"Won't matter. You wouldn't see it coming anyway."
"Oh, god… Now I'm scared," Rocky mumbled.
Following Jade's lead, they flew down to Camp Sendai, where a battalion of soldiers quickly fell in formation around them on their left and right. Kari's eyes darted to every building and saw the distinct shine of the scopes from many rifles trained on them. They had landed in front of an administrative building, with glass windows, polished steps, and aesthetic granite columns along the edges, nothing like what she expected a military camp to have.
The Japanese flag of the rising sun fluttered listlessly at the rooftop, as though waving at their arrival.
Two older gentlemen in camo fatigues exited the building at a brisk pace. One man, whose skin was tanned to a deep walnut color, pulled his cap off and wiped the sweat from his forehead before putting it back on.
"Jade." His voice came out husky and weary. "I see you really brought the war criminal wanted by the entire country and most of the Americas. It's too bad Kari isn't here to turn herself in, because that would make my job a helluva lot easier."
"No, it wouldn't. There's no way in hell you can beat the last monster and Hurricane over in Hokkaido without me. Not that you can put me in prison anyway. I'm not planning to turn myself in like Flare did," Kari said.
"General Yanagi here's been after your ass since you dusted his boys and girls in Kyoto. Anything to say for yourself?" Jade asked.
"That wasn't me… it was Sniper and Sister Claire," she muttered.
The look on the general's face showed little interest in hearing excuses.
"I understand you're here to speak with Flare. May I ask why?" the general asked, raising a brow.
"Just some magical girl bonding time," Jade jokingly answered. "Seriously, we wanna know what the hell she's thinking when the apocalypse is still wreaking havoc in Hokkaido. Don't suppose you got any ideas?"
The man to General Yanagi's side adjusted his glasses and said, "None, whatsoever. It came as a surprise to us, too. One moment we're preparing an assault on the seraph in Sapporo, the next we receive a call from the boys in blue that Flare wants to turn herself in."
"Are you going to let us see her or not?" Kari asked.
General Yanagi and his aide traded uneasy glances. The other man whispered something into a radio, then threw an arm in the air to gesture towards the building they had come out from.
"I don't care what you have to talk about, but whatever you have to say— we'll be listening. No funny business, Kari. You're on thin ice, apocalypse or no apocalypse." The general stepped back as Flare, in her human form, cuffed up, and dressed in a dull blue prisoner's jumpsuit, was escorted down the building to them.
When their eyes met, the fiery magical flashed a happy smile.
Years ago in South Africa's apocalypse, it was Flare who went in and screwed them. Messiah had a member there, too, but she played a smaller role in their loss. After killing Inyanga and taking her ring, Flare returned to Japan. The following year, she fought an angel. In the time between then and now, she supercharged the ring with the deaths of many magical girls.
It couldn't just have been a test.
What did she want with me? Kari asked herself, feeling angrier by the second from seeing Kanae's shit-eating grin.
They were finally face to face again. Flare, Kari, Jade… but one was missing. Kari regretted that the four of them were never able to stand on the same side together even once.
"Hey, Tsubasa. Looks like you lost some weight." Kanae chuckled.
Jade squinted at her. "What's your game this time? First you go and get yourself caught by the Americans, and now this."
"Not sure what you're talking about. Prime Minister Naoki told everyone not to trust magical girls anymore. I did the right thing and turned myself in," she said.
"Bullshit!" Kari growled. "You don't give a rat's ass about doing the right thing. Where's Makina? You were with her at the beach."
Kanae raised her cuffed hands and shrugged, flashing a smirk as she did. Kari jerked forward, but Rocky pushed against her from the front and shook his head.
"Say, what level are you now?" Kanae asked.
"What's that got to do with anything?"
"Come on, I just wanna know how far you've come."
Kari swallowed a retort and brought up the Apocalypse System.
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"My total level is 11," Kari answered.
"Oh. Big girl now. Guess Jade shouldn't go around calling you rookie anymore. You grow up so fast, I almost want to tear up," she said, feigning a quivering voice.
"Quit screwing around, Flare. There's still a seraph we gotta deal with. We know you have the stake, and we know you know where Makina is. Just throw us a damn bone here," Jade pleaded for once and was clearly at her wits' end.
General Yanagi and the other JSDF soldiers were listening more intently now. It had gotten so quiet, one could hear falling leaves hitting the ground.
"Fine, fine. It's coming back to me now! I remember where I left the stake. It's in the hands of the goody two-shoes magical girl. I tried telling her not to go, but she insisted. 'I have to show Kari I can protect myself,' is what she said," Kanae explained in an uncharacteristically higher pitch and playful tone.
"Makina… said that?" Kari stammered.
"Go?" Jade quietly repeated. "Go where? Don't tell me…"
Grinning and delighting in her little game, she nodded with a finger pointed north. "That's right. To Hokkaido to finish the job."
There was no way Makina could take on the monster and Hurricane alone, let alone both at the same time.
"You… You let yourself be caught on purpose… didn't you?" Kari asked, trembling with rage.
"Now, why would I do that?" Kanae wondered aloud, tilting her head to the side.
"You let Makina go alone so she could be fed to the monster, you bitch!" Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin] to her hand, causing General Yanagi, and every armed soldier to draw their guns.
"Kari, calm the fuck down!" Jade shouted, eyes snapping between her and Kanae. She also summoned the golden javelin, and Kari could see the gentle glow in her peripherals poised to attack.
Was there any better time?
What about the gun? Kari's hand twitched with the urge to press the gun to Kanae's forehead.
The untransformed Kanae stood there with a bemused smile on her face, like this was what she wanted. Although it was silent a moment ago, everyone was now shouting over each other. Kari tuned them out and only saw the bitch that turned everything on its head in front of her.
However, in that quiet second, Kari heard a familiar chirp. The sound of an impossibly sharp blade cutting through the air, followed by the vacuum of wind.
Kari winced at the pinch from a cut across her shoulder and lost hold of [Destruction and Ruin]. She and Jade turned their gaze to the shadowy figure behind Kanae, wielding both the hammer axe in one hand and shiv in the other, primed to carve into her.
"You're mine now!" Sachi tearfully shrieked.
"Checkmate." Flare transformed in a burst of fire. "Solar Combustion!"
Her lips curved into a triumphant smirk as her entire body ignited in flames before Sachi plunged the soul-carving weapons into her back. Kari lifted a hand to pull Sachi away with [Come Here!] but she was too late. A cataclysmic explosion erupted from Flare's body.




Chapter 68 - The Storm and Blizzard

Kari awakened with a start, coughing her lungs out after swallowing a breath full of ashes. Her ears rang painfully. The sun was still beaming down on her, but a thin film of dust like white noise filled her vision. Half-buried under the mediocre weight of rubble, she flexed her aching muscles and pushed debris aside to free herself. As soon as she climbed to her feet, the blood drained from her head. She managed half a step before collapsing onto the fissured asphalt, cutting herself on glass that had melted and fused to the ground.
"Rocky… I need a sigil…"
Nothing but an eerie silence answered her.
You better not have died on me, Kari thought.
The quiet was so familiar. Then it hit her a second later. Kari recalled the destruction wrought by Candy's Rain of Stars and the silence that followed.
Glancing ahead, Jade wasn't too far away. She was on her knees and one hand. With what little strength Kari had left, she crawled forward on her elbows until the body of a human man charred black beyond recognition came into view. The eyes were gone, clothes burnt away, and the limbs were missing their hands and feet.
However, the man still lived. His breath came in quick gasps, hoarse and labored.
"None of you… could be… trusted," he whispered, breathing his last and going still.
"I couldn't save them," Jade said, slamming her fist into the ground. "Couldn't save a damn person."
"What happened?" Kari asked.
"Flare. That's what fucking happened. Never seen her use that skill before, but it took out my Castle and Gallant Knight like nothing. She just—"
A coughing fit cut short her sentence.
The ground was hot to the touch. Kari's hands came away burned and singed. Something like a heat wave hung in the air. Even though she wasn't in magical girl form anymore, most of her had come out unscathed.
Jade must have used Castle on her. No way would she have come out of a magical blast that powerful alive without it.
"What about our anthems? Sachi?" Kari pressed further, fearing the worst until a metallic crunch alerted her to a car.
Gauntlet crawled out from underneath the upturned minivan, dragging Rocky out with him.
"We're okay… Jade put a Castle over us just in time… My fur is a mess though." Rocky groaned, his previously pristine white coat was dusted a somber gray from ashes in the air and also singed at the tips.
Kari's points drained down by 100,000 as two sigils materialized in her hands. Without any strength to crush them, she smashed repeatedly into the ground until the crystals shattered. Health and magic restored to full. The magical girl form draped over her once more, and she was able to stand on her two feet again.
None of them were prepared to see what had happened, but they weren't any more shocked than before. It had become a common sight for them now. Kari levitated into the air to survey the destruction. The entire compound of Camp Sendai had been annihilated. The blocks surrounding it were leveled, like someone set off a precise bomb that didn't destroy any more than it needed to. A clear circle was drawn around the destruction. Everything within the vicinity was demolished.
Flare went and nuked the entire JGSDF. But why?
It didn't make sense until Kari cast her eyes beyond the threshold of the destruction. The many protestors who had come out in force to support Flare's freedom were injured. Those who could move or were conscious pulled people out of collapsed buildings, pressed down on profusely bleeding wounds, and treated burns with water. Sirens blared across the city as police and ambulance screeched into the area.
Then Kari caught sight of the surviving crowds' stare. They were faces of shock at first, then hate. Spiteful hate.
"You did this!"
"Monster!"
What did it look like to them? Standing before a field of destruction, and the only one to have seemingly come out of it alive was Kari.
"You're wrong," Kari said, vainly trying to convince them otherwise. "Flare did this. Not me! Jade, tell them!"
Jade rose into the sky to join Kari, but her reception was just as cold and scorned.
"Magical girl of Justice my ass!"
"Fuck you, too, Jade!"
"Give us Flare back, monsters!"
They looked at her in the same hateful way for the simple reason being that she wasn't Flare. Barking and snarling, none of them cared who it was unless the hero in their eyes showed up. Yet despite their vitriol, Jade let none of it get to her. She was in her own world, somewhere far away.
"Flare played us both," Jade quietly said. "But we don't gotta keep dancing to her tune."
"What are you on about now?" Kari asked.
She continued, "I shouldn't have blamed you for what happened to Candy. It was Flare all along. All her scheming and hiding, watching from a penthouse safe from the incursions and monsters… That fucking bitch could have saved us, helped us, stopped all this before it started. Those people down there won't know it though. I've had my fair share of talking to knuckleheads. I'm a knucklehead myself. Even if they hate us, we don't gotta let it get to us. Candy would've wanted us to save 'em all the same."
Even though the people down there didn't deserve it, Jade unleashed a volley of javelins with Judgment. People flinched at first until they realized she was helping. The weapons fired into collapsed buildings and pulled the buried out in seconds, pried open car doors jammed from the blast, and levitated people stuck on rooftops down to safety.
She did this while turning a deaf ear to the sea of anger. Kari knew then, that maybe if Flare hadn't been around, Jade would have undoubtedly exemplified what it meant to be a hero.
Both of them took one last glance at Sendai from above and didn't look back.
The last and final seraph was supposed to be in Sapporo City, Hokkaido. A city that was home to at least three million and had been growing at a rapid rate thanks to tourism, job opportunities, and low cost of living. When the apocalypse struck, it was among the places hit by an apocalyptic incursion and spawned a seraph-level monster.
However, little was known about what was going on in the city since Hurricane arrived like the storm she was.
"About Sachi," Jade began. "I'm pretty sure I saw her escape before the blast went off. Dunno what happened after that."
"Thank god." Kari sighed.
"You still worried about her even though she knifed you and pulled that shit on us?"
Kari was almost too ashamed to answer.
"Used to be a time when I just needed her to help me kill Flare. I don't know how it happened, but we kinda just clicked, and at some point, I didn't want her to die on me either," she said.
"I keep trying to tell Kari it's because they're friends, but she was too dense to realize it until it was too late." Rocky pouted.
Which was why trying to tell Sachi that back in Nagoya only pissed her off more. They were friends, and Kari had betrayed her trust.
A frigid gale suddenly blew in, chilling them to the bones as if Hurricane was sending them a warning. Kari shielded her eyes from hail—
Hail?
"The fuck… You guys see what I'm seeing?" Jade stared ahead in awe.
How could she not? Kari was just as awestruck. From a distance, an unnatural stormcloud encompassed the entire region of Hokkaido in a raging blizzard. It was bright and sunny where they were in Aomori, still quite far from the northernmost island of Japan. The shower of rain and sleet was like a curtain over the island, obscuring everything within.
"Explains why the storm over all of Japan vanished. Hurricane pulled it back to only cover Hokkaido. You think she's already spawned a god?" Kari asked.
"Don't think we'd be talking if she did. Must've done it to keep us out. Or Flare," she said, which Kari agreed seemed to be the most likely reason.
Gauntlet and Rocky shuddered at the same time, but it wasn't the cold that caused it.
"This is really it, isn't it?" Rocky slowed to a stop, and the others turned to face him a little ways ahead. Absent was the usual bright and cheery anthem that Kari remembered from the beginning who, as of late, grew disillusioned by her brutal streak. "After losing in South Africa, I still held out hope. Maybe magical girls somewhere might be able to stop the apocalypse together. A lot of people had to die for us to get here, and I… I'm getting worried we might not be able to end it this time either."
There was a bittersweetness to his voice that Kari couldn't quite put her finger on. She flew towards her anthem and lowered a hand atop his head. The fires had made his fur coarse to the touch. Even so, she stroked between the ears, kneading her fingers into his scalp.
"Let's go, Rocky. To do what we're supposed to do and save Makina." Kari grinned, and received a smile and nod in return from her anthem.
As they approached the gust wall that surrounded Hokkaido, the gale winds grew fiercer and battered them back.
"This is definitely not a normal storm!" Kari raised the soul-weapon to shield herself from the frigid winds. The cold bit into her bones like sharp fangs sinking through the flesh.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 315/320]
Health: [315/320 ⇒ 310/320]
They knew right away staying in one place for too long would be fatal.
"No other choice but to barrel through. Gauntlet— Grand Cavalry!" Jade shouted.
Gauntlet enlarged himself, growing in size and strength to withstand the blizzard. Kari had no other choice but to stuff her anthem into her robes and hope he didn't die by the time they got through.
With Jade guiding the way, they pressed through the storm as shards of hail pummeled and cut into them. Kari could hardly see in front of her until a golden javelin multiplied and created something like a glowing tunnel to shield them, but it didn't stop their health from ticking down.
"I think we're almost there," Jade muttered through chattering teeth.
Health: [115/320 ⇒ 110/320]
"You better be right!" Kari grabbed ahold of a healing sigil just in case.
The javelin tunnel formed from Jade's Judgment vanished. Behind them, the blizzard continued to rage on, but they had made it past the damaging barrier.
Kari cursed the need to use a health sigil. Since they were getting closer now, she empowered herself with [Destruction Incarnate], and before slipping into enrage mode from the health threshold, she crushed a health and magic sigil to restore herself back to full. Going by her total number of points, there were still plenty of sigils to be purchased and used. Hopefully, it would be enough.
She threw a look over to Jade, expecting her to heal up, but the other magical girl was distracted by something. When Kari followed her gaze, she went wide-eyed and shivered at dread made manifest.
It was a towering, gargantuan tree in the direction of Sapporo city, larger than anything they had laid eyes on before. What really caught their attention wasn't just the sheer immensity of the tree, but what grew out of it. Instead of branches, there were countless gnarled arms of varying sizes and number of joints, some muscular and others as skinny as twigs, which all writhed and swayed to the breeze. They all shared one thing in common— they clutched an eyeball in each hand.
"I-I don't know if we can bring something like that down," Gauntlet stammered.
"W-W-What's wrong, Gauntlet? You're normally not afraid!" Rocky tried to poke fun at his fellow anthem, unaware of how terrified he was himself.
"That's rich coming from the scaredy-hare!" the panda fired back.
They flew straight for it. The roots of the tree were so thick and far-reaching that some stretched for kilometers over the land, snaking through the earth like worms hellbent on devouring everything. Every eyeball above appeared to follow them in their approach. When they finally got to Sapporo, another eerie silence welcomed them. No one, not even monsters were around.
Although the city was mostly unscathed, the kilometer and a half-long Odori Park and the blocks immediately around it had burst out where the tree grew from. From down here, they had to crane their necks to look up. The tree looked like it was made of wood, but the 'branches' were clearly human-like arms.
"There, Kari! Look!" Rocky, who had his head popped out of her collar, pointed to the base of the tree several meters from the ground.
Makina.
Kari didn't waste a second. She made a beeline to Makina, who was attached to the tree, body partially embedded into the trunk. Her relief seeing that she was fine lasted momentarily. Although unconscious, Makina was breathing rapidly and twitching as if trapped in a nightmare.
"Makina! Can you hear me? Makina, wake up!" Kari cried. She dug her fingertips into the wood to try and peel her out, but they wouldn't budge. If that didn't work, then she still had [Destruction and Ruin].
With a hand pressed to the back of the weapon, Kari forced the bladed edge of [Ruin] into the trunk. It plunged a meager inch into the tree, then a deafening groan assailed their ears
"She won't wake up."
Their gaze snapped upwards. Hurricane descended calmly from the canopy of eyes and limbs. Gone was the military uniform she wore the first time they had met. Now she was dressed in a blue and white magical girl outfit. Hers was much different than what Kari was used to seeing. The sleeveless white suit had gold trims, a skirt made of feathers and seemingly interwoven with threads of glinting ice, and a trail of frosty vapor followed wherever she moved.
Hurricane, a walking incarnation of nature.
"What did you do to her?" Kari growled.
"I didn't do anything. Makina came to fight me, lost, then the seraph pulled her in. Even I don't know what it's planning to do with her," Hurricane said.
"Wait… did you just call this thing a seraph? This tree was what the monster turned into?" Jade asked, hand clutching the javelin so tightly that her knuckles turned white.
"That's right." She nodded and placed a hand on the trunk. "This seraph transformed a while ago, consuming magical girls, monsters, and people alike. Soon, it will bear fruit from all the souls it has been gestating to become a vessel. Maybe it's taken a liking to Makina and wants to use her body—"
"Come Here!" Kari pulled Hurricane toward her and swung [Ruin] for the kill.
The blade stopped inches away from cutting Hurricane's throat, blocked by her own weapon, Mjolnir. Wielded by the Norse god of thunder, Thor, now in the hands of a magical girl, the hammer surged with the strength and lightning of storms.
Hurricane shoved [Destruction and Ruin] away and smashed Mjolnir into Kari's chin.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 290/320]
"This is for Rie— Judge, Jury, and Executioner!" Jade fired a screeching javelin at Hurricane, but that too was deflected with a simple swing of the hammer.
"Two versus one isn't very fair. How about we even it up? Sachi!" Hurricane called out.
"Sachi?" Kari gasped.
Hearing the familiar blades singing as they cut through the air, Kari turned around in time to block two flying shivs with the flat side of her weapon. The metal shivs clattered off with a spark, then vanished and returned to Sachi, who continued to fling the soul-carving weapons. Kari could do nothing but take it, because hiding behind her weapon was all that kept her safe from being sliced into.
"Sachi, what about Makina? After you bullied her to the point of tears, she still forgave you! That means nothing to you?" Kari tried reasoning with her again.
"Not until Flare is dead! You saw what happened? Even after that, she's still alive somewhere! Can you promise me the same thing?" Sachi tearfully asked, brandishing both daggers and showing no signs of letting up.
"No, I don't know if I can. But for what it's worth… I thought you died during the explosion, so I'm glad you're alright. I wish I could have been a better friend to you!" she exclaimed.
Sachi choked down a sharp, quivering breath, and the hail of daggers stopped.
"Calamitous Storm!" Hurricane chucked a bolt of lightning into the swirling clouds.
Lightning crashed down all around them. Dodge as she might, her haste wasn't high enough to avoid the thunderous strikes. One caught Kari by the legs and electrocuted her, and as she stumbled, they zapped her unceasingly.
Health: [290/320 ⇒ 243/320]
Health: [243/320 ⇒ 196/320]
Health: [196/320 ⇒ 149/320]
Health: [149/320 ⇒ 102/320]
Kari seized up and fell to the ground, where Jade was also lying as a smoking mess.
As they pushed themselves up, Hurricane flew down next to them and raised the electrified Mjolnir above her head.
"Wind Tunnel!"
Impossibly powerful winds forced them back to the ground, leaving them helpless to resist. But not Kari. Thanks to [Destruction Incarnate], she got to her feet with ease.
"Sachi, finish them with your shiv. Carve their souls and end it!" Hurricane ordered.
The assassin wouldn't budge.
"I… I can't… I don't want to hurt Kari or Makina anymore!" Sachi cried.
"Fine, I'll do it myself!"
Lightning struck Mjolnir, supercharging the weapon.
"Apocalypse Power-Up!" Kari pointed the soul-weapon at Hurricane as physical strength surged through her. "Stampede—"
"Frost Armor—"
The impact broke the sound barrier. Kari slammed into Hurricane, but Mjolnir blocked her blade again. This time, Hurricane couldn't withstand the hit. It sent her crashing into the tree.
"Judge, Jury, and Executioner— Judgment!" Jade launched her javelin at great speed which split into multiple projectiles in mid-flight.
The volley of steel pinned Hurricane to the tree. However, the threads of ice on her robes had formed something like a suit of armor and taken the brunt of the attack.
Kari lost her grip on [Destruction and Ruin] and fell to her hands and knees soon after. The shocks from Calamitous Storm's lightning strikes left her body numb.
"Kari!" Sachi raced up and knelt beside her, cheeks stained with tears. "I'm sorry! I'm so sorry…"
"You know… now that I think about it, you're a lot like Makina when you cry," Kari joked.
"Shut up." Sachi stifled a laugh and offered a weak smile.
Rocky and Iggy flew circles, chasing each other.
"You jerk, why did you and Sachi turn on us to begin with!" Rocky yelled.
"My magical girl isn't the one going around killing other magical girls!" Iggy countered more fiercely.
"Dunno what made you change your mind, but I sure as hell ain't complaining," Jade said from above, keeping her eyes on Hurricane.
Sachi pulled Kari up with an arm around her shoulders and turned to Hurricane who began laughing to herself.
"It was you, Kari… It was always you. I know Flare wanted this. She's still out there somewhere, watching all this unfold with a happy smile on her face. You… were always meant to be the wrench that she throws in my plans. Why can't you see I'm trying to save everyone?!" Hurricane cried, blood and spit flying from her mouth.
"You think killing people is saving them. You're just as bad as me," Kari taunted.
"I'm not like you…" Her eyes twitched. "You're the one that's as bad as Flare— Discharge, all magic!"
A tingle of electricity skittered across Kari's skin and made her hair stand.
"Shit— Castle!" Jade conjured a fortification, but it was shattered as soon as it went up.
All of them saw white.
Health: [102/320 ⇒ 0/320]
Lying on her back against the side of a building and newspaper stand, Kari gasped for air as her lungs fought against the paralysis of the electrical discharge that nearly killed her. Sachi was lying unconscious by her side.
The only one left standing was Hurricane. Shards of ice that once protected her cracked and chipped off her robes.
"Fine. It doesn't matter— I was always willing to be the one to do it… to shoulder everything. Because if you stop me now, all those lives I've taken, all the friends I've sacrificed… I can't let it be for nothing."
Screaming from her very core, Hurricane smashed Mjolnir into the side of the tree. It creaked and groaned in pain. She clutched her weapon with two hands and struck the tree again, and again, and again, each strike emitting a ripple of magical energy visible to the naked eye. The final smash was strong enough to split the trunk from the base to the top, and even the wood around Makina began to splinter.
Ghostly tendrils spilled out of the crack and, like snapping whips, they latched violently onto Hurricane. She erupted with an ear-splitting shriek as they found purchase on her chest, then out the back like it was spears that plunged through her. The cries of pain were unceasing, and there almost appeared to be a look of regret in her wide, bloodshot eyes.
"Kari! Whatever the hell she's doing, we ain't letting it happen! Come on!" Tsubasa crushed a sigil and returned to magical girl form.
"Here… take… your sigils…" Rocky muttered from underneath a toppled tree.
Desperate to protect Makina, Kari put her all into crushing two sigils and together with Jade, they flew towards Hurricane with weapons drawn. Volleys of golden javelins soared ahead, but a gust of wind scattered them away. Jade thrusted her soul-weapon Justice into Hurricane's chest from the front, and Kari swung [Ruin] for a decapitation from behind. Both their weapons came to an abrupt stop.
Hurricane had grabbed each of the weapons by the shaft, just a hair's breadth from carving into her flesh. She spun in place, flinging Kari and Jade to the ground again.
"How is she still so strong?" Kari asked, prying herself from the earth.
"We're too late…" Jade growled.
Hurricane hunched over as two ivory protrusions sprouted out the sides of her head, then straight up like right-angle horns. The magical girl outfit bleached entirely white and extended into long, flowing robes reminiscent of a wedding dress. She began to claw at her own blonde locks as they wrapped around her face, then fused and thickened into a porcelain masked helmet with slits that opened where the eyes should be.
When they didn't think it could get any worse, Hurricane let loose a howl that shook the fabric of reality and distorted their vision. Her back blossomed with feathered wings painted red with blood, and hundreds of eyes snapped open between each plume.
Flying above them, with the tree of limbs and eyeballs behind her, was a monster in the shape of an angel. Hurricane was no longer the incarnation of storms. Nothing about her previous form remained except Mjolnir in her right hand.
The monster pointed her soul-weapon at them and spoke in Hurricane's calm voice, but with an otherworldly undertone of cacophonous ambiance that sounded like a mad and deranged beast.
"When this world is born anew, you and the likes of Flare will have no place in it. I will tear apart what's left of your souls and cast it into the abyss where it belongs! Like the monster you are, Kari!"




Chapter 69 - The Lady in White

Thunder boomed much louder than before, and with each bolt of lightning that struck the ground, they flinched at the thought of being hit by them. How much stronger had Hurricane become? Was she even still Hurricane anymore? Or a monster?
Kari had no time to process any of it. Hurricane flew right on top of her, Mjolnir reared back for a devastating strike. She met the blow head on with [Destruction and Ruin], the impact imprinting a crater beneath Kari's feet and numbing her arms up to the shoulders. The pain pulsed through her entire body.
"Fucking hell!"
From Hurricane's helmet came a breath of cold mist. Kari gazed into the slits for any signs of humanity left. She found nothing but an unfathomable depth of nothingness.
"How many people have you killed?" Hurricane leaned forward and quietly asked.
"Not as many as you!" Kari headbutted Hurricane, cracking the helmet between the slats of her eyes.
Hurricane's sparking soul-weapon surged with electricity, traveling through their weapons and shocking Kari to a crisp.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 200/320]
Brought to her knees and unable to move from her muscles seizing up, Kari gasped for air.
That was a lot of damage from a single zap. This was more than just insanely strong, she hit almost as hard as Candy's Rain of Stars.
Candy…
"That's right…You were the one who forced Candy to eat an angel's soul…" Kari recalled aloud.
"I did. I needed to see how much stronger a magical girl fused with a monster would become. So what?" Hurricane asked, her words assailing Kari's ears like standing next to stage speakers.
"So what? Because of you… I had to kill my own friend!"
Kari picked her soul-weapon up from the ground and sidestepped another crushing blow from Hurricane. She pivoted on her heels.
"Destruction Incarnate—"
Health: [200/320 ⇒ 100/320]
Magic: [110/130 ⇒ 0/130]
A bone-shattering uppercut to Hurricane's chin sent her flying, and the Gallant Knight-empowered Jade was waiting above with a charged-up javelin.
"Judge, Jury, and Executioner!"
Justice plunged into Hurricane, driving her back down to earth. But Jade wasn't done yet and crushed a magic sigil in her hand.
"Eat shit, cunt— Judgment, all magic!"
Volley after volley, golden spears rained down on Hurricane like a deluge of steel. Those that stabbed into the earth and hit their mark vanished to make room for more.
A health and magic sigil appeared in each of Kari's hands. She smashed them together to shatter both at the same time.
Health: [100/320 ⇒ 320/320]
Magic: [0/130 ⇒ 130/130]
A giant spike of ice erupted from the ground at Jade. Hurricane coalesced at the very tip and grabbed her by the throat. Before Jade could react, frosty mists entombed her in a block of ice. Kari clicked her tongue. She should have known it wasn't going to be easy.
"Kari!" Sachi stumbled past the rubble, clutching her shiv and looking ready to fight, but she stopped at the sight of their new foe. "What the fuck… is that Hurricane?"
"Find Makina and get out of here! Go!" Kari urged.
Sachi hesitated to leave but ultimately ran for the tree with Iggy close behind. They were replaced with Rocky, flying up to Kari and clinging to her shoulder.
"Whatever Hurricane changed into, she's a lot stronger than Candy! It's powerful, but I'm not sensing anything like a god yet," he said.
A tingle at the back of Kari's neck made her hair stand. She picked up Rocky and dashed away as a bolt of lightning struck the ground where she was just standing. It didn't disappear. The electric spear exploded, charring and shocking the earth around it.
"Magical girls aren't the only ones you need to watch out for!" Gauntlet, enlarged by Grand Cavalry, bear hugged Hurricane to hold her still.
"Get to somewhere safe," Kari told her anthem. "Keep doing what you were doing just now with the sigils. I'm counting on you to know when I need them and the gun."
Rocky lit up.
"Roger, partner!" He saluted before flying off to hide behind the enormous tree roots.
Lightning struck Hurricane and Gauntlet, frying the anthem off her. Another bolt of bolt came down, but this one she caught in her free hand and electrified the hammer with it. When she lifted the weapon high above her head, Kari's legs wouldn't budge. Her legs had frozen over.
"Calamitous Storm!"
Dark clouds formed above Hurricane, and the lightning she called down all struck Mjolnir, each bolt supercharging the weapon into a screeching ball of energy.
"Shit!" Seeing death coming, Kari braced herself with [Destruction and Ruin].
But as Hurricane descended, Jade came between them.
"Castle!"
A massive fortification erected from the ground, blocking Hurricane's death blow. The attack discharged the built-up energy and shattered Castle in an instant. As soon as it fell, Jade raised a second. It became a battle of wills between the two. Every time Hurricane destroyed one, Jade created another.
Hurricane clutched Mjolnir with both hands and smashed the ground at their feet, destroying Jade's defenses in a flash of white and sending them flying.
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 150/320]
They skidded to a stop in the streets and felt the cool winds at their backs. Kari's jaw dropped, looking over her shoulders. The city behind them was gone, demolished in a cone originating from Hurricane.
"That bitch." Jade stabbed Justice into the asphalt to stay standing. "Must've… went through thousands of health… across five Castles…"
Kari swallowed hard. Had those connected with her or Jade directly they would have been dead.
"That fucking weapon is murdering us. We need to get rid of it," Kari said.
"How the hell are we gonna do that?"
"I got just the skill." She clenched and unclenched her fist in Jade's face.
They returned to the park to find Hurricane charging Mjolnir with Calamitous Storm again, but Kari extended a hand to the weapon.
"Come Here!"
By all accounts, the hammer should be in Kari's hand right now. She felt the pull between herself and the weapon. However, Hurricane clutched Mjolnir tightly, defying the skill outright.
"What's going on? You ain't pulling or what?" Jade asked in panic.
"I am pulling… It's not coming! Just how strong is she? Come Here!" Kari shouted again, but neither Hurricane nor the hammer budged.
Then, Kari thought she saw something like a smirk behind Hurricane's helmet.
Hurricane released her grip, letting the hammer fly towards them. Instead of catching it, Kari dove out of the way as lightning struck the hammer and returned to its owner's grasp.
Jade scoffed. "So much for that plan."
"I'm open to suggestions." Kari grinded her teeth, realizing just how outmatched they were.
"No plan. Just a good old-fashioned beat down." Jade crushed two more sigils as Gauntlet landed next to her, and they both charged at Hurricane head on.
Kari took one step and fell to her knees. Hunger gnawed at her stomach and mind.
"Damn it… Why now?"
Everything was growing hazy. Arms numb and legs shaking, it was as though a parasite had eaten through her gut.
Someone started calling to her.
Who were they? It sounded like a voice that Kari recognized and longed to hear again. Her eyes snapped open. Surrounding her were Makina, Sachi, Iggy, Pochi, and Rocky.
"Oh, my god! Kari!" Makina threw her arms around Kari and squeezed.
That warm touch. It had been so long since she experienced it. Kari returned the embrace more tightly, breathing deeply of Makina's scent which brought her to tears.
"I thought I'd never see you again." Kari sighed.
"Me, too…" Makina rubbed her teary eyes against Kari's shoulder. "Did you cut your hair?"
"Yeah, I— Wait, this isn't the time for that. Makina, you and Sachi have to get out of here! This isn't a fight you guys can take, so just leave this to me and Jade!"
Both of them might be magical girls, but they were far too low in level and too inexperienced to take Hurricane. Especially against that monstrous form.
"Not happening. I left you once, and I'm not leaving you again! If you want me gone, then you're going to have to make it happen yourself!" Makina defiantly yelled back.
"That makes two of us," Sachi said, twirling the shiv in her hand.
It didn't look like either of them were going to listen. Maybe there might be something they could do. Three soul-carving weapons versus one monster should still hurt like a bitch.
"Makina, do you have the stake Flare gave you?" Kari asked.
"What stake?" Makina returned a confused look.
Kari drew a blank.
"You… don't have the stake?" she asked again.
The crack of thunder drew their attention back to Jade and Hurricane's battle. They had taken their fight as high as the top of the tree, weaving through the arm branches.
"Sachi, I have a plan," Kari began. "I know you got the highest potential for damage out of us all. Jade and I will bring Hurricane down, and you stab her with all you got."
"I can also help bind her," Makina said.
The three of them nodded.
As Sachi shrouded herself, Kari flew up and snuck behind Hurricane while she was distracted.
"We're bringing this fucker down!" Kari shouted, clutching onto Hurricane's right arm to keep her from swinging Mjolnir.
Jade did the same on Hurricane's left. Together, they descended to the earth, where Makina was waiting to sink her fingers into an illusory piano.
"Discordant Melody, Binding Notes!"
The hymn produced musical notes that snaked up Hurricane's legs and mummified her body. Black symbols painted over the ivory regalia, seemingly weighing her down. Icy protrusions erupted from the ground, one of them catching Kari by her legs and Jade in the abdomen.
"Sachi, finish it!" Kari shouted.
Dodging through the spiked obstacles firing out all over the ground with ease, an invisible Sachi leapt into the air. Kari could only tell by the gentle shift in the wind, the graceful dance of an assassin.
Their skills were always uttered so forcibly. As Rocky would put it, passionately. However, Sachi's was spoken through hushed lips, with words lighter than a breeze.
The assassin landed in front of Hurricane and whispered, "Bloodbath Assassination."
Thrusting the shiv-turned sword through Hurricane's chest, Kari watched as the blade came out the back. The ice holding her and Jade shattered, and they leapt out of the way as the glint of five more shivs appeared, eviscerating Hurricane in a flurry of slashes.
"Did we do it?" Jade asked, searching the others for answers.
"No, you didn't. But your teamwork was spectacular." Hurricane snatched Sachi's hand to prevent her from drawing the blade out, then smashed her out of magical girl form with a single hit from Mjolnir.
"Crescendo!" Makina tapped the keys to her piano, but Hurricane raised a mirror of ice that reflected the blast back to her.
They lost their advantage in an instant. As Jade ordered Justice to her hand, Hurricane caught up to them first and knocked the javelin away.
"Cast—"
Another supercharged smash to the ground electrocuted both of them.
Health: [150/320 ⇒ 0/320]
Hurricane picked the two up by the collar of their shirts. She lost interest in Jade and tossed her aside.
"You see this? This is my resolve." Hurricane grabbed the handle of Sachi's shiv that was still embedded into her abdomen. She pulled it out by an inch, and a million screeching souls assailed Kari's ears. As she yanked the rest of the blade out, the many souls clung to her like glue.
However, Kari saw the wound left on Hurricane's body. The attack had punctured through the armor of her robes, and as the hole began to close—
Rocky materialized Hackman's gun into Kari's hand.
"And this is mine." Kari pressed the gun into Hurricane's open wound and pulled the trigger.
The harsh bang was brief, and the recoil hurt Kari's wrist like someone had taken a bat to her hand. Yet only one of them was truly in pain.
Hurricane let Kari go and staggered back, clutching her abdomen.
"What… did you do?" she asked, voice filling with fear for the first time.
"American ingenuity. It's a gamble, but Hackman's research was going somewhere after all. Thanks for baiting me into them. If it wasn't for you, I wouldn't have gotten this nice little pick-me-up," Kari said, letting the gun vanish to be replaced with a health sigil that she proceeded to crush.
Transforming back into magical girl form, Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin] to finish the job. But it wasn't looking like she needed to lift a hand.
"Wait… everyone that I lost… that I sacrificed… I can't let them die for nothing…" Hurricane collapsed, gasping between each word now. Broken and defeated, the monster laid there with a part of her mask broken which revealed the right half of her face. The eyes were blank and lifeless, but the ring of her irises and pupils tracked Kari's movement as she walked up to her.
The surface of her body began to deform and distort. Her ivory robes shifted to a darker reddish brown-like pulsating flesh that was blistering up with boils.
Kari drew [Ruin] across Hurricane's chest, carving away an amalgamation of souls that looked like black sludge.
This vessel is broken, a voice called to Kari from within. There is nothing worth feasting here, but those behind you…
Kari cast a gaze over to Jade, Makina, and Sachi. All three of whom were unconscious. Dragging her soul-weapon along the ground over to their still bodies, the desire to consume grew increasingly more overpowering than before. She found herself in front of Makina, [Ruin]'s blade next to her throat.
Feed, Kari.
"I can't…"
The appetizers are laid out in front of you. Eat now. Feed us both. Grow stronger before she—
An oppressive heat wrapped Kari like a blanket. Her eyes stung from cinders raining down on her, and her nose wrinkled from the smell of ash in the air. The entire tree was burning. Many of the eyes were shutting and arms curling up, skin peeling and flaking off, all blackening from the fires.
Someone whistled sharply from afar.
"Oh, I love the smell of wildfires in the morning. You did it, Kari! I honestly thought you didn't have it in you, but you did." An empowered Flare clapped incessantly from the base of the tree trunk with a wry smile on her face.
"I had a feeling you'd show up… What now? Your precious soul is sewage smoothie," Kari said of Hurricane's body.
"Is it? Well, that's too bad." Flare shrugged, grinning like she had a secret to share. "If all these seraphs are connected, then there's one more. Did you forget already? I'll tell you— it's the one that spawned in South Africa. The one that we left stewing for two apocalypses. Ripe like a fresh fruit ready for the picking. Damn, I can just taste it now!"
A massive hole opened up beneath Flare's feet, and the tree which burned as a monument to Hurricane's defeat began to splinter and break. Some of the falling limbs plunged into the depths, which seemed to quake with life.
"I'm giving you a choice now, Kari. Honestly, it's a whole lot more than you deserve. There's four of you magical girls down there. Who's it going to be? Who wants to die so that a god can finally be born?" Flare asked, floating above the abyssal chasm.
"Four? You can't possibly mean…"
She nodded. "I do. Is it going to be Jade or Makina? They're already knocked out and won't even know it. Or maybe you, Kari? Finally, right? A chance to do something heroic in your short stint as a magical girl. How about it? Sacrificing yourself for your friends?"
"You can fuck right off! Stampede!" Kari rushed in and brought [Ruin] down on Flare, but her weapon and skill came to a stop against a phoenix-shaped shield. She let go of the soul-weapon to hold the gun that Rocky materialized again in her hand, and brought it up to Flare's face to fire.
The loud bang rang painfully in Kari's ears. She saw the trail of smoke leaving the barrel of the gun first, then at Flare who had craned her neck to the side, having avoided the shot. Her eyes were wide with shock, fixed on the gun that had nearly killed her. The flames that wreathed her grew more intense, drenching Kari in dried sweat.
"You sneaky bitch." Flare sighed.
Kari thought to escape too late. Five burning fingers clamped down on her face, causing her skin to blister.
"Blast Furnace."
Health: [320/320 ⇒ 0/320]
A torrent of flames consumed Kari, the single skill taking her out of magical girl form. Flare tossed her charred body to the ground.
"No, Kari!" Rocky jumped out of his hiding place to throw himself over her, putting a sigil in her hand. But she had no strength to crush it.
"Well, I think you just made a decision!" Flare cackled from above.
One of them had to die? That wasn't a choice. They were unconscious. The only one left to fight was herself. It wasn't fair. After everything she did to get this far, it was as though she still had to lose.
"I'll go," Sachi said, climbing to her feet.
"Oh, hey! Didn't see you there, Sachi. Nice of you to join us. Out of the oven and into the frying pan, am I right?" Flare sneered.
"Wait, Sachi… you can't…" Kari clawed desperately to try and stop her.
In spite of the pleas, the assassin walked to the edge of the chasm.
Sachi glanced over her shoulder and flashed a smile. "A while back, you made a deal with Flare to keep me and Makina safe. I get it now. You were just trying to protect me from Flare in Osaka. Sorry for forcing you to make all those hard decisions. I've been looking for a way to make it up to you and Makina, but I guess I fucked up along the way. It was short… but I'm glad we could be friends."
Without giving Kari a chance to say goodbye, Sachi threw herself over.
"What a brave girl." Flare mockingly wiped a tear from her eyes. "She could have made a good mag—"
"Assassin's Shiv!"
The glint of a shiv flew out of the pit. It plunged into Flare's back, who howled in agony and her eyes went blood-shot wide in shock.
Sachi appeared at the handle to twist and bury the shiv deeper into her.
"That's for Ena, you fucking bitch! And this is for my parents! Bloodbath Assassin—" Sachi choked on her next words from Flare thrusting a wooden stake into her chest. Blood soaked into the fiery magical girl's hands and fizzled dry. As the assassin fell, she locked eyes with Kari one more time and offered a content smile.
"No, Sachi!" Kari repeatedly smashed the sigil against her forehead until she began to bleed, but it still wouldn't break. "Come on… Come on!"
But Sachi had already vanished into the chasm.
Flare was about to go after her, but she stopped short as fear welled in her demeanor. Meanwhile, Kari crawled up to the edge of the pit, desperately searching for Sachi. She was gone. Nowhere to be seen. Her body swallowed within the abyss.
"That's it… I'm just going to have to kill all of you. Every last one of you until I'm the only magical girl left!" Flare screamed like a deranged lunatic, expanding her flames to reflect the madness in her eyes.




Chapter 70 - A World in Ashes

In a massive fiery burst, Flare transformed into her empowered form. The fabric of her red robes came alive as licking blue flames. Her skin blackened like obsidian, forming cracks that oozed with magma. Projected behind her, adding to the oppressive heat, was an enormous phoenix. Each beat of the massive wings created gales that showered the city in cinders and ashes.
It was cold one moment, and then the next like standing on the surface of the sun. Kari wiped the sweat from her forehead and gasped for air that burned her lungs from within.
"Come to think of it… I never showed you my soul-weapon. Or maybe I did? Say hello to Match Stick!" Flare stuck out her right hand, and the flames around her coalesced onto her palm, forming something like a relay baton. As she twirled it, a burning whip shot out from one end and spewed fire from each harsh crack.
Not yet… Kari thought.
Before the rest of her strength drained away, Kari repeatedly smashed the sigil into the ground over and over again.
This bitch wasn't going to get her way. Not anymore. Not while Kari still breathed and Makina was still alive. After Minato and Sachi, who were willing to call her a hero when everyone else called her a monster, if there was ever a time to prove them right… it was now.
Flare grabbed the base of her baton and pulled along the length of the whip, igniting her hand with a ball of roaring fire.
"Don't worry, Kari. I'll find a nice shelf to display you when I put your ashes into an urn. How about my bathroom?" She cracked a smile and threw the fiery orb in Kari's direction.
Clutching the sigil tightly, Kari raised it as high as she could with both hands and smashed it into pieces.
Health: [0/320 ⇒ 320/320]
Kari leaped into the abyss and transformed as the area she was just lying exploded. Before she fell too far away, another sigil manifested in her hand. She crushed it to restore her magic.
Magic: [0/130 ⇒ 130/130]
"Stampede, Destruction Incarnate!" Kari shouted, summoning [Destruction and Ruin] to her hands.
Flying faster than she could blink, Kari became empowered as she sliced upward at Flare. Again, the blade struck the Molten Shield, but this time it shattered through.
When Kari believed she had finally broken through Flare's defenses, the burning whip shot forth from the pieces of Molten Shield and wrapped around her chest. It seared her flesh like meat on a grill. A sudden pressure knocked the wind out of her lungs. Kari coughed up blood which landed on Flare's cheek and quickly sizzled away. She looked down. In the fiery magical girl's hand was Jhenne's— the soul-carving stake, buried into Kari's stomach.
"Imagine my surprise when that retard manifested this soul-weapon. Got to love how things work out for me." Flare grinned, creating more cracks in her obsidian glass-like face
"Fuck you…" Kari growled.
Flare smirked and flung Kari to earth like a meteor.
Health: [160/320 ⇒ 100/320]
What happened? Kari asked herself as she lay bleeding in the rubble.
Destruction Incarnate was supposed to render her the unstoppable one. Was Flare just that strong enough to fling her around like a doll? The whip. It dished out magic damage.
"Oh, Kari~" Flare hummed with patronizing intent. "You're so cute when you're angry!"
Kari shattered two sigils that appeared in her hand and stood up to face Flare. "And you're looking real happy for someone that murdered more innocent people than I ever did."
"What? Of course, I killed them," she said as a matter of factly. "The next PM, what's his name? Shimizu. He wants to put a leash on us. I like chokers, but not when someone else is putting it on me. Thanks in no small part to you and the apocalypse, that changes things. Who do you think Japan has to rely on now that half their forces across the three JSDF branches have been wiped out? Go on, take a guess."
"After you nuked Sendai? I don't think so. Everyone will know how fucked up you are!" Kari fired back.
Flare shook her head as though Kari had said something naive.
"Me? You mean you? You set the precedent, Kari. In Tokyo, Osaka, with the American fleet and their magical girls… You're wanted more dead than alive, and now they think you were the one who bombed Sendai. After all, poor Flare had turned herself in! She's innocent! As far as the public knows… You. Attacked. Me. Once this is over, I'll be the magical girl who survived your attempted assassination and rose from the ashes to end you and the apocalypse!"
Kari blinked absentmindedly.
Flare was right. The military wasn't after Flare in Nagoya and Fukuyama. They wanted Kari. A target had been painted on her back long before Sendai. Her life was the one that was fucked.
After the apocalypse, she had no home to go back to, no parents to find at the dinner table, and would be left alone in a world that despised her. Being with Makina…
Was a pipe dream. Just being by Makina's side would ruin her life.
The cold steel of her soul-weapon slipped from her sweaty hands. Kari followed suit and fell to all fours, watching sweat and blood drip onto the ground.
"It's too bad you fucked me back in Tokyo. Remember Roppongi? If you had at least taken me out on a date first, maybe we could have made a great duo, don't you think? Like Batman and Robin! Or maybe we're more like Joker and Harley? Everything's gone perfectly in my favor since the very beginning. South and North America don't have a fleet anymore. Their magical girls are dead, too. China's lost Chu Hua, the ace up their sleeves. The entire continent of Africa only has three cowards left that shied away from two apocalypses. Both Korean magical girls are also dead. Japan's military has been crippled. Now, more than ever, the world needs me. Me! They have no reason to need anyone else—"
"Is that true? Have you really been framing Kari this whole time?"
Both of them whipped around to find Makina, slowly climbing to her feet.
"Ah, the girlfriend's awake. Look, toots. It was personal. Can you blame me?" Flare asked, throwing her arms out.
"Then I hope you don't mind… This is personal, too." Makina raised her phone and pressed the play button.
"What? Of course, I killed them…"
Word for word, Makina's phone replayed a recording of what Flare had said. They all listened quietly, but Flare's face twisted into a scowl.
"You dirty skank…" Flare muttered. "Give me the phone."
"It's too late. I already uploaded the recording. Now everyone will find out who you really are," Makina said, crushing the phone herself.
"Oh, it's over for me? You think you got one over me? I guess I should just stop— As if!"
"Makina, run!" Kari shouted.
Flare moved faster than anyone could react, cracking the whip at Makina and binding her with the fiery restraints. One hard yank sent her flying into Flare's arms.
"Maybe I'll finally let you two in on a little secret. Remember that time, oh-so-long ago? The whole thing with Tetsuo's phone?" Flare asked, leaning into Makina's ear as if sharing something important.
Kari didn't humor her. She only stared, searching for an opening to save Makina, defiance and hesitation welling within her chest. But she did remember. How desperate Flare was to retrieve the phone back, even willing to jeopardize their newfound alliance over it.
She continued, "That's because I'm the one who told them to do it."
"You told them to… What?" Makina uttered as the blood drained from her face.
The fiery magical girl bellowed with raucous laughter.
"I'm telling you— I did it. After Kari took the ring and became a magical girl, I realized that although she had potential, she lacked a reason to fight. So I needed to find a nudge. That nudge was Tetsuo. I met him in the hospital while visiting the injured after Akiba's incursion. Boy, I knew high schoolers were bad but man, that kid belonged in something worse than juvie. He told me that Kari was close to you, and if I wanted to somehow get under her skin, then going through your pretty face was the quickest way. Hoo-wow. Was he right!"
"Shut up!" Kari shouted, the blood in her veins boiling with anger. "What the hell are you trying to say? You and Tetsuo cooked up a plan to screw with Makina just to get to me?"
Flare nodded, unable to hold back her giggles. "That basketball player and your school's queen bitch? I guess Tetsuo roped them in. When you started sniffing around, I needed to cut the loose ends. Couldn't have you berserking on me early. That's right, Kari— I'm the reason your girlfriend got dicked. Or looking at it from another angle, you're the reason it happened to her. For all you know, she actually hates your guts!"
"No!" Makina cried. "It's not your fault, Kari! It was never your fault! Don't listen to Flare. I've always loved you—"
Makina jerked in Flare's grasp as something stabbed into her body. The bloodied stake. Kari couldn't believe what she was seeing. She didn't believe it. Not until Flare let Makina's limp body crumple to the ground.
"Makina!" Pochi flew fearlessly to her magical girl.
"Makina…?" Kari took an unsteady step forward while Rocky tried to hold her back.
This can't be real. Anyone but her…
Kari didn't scream, but every fiber in her body quivered with a singular urge. As she filled with unnatural strength, her eyes became fixed solely on Flare.
"You fucking bitch!" Kari charged in against Rocky's protests, but she stopped cold when fiery tendrils lifted Makina between them. [Ruin] was centimeters from Makina's neck.
However, from this close up, the sound of Makina's ragged breathing calmed her just a little. She was still alive. Barely.
"Don't struggle," Flare warned, clenching Kari by the throat with both hands. "Sooner or later, you will be just like me. Those voices, those damn voices start to be like nails on chalkboard, screeching at you all day and night. Nothing you eat will ever taste the same again, if you can stomach the absence of flavor. I'm doing you a solid by killing you, so that you won't turn into me. Ask yourself: can you ever forgive yourself if you ate Makina like you did those other magical girls? You'll eventually become the very thing Makina truly—"
"Please, stop this! I cannot do this anymore."
The phoenix projection behind Flare shrunk back into the size of the small, fiery falcon. Caught by surprise, Flare's mouth flopped open in confusion at her own anthem's actions.
"Flare, I cannot watch you do this anymore," Blaze said.
"What did you say?" Flare quietly asked.
The fiery anthem didn't flinch, much like the time Kari had threatened him. His flames burned brighter, seemingly ignited with resolve.
"I have seen you commit countless atrocities and with each passing day, my sins grow alongside yours. This must stop. I refuse to watch you kill Kari and consume that monstrous soul to become something that isn't you anymore. If you continue this path, Flare, I… I will not serve you any longer," he firmly declared.
Kari began to lose consciousness. The world was getting darker. Flare's fingers tightened around her throat, nails digging into the skin enough to draw blood. Then the world turned upside down in an instant. Flare flung Kari away, sending her crashing to the ground. The fiery magical girl trembled with anger and stared Blaze down with the burning glare of the sun.
"Blaze, obey me and transform back. Now," Flare demanded, extending a hand towards him.
Blaze returned the glare with a fire of his own.
"No."
"Did I just hear that right? Blaze… you're disobeying Flare?" Rocky asked in a small voice.
Blaze nodded.
"Listen to me, Blaze! There's still time. Transform again— hurry!" Flare shouted more frantically.
"I will not serve you anymore," Blaze said.
At that moment, Rocky averted his eyes. The unquenching flames on Blaze dimmed and grew weaker until he was only a falcon, feathers an ashen gray that continued to darken. His body went rigid, and the beating wings which kept him afloat ceased moving, but his eyes lingered gently on his magical girl and glistened with life for a moment longer.
"My greatest regret was that I couldn't convince you to stay the path of goodness, but I never once regretted being your anthem." Blaze smiled.
When Flare reached out to him, Blaze slipped past her fingers. He fell to the ground, shattering like the fragile glass shards from a Malevolent Domain. Those pieces of him, strewn across the ground, began to fade. Soon, any trace of his existence vanished, blown away by the winds.
"What happened?" Kari asked.
"Blaze, he…" Rocky started choking up. "By disobeying Flare, he ceased to exist."
Just like that? Then all those times Rocky had resisted her in the same way Blaze did with Flare, she almost lost him? A heavy weight bore down on Kari's chest as it dawned on her that she nearly lost Rocky so many times. Like Blaze, he was willing to sacrifice his existence to stop her.
"It doesn't matter," Flare muttered, turning around to face Kari and igniting her empowered form without the phoenix. "I don't need Blaze anymore, I don't need anyone, and last but not least, I don't need any of—!"
She grabbed her head and howled in agony.
"Shut up! Shut up already! All this bitching and moaning… I'm the one in control! Me!"
The blue and red inferno that enveloped Flare darkened into unnatural black. When she pulled her hand away from her head, Kari and Rocky recoiled out of fear. Flare's whole face was covered in the black fire, billowing with wispy smoke.
Kari stepped back out of visceral fear. "The hell is happening to her?"
"Without a system's admin, Flare's losing control! All those souls she's eaten in the past are trying to take over," Rocky warned.
"This is all because you filled his head with nonsense. The Blaze I knew would never betray me. Well, you know what they say: an eye for an eye. You take my anthem— I take yours!" Flare shouted and lunged at them.
"Rocky, get out of here!" Kari brought [Ruin] down on Flare and struck her Molten Shield instead.
The two came face to face, but Kari couldn't see through the fog of darkness that shrouded Flare's head.
"Take a good hard look at me, Kari. This is the future you're fighting for! You don't know how it feels to really starve yet, clawing at your own throat and stomach, begging for it to end, and passing out and wondering if you're going to still be you when you wake up!" Flare shrieked.
"I'll never be like you!" Kari yelled back. "Stampede!"
The point-blank impact knocked Flare away, but it didn't stop her rampage.
Your blood, Inyanga's voice whispered to her. Use your blood.
Blood was the key.
Using the wound from the stake's puncture wound, Kari smeared her own blood on [Ruin]'s blade, then reached out to Flare with the same bloodied hand.
"Aww. What are you going to do? Pull me to you? I'll incinerate you into a piece of charcoal before then. Are you sure?" Flare taunted her.
"You're right. I got a better idea," Kari said, shuddering with restrained laughter. Flare raised a brow just as a magic sigil appeared in Kari's hand. As soon as she crushed it— "Final Siege!"
An earthen mold of Flare took shape in front of Kari. [Destruction and Ruin]'s golden heart illuminated to a blinding pitch, and she brought the hammer down onto the statue's head. The attack left the fiery magical girl stunned and reeling.
"Now, Come Here!"
As Flare propelled towards her, Kari swung the soul-carving weapon. The blade sunk only an inch into her flesh. The fiery magical girl's eyes widened in the cloud of darkness that was her head. One hand held the shaft of the weapon near the head of the hammer, desperately pushing against her indomitable strength. The other, wielding the stake, plunged into Kari's chest a second time.
"I'll fucking kill you if it's the last thing I'll do… even if I die, I'm taking you with me to hell!" Kari snarled.
"I'm not going to be done in by some sad excuse for a magical girl throwing a tantrum! I made you! You're alive because of me!"
Flare let go of the stake to raise a hand between them. The black flames around them lent their fires to her until a roiling sun swirled in the palm of her hand.
"Solar—"
Jade shoved her fingers into Flare's mouth. Her hand began to smoke and sizzle like it was on a frying pan. However, doing so kept the psycho from uttering the rest of her skill name.
"End it, now!" Jade exclaimed. "Your axe is the only thing that will kill her for good!"
Putting all her strength into both hands, Kari still couldn't budge any more than an inch. Flare fought back with otherworldly power. Jade wouldn't last much longer with her fingers being gnawed on.
Suddenly, someone behind them started struggling.
"Grand…" Makina tugged on the fiery tendrils to loosen them from her throat. "Symphony!"
An ethereal piano took shape in front of Makina, and she let go of the coiling flames to slam her fingers onto the keys. What sounded like a melody to Kari must have been discord to Flare. A flinch was all it took.
Kari cleaved through Flare cleanly in half. Her black flames ceased at once and the ghastly form waned, returning to her normal magical girl appearance.
When Jade let go, both halves of Flare plummeted to the ground, and Kari chased after her. Piece by piece, she hacked off each of Flare's limbs. [Ruin] went through the flesh and bones like butter, making mincemeat of her on the chopping board.
Flare had already died, but Kari hadn't yet realized that.
"How do you like that?!" Kari cried, pouring her emotions out in every swing.
"Kari…"
Fury commanded her hands. She severed the head from the shoulders. Scalding blood splattered on Kari's face and slickened her hands. The soul-weapon slipped from her grasp as she struck out again. Instead of going after it, she started kicking the pieces of Flare's ruined body.
"Everything that you did doesn't fucking matter now, does it? Huh, Flare? Fucking bitch! Fuck you! Fuck you! I did it! I
killed you!"
"Kari!" Jade's voice snapped Kari back to her senses.
Was it over?
There was no way to be sure. Kari maintained a cautious vigil over Flare's mutilated remains. Her eyes stung from the cinders, but the fear of being caught unawares was as palpable as the ashes on her parched tongue. She pressed a hand to the two holes in her stomach. The bleeding had stopped, but it might be over the moment her magical girl form dropped.
It was going to hurt like hell, too.
Standing a few feet away from the corpse was Jade, who was on the verge of passing out. She held Justice, which stabbed into the earth, to prop herself up. Her entire right arm was so charred it looked like seared steak.
"Is Flare… dead?" Kari dreaded to ask.
Jade swallowed hard and opened her mouth to answer, but only a hoarse gasp escaped her lungs.
"You gain any points?" Jade asked, panting between each word.
Kari shook her head.
The fiery magical girl, who should have been able to rise from the ashes like a phoenix, laid still on the ground. Flare bled like any normal human, and the surprised demeanor captured her final moments of scorn and indignation that they defeated her.
"Last time she died was in Roppongi. Took a few minutes. How long has it been?" Kari asked.
"Hell if I know," Jade said. "Your weapon cuts through us, right? Maybe it went through her and her resurrection skill, right?"
"Maybe? I… I don't know."
Rocky, Iggy, and Pochi flew over, lifting an unconscious Gauntlet by each paw.
"If the ring's detached from the hand, then she should be dead for good!" Rocky exclaimed.
"Check for a ring!" Iggy hastily added.
Kari turned to Jade, and both of them dropped down to check Flare's fingers. The pool of blood stained the bottom of their robes, knees, and hands as they searched through the carnage.
Lying on the ground and severed at the wrist was Flare's right hand. The ring that had previously been unseen was set with a ruby on her index finger. Kari lifted the hand and tugged on the ring— and it came loose.
They breathed a collective sigh of relief.
It was over. At long last the bitch was dead. The wave of relief that washed over Kari was short-lived. Her knees buckled from the biting pain of both hunger and her wounds. She peeled back her hand. The two holes from being stabbed by the stake emitted a gaseous black mist similar to what had enveloped Flare.
"What are we going to do with it?" Rocky asked.
"Not my concern." Kari flicked it away only for Rocky to catch it.
She dragged herself over to Makina and held her weak body close. That last skill was all Makina mustered before passing out. They needed to get to a hospital. Makina might not last otherwise. As Kari took flight, the sound of a humming weapon gave her pause.
"Where do you think you're going?" Jade asked.
When Kari glanced over her shoulders, a javelin charging up for the kill was pointed right at them. Rather, it was aimed at Kari in particular.
"I have to get her help," Kari said.
"You think I'm dumb? I know you're gonna find a hospital, but what happens after? Don't tell me you're thinking about running off somewhere. I gotta remind you we still got a score to settle?"
Kari hadn't forgotten. That even if the apocalypse, Messiah, and Flare were dealt with, the two of them couldn't let each other go. As she gazed into the emerald magical girl's eyes to meet her resolve, another thought did come to mind.
A chance to make amends? No.
Seek salvation? Too far gone for that.
Nothing noble like any of that. Just another selfish want.
"There's one more thing I need to take care of, because there's no telling when that thing is going to hatch," Kari said.
Jade, who had reached into her pocket to pull out a cigarette carton, grimaced when she popped open the top and looked in. She crushed the carton and tossed it away.
"You're gonna go eat it, huh? You know I can't let you do that." Jade glared.
"I'm the last person to ask this from you, but I want you to trust me. I want you to let me go," she implored her.
Unmoved, Jade scoffed at the idea. "As if I fucking believe you."
Was it always going to lead to this? Just like every other mistake Kari had made, she wondered at what point things could have gone differently. Even Rocky made no effort this time to dissuade them from fighting.
"Fine."
Kari laid Makina down on a wooden bench that had miraculously survived all the destruction and chaos. It was slightly elevated on the right, probably from a root growing underneath. She kissed her on the forehead and went to pick up [Destruction and Ruin].
"You ready?" Kari asked.
Jade cracked her neck left and right, then cracked her knuckles underneath her chin.
"Bring it on, rookie."




Chapter 71 - You Were Worth It

Two days after the apocalypse had ended in Japan, the country was ready to begin its road to recovery.
With a heavy jacket on and cap to disguise herself, Kari followed the nurse down the busy hospital corridor. There were so many patients, they had to shuffle and squeeze between occupied beds pulled out into the hall. Many were left alone to recover in silence. Who knew if they were already dead or not? One groaning man was tended to by a nurse and doctor, who were replacing the bloodied bandages that wrapped a leg missing below the knee.
The heavy odor of antiseptic made her nose wrinkle.
Towards the end of the hallway, space became more plentiful. But only because two JSDF officers guarded the last room on the left.
"I'm sorry," the older one said, blocking their way. "This patient isn't seeing visitors."
The nurse who had escorted Kari frowned.
"This young lady here says the girl inside is her classmate. Maybe you can look the other way just this once?" she asked.
"Please? I haven't seen her since the apocalypse. I just… want a moment to speak to her," Kari pleaded.
The other officer sighed through his nose.
"Fifteen minutes," he said, opening the door for her.
As Kari entered, eager to see Makina, they gently shut the door behind her.
There Makina was, lying still in bed, an IV stuck to her arm, and attached to a heart monitor. The only thing that Kari hated was the handcuffs that shackled Makina to the bed. The fox anthem Pochi, who was snuggled on top of her chest, awakened and started wagging his tail.
Kari unzipped her school bag to let Rocky and Iggy out, both choking down deep breaths as they emerged.
"We made it!" Rocky exclaimed.
"Sh." Kari placed a finger up to her lips. "They're just outside, so be quiet."
The two anthems nodded, then made zipping motions across their lips. Quietly, they roped Pochi into helping them freshen the place up. Rocky threw open the curtains. Iggy blew up some 'get well soon' balloons, and Pochi laid flowers Kari had bought along the counter next to the window.
Kari pulled the only seat in the room closer to Makina and brushed some hair away from her face. She fingered the zipper of her jacket pulled up to her collar. Just underneath was her magical girl outfit, still transformed so as to not bleed out.
"Nurse told me you were looking good. You kind of lost a few pounds, but same old you. It's uhm… starting to get cold. Maybe you should ask the nurses for extra blankets or— right, shit. You're still unconscious. I'll ask for you… before I go."
Sitting by the window, surrounded by flowers, the anthems were watching her intently.
"Can you guys not stare?" Kari groaned.
"Where else are we going to look?" Rocky asked.
Her eyes flicked to the school bag on the ground.
"I got a few ideas."
"W-We'll look out the window then!" Iggy said
The butterfly anthem— Sachi's anthem— had nowhere to go. Not only did she lose her magical girl, but also the ring. They didn't want to leave her hanging and so brought her with them. Having her around served as a constant reminder that she wasn't able to save Sachi.
But she was able to save one.
"I… was hoping you'd be awake when I got here. Maybe we could talk a little more. Used to be that you and Minato were always the one talking, so it feels weird that I'm the only one talking now. Just spitting out whatever comes to mind, you know? Oh! I visited Minato. His grave, I mean. It was the same thing. Just me talking."
Kari began to choke up before continuing.
"It's not fair… I fucking hate it. I just wanted to protect you guys and… I fucked up. So I'm going to set things straight. Not because it's the right thing to do. Sure as hell not doing it for people who I'll never meet. You're all that matters. It's always been for you."
A tear streaked down Kari's cheek and landed on Makina's forehead. Kari squeezed her hand, wishing that she would just wake up and convince her not to go.
One of the officers knocked on the door to notify Kari that her fifteen minutes were up. She hesitated to leave, but a second knock spurred her to get going.
"Bye, Makina. It's always been for you."
As Kari got up to leave, only Rocky followed her. Pochi and Iggy stayed behind with Makina. When she exited the room, the nurse was waiting outside to come in.
"Can you get her more bedsheets? Makina gets cold pretty easily," Kari said.
"I'm afraid we've run out with how many patients have been coming in. I'll double check for you," the nurse offered.
"Oh. It's fine then. Can I get just one more minute? Just one. I left something inside," she told the officers.
The officer clicked his tongue.
"Alright, hurry."
Kari returned to Makina's bedside. The door was left slightly ajar enough to see their shoulders, but neither officers were peeking in. She unzipped her hoodie and laid it on top of Makina. The magical girl outfit she wore had repaired itself at some point, but not the injury. Even now the black mists seeped through the fabric of her outfit.
Iggy and Pochi opened the window just as a curious officer poked his head in.
"Sir, it's Kari!"
Both of them reached for their sidearms, but Kari leapt out of the window to escape. They flew high into the sky, far out of reach from any eyes or bullets.
"Ready to go?" Rocky asked.
"Yeah." Kari nodded, wiping the wetness from her eyes.




Chapter 72 - All my Sins

The pair flew across Cape Town, chased by flying monstrosities. Kari whirled around and clenched [Destruction and Ruin].
"Wanton Smash!"
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
The monsters exploded in a mist of blood that rained down the ruined streets. That was the last of them in the city. She gazed northward, where the tall cement wall that enclosed South Africa was visible even from here.
This city, this country that was unlucky enough to be Flare's testing ground, faced the world's very first apocalypse that never ended.
"It's time to put old ghosts to rest," Kari whispered.
They landed in the streets, gazing up at the giant, pulsating cocoon. The angel that was birthed here had entered another metamorphosis. Then what Flare said was true. It really had been absorbing souls that died all the way in Japan.
Walking up to the cocoon, a cacophony of voices began to echo like white noise in her head. A deep, prickling hunger tempted her closer.
You played your hand well, fooled those closest to you, and now the prize is right before your eyes. So close that you can taste it.
"You're right. I did fool everyone, didn't I? My friends, enemies, people I didn't even know… All just to get here." Kari sighed, pressing a hand to the cool surface of the egg. "And now…"
Kari took a step back and with one powerful swing, she buried [Ruin] into the shell. The strike cracked the cocoon, and as she drew the blade out, a mass of souls emerged along with it. Screaming, crying, and cursing, the amalgamation of madness which crackled with incredible energy shaped to suit a willing vessel.
The soulmass struggled in her grasp. Loosening even a finger might release another horror into the world, so she clenched tightly and raised it to her salivating mouth.
It tasted bitter, then it began to hurt like biting a cactus. The souls burned going down, but the shrieking went quiet the instant she gulped it. Her ceaseless hunger had come to an end. A power bubbled within her like a boiling kettle. The entity that dwelled inside her cage of flesh danced with joy. She experienced its elation and relief, sensing a thousand years of patience rewarded at last.
Kari wondered what it all meant. It was filled with unquenchable rage and a desire to be reborn.
The black fog, the same that billowed from Flare like she was a burning coal plant, began to envelop her body and robes.
[System message incoming…
…
…
…
System message received. Displaying message now…
Congratulations, you have stopped both apocalypses. Your world's end has been stalled.
You have exceeded Our expectations and consumed an angel's soul. This power created by Our ancient enemies to fight Us now gestates in your body, but We shall mold it into something else. Something to make you greater.
They are pleased. We are pleased. Nothing will stop Us from now on, Kari Tachibana. The world is Our feasting ground and dinner has only just begun. Let us return to Japan to consume what is left?]
"Now," Kari began, "I've fooled you, too."
Holding the soul-weapon by the shaft and spike, Kari plunged [Ruin] into her abdomen.
[What are you doing? Stop, fool! We command you to stop!]
Desperate and panicked, the voices rang like church bells between her ears. The mists of darkness coiled around the weapon, pulling in vain against her strength in an attempt to save her. To save itself.
"I'm… in control… it's my life… I decide how I live and… how I die!" Kari growled, driving the bladed edge of [Ruin] deeper into her chest.
The voices went silent. Blood poured down her outfit like a fountain. How many times had she stained these robes? It was a wonder that they hadn't been dyed black yet.
Kari ripped the soul-weapon away in a spray of blood and collapsed backwards. Passing clouds drifted past her eyes. The comfort that maybe Makina was watching the same sky masked the pain.
It was so bright a few seconds ago, but now things were getting darker like night was drawing to a close. However, one figure she did make out was Rocky, who floated over her with a sad smile.
"Hey, partner…" Kari muttered weakly.
"I'm right here," Rocky said, resting both paws on her hand.
She felt his hot tears falling onto her face.
"I got one last favor to ask from you. Take my ring… Flare's ring, too… throw them into the ocean."
"I will." Rocky nodded.
Good, she thought.
"I couldn't ask for a better anthem… than you, Rocky. I'm so glad you were my friend." Kari smiled. "Watch over Makina for me, will you?"
"I will…" Rocky nodded again, rubbing his fuzzy head against her cheek. "Goodbye, partner."
Everything suddenly stopped hurting, but the world continued to grow darker. She no longer felt the fur of Rocky's fuzzy head. Had he left? Was this how death was supposed to be? Alone and uncertain?
As tears rolled down her eyes, Kari came to the terrifying realization that she didn't want to die. She didn't want to be the hero who sacrificed herself at the end. All she ever wanted was to be with Makina.
One final thought flitted through Kari's mind as the emptiness enveloped her. It would have been nice to hear Makina play the piano again.
"Kari… Kari!"
Kari awakened to the beaming sun warming up the left half of her body. She rubbed the crust from her eyes and yawned. As the blurriness faded, she nearly fell out of her chair seeing Minato and Makina standing in front of her desk.
Minato folded his arms in a show of displeasure.
"School's out, sleepyhead."
"S-School?" Kari repeated after him.
The classroom was empty, tinted a warm and orange glow from the setting sun. They were the only ones inside. Everyone else seemed to have left already. The clock above the blackboard read 3:21 PM.
"Shit. You guys didn't think to wake me up?" Kari groaned, quickly stuffing her belongings into her school bag.
"Well, someone wanted to take pictures of your sleeping face." Minato rolled his eyes, which landed squarely on Makina.
"Hey! You promised not to say anything!" Makina pouted, then turned to Kari. "I'm not deleting these pictures. You can't make me! I never get any pictures with you because you're always so uptight about them."
Kari swallowed the urge to tease her. She could have. After all, they… After all… what?
"Let's go already," Minato said. "Sachi and Rie are waiting for us at the gate."
Sachi and Rie were?
"Oooh. Someone's just excited to see Sachi~" Makina teased.
"Stuff it! Nothing's going on between us!" Minato fired back, blushing up to his ears.
That's right. Minato and Sachi were… They were… something? Kari couldn't quite put her finger on it.
"Kari, you got to do something about falling asleep in class. Your parents are going to give you an earful if our homeroom teacher calls them about it," Minato warned.
Kari shuddered as she stood up, and watched from her desk as Minato and Makina headed for the door.
"What's wrong?" Makina asked, taking a worried few steps back inside.
"My parents are dead, and so are Minato, Sachi, and Rie," Kari said.
The two of them traded glances and chuckled nervously.
"They're clearly not dead, and your lovable okatu is right here. Still stuck in dreamland?" Minato joked.
"I'm sorry, you two. I really wish this was real, but I know it's not. You can drop the act now," Kari faced the ceiling to say.
Her friends returned to the room, but more cautiously in their approach.
Makina looked hurt.
"You're scaring me, Kari. If something's wrong, you can talk to us. Me especially. We're dating now, aren't we?" Makina asked.
"Don't play with my head!" Kari picked up a desk and threw it against the windows. The glass shattered, and so did everything else until emptiness remained.
The two were all that was left, but they soon began to dissolve, melting like ice cream on a hot summer day. The viscous pool that her friends had turned into reached her shoes. She stepped away and tried to shake it off, but it clung to her like slime. Gnarled and bloodied hands emerged from the rippling waters to grab ahold of her legs.
Glancing down, her reflection was among the countless warped faces that stared up at her. A giant eyeball opened in the space above, glaring with so much spite that she felt the needles on her skin.
Shame. We wanted to tear you down Ourselves.
"This is my punishment, isn't it?" Kari asked.
An eternity's worth of damnation and suffering for betraying Us. We gifted you the tool to carve this world. You could have been so much more. Like one of Us. But you spat in Our faces. The gall—
Kari expelled an exhausted, long-drawn sigh.
"Shut the fuck up and do your worst."




Chapter 73 - Epilogue

It's gotten colder lately, Makina thought.
A gray gloom lingered over the city as though in mourning over the losses suffered during the apocalypse. Makina couldn't remember the last time she saw sunlight. Autumn had come, and a frigid winter awaited them. She wriggled her hands into her hoodie's sleeves. Hopefully, the clouds would clear up soon. She missed the sunlight. Missed the warmth that once enveloped her.
This cold, however, wasn't too bad. It gave her a reason to wear the hoodie that carried a faint yet familiar scent. One that calmed her and evoked fond memories. But ruminating on it for too long brought a deep, sorrowful pang to her heart.
Because soon, unlike the fleeting seasons that come and go, the scent would disappear entirely.
"Is here fine?" Nurse Inohara asked as the wheelchair came to a squeaking stop underneath the umbrella shade of a tree.
"Yes, thank you." Makina smiled.
The nurse pointed behind them, to a bench where another nurse sat beside her patient. Beyond them, watching her as intently as one would their prisoner, were four heavily armed JSDF personnel.
"I'll be by the benches just behind you. Holler if you need me, or if you're ready to head back inside, alright?"
As soon as the nurse was gone, Makina rattled the handcuff on her left wrist that shackled her to the wheelchair. She pinched the metal band with her other hand, causing a small indent on the surface. Deciding against it, she expelled a sigh and gazed across the hospital's freshly mowed back courtyard.
A mottled leaf, knocked loose by the wind, fell straight onto Pochi, who was lying asleep on Makina's lap. When she plucked the leaf off, the fox anthem stirred, yawning as he stretched his limbs to pop each joint.
"Did I wake you?" Makina asked, scratching Pochi between the ears.
"Hah?!" Pochi snapped to his feet. "I fell asleep again when I should be watching over you— aahhh! I'm so sorry!"
"Oh, you worry too much. The apocalypse has been taken care of, remember?" she reminded her anthem.
Another breeze blew in, this one much colder and heralding winter's chill. Pochi sat up, then climbed up to her right shoulder, wrapping his tail around her left like a scarf.
"I had a dream about Kari again. It's weird. Kari always looked and sounded like she was in pain. Every time I see her, she asks for one thing: to play the piano for her. I try, but it's like my music doesn't reach her," Makina said.
"I'm sure Kari appreciates it nonetheless," Pochi offered, then stiffened to something falling from the tree.
A black blur darted past Makina's feet.
"Mraauu!"
It was a black cat that fearlessly hopped onto her lap, purring and rubbing its head against her handcuffed wrist.
"Hey, cutie. Where did you come from?" Makina asked, finding a frayed collar and name tag around the cat's neck.
The name read 'Aba'.
"This punk wants my spot?" Pochi quietly growled, but the cat named Aba ignored him.
"Hehe. He's probably looking for someplace warm. It is getting colder, isn't it?" Makina asked the cat as she scratched his chin. Some parts of the fur had been matted down. He looked pretty scrawny for his size, too.
"Makina!" Nurse Inohara exclaimed from afar.
Without thinking, Makina enveloped Aba underneath the hoodie. Fortunately, the article of clothing was large and baggy, hopefully enough that the nurse wouldn't notice.
Glancing over her shoulder, the nurse came running over.
"What happened?" Makina asked.
"She's awake!" the nurse promptly answered.
Makina was awash with relief, and the jitters raised goosebumps all along her skin.
"Please, take me to her!"
They returned to the hospital building, accompanied by the four armed guards. The group emerged from the elevators to a young male doctor speaking quietly to another three JSDF officers guarding a room.
"It's important that we keep the patient here in case her condition worsens," the doctor insisted.
"Take it to the top brass, doc. We're asked to bring her in as soon as she wakes up," an officer said.
"And I'm making sure she stays
alive even after you take her in. How will you explain to your commanding officer and the Prime Minister that she bled out during transit? Can a corpse stand trial?"
Once the doctor had gotten snappy, the JSDF officers backed off. The oldest among them, who had a web of wrinkles from age and stress, groaned aloud when he pulled out a phone to call his superior.
"Dr. Suzuki," the nurse called out to the doctor.
"Oh, Miss Inohara! Thank you for bringing Makina so quickly." Dr. Suzuki nodded to them with a smile, a stark contrast to the stone-cold demeanors of the JSDF personnel that crowded this hallway.
The man was a military doctor, flown in from the United States to staff this hospital that was short on hands. Despite his given name, he wasn't a Japanese citizen. Dr. Suzuki was born in the U.S. and was assigned here thanks to his fluency in the native language.
Although his place of origin didn't matter to Makina, that wasn't quite the case for others. Especially the JSDF, who was antagonistic at best with any U.S. citizen residing in Japan given what happened during the apocalypse.
Dr. Suzuki took over for the nurse to push Makina's wheelchair, but the oldest JSDF officer, who had finished his call and had both arms folded across his chest, blocked the door.
"I believe we spoke about this before. Are you changing your minds?" Dr. Suzuki asked.
Makina shrunk underneath the JSDF officer's piercing glare, which simmered with contempt from all that transpired in the past few months.
"If you learn anything about Kari Tachibana or Kanae Hashimoto, I advise you to tell us," he strongly insisted, then stepped out of the way.
Dr. Suzuki opened the door and pushed Makina into the room.
Immediately, Makina's ears twitched to the rhythmic beep of the EKG from a slow and steady pulse
Lying awake in bed was Tsubasa Shibusawa. The magical girl of justice, Jade. She was handcuffed by her ankle, was covered in bruises, and could barely turn her head. Jade peered through one eye since the other was taped over with a bandage patch.
"Jade!" The name escaped Makina's lips and filled her with such relief that it wrested the breath from her lungs.
"Yo," Jade croaked, then turned to the doctor. "Can I get that celebratory smoke now?"
"No, you may not." Dr. Suzuki sighed, walking to the foot of the bed to pick up a clipboard. "You two take as much time as you need. Those jarheads aren't getting in here without getting through me first."
Jade seemed to breathe easier when Suzuki left the room.
"I don't like Suzuki," Jade began, choosing her words haphazardly and whatever was at the forefront of her mind. "It's always the soft-spoken, bug-eyed apes that got more going on between those fish fin ears of theirs."
Makina smiled into the back of her hand. Somehow, this abrasiveness reminded her of Kari.
"You and Kari must have gotten along like two peas in a pod," Makina teased.
Jade scoffed. "Yeah. Two peas in a fucking pod… Anyway, you don't have to call me Jade. Tsubasa's fine."
Around the room, a dozen balloons bumped against the ceiling. Some deflated and sagging. Gifts like stuffed animals, snacks, and postcards sat on the counter and table. It just went to show how popular Jade was, even as people were beginning to turn on magical girls.
It was just a shame that the one who deserved this the most wasn't here.
"How are you feeling? Must be wild waking up like this. I know I had a hard time believing it, and the doctors told me it had only been a few days," Makina said, wheeling herself forward.
"What, this? This ain't nothing. Should've seen how bad I got fucked up the first time." Tsubasa scooted up against her bed and pressed a button that raised her to a seated upright position.
"First time?" Makina reluctantly repeated and raised a brow.
"It's a long story," Gauntlet said, emerging from a pile of stuffed animals to help push her closer to the bed.
"Mew!"
Everyone looked at Makina. More specifically, at the wriggling mound on her stomach underneath the hoodie. The bundle of fur started tickling.
"Oh, I forgot! I found a— well, I guess the kitty found me in the courtyard. Look how cute he is!" Makina lifted the hoodie to coax him out. "Come on, little guy. Tsubasa has a scary face, but she's not all that bad."
The black cat rolled out onto her lap belly-up.
"Is that… Aba?" Tsubasa gasped.
"Wait, you know him?" Makina asked.
"Nah. You gotta be shitting me. That's the cat Kari and I found at Shuu's job. Shit… brings back memories. Sachi took a shine to the bugger. That I got a hard time believing, but…" she trailed off as her eyes lingered on the nametag.
From Makina's lap, Aba leaped onto the bed and stretched himself between Tsubasa's legs.
If the cat belonged to Nekomura, then it might be best to call Shuu to pick Aba up. He must be worried sick.
Until then, there was something important they needed to get out of the way.
"Now that you're awake, maybe Rocky will finally tell us what happened to Kari?" Makina asked, casting her gaze to the table where Kari's anthem sat quietly this whole time.
Rocky's ears sagged as everyone faced him. He couldn't make it any more obvious that he dreaded this day would come, and so did Makina. When Rocky tapped on her window a few days ago and Kari wasn't with him, she suspected the worst. She had some time to prepare, but they… all of them needed to hear it from the one who was with Kari until the very end.
It wasn't until Gauntlet and Iggy showed up at Rocky's side did the anthem find the courage to speak.
"We… went to South Africa together," Rocky began, his voice quivering and eyes moistening. "Kari cut the soul from the monster there and ate it, then killed herself to stop the apocalypse. I saw it happen. Saw the… ring slip from her finger, too."
"So Kari is really gone," Makina quietly mumbled, feeling her heart sink and fighting back tears.
"The last thing Kari told me was to watch over you." The anthem flew up and embraced her.
She hugged him back. "Just like her to do that."
Tsubasa played with Aba absentmindedly, waving her finger over his face and making no effort to avoid being swatted. Although expressionless, Makina could tell she was trying not to let the sorrow show on her face.
Sunlight bled past the drawn curtains and blinded Makina. The light and warmth were a welcome comfort.
Gauntlet flew up to the curtains and pulled on the drawstring. A break in the canopy of clouds let flood an ocean of sunlight into the dreary room. As they gazed out the window, a knock came to the door.
Dr. Suzuki let himself in and quietly shut the door. He smoothed out the creases of his white coat, then stuffed both hands into the pockets.
"I'm sorry about the cat, I—" Makina immediately thought to hide Aba, but the doctor didn't appear particularly interested in the cat, offering only a brief disinterested glance in Aba's direction.
"Don't worry about it," Dr. Suzuki said, making himself comfortable in the lounge chair. From his hands came a black recording device in his right, and a notepad and pencil in the other. He turned on the recorder, then placed it on top of the table next to him.
Something didn't seem right about him anymore. Gone was the professional poise of the kind doctor, and now both Makina and Tsubasa were on guard.
"Two days from now, the United States will sign a legislation that strips magical girls of their sovereignty. The draft has already been passed to other leaders of the world, among them is Japan, who intends to follow suit next week with a slightly tweaked version. In other words, you will no longer be considered a person, but government property. They call it the Magical Girl Program, to develop, nurture, and raise magical girls of their own," Dr. Suzuki explained.
"What…?" Makina gaped. "But I didn't hear anything about this!"
He continued, "No, you didn't. Because officials understand that notifying you beforehand makes you a flight risk. As we speak, a shipment of weapons that are capable of harming magical girls are on route from the United States to ensure you comply."
"But after Kari saved everyone—"
"Before Kari saved everyone, she took many innocent lives. So did Flare— we have an abundance of proof to her psychopathy now— and the group of magical girls calling themselves Messiah, all of whom had committed atrocities that warranted this," he said.
No way… Kari, Minato… was all this for nothing?
"Why are you telling us this? Ain't you American?" Tsubasa asked, still playing with Aba and paying little mind to the doctor.
"I represent an alternative: Leviathan. Under the UN's radar. Currently across 18 countries. By next year,  30. We don't want to treat the world like a circus and magical girls its circus lions. Lions with sharp teeth and claws that don't appreciate being poked, prodded, and ordered around. What the U.S. and Japan are doing, it's only a matter of time before others like you bite back. What do you say about joining us? We can get you out of this hospital and away from the JSDF."
Makina despaired. The handcuff on her wrist bit deeper and tighter.
"Yeah, I don't think so. Sounds too good to be true. I sure as hell don't need your help ditching this joint either," Tsubasa said, ripping away the cables attached to her chest, the breathing tube from her nose, and the IV from her arm.
The handcuff on her ankle broke just by the simple act of climbing off the bed, then she lifted Aba into her arm. Unsteady at first, Tsubasa found purchase with her back against the wall. She transformed into the magical girl everyone knew as Jade, in her shining emerald robes and with the golden javelin hovering by her side.
Dr. Suzuki shrunk in his seat as the pencil slipped from his hand.
"The entire country— the whole world will brand you as a fugitive. Those officers on the other side of that door? You're going to be seeing a lot more coming after you. We can forge you new identities, or transfer you to somewhere safer! Don't you want to live a normal life?" he asked them pleadingly.
"Makina," Jade began. "You got a choice. I already made mine. What's it gonna be?"
Makina knew exactly what Kari would have wanted. She clenched both her fists, ripped the handcuff off at long last, and stood up.
"Kari gave her life so that I can keep living. I know she wanted me to live a normal life. She would probably scold me, but… I refuse to let her sacrifice go to waste. Flare might have made me a magical girl, but I won't let her define the rest of my life. So, I choose to go with Jade. I'm going to continue fighting as a magical girl."
The whole world might see them as a threat now, but all they needed to do was show otherwise. To be the hero that Kari was at the very end.
In a flash of light, Makina transformed into magical girl Muse.
Right then, the anthems in the room tensed up at the same time. They turned their eyes to the window.
"There's a Malevolent Domain in Himeji!" Rocky exclaimed.
"Sorry, doc. You're gonna have to find another damsel to save," Jade said, throwing open the window and letting in a gust of cool winds.
"Wait—"
Ignoring his cries, they flew out the window and soared over the city. Clouds parted ways across the horizon for the sun to shine down on the city like a new day.
"If we book it, we should get to Himeji in fifteen minutes. Could use a smoke when we're done," Jade said.
"Definitely not!" Makina scolded her. "You just woke up from a coma. No smoking!"
She clicked her tongue. "I liked Kari better."
As they flew in haste towards the Malevolent Domain, Makina gazed at the blue skies that were quickly reclaiming the gloom that had overstayed its welcome.
"I'll be fine," Makina quietly assured Kari, wherever she was. "I'm going to protect this world you left behind for me."



cover.jpeg





