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Chapter 1 - Michiru 'Micchi' Tokiwa My  final  opponent  was  knocked  against  the  wall  with  his  teeth scattering onto the unconscious bodies of his gang members. With blood dripping down his lips, he crawled to a prostrating position and performed a dogeza before me.

It was just past noon at Yodo High, a correctional school for trouble students.  My  boys  told  me  the  fighting  here  could  get  intense,  but  it  felt like I fought a bunch of elementary schoolers. I had the whole courtyard up to the school gates littered with bodies. They all groaned and clutched wherever I had hit them with Sacchan.

"Hey,  hey.  Don't  dogeza  your  way  out  of  this.  You're  the  ones  who wanted a go. Sacchan hasn't gotten a home run with your molars yet," I said, winding up my wooden bat for another swing.

"We give up… you win!" he cried.

The  other  thugs  came  to  consciousness  on  cue  and  prostrated themselves. It was a pitiful sight. They were acting all high and mighty a minute ago. I gave them a chance to surrender, but it always went down fists swinging with delinquents.

I  grinded  my  foot  on  someone's  head  and  listened  to  the  gravel crunching underneath. Fucking with small fries was fun, but I needed an army if I wanted to go against Yui Chigusa later.

"Let  me  hear  a  proper  beg,"  I  proposed.  "Maybe  I'll  consider  letting you dried up gum-stains off the hook."

"PLEASE,  SPARE  OUR  LIVES!"  they  screamed  at  the  top  of  their lungs.

"Hahh?  Who are you asking to spare your life?" I slammed Sacchan on the ground next to the closest head.

"MICCHI,  WE  BEG  YOU  TO  SPARE  OUR  LIVES!"  they  screamed again, this time with more energy.

"That's more like it. Someone give me a seat." I snapped my finger, and one of them dropped to all fours behind me to serve as a seat.

With Yodo High subjugated, that made all of Chiba Prefecture under my reign. Maybe I should start creeping into Yui's territory in Saitama. She had  some  nerve  sending  a  bunch  of  goons  at  me  last  week.  The  fight

never were neverending. Even if I beat Yui, I was still miles away from the top.

My knuckles were bruised and bloodied, and my palms were painted with calluses. I could barely clench my fists from fighting so much. At this rate, I'd never be able to face the Four Queens of Japan: Bishamonten of Kyushu,  Dragon  of  Tohoku,  Blizzard  of  Hokkaido,  and  lastly  Asura  of Kansai— the senpai that abandoned me.

I  reached  into  my  pocket  for  a  pack  of  cigarettes,  but  nothing  came out except for lint.

"Well, shit. There goes my mood—" Three hands each clutching their own pack of smokes shot up to my face. I snatched all three of them and stuffed one cigarette into my mouth, stowing rest into my pocket. Another pair  of  hands  came  forward  with  a  lighter.  I  took  a  long  drag  and immediately felt ten times more relaxed. "Whew…"

"Is, uh… is there anything else, Micchi?" one of them asked. He had his hair in a stupid, poofy pompadour, but made up for it with two missing front teeth.

"How much money do you guys got?" I asked.

Everyone hesitated to reveal what was in their pockets.

"I. Asked. A. Question…" I said.

In  seconds,  a  pile  of  coins  and  bills  were  tossed  to  my  feet.  There was about 30,000 yen in total. Not a bad haul.

I  blew  another  puff  into  the  air  and  checked  my  phone.  Nothing  but messages from the other guys in Chiba reporting their status. Everything seemed  fine,  and  the  cunts  from  other  prefectures  hadn't  made  another move on my territory yet.

Peace  or  not,  I  couldn't  get  complacent.  I  needed  to  start  picking fights  on  my  terms  to  get  anywhere.  Sorry,  Yui.  Didn't  matter  if  we  were close, Saitama was next on my hit list.

My stomach growled, and I realized I hadn't eaten yet.

"Alright,  are  any  good  curry  restaurants  nearby?"  I  asked  the lemmings.

"Kamen Curry is the closeby, and they have a 4.5/5 star rating online.

I think it's good" a disembodied voice said out of nowhere. "D-Down here, Micchi…"

The  human  seat  spoke  from  below.  I  shifted  my  weight  to  his shoulder  and  leaned  over.  Sweat  was  beading  all  over  his  face,  and  his arms were struggling to stay propped up.

"Do they have pickled radish?" I asked.

"What's that— aahh!"

My seat squirmed in agony as I grinded my elbow into the small of his back. He was doing everything he could not to fall flat. Which would mean the chopping block for him.

"How  the  fuck  can  you  vouch  for  the  curry  if  you  don't  even  know what pickled radish is? Haahh?" The others put their head down to avoid eye  contact.  It  was  funny  to  see  them  on  edge  thinking  I  was  losing  my shit over pickled radish.

"I never ask for that. I don't even know what it is!" he apologized.

"Tch.  It's  that  cut  up  pinkish  red-looking  stuff  that  tastes  sweet  and spicy," I explained to the best of my memory.

"Uhh, yeah. I think I've seen that on people's tables before," he said between sobs.

"Good. Kamen Curry then." I scooped the money into a jacket I found on the ground and slung it over my shoulder. "Take me there."

Four guys flew in front of me and linked their arms to form a throne.

"As if I'm going to sit on that and give you a chance to grope my ass."

I stomped my foot on the human seat with enough force to smash him to the ground. "I never asked to be carried. You'll all pave the way with your bodies instead."

"EH?"

One  by  one  they  started  laying  themselves  on  the  sidewalk.  As  I stepped  over  each  person,  the  last  one  in  line  raced  to  the  front  to  lay himself down to continue the line. A human sidewalk chain formed all the way from Yodo High to Kamen Curry.

We were almost to the curry house when I saw someone thrown out of the restaurant. Three other guys ran out to help him up. Each of them had a distinct rod-shaped bruise on their face.

"You wanna fuck with me? I'll— Oh, shit! Hi-hi, Micchi! Long time no see!" a shrill voice I knew all too well called me from inside Kamen Curry.

"Yui…  and  I  was  looking  forward  to  eating  tonkatsu  curry  with  a  fat side dish of pickled radish. Seeing you just made me lose my appetite." I hopped off of my human sidewalk.

"Everyone! Protect Micchi with your—" My new groupies came to my defense, but once they saw who they were up against, fled in panic. "It's…

It's the Lion of Saitama— RUUUNNN!"

Yui's  pitchy  laughter  was  so  loud  it  made  my  ears  bleed.  Truly befitting of a lion's roar, if not a dying seal's crying.

"Your friends ran away. Shouldn't you go after them?" She emerged from the restaurant, wiping the curry from her lips.

"I'll  deal  with  'em  later.  Looks  like  I  got  bigger  fish  to  fry,"  I  said, pointing Sacchan at Yui. "You ready to hand over Saitama?"

"Aw, it's always right to fighting with you. Can't we just hang out?" she asked, pouting and stomping the ground so hard her pigtails fluttered.

"Fat chance!" I took the first swing. There was an impact, and I swore my  bat  made  contact  with  her  face.  However,  the  rattling  chains  of  her nunchucks told me that I didn't quite hit the target.

Yui wrapped the chains between her nunchuck around the tip of the bat  and  yanked  me  forward.  A  rosy  knee  smashed  into  my  stomach.  I released  my  bat  to  grab  her  leg,  and  threw  her  into  a  utility  pole.  She crashed hard, causing the base of the wooden pole to crack and splinter.

I  picked  up  Sacchan  and  brushed  the  dirt  from  the  shaft.  "Sorry  for dropping ya. I'll make it up to you with Yui's face."

"Always… talking to that stupid bat. Chika's never coming back, you know?!" Yui charged and launched a flurry of blows. Each strike became faster  and  faster,  the  longer  I  stayed  on  the  defensive,  the  more  I  was battered.  Her  nunchuck  wrapped  around  my  bat  again,  but  I  swept  her legs out from under her.

Yui  fell  back,  and  I  pinned  her  to  the  ground.  Her  legs  clamped around my waist to keep us both down.

"I've got you beat," I declared.

"Iyaahh… I've been defeated. Whatever shall I do?" Yui wasn't fazed about being beaten. But with our weapons stuck on each other, there was no way we could get out of this stalemate. Fortunately for me, I still had my fist—

A  deafening  crack  assailed  my  ears,  followed  by  a  shadow  growing larger around me. The both of us looked up too late to see the utility pole crashing down.



***

My body jolted awake.

All  around  I  saw  fields  of  grass,  mountains  in  the  far  distance,  and small critters darting just out of my peripherals.

"Where the hell…? I was about to beat the shit out of Yui, and now…"

Nothing about this place looked like the Japan I knew. Especially the floating mountains in the sky. Yep. This was definitely not Japan.

"What  the  fuck  happened—  wait,  Sacchan?"  My  hands  frantically swept  the  ground,  but  my  panic  subsided  as  I  felt  the  smooth  handle  of the bat half-buried in the dirt.

"Grrr…"

I  whipped  around  to  a  loud  grunt.  It  sounded  like  a  pig  or  cow,  but what I saw was much larger. A hulking boar the size of a car with tusks bigger  than  my  arms,  stomped  the  dirt.  It  stared  me  right  in  the  eyes, ready to charge and gore me.

That wasn't something I could outrun. Did I even have the strength to fight that thing?

"  RRuuooooo! "

Without  giving  me  another  moment  to  think,  it  stampeded  at  full speed.

"If I can't run…" I clenched my grip on Sacchan and wound up for the moment of truth. As it got closer, the ground began to tremble with greater intensity. "Then I'll just have to score a homerun! Ooooraaaahhh!"

Everything slowed down, and I visualized the moment of my strike. I swung with all my might. The bat connected with the boar head-first and felt its skull shatter on impact. As if it were a baseball, the boar launched into the air, squealing its final words.

As the boar soared across the sky, a single thought crossed my mind.

"Fuck. I could really go for some tonkatsu curry…"

It took a whole hour to find the boar, but even with its fat corpse in my lap,  I  had  no  idea  how  to  cook  it.  With  my  stomach  growling  more frequently and daylight running out, I was pretty much stuck in the middle of the forest until morning.

"First things first, I need a fire. How the hell do I start one?" I asked myself.

I gathered a bunch of kindling and laid larger branches on top of the pile. If I remember right, the survival shows I used to watch said rubbing sticks together worked. But instead of starting a fire, I broke every single branch I found into pieces of bark.

"Fuck!" In a moment of rage, I smashed Sacchan on top of the pile of kindling.  A  spark  burst  it  into  flames,  and  the  bat  in  my  hand  ignited.

"Whoa— Sacchan?!"

I  tossed  Sacchan  away.  Something  I  would  never  do  under  any circumstances,  but  I  wasn't  looking  to  get  burnt  with  no  hospital  around.

My palm, however, was perfectly fine. The entire shaft of the bat was on fire. Leaves and twigs close enough to it began to burn.

"Crap. Crap. Crap!" No matter how much dirt I tossed onto Sacchan, the  flames  wouldn't  go  out.  Instead,  it  started  smoking  and  catching  the kindling on fire.

It didn't hurt me when it first ignited, so maybe…

Left with no other option, I grabbed the bat and the fire snuffed out on its own. The handle was surprisingly cool to the touch, if not a little filthy from the dirt.

"Not sure how you did that, but at least you got a fire going," I said, brushing the bat clean.

Since arriving wherever the hell this place was, my strength appeared to have grown several folds. I was able to carry the boar with ease despite it being twice my size and ten times my weight.

I found a branch large enough to spear the boar from its mouth to its ass. Plunging two additional branches into the ground and piling rocks to keep them steady, I was able to prop the boar over the campfire to roast.

The  legs  were  the  first  to  be  done.  This  was  my  first  time  cooking, and in the most barbaric way possible. But I was so hungry, I didn't even care as long as I had meat in my stomach. I took a large bite of the boar leg, and to my surprise, the tender and smokey juices sent my taste buds into heaven.

"Mmmm! Even without salt and pepper this boar can still taste good!

Ahh,  that  hit  the  spot."  I  laid  down  on  the  ground  and  stared  up  at  the clear,  darkening  sky  above.  Twinkling  stars  reminded  me  of  Tokyo  at night, but I somehow doubted this was the same world.

With a fire and cooked boar, I didn't have to worry about getting cold or starving.

I  picked  up  Sacchan  and  gave  it  a  good  few  swings.  The  fire  that burst  from  it  was  spontaneous.  Or  was  it?  I  tried  hitting  the  ground, smacking a tree, and even tossing it around, but I couldn't get the same result. It was hopeless.

Fog  brain  kept  me  from  recalling  what  had  happened  before  being dropped  here.  I  remembered  fighting  with  Yui,  then  something  fell  down on us.My body didn't hurt, so the utility pole might not have hit me.

Damn  bitch.  If  she  had  just  accepted  defeat,  this  might  not  have happened. Just thinking about the fight filled with me so much rage that I

—

Sacchan  suddenly  ignited  once  again.  It  almost  slipped  out  of  my hand,  but  I  regained  my  composure  and  caught  it  before  it  struck  the ground.

"Well,  shit.  Looks  like  thinking  about  Yui  is  good  for  something,"  I chuckled.

The  fire  didn't  hurt  me  or  the  bat.  When  it  came  in  contact  with anything else, they burned like normal.

By now it was pitch dark out except for the small area of light around the campfire. Wherever I was was neither cold nor hot. I half expected a landscape like this to be freezing cold at night, but the mild humidity was comfortable. Exhaustion sat in, and coupled with a full belly, I fell right to sleep.

"Nnngh…"

I woke up feeling like shit. It was hard to breathe, and my arms and legs were swaying weightlessly above ground. My stomach hurt, and the only thing I could think of was the boar I ate. But I saw the real reason as soon  as  I  opened  my  eyes.  I  was  being  carried  under  a  green  arm  built like a professional weightlifter in one of those strongman competitions.

The  big  man—  if  he  could  be  called  that—  wasn't  the  only  one.  A whole group of them, each carrying a person in their arms, were taking us to who knows where. It looked like we're going further up the hills because the floating mountains I saw earlier were much closer now.

I could care less where they were taking me. I only wanted to know where my goddamn bat was.

"Hey!"  I  tried  to  get  my  captor's  attention.  "Hulk's  shittier  younger brother, you hear me?"

He  looked  down  at  me  and  bellowed  a  laugh  between  two  tusks.

"Relax, little girlie. Soon you be at new home serving us as slaves."

"I don't care about that. Where the fuck is my bat? Hey!" I shouted These  were  orcs,  right?  Big  and  green,  with  pointy  teeth.  Did  I  get caught up in a cosplay parade? I heard sobbing from the other side of the orc.  A  woman,  maybe  slightly  older  than  me  wept  into  her  hands, muttering about family.

"Lady, you know where they're taking us?" I asked her.

Tear-stained eyes looked up at me. "D-Don't you know? They're the Rolling Plains orc tribe… they—"

"Both  of  you,  pipe  down!"  The  orc  shook  the  both  of  us,  almost making my dinner come back up.

"You sorry sack of dogshit…" I growled, trying to keep my food down.

We're eventually brought to what appeared to be their encampment.

Dozens  of  large  tents  spread  out  over  the  flattened  field,  the  smell  of pigshit permeated the air and assaulted my nose. We passed by a group of women, elves, humans, others had furry ears and tails, all wore tattered clothes and had a chain around their necks. There were a whole lot more orcs,  and  all  of  them  banged  their  weapons  together,  hollering  at  our arrival.

Me  and  the  others  were  thrown  to  the  dirt.  A  much  larger  and intimidating orc towered over us. Bones were woven into the braids of his beard  and  hair,  a  mismatch  of  armor  was  haphazardly  pieced  onto  his bulky body.

The other orcs behind lowered their heads.

This was their leader.

"Hehe.  Delicious.  This  is  a  good  haul."  The  leader-orc  grabbed  the woman next to me. He licked the tears from her face and grinned.

"No more playing around," I shouted, getting to my feet. "Where the fuck is my damn bat?"

The orcs and their leader erupted into laughter. He tossed the woman aside and sidled up to me. Then gestured to one of the orcs forward who deposited  Sacchan  into  his  grimy,  oversized  hand.  He  waved  it  around like a toothpick.

"This little thing? Want to see mine?" he asked.

A human-sized club dropped next to me. Dried blood caked along its length warned me it had seen a fair share of use.

"All other women scared. This one has spunk! Why you not scared, little girl?" He bore his fangs at me, but I was more put off by his rancid breath.

"I  know  a  little  girl  with  pigtails  and  the  voice  of  a  middle  schooler scarier than you," I snarled.

Somehow, that was enough to make the women and orcs laugh. But their amusement was cut short by the orc leader's bloodshot glare.

He  snorted.  "Big  talk  for  a  woman  about  to  be  pregnant  with  my seed."

"Once I'm done with you, the only thing you're going to impregnate is your own ass. Wanna go, fuckface?" I cracked my knuckles and neck.

"You  challenge  Bracca,  Chieftain  of  Rolling  Plains  tribe?  Stupid  girl.

How about I show you another  club instead. Hehe."

Bracca wasn't taking the bait. A little taunting might do the trick.

"You  hear  that,  orcs?  Your  chieftain's  scared  to  fight  this  little  girl,"  I said, raising my voice so the whole tribe could hear.

It worked. Bracca froze in place, shoulders stiff with anger. Someone like had never been genuinely challenged before.

Bracca  had  the  audacity  to  throw  my  bat  to  my  feet.  As  soon  as  I picked it up, Sacchan ignited with the intensity of an inferno. Bracca was momentarily put off but quickly shook away the nerves.

"Magic won't help you. I have the perfect slave collar for you after I'm done with you," he said.

The orcs and women backed off to form a ring around us. Bracca was so close I could almost see the aura of filth emanating from him. He lifted the club over his shoulders and grinned like I was the prey.

Thud! 

"You hear that? On third drum beat, we fight," he said.

This  dumbass  was  leaving  himself  wide  open.  I  wasn't  exactly  sure how strong I'd become. Even if I wasn't, no one mocked me and got away with it.

"Who the hell cares about waiting," I winded Sacchan on the second drum beat.

Thud! 

"Huh—?" Bracca was too slow to react.

I  dove  forward  and  slammed  Sacchan  against  the  side  of  his  knee.

Bracca  lost  grip  of  his  club  as  he  fell  over  clutching  his  scorched  leg  in agony. He scrambled to reach for his weapon and left his head wide open.

The third beat of the drum was drowned out by the deafening crack of his skull.

The orc chieftain fell to the ground, defeated.

"Alright.  Who's  next?"  I  asked,  stepping  over  Bracca's  unmoving body.



***


The  rest  of  the  orcs  bowed  down  quick  after  I  gave  Bracca  the beating of his life. Seeing their leader not only taken out by a girl half the

size, but in two hits, hammered the fear of death in them. As a result of my victory, and according to the Rolling Plains tribe tradition, I had been made their new chieftain.

Apparently, that meant I got to live in Bracca's tent. Which was great.

It was a big fucking tent with human furniture presumably stolen from the all  the  places  they  had  raided.  It  provided  some  semblance  of  comfort sleeping on a bed instead of the hard ground.

My problem was I also got all of his wives.

All  six  of  his  wives—  or  I  guess  my  wives  now—  were  just  as confused as I am.

"Uh. How do I say this? You're free to go. You don't have to stay here with me. In fact, I prefer to sleep alone."

"Some of us have been in captivity for years. Others have had their homes  destroyed  and  families  lost.  We  wouldn't  even  know  where  to  go anymore." A woman whose ears were shaped like knives and skin as dark as chocolate, a dark elf if I had ever seen one, found the courage to speak up.  She  had  deep,  blue  eyes,  and  had  long,  black  hair  that  framed  an unwavering look that oozed of defiance.

Every one of them stared at me like a bunch of kids in their last ten minutes at daycare. Some of them wore strange-looking leather collars on their necks, the same ones Bracca wanted to put on me. Ringed bruises were a clear sign it was put on them without their permission.

"Tch. I got held back twice in highschool. As if I know the first thing about  marriage.  Ahhh,  whatever…  I  ain't  interested  in  sex  or  love.  You guys are welcome to stay or leave, just don't bother me," I said.

Before  I  could  get  comfortable  in  the  oversized  bed,  my  stomach rumbled so loud the women gave me an awkward look. Come to think of it, I was saving the rest of the boar for breakfast. Then the orcs came and took me away.

An orc threw open the tent flap, startling the women around me.

"Learn to knock! Don't you know what privacy is?" I threw a pillow at the  intruders.  They  shut  the  tent,  and  after  some  shuffling  and  grunting outside, they stomped their feet on the ground to simulate knocking.

"We bring offerings to apease new chieftain!" an orc shouted.

"Oh. I was just thinking about murdering another boar. Don't keep me waiting," I said.

Three orcs entered the tent a second time, each with chains in their hands. At the end of the chains were women shackled with iron collars.

The  orc  at  the  head  of  the  ground  thumps  his  chest  proudly.  "We think new chieftain be pleased with more wives."

"Is this a fucking joke?" I hopped out of bed fuming between the ears.

"Chieftain  no  want  more  wives?"  Beads  of  sweat  quickly  formed  on his forehead. The chains in their hands rattled, and suddenly they looked a lot less excited.

"Does  it  look  like  I  want  more?"  I  pointed  to  the  half-dozen  women already  crowding  my  tent.  "If  you  want  to  appease  me,  then  bring  me something to eat!"

"Yes, chieftain!" The green giants tripped over themselves getting out of  the  tent,  leaving  the  women  they  brought  behind  for  me  to  deal  with.

The newcomers waited wordlessly expecting me to give them orders, but I had no use for them whatsoever.

I  put  a  hand  to  my  face  and  groaned.  "Damn  it…  just  sit  with  the others for now."

This was beginning to look like a hen house. How was I going to get rid of them? I sure as hell couldn't sleep if they just sat and stared at me the whole time.

Heavy footfalls alerted me to the orcs' return.

"That was quick." I sat up expecting to be brought a feast, but what I got instead were limbs from indiscernible humanoids. The head orc hands me what looked like an entire human leg. Dried, coagulated blood caked where it was severed from the rest of the body. Squirming maggots along the flesh slipped and fell to the ground.

If I wasn't already used to gore, this would have freaked me out. But I'd seen my fair share of people getting their shit kicked in. All it did was piss me off that it wasn't actual food.

"Are you fucking with me?" I asked the orc who gave me the leg.

"What we do wrong— oof!" He clutched his mouth after I knocked a tusk off with the leg.

"Do  I  look  big,  green,  and  ugly  to  you?"  I  slapped  his  face  with  the foot end of the limb again and tapped his chest with the toes.

His  mouth  flapped  open,  unsure  how  to  respond  so  as  to  not  incite my wrath. I slapped him a third time for good measure.

"Where's your farm? Got any livestock?" I asked.

"We  no  have  any!  All  food  we  pillage  from  smaller  races  we  eat  on the  spot."  The  orc  cowered,  holding  his  arms  up  to  guard  from  another foot slap.

I  tossed  the  leg  back  into  his  arms  and  asked  the  women  instead,

"What do you eat?"

They avoided eye contact with me. The dark elf woman pointed to the leg in the orc's hands.

"Aside  from  the  occasional  bread  and  captured  animal,  we  either starve… or eat  that," she said.

The three orcs shrugged nonchalantly at the answer, and didn't even bother to refute it. "Stealing and killing easier than farming."

"You.  What's  your  name?"  I  asked  the  only  other  woman  willing  to speak to me.

"Loraine, chieftain." She rose to her feet and bowed.

Getting  a  good  look  at  Loraine,  this  chick  was  a  bombshell.  Raven-black hair, tall, curves in all the right places.  Stacked.

I was jealous looking at her.

"Alright,  baby  hulks.  Grab  your  gear,  we're  going  hunting.  Loraine, you're coming with. The rest of you girls… uh, wives— women, sit tight."

The five of us headed out into the wide expanse of the savannah. A high  midday  sun  beat  down  on  us.  I  was  sweaty  and  disgusting  ten minutes out into the trek, and was beginning to understand why most of the orcs and women wore sparse clothing.

Damn. Why was I even out here?

Not  but  a  few  days  ago,  I  was  on  my  way  to  climbing  to  the  top  of Kanto Region. Now I was leading a bunch of fantasy humanoids on a field trip to hunt boars. What kind of stupid joke was this?

I knew isekai manga and anime were getting popular in Japan. They should  have  just  been  fiction.  Who  would  have  fucking  guessed  I  would be thrown into one of those worlds? What's worse, I might never get back to confront Chika.

While I was here, I should at least try to make the best of it.

It didn't take long until we came across a sounder of boars drinking and  bathing  in  a  waterhole.  I  wiped  the  sweat  from  my  face,  envious  of their frolicking in the water while we're sweating an ocean.

"I don't get it. Boars are dime a dozen out here, why ain't you raise them as livestock?" I asked the orcs.

"Why  raise  when  we  can  eat  after  capturing?"  The  head  orc scratched his bald head in apparent confusion.

It took every ounce of willpower not to smash Sacchan on his head.

"New  plan.  We're  going  to  capture  a  few,  and  start  raising  them  as livestock. We  are not going to eat them on the spot," I said.

My plan earned a round of disappointed groans and grunts from the orcs, but they accepted it nonetheless because I was their leader.

Well,  we've  located  some  boar.  Now  we  had  to  figure  out  how  to capture  them  without  scaring  them  away.  The  last  one  I  fought  was aggressive, but it was also much larger than the ones down there, which were probably young and prone to fleeing.

Weird…

If these were young boars, then where were the adults?

Loraine looked on with indifference. She was probably not thrilled at the  prospect  of  helping  the  tribe  that  kidnapped  and  violated  her.

Regardless, everyone needed—  I needed to eat, so this was a necessary evil.

As  I  got  up,  Loraine  tugged  on  my  shirt  and  said,  "If  you  take  my collar off, I can help you with magic."

She gestured to the leather collar on her neck. On closer inspection, there  was  a  single  blue  gem  embedded  along  the  leather.  The  orcs freaked out the moment I reached for it.

"No take off, chieftain!"

"It dangerous!"

"Why?" I asked, my hands already on the collar's buckle.

"We dunno. Bracca put them on, says bad things happen if we take off."

Loraine  was  tense  all  over,  but  offered  no  indication  of  what  her intentions were if I removed the collar.

"Huh… in that case, I'll leave it on for now and we can talk about it later."  I  took  my  hand  off  it  and  Loraine  quietly  clicked  her  tongue.  The boars were still playing around in the waterhole, but there was no telling when  they  would  up  and  leave.  "There's  a  bunch  down  there.  We'll surround them and try to capture one each. Got it?"

We went down and spreaded out, crawling low along the tall grass to keep  hidden.  Once  we  got  into  place,  I  whistled  loud  for  everyone  to spring  into  action.  The  boars  saw  us  coming  and  scattered  in  every direction.

I  was  able  to  knock  two  out  before  the  rest  slipped  by.  Two  out  of three  of  the  orcs  managed  to  catch  one,  but  Loraine  came  back  empty-handed.

"Whew! Four's good enough. I made sure not to bonk 'em too hard," I said, pulling each boar by their necks.

We  were  about  to  carry  our  new  livestock  back  when  the  ground began  to  shake.  A  mountain  emerged  from  the  waters,  but  we  soon realized  that  it  was  something  else  entirely.  A  boar  the  size  of  a  house sauntered out, grunting ferociously.

"What the fuck does that thing even eat out here?" I wondered aloud as it shook itself dry, flinging mud in every direction.

"Dire boar!" The orcs fell back in fear, losing hold of the smaller boars in their grasp.

Loraine  grabbed  my  shoulders.  "Take  my  collar  off.  I  can  bring  that thing down with magic!"

"Magic, huh." I scratched my chin, curious about what magic looked like.  With  my  strength,  Sacchan  was  probably  enough  to  end  the  dire boar. However, I could see first-hand what kind of magic this world had.

I  reached  behind  her  and  unbuckled  the  collar.  She  faced  the rampaging  boar  and  muttered  something  under  her  breath.  The  space around  me  grew  hotter.  A  massive  fireball  dropped  from  the  sky,  like  a meteor  crashing  to  the  earth,  incinerated  the  boar  into  charred  pork.  It took one step forward and then collapsed.

"Oh, shit. Nice work—" A smaller fireball launched towards me, but I was  able  to  bat  it  away.  It  was  aimed  a  little  to  my  right.  Loraine  was aiming for the orcs. "What do you think you're doing?"

"I  have  no  quarry  with  you.  Stand  aside  and  let  me  kill  those  orcs,"

she demanded, as three more balls of fire formed in front of her.

Another dire boar rose quietly from the waterhole and crept towards Loraine.

"Behind  you!"  I  warned,  but  she  was  too  focused  on  the  orcs  to notice.

"I'm  not  falling  for—  ah!"  She  slipped  on  wet  ground  stepping backwards and finally saw the second behemoth. Seeing its prey down, it charged at full speed.

"No, you don't!" I rushed forward and slammed Sacchan onto the dire boar's  head,  stopping  it  in  its  tracks.  The  momentum  carried  it  forward, flipping over our heads and toward the orcs who dove away before getting crushed. I extended a hand to Loraine and asked, "You alright?"

"E-Even after I tried to hurt you…?" she stammered.

"I  ain't  gonna  try  and  understand  your  circumstances.  These  orcs deserve  the  bat  for  what  they  did  to  you,  but  you're  all  part  of  my  gang now  and  things'll  change  while  I'm  here.  That  magic  shit  you  did  was pretty sick, I'd like to keep you around if you're willing to have me." She stared at hand, contemplating whether or not she should take it. Poor girl was  treated  like  trash,  I  didn't  blame  her  for  wanting  to  hit  back.  Bracca was gone now, and I was in charge. Just like how Chika took care of me, I want  to  do  the  same  for  the  broken.  The  difference  was,  I  wouldn't  just leave her hanging.

"I'm  so  sorry!"  With  tears  in  her  eyes,  Loraine  skipped  right  to throwing her arms over me instead.

"Okay, okay. Get off, this is getting embarrassing…" I said.

We  had  to  call  more  orcs  over  to  lug  the  two  dire  boars  back.  The entire tribe and myself, including the women, feasted well tonight. There was enough meat to last the tribe an entire week. Loraine put aside her anger towards the orcs for now, and opted to stay by my side even after I offered her freedom.

Despite having a full stomach, I couldn't sit still. Something troubled me, like there was an important task to do that was forgotten.

"What's wrong?" Loraine asks, refilling my cup with wine.

It struck me like a truck.

I clutched my head and yelled, "We were supposed to bring back  live boars, damn it!"

It  had  been  a  week  since  they  named  me  Chieftain  of  the  Rolling Plains  Tribe.  A  whole  week  without  a  damn  clue  where  I  was,  or  how  I even got here.

Today  I  had  the  entire  tribe  gathered  in  front  of  my  tent.  While  they waited  under  the  sweltering  sun,  I  lounged  under  a  parasol,  my  many wives fanning me with oversized leaves. The orcs and different species of women stood around anxiously waiting for me to speak.

The truth was, I didn't know what the fuck I wanted to say.

Well, that wasn't entirely true.

I knew what I  wanted  to say, I just didn't know how the hell to get my point across.

I  wasn't  used  to  leading  groups.  In  high  school,  people  simply followed  me  around.  Whenever  I  asked  someone  to  buy  me  a  pack  of smokes or a drink, they did it. If I wanted some time alone, I told them to

'get lost' and they left me alone. Being a leader was never my color. For as long as I could remember, I flew solo.

In  this  world,  and  in  front  of  the  people  who  have  named  me  their chieftain, I couldn't just demand they bring me something or to just screw off. The orcs were too fucking stupid.

Many of them brought up concerns and complaints that I didn't know how  to  deal  with.  Why  did  I  have  to  deal  with  someone  else's  problem?

The  women  were  no  different.  They  saw  another  woman  at  the  top  and thought they could come to me for every little issue.

I took a juicy bite out of an apple and gave the rest to Loraine who delightfully accepted it.

"Alright,  you  shits.  You  wanted  me  to  hear  out  your  problems,  I'm here to listen. Who's first?" I asked.

Loraine  scarfed  down  the  rest  of  the  apple  and  cleared  her  throat.

"Korg and Jutta were insistent on meeting with you as soon as possible."

Two orcs stepped into the clearing.

"Okay, Korg and Jutta…" My finger hovered between the two, unsure who was who. To be honest, big, green, and ugly all looked the same to me.

Both of them looked at each other confused.

The  one  who  wore  his  hair  in  braids  pointed  to  his  bald  counterpart and said, "Me Jutta, that Korg."

The bald orc followed up with, "That Jutta, me Korg."

"From  now  on,  you're  Braids.  You're  Baldie.  What's  the  problem?"  I asked impatiently.

"Jutta— ergh… Baldie steal my boar!" He thrusted an accusing finger at Baldie's chest.

"Well, did you?" I asked Baldie.

"No.  Korg—  eh…  Braids  lost  boar.  Me  never  steal,"  Baldie  said, shaking his head.

Baldie shoved Braids back a few steps, and the other shoved back.

The  orcs  had  mostly  been  behaving  since  I  dropped  the  hammer  on Bracca. Loraine told me they used to be a lot more violent. If I let this go on, they were going to tear each other's throats out.

"Not true. Braids had three boars yesterday. Today, four. Me had two boars yesterday. Today one," Baldie shouted.

Braids got to his feet and shoved Baldie again, this time hard enough that he staggered into the crowd. "Baldie can't count. Haha! Stupid!"

"Okay,  shut  up!"  I  smashed  Sacchan  into  the  ground,  creating indentation in the earth. "I'm losing brain cells listening to you guys."

"Chieftain, we have to find a way to resolve. They will fall back to old ways and resort to violence," Loraine said.

"Violence,  huh.  Why  not?  You  two  will  fight  it  out  at  sundown  to determine who's right. How's that?" I asked.

The two orcs beat their chest in agreement, excited at the chance to throw down with the other one.

Damn.  I  hadn't  had  a  good  fight  in  a  while.  Being  spoiled  day  after day with free food and massages was making me complacent.

"Who do we have next?" I asked Loraine.

"Um, actually…" Loraine and the rest of the tribe's women gathered in front  of  me.  There  were  thirty  in  total  made  up  of  humans,  elves,  and humanoids  with  bestial  features.  They  knelt  on  the  ground  with  Loraine standing  at  the  front  of  them.  "Many  of  us,  as  you  already  know,  were kidnapped and taken against our will. Not all of us are fond of the orcs, but we can't exactly go back to our homes either. If we stay here, we demand to be treated as equals— as free women."

The crowd of orcs heckled aggressively.

"Females not free!"

"They meat slaves!"

"Don't break chains or we die!"

Sacchan ignited with deep blue flames. The sight of my burning bat silenced them in an instant.

"Hahh?"  I  walked  past  the  women  who  kept  their  heads  low.  "I'm female. Does that mean I'm not free?"

The orcs desperately shook their heads.

"You calling your chieftain a meat slave?" I asked, daring them to say otherwise.

The  orcs  prostrated  themselves  on  the  ground,  heads  scraped  the dirt below them. I walked up to the closest one and kicked him so hard, he crashed into a stack of crates.

"New  rule:  the  women  are  free,  they  ain't  meat  slaves.  If  you  want them  to  like  you,  then  ya  better  work  on  your  game.  If  anyone  has problems with that, you can come  talk it out with me and Sacchan."

The Rolling Plains orcs were quick to acquiesce after that. It seemed having to work for sex was a lot more preferable to being six feet under.

Loraine was overjoyed with my decision, and we got right to breaking the chains off the women. Surprisingly, I could count the number of them leaving on one hand. Those were the ones brought with me on the night I beat  up  Bracca.  The  rest,  through  some  personal  circumstances  or another, preferred to stay.

Despite  how  good  I  had  it,  teaching  the  orcs  to  raise  boars  was miserably difficult. Especially since I had no skill raising animals. Hell, the most I'd ever raised was a goldfish that died after a week. But once we got past the hurdle of raising livestock, the tribe had a steady supply of meat and milk— though boar milk might be the most disgusting drink I ever had.

After  another  day  of  hunting  boars  and  foraging  fruits,  I  returned  to my tent eager to pass out. Strangely, no one was home. The other wives

— women, weren't here. Maybe a bunch of them finally decided to leave.

Not  that  I  cared.  It  was  much  more  comfortable  having  a  tent  to myself. Just as I jumped into bed, the tent flap opened. I barely make out the outlines of an elf's pointed ears in the dark.

"Loraine? Is that you?" I asked, squinting to get a look.

"I asked the other girls to let us have the tent to ourselves," she said.

I  recognized  the  voice.  It  was  Loraine.  But  what  did  she  mean  by

'having the tent to ourselves'? It wasn't until she came closer and my eyes adjusted to the dark, that a beam of moonlight illuminated her naked body.

"Wha?! What are you doing?" I crawled further back on the bed, but she climbed in after me.

"I  wanted  to  demonstrate  my  love  for  you—  as  your  wife."  Loraine crawled closer, cornering me now that I had reached the headboard of the bed.

There was only one thing she could mean. But I wasn't ready for it. I had never done this sort of stuff before.

"You—  you  are…  but  I  told  you,  we  don't  have  to  do  that  sort  of stuff..." I was stuttering like an idiot. Meanwhile, I couldn't take my eyes off her tits. She noticed me staring, and guided my hand to grab a handful of them. They were soft. So soft it was like holding a bag of marshmallows.

Loraine  drew  closer,  our  faces  only  inches  apart.  "I've  decided  to dedicate  my  life  to  you.  You're  clearly  destined  for  greater  things,  as strong as you are. If you will have me, I would like to show you the depths of my sincerity."

"I'm— I don't know about great things like destiny… I failed second-year math. I can't even comprehend middle school level science…I—" A finger silenced the rest of my sentence.

"Where you came from doesn't matter. You live here now. With me."

She leaned in to nibble on my ear, sending a shock through my body.

I  tried  to  look  for  a  way  out,  but  my  eyes  always  came  back  to  the same place— her large, blue eyes.

"But we're… both girls…" I said as my final attempts to back out.

Loraine  said  nothing  more.  The  moment  our  lips  touched,  I  blanked out.

"Eh?"

I woke up the next morning to Loraine clinging to my side. Both of us were naked. When I recalled what happened last night, my face became red hot.

I'd  never  been  with  anyone  in  my  life.  Not  like  that.  Loraine  pretty much  took  my  virginity  even  though  she  didn't  need  to  stick  anything  in.

Well,  she  did  stick   something  in.  Loraine  even  made  me  make  noises  I didn't think I could ever make.

All  this  love  and  sex  was  making  me  complacent.  I  conquered  the whole  of  Chiba  Prefecture.  I  beat  Yui  to  a  pulp.  I  was  on  my  way  to becoming the top dog of the Kanto region until a utility pole did me in.

"Micchi? Where are you going?" Loraine woke up as I was changing and  called  me  by  my  name—  she'd  been  calling  me  chieftain  until  now.

The way she said it sent an all too familiar tickle up my spine, reminding me of our intimate night.

"Uh,  erm…  just  getting  some  air.  I'll  be  back  later,"  I  said,  stuttering over my words.

Damn it. I wasn't like this yesterday. Suddenly I was conscious about myself in front of her.

"Wait—!"  Loraine  didn't  bother  to  cover  herself,  and  I  got  another good  look  at  her  bombshell  body.  She  dropped  a  silver  pendant  into  my hand. It was a crescent moon dangling a green jewel two poles. "If you're going  alone,  take  this.  My  father  gave  it  to  me,  he  used  to  say  it  can protect me. Maybe it can protect you."

It looked expensive. Somehow, I was able to sense magic emanating from  it.  For  Loraine  to  give  me  an  heirloom  from  her  old  man—  did  she genuinely like me like she said?

"Thanks. I'll take care of it," I said, then slipped it into my pocket.

Loraine puckered her lips for a kiss, but I couldn't look at her without going red.

"Hey,  look—  I'm  not  used  to  this  yet…  so  give  me  some  time!"  I grabbed Sacchan and ran out as fast as I could.

The  Rolling  Plains,  as  I  learned  from  the  other  women,  was  only known  as  such  by  the  orcs.  Tamakanui  was  its  actual  name,  a  tropical savanna with pockets of lush terrain and thick clusters of trees.

I'd been traveling pretty far towards the east now. Many of the floating mountains I saw on day one were now right above my head. They came in  many  different  shapes  and  sizes,  and  some  could  even  fit  a  whole house on top. Others were as small as boulders. I wondered what the hell kept them suspended in the air.

"Magic, maybe? Yeah, just chalk everything up to magic at this point,"

I mumbled.

I  came  out  here  looking  for  a  fight,  but  there  didn't  seem  to  be anything but small critters. Wishing for another dire boar or two to whack might have been too much to hope for.

"Hm…?"

The ground began to shake. Animals ran past me in a panic. A dire boar stampeded into view, followed by an entire sound of younger boars. I clutched  Sacchan  tightly  ready  to  defend  myself,  but  they  made  a  wide berth around me as they fled.

"What  the  fuck?  Are  they  running  away  from  something?"  I  asked myself.

While the number of fleeing creatures were thinning, I headed against the  flow  of  traffic.  The  earth  beneath  my  feet  splintered  until  a  large monolith  emerged  from  the  ground.  A  pulsing  red  crystal  levitates  at  the top of the stone pillar.

The  monolith  suddenly  split  down  the  middle.  A  hulking  giant  with obsidian skin and red eyes stepped out from it and roared. It must be at least three times the size of an orc.

Even though the shaking had stopped, my legs didn't. A very human fear washed over me for the first time in ages. The giant saw me, pulled a large slab of steel out from the monolith, and stomped my way.

My fight or flight instincts kicked in telling me to run, but I tripped over something  and  landed  hard  on  the  ground.  Loraine's  pendant  fell  out  of

my pocket.

"I  sense  two  magical  items  here,"  his  voice  came  out  a  low  rumble.

"They shall make for fine presents to my master."

Was  I  going  to  die  here?  That  thing  dragged  its  large  broadsword, carving  a  trench  into  the  ground  as  it  approached  me.  I  picked  up Loraine's pendant as my heart beat so loud I thought it was going to burst.

I  thought  of  Yui,  of  Chika,  and  most  of  all,  Loraine.  I  had  scores  to settle, and a woman to get back to.

"Not scared, little girl?" the demon's taunted.

"Your  master?  Don't  give  me  that  cliche  bullshit.  If  I  die,  I  go  out fighting. That's my creed," I shouted back.

The large slab of steel crashed down on my head. I swung Sacchan to meet his blow and deflect the broadsword from bisecting me.

The monster was surprised. "What? A human shouldn't possess this much strength!"

"Tch. Where I come from, we have a tradition of introducing the other before fighting. I'll forgive ya for not knowing my name, this being a new world  to  me  and  all,"  I  pointed  Sacchan  at  him.  "You're  facing  Micchi Tokiwa,  Chieftain  of  the  Rolling  Plains,  and  head  honcho  of  Chiba Prefecture. I'm about to make you my bitch."

I dashed between his legs as the sword plummeted behind me. One good  swing  to  his  shin  brought  him  to  his  knees.  He  started  swinging wildly, but the clumsy attacks were easier to read and dodge while he was panicking.

Fire  and  lightning  rained  down  all  over  us.  He  was  unaffected,  but one blast struck too close and sent me flying into a tree.

"Guh!" The impact nearly knocked my lights out.

A  warm,  green  glow  in  my  pocket  where  I  put  Loraine's  pendant  lit with magical energies. The pain subsided, and I was back on my feet.

"You're strong, but weak against magic. Micchi, was it? Never heard of  you,  but  I'll  remember  your  name  when  I  burn  you  to  a  crisp."  The demon conjured balls of fire around him. He sent one hurling towards me, but it missed by just a hair.

"Two  can  play  at  that.  Batter  up!"  I  spat  into  my  palms  and  took  a batting stance.

I could hit these. I swatted Loraine's spells before.

Another fireball hurled toward me. I swung hard but it went wide.

"Ah-cha… that's a foul ball back on Earth, ya know? C'mon, you can pitch better than that," I taunted.

The  demon's  eyes  twitched  with  rage.  Instead  of  launching  one,  he threw an entire volley. Despite being pelted with fireballs from all angles, I was  able  to  sidestep  the  ones  I  couldn't  hit,  and  sent  back  the  ones  I could. The fireballs slammed into him, throwing him back to the steps of the monolith and charring him from head to toe.

He tried to get up, but the bones I broke in his ankles and shin kept him grounded.

"Damn you!" he screamed in agony.

I  spat  a  mouthful  of  blood  on  him  as  he  crawled  to  the  monolith's entrance.

"Don't forget my name. Because when you go back to your shit hole, you gotta tell them who fucked you up," I said, grinning.

The monolith sunk back into the ground along with the demon. As the earth closed up, so too, did all trace there ever was of the ground being cracked.  I  gave  Sacchan  a  kiss  and  dropped  to  the  floor  catching  my breath.

"Heh. That's right. I can't die yet. I got a big-titty dark elf wife to get home to. Ain't no one's doing me in so long as I got Sacchan."

By  the  time  I  returned,  the  sun  had  completely  set.  The  tribe  was looking  a  lot  more  rowdy  than  usual,  with  a  big  crowd  gathered  in  the center of the encampment.

Loraine tackled me with a hug, worry written all over her face. "You're hurt! Are you alright?"

"Ah, yeah. Just squared off with a demon," I answered.

"A  demon—  you?!"  The  color  in  her  face  drains  to  a  ghastly  white.

"Micchi, demons are no laughing matter."

I tried to push her off because we were getting awkward looks from the  others,  but  she  was  insistent  about  clinging  to  me  so  I  let  her  be.  It felt… nice to be wanted.

"Enough about me. What's going on over there?" I asked.

Loraine sighed and guided me towards the crowd.

"It  seems  more  and  more  orcs  are  settling  the  theft  issue  with  an evening brawl," she said.

"Oh. That's the spirit! They're solving the problems on their own now."

Dealing  with  canon  fodder  back  in  japan  was  always  like  this.  Some

delinquents would have problems with students from another school. Left alone, they would wreck both schools. To prevent that from happening, I just  made  the  accuser  and  offenders  fight  it  out  instead.  Didn't  need  a school full of bloodied faces to deal with. "So what's the problem?"

"Well,  you  see…  after  you  told  Braids  and  Baldie  to  fight  out  their problems,  the  other  orcs  have  been  doing  the  same.  Now  they  feel justified  stealing  from  each  other  as  long  they  think  they  can  beat  the other one up," she said.

I put a hand to my face. "O-Oh… You're telling me I allowed them to make more problems?"



***


"I  resolved  everything,"  I  said,  clapping  my  hands.  Fifty  orcs  laid unconscious  on  the  ground.  A  bruise  the  shape  of  a  bat  sullied  each  of their faces. "No one is stealing each other's boars anymore. If I hear any mention of theft, I'm smashing  everyone's  faces in."

Loraine and the other women helped the orcs up and ushered them back into their homes. She comes to me with an amused expression.

"You  wouldn't  get  away  with  using  brute  force  on  any  other  race,"

Loraine giggled.

"Yeah, well. I'm used to dealing with numbskulls," I said.

Loraine  pulled  me  back  into  our  tent  and  sat  me  down  on  the  bed.

Her hand glowed with green magic that seeped into my body, warming me right  up.  The  soreness,  the  pain,  the  crick  in  the  neck  I  had  since  this morning vanished.

Magic was still a mystery to me. In this world, it was as important as the blood flowing through our veins. Loraine and the others who actively used magic had a lot more to say, but none of it made sense, and I didn't care to learn more. All I knew was that there were many kinds of magic that allowed people to do different things. For Loraine, she specialized in incredibly destructive spells, but was able to cast other spells at a lesser intensity.

"This was healing magic, right?" I asked She nodded and smiled, glad that some of her lessons stuck. But it instantly  flipped  into  a  frown.  "About  that  demon  you  kept  putting  off whenever I asked?"

"Ah— are they that bad you gotta keep pestering me about?" I was caught  off  guard  by  her  sudden  shift  in  tone.  When  she  scolded  me,  it

stuck more than my teachers in school.

"They  are!  The  United  Kingdoms  of  Dysentia  declared  even  the weakest of demons is to be fought with a sizable group," she said.

The demon I fought was about the size of three orcs. I could beat up truck-sized boars, orcs, and demons with apparent ease. Was I not at the top of the food chain here?

"What's  the  weakest  demon  like?"  I  asked,  curious  where  the  one  I battled stood in the hierarchy.

Loraine put a finger to her forehead and thought hard. She positioned a hand just above her thighs and answered, "Bloodhounds. About this tall, and maybe the length of a spear. They're the mutts of the Demon Lord's armies."

Bloodhounds probably weren't that big a deal then. Maybe a pack of them  could  spell  trouble  if  I  didn't  have  my  bases  covered.  After  all, Sacchan could only hit one thing at a time even if it's on fire.

"What about something as tall as a tree, wields a big fucking sword?"

I asked.

"Demon  giants."  Loraine  shuddered  as  she  uttered  their  names.

"They are the demon army's vanguards, meant to instill fear into opposing forces by acting as large and destructive shock troops."

"So these demon giants are a big deal, right?

Loraine nodded. "A single swing from their fist can topple reinforced steel gates. On top of their physical prowess, they also possessed a large pool of magic. These formidable foes are best left to powerful magisters to deal with from afar."

"Oh. I actually encountered one earlier—" Loraine's hands slammed down on my shoulders, her nails dug into my skin. "What?"

"You're joking, right…?" She searched my eyes to see if I was joking.

When  it  became  clear  to  her  I  was  not,  Loraine's  eyes  went  wide  from fear.  That  was  the  look  of  an  animal  who  had  seen  its  predator  before, and escaped to tell the tale.

"When I was heading east, a big pillar shot out of the ground. One of the big guys you mentioned came out of it," I said.

"You killed it?" she asked.

"Yeah," I answered.

Just as I thought Loraine was going to scold me, she tackled me onto the bed. Face flushed red and drool dripping from her mouth, she pinned me down by my wrists.

"Wha— Loraine, what's gotten into you?" I was strong enough to turn the tables on her and flip her onto the bed.

"I never knew my chieftain was so strong. If you were a man, I would have loved to bear your children!" she exclaimed affectionately.

Was Loraine always this thirsty. Did she get more bold after our first time?

"Calm down! This ain't good for my heart— er, well… I'm into it, I just need some time to process..." I hopped off the bed, but she continued to crawl to me like a demon possessed.

"Chieftain!"

The  orcs  that  burst  into  my  tent  snapped  Loraine  from  her  lustful trance. I never thought I would be grateful to see them. However, it didn't look like they were coming to my rescue.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"Under attack by big army. Need help!"

Loraine and I went straight out. The low drone of a horn can be heard from  the  western  part  of  camp.  More  and  more  orcs  poured  out  of  the tents to follow me, even the women grabbed weapons of their own to join us.

"You think it's demons?" I asked Loraine.

She shook her head. "The ground would be littered with corpses if it were."

We  got  our  answer  soon  enough.  A  wall  of  orcs  stood  between  an iron-clad  army  and  our  encampment.  They  parted  for  me  to  pass,  and  I was greeted by a dozen spears trained on me.

I stared them down with nothing but Sacchan in my hand. "You punks gonna  just  stand  there?  Or  will  someone  explain  to  me  why  you're  all about to the ground red?"

"Uhhhh?"  One  of  the  soldiers  looked  at  his  buddies.  "Isn't  this  the Rolling Plains tribe?"

Another one scratched his head in confusion. "You think Prince Kain got the wrong place?"

"Coulda sworn we were going to fight an orc the size of a mountain or something."

"What gives? Is a tavern wench leading an orc tribe or something?"

Half  the  army  erupted  into  laughter  and  the  other  half  were  left puzzled.

Sacchan  ignited  with  blue  fire.  The  flames  were  so  strong  the  orcs behind me backed away to avoid getting burned.

"Hey,  I  asked  you  guys  a  fucking  question."  I  took  a  step  forward, causing  them  to  raise  their  spears  in  retaliation.  Their  hands  shook  so much, the tips of their weapons clatter against each other.

"What is the meaning of this? Why have we not laid waste to these orcs yet?"

A  knight  on  horseback  rode  in  to  put  space  between  me  and  his army.  His  gaudy  silver  armor  was  an  eyesore,  and  the  gem-encrusted sword  even  more  so.  He  had  to  be  helped  down  from  his  horse  by  the soldiers around him.

"Your Highness, we're being impeded by a woman…" a soldier said, pointing to me.

The  prince  studied  me  up  and  down,  and  then  removed  his  helmet.

His  short  side  swept  hair  was  as  blonde  as  the  sun,  but  there  was something about his pearly white teeth that made me want to knock them out.

He  bowed  to  me  and  said,  "I've  heard  these  barbaric  beasts  do unspeakable things to any woman they find. Fear not! For I, Prince Kain Clineredell, is here to save you!"

"I'm  the  chieftain  of  the  Rolling  Plains.  Last  I  checked,  none  of  us need any saving," I said.

Pretty  boy  beckoned  one  of  his  aides  over.  They  spoke  quietly,  but were  clearly  arguing  under  their  breaths.  He  returned  to  me,  cleared  his throat  and  asked,  "Are  you…  Chieftain  Bracca,  of  the  Rolling  Plains Tribe?"

"I'm  Micchi.  If  it's  Bracca  you're  looking  for…  ya  gonna  have  to  ask the boars we fed him to," I answered.

His jaw dropped. There was some mental rewiring going on inside his head as he tried to process what I told him.

"Well, uh. In that case, problem solved? Would you ladies come with us?" he asked.

"No."

Princess  Kain  leaned  and  lowered  his  voice.  "If  I  return  empty-handed,  I'm  going  to  be  my  siblings'  laughing  stock.  M-My  father  is  the King  of  Scoth,  we  can  reward  you.  Do  you  want  gold?  Fame?

Knighthood?"

"Ain't interested in any of that. I already gave the captives a chance to leave, and they didn't take it. Guess the new life suits them better here," I said.

"Five.  Five  women,  and  I'll  give  you  a  thousand  gold."  He  was growing desperate. This was the face of someone who realized I couldn't be bought.

"No," I repeated.

"Three. I'll give you anything you want," he said.

"Nope."

"Okay, one." He pointed to Loraine. "Surely you can part with one!"

"She's mine," I said.

Prince Kain threw his hands into the air and drew his sword on me.

"So! Ahem… erm, you fight for the Demon Lord? So be it! I shall slay you and liberate these women myself."

"Can't  get  what  he  wants,  so  he  goes  around  lying.  Rich  punks  like you  ain't  any  different  in  my  world.  If  it's  a  fight  you  want,  I'm  ready  to throw down," I said, sighing.

Loraine came to my side and clutched my hand. "I'll fight with you."

"Nah. Pretty boy says he wants to take you away, but I ain't handing you over," I said.

She dropped to her knees as though something stuck her.

I helped her back up. "What happened?!"

"No… I think I just came a little," she said, her body trembling.

"Okay…  I  didn't  need  to  hear  that  before  a  fight…"  I  waved  over  a couple of orcs to take Loraine away.

Prince  Kain  stood  tall  and  proud,  as  befitting  someone  of  royalty.

There  was  a  great  deal  of  confidence  in  his  stance  that  told  me  he's fought and killed before. But after fighting that demon giant, this battle felt trivial.

He  brought  the  sword  up  to  his  mouth  and  whispered.  It  began  to emit a blinding light that illuminated both our armies until it dimmed to a controlled, golden glow.

"Behold  my  enchanted  sword—  Dawnbringer,  the  light  of  Dysentia, the slayer of demons, the shining light of the Kingdom of Scoth, the soon-to-be-bane of the Demon Lord, the—"

"Too  fucking  long!"  I  cut  off  his  long-winded  presentation  of  his sword's titles. "Not that it's gonna matter. Sacchan and I are going to mop the floor with you."

"Hah! Your club may be enchanted, but such a primitive weapon can't defeat Dawnbringer. Since I am an honorable prince, I shall let you make the first move." Kain was leaving himself wide open like the demon giant.

Was everyone in this world an idiot?

I took his offer and charged in. "Ain't you a peach—!"

The  flames  along  Sacchan  roared  with  intensity  as  I  swung.  Prince Kain, realizing his life was in actual danger, raised his sword to guard. As our  weapons  collided,  his  blade  shattered  and  he  was  thrown  into  his soldiers. They helped him to his feet, but the crash knocked his noggin.

"Such  demonic  strength,  but  it's  my  turn  to—"  he  raised  his  sword once more, but finally noticed the entire length of the blade was missing.

Only the hilt remained. "M-M-My, Dawnbringer!"

I pulled him up to my face by the collar.

"Protect the prince!"

His  soldiers  began  to  surround  me,  but  just  as  that  happened,  the orcs also poured into my defense.

"Wait! Stand down!" Prince Kain ordered his soldiers back.

I ordered the orcs back, too.

"Mind explaining why you're on my turf?" I asked the prince.

"We  were  directed  here  by  the  court  mages.  They  detected  a monolith nearby, and my father— King Allo, asked me to take care of it.

We couldn't find it anywhere! So, I thought I could secure some glory by taking care of the Rolling Plains orc tribe." He spoke so fast with the taste of  defeat  fresh  on  his  tongue,  the  gusto  of  his  princely  demeanor  had been lost.

"Oh, that thing. I already took care of it and the demon," I said.

"You… did?" His eyes went wide just like Loraine did when I told her.

I  let  the  prince  go.  He  dropped  to  the  ground,  staring  at  the  dirt underneath him.

"Now that you know, you can get out of—"

"Please, come back to the capital city with me!" His sudden outburst caught  everyone  on  both  sides  by  surprise.  "It's  clear  as  day  you  are incredibly  strong.  We  humbly  request  your  help  in  defeating  the  Demon Lord!"

Chapter 2 - The Grand City of Cynderace, Capital of Scoth

Prince  Kain  was  so  insistent,  he  had  his  entire  army  groveling  to convince  me.  The  sight  was  so  pathetic  Loraine  and  I  figured  we  would hear him out at the capital. Hell, he promised good food and lavish living arrangements during our stay. How could I refuse?

We  left  the  women  in  charge  of  the  tribe.  The  few  who  could  make use  of  magic  were  clearly  the  strongest.  Since  they  no  longer  had  the collars  stunting  them,  orcs  had  dropped  to  the  bottom  of  the  hierarchy.

Granted, everyone seemed happier this way, especially when they didn't have to worry about food.

Make  someone's  life  comfortable  and  would  have  no  reason  to  be violent. Who could've thought?

"There!  You  can  see  the  spires  of  Cynderace,  the  crown  jewel  of Scoth."  Kain  pointed  to  the  high  towers  of  his  kingdom's  capital  city.  He was  like  a  child  looking  out  the  window  as  he  arrived  at  an  amusement park.  I  had  to  hand  it  to  him.  Cynderace  looked  like  something  out  of  a fairy tale.

Our  arrival  was  met  with  crowds  of  people  filling  into  the thoroughfare.  There  were  races  of  all  kinds,  but  the  ones  I  could  name due to their distinct appearances were dwarves, elves, and humans with bestial features. Prince Kain was clearly enjoying his fame and adoration of the populace. He hollered back to the crowd, emulating their energy.

"Your  prince  has  returned!  Rejoice,  for  I  have  brought  with  me  the heroine who will vanquish the demon lord!" he shouted.

"Did  he  just  advertise  me  as  their  hero?"  I  asked  Loraine  as  I tunneled a pinky into my ear.

"He did," Loraine chuckled.

"And he just promised them that I'd defeat the demon lord for them, right?" I asked, digging another pinky into my other ear.

"Yes…" she affirmed.

"Bring me closer to Pretty Boy," I said.

Loraine  obliged  and  directed  our  horse  towards  Prince  Kain's  white stallion. He saw us riding up to him and flashed a wide smile at us.

"Look!  There  she  is  in  all  her  glory!  She  fights  like  a  monster,  her weapon even more fearsome— ah!"

I grabbed him by the collar, both of us nearly falling off our horses in the  process.  "What  the  fuck  do  you  think  you're  doing?  I  didn't  promise shit. And who are you calling a monster?"

"The  people  have  been  fearing  for  their  lives  for  years.  Give  them some  hope.  See  how  happy  and  relieved  they  are!"  Prince  Kain  righted himself back on his horse. He reached down to receive two bouquets of flowers  from  a  little  girl  on  her  father's  shoulders.  Then  handed  one  of them to me. "They need someone to put their hopes on. Couldn't hurt to give them a little, no?"

Behind me the girl waved enthusiastically. I waved back, and it was all it took for her to squeal in excitement before her face drowned into the crowd.

Cynderace looked like it was taken right out of a travel magazine for Venice.  Instead  of  canals,  the  streets  were  wide  and  paved  in  stone.

Houses  packed  tight  like  townhouses  with  tangled  knots  of  clothes  lines criss crossing above our heads.

The royal family's manor was situated at the center of the city, walled off  by  an  iron-wrought  fence.  Dozens  of  plots  of  garden  beds  framed  a path  towards  the  estate.  Kain  led  us  into  his  grand  abode  guarded  by heavily armored knights that cast cautious glances in mine and Loraine's direction.

"My dear family, I have returned!" Prince Kain yelled triumphantly as he pushed open the doors to a modest throne room. He directed us to a family  of  five  who  had  dressed  in  fine  clothing  to  meet  us.  "Allow  me  to introduce  my  family:  My  father  and  mother,  King  Allo  and  Queen  Liticia; the Twin Princesses, Patricia and Allison, and finally my youngest brother Prince Theo."

It  looked  like  they  had  been  waiting  eagerly  for  us.  The  king  and queen were seated on their thrones, and beside them were Prince Kain's siblings  who  appeared  much  younger  than  him.  They  all  shared  Kain's blonde hair and regal countenance.

"Kain,  I'm  so  glad  you  returned  safely."  His  mother  appeared especially happy to see him. She wore an ivory and gold gown, hair done in  two  thick  braids  that  wrapped  around  her  head,  yet  unlike  the  king, wore no crown.

"Perhaps  he's  home  so  soon  because  he  fled  from  the  demon!"

Patricia laughed.

Allison chimed in, "All our brother is good for is running away."

"Patricia, Allison… that's no way to speak to your older brother," Kain said, trying to keep his frustration subdued. It sounded like getting teased by his sisters was a normal thing, and he didn't like that one bit.

"My son, who is it that you have brought before us?" His father, King Allo, asked.

Kain  cleared  his  throat  and  stepped  aside  to  present  us.  "I  have brought  the  one  who  possesses  the  strength  to  defeat  the  demon  lord.

Her name is Micchi, and by her side is her companion, Loraine."

They glanced down from their throne expectantly. King Allo especially scrutinized  the  bat  in  my  hands.  All  I  noticed  in  this  world  so  far  were swords and magic, someone like me wielding something that looked like a club must be weird to them.

"This is the young woman who bested a demon giant? In your letter, you  described  her  in  such  a  way  that…"  The  king  rubbed  his  chin, searching  for  the  right  word  so  as  to  not  insult  me,  but  did  so  anyway.

"More brutish?"

"How  exactly  did  you  describe  me  to  your  family?"  I  grabbed  him before he could tiptoe away.

"The truth! Nothing unseeming!" Kain said, sweating bullets.

I took a step forward to address the king, but the moment I did, his guards blocked my way. Their armor bore a lion's crest on the breastplate.

I felt magic emanating from it.

"I ain't here to defeat your demon lord for you. Just here to sight see your city. Looks nice, I guess." I shrugged.

"Just nice?!" Kain choked on his own spit, offended by my lackluster compliment.

"I'm telling ya, I ain't interested in beating some big baddie when it's got nothing to do with me. I came because you wouldn't stop eating dirt until I said yes," I said, poking his chest until he staggered back.

"Wait— that's not what happened!" Kain went to adjust his armor and noticed a dent where I poked him.

The twin princesses giggled behind their hands. They danced around Kain, teasing him in unison. "How we would have loved to see that!"

"Lady  Micchi,"  the  king  rose  from  his  seat  to  speak  to  me.  "This demon lord threatens us all. If you are as strong as my eldest son says

you  are,  your  strength  will  be  a  valuable  asset  to  this  kingdom.  We  can offer  you  anything  in  exchange  for  your  help.  Your  own  residence, furnished and with servants to see to your every wants. Wealth to last you many lifetimes. Just name it."

These  guys  were  desperate  enough  to  offer  me  anything.  Just  how strong was this demon? I'd already beaten the fuck out of a giant, so how much harder could the end boss be?

"What do you think, Loraine?" I asked.

"Y-You're asking for my opinion?" She expressed surprise, almost as though I shouldn't have asked to begin with. But if she and I were going to live together, of course I needed to know what she thought.

"Well, you are… ahem, my… " I lowered my voice so only she could hear and said, "My wife after all…"

"I'll do anything as long as it's with you!" Loraine gasped so hard I'd think she swallowed her own tongue.

"In retrospect, I should've expected that." I turned back to the king to give  him  my  answer.  "Fine,  I'll  help.  But  it'll  be  on  my  own  terms.

Everything you just offered, I'll take it. I have one more condition."

All  of  their  eyes  lit  up.  Even  the  otherwise  quiet  and  reserved  little Theo who hadn't shown a lick of emotion was stunned.

"Of course, what is it?" King Allo asked.

"I want a gofer. Someone to be at my every beck and call," I said.

"We shall assign you the best from a list of servants—"

"I don't want just any servant." I pointed to Prince Kain and couldn't help but crack a smirk. "You got one right here. I'll take the prince himself."

Kain  nearly  tripped  over  himself.  "Whaaat?  That's  a  preposterous request!"

"You seek to make my eldest son, the crown prince of the Kingdom of Scoth,  a  mere  attendant  to  do  your  every  bidding?"  King  Allo's  hands balled  into  fists,  he  came  down  the  steps  of  the  throne  to  face  me.  His knights trembled in their armor, unwilling to come between us.

"You're damn right," I answered, staring him down.

"Deal." The king stuck out his hand, and we shook on it.

Prince Kain burst into laughter.

"Naturally, my father would never allow me to— pardon?! Father, you cannot be serious!" his yells echoed loudly in the chamber.

"This will be a great opportunity for you to become a man," King Allo remarked, patting his son's shoulder.

"But I'm already a man?!" Kain was at a loss. He expected his father to  have  sided  with  him,  and  frankly,  I  thought  the  king  would  have.  It seemed they really were desperate.

"Ahaha! Our big brother as a gofer! Prince Kain as a mere gofer!" The twin princesses danced around him with delight.

"Kain will see to it that you will want for nothing." The king then turned to his son and said, "I believe the disgraced Lord Renner's manor should suffice. Show our hero the way."

As  soon  as  we  exited  the  royal  estate,  Kain  didn't  hesitate  to complain. "I hope you're happy! I'm supposed to be a prince, not a servant boy."

"You're the one who roped me into this. Come on, gofer boy. Take me to my new pad," I said, giving him a hard pat on the back.

"Ugh. I think I liked Pretty Boy, better."



***


It had been a few days since Loraine and I got situated into our new home.  The  mansion  was  a  huge  upgrade  from  living  in  a  tent  made  of animal skin, stolen furniture, and smelling ofpigshit when the wind blew a certain direction. It was the holes that really did it for me. Night could get real cold, but I was lucky to have Loraine by my side. We didn't need to worry  about  those  inconveniences  anymore,  and  she  didn't  do  my  heart any favors being more affectionate with real privacy now.

My only gripe was the place was too big. The mansion was so fucking big  we  hadn't  even  discovered  half  of  it.  The  servants  told  me  the  old owner had a hidden cellar full of wine somewhere. We hadn't found it yet.

Loraine  and  I  really  only  needed  one  room,  and  if  we  weren't  doing anything we just hung out in the living room.

Ten  servants  were  assigned  to  us  at  first,  all  of  whom  I  kicked  out after the second day. I swear to god, if I had to listen to their polite talk any longer, I would have off'd myself with Sacchan. Kain, much to his dismay, was made to come by from time to time at the king's behest. They wanted to  make  sure  we  had  everything  we  wanted,  and  were  comfortable  with the living arrangements.

Today  in  particular,  Prince  Kain  asked  us  to  accompany  him  to  the artisan's district of Cynderace.

"Explain to me why we gotta go with you?" I asked him.

Prince Kain walked with a spring in his step. He was beaming more than the day I agreed to helping the kingdom.

"After  you  so   masterfully  shattered  my  beloved  sword,  I commissioned the best weaponsmith and curator to reforge my weapon.

One that won't break so easily this time," Kain said.

Loraine  and  I  glanced  at  each  other  amused  at  the  memory.  She repeated my question asking, "But that doesn't explain why we're coming with?"

"Seeing as you two will be assisting in the efforts against the demon lord,  both  of  you  will  need  to  be  properly  outfitted."  He  stopped  walking and drew our attention to the clothes we wore. Between me and Loraine, she was the one who needed a change from the rags she wore.

On  the  other  hand,  I  wore  a  white  coat  and  sarashi.  The  bandages wrapped around my chest were tattered and discolored. It wasn't exactly something  that  could  protect  me  against  swords  and  magic,  but  I  hadn't needed to change yet.

"What's wrong with what I'm wearing now?" I asked, offended that he took issue with the outfit that had become a staple of my image.

"Scoth is home to the best armorsmiths of Dysentia. If you intend to face the demon lord and his ilk, you will need suitable equipment. We're headed to Lars' place. He's a purveyor and curator of the highest quality gear, outfitting some of the greatest heroes of our time," Kain said.

We  arrived  at  a  store  in  which  there  were  many  different  suits  of armor  and  weapons  on  display.  Mannequins  crowded  the  floor  and weapon racks lined every inch of the wall. A large hairy man with horns that  could  scrape  the  ceiling  if  he  tiptoed,  and  bangs  covering  his  face came  out  from  behind  the  counter.  He  carried  an  iron  mace  propped  on his shoulder.

I caught a glimmer in his eye peeking out between the mess of hair.

Heavy  hooved  feet  stomped  up  to  us,  but  he  stared  at  me  down  in particular.

"Hahh?  Ya  looking  for  a  fight,  big  guy?"  I  propped  Sacchan  on  my shoulder  to  show  off  my  weapon.  Not  as  big,  not  as  showy,  but  would definitely pack a stronger punch.

Kain  jumped  between  us  to  diffuse  the  tension.  "He's  not!  This  is Rohan, the bodyguard of the establishment. The owner is—"

"Lars, at yer service. 'Scuse us Rohan." The tall oxman disappeared into  the  back,  and  was  replaced  by  a  dwarf  less  than  half  his  size.  "He

gets antsy 'round folk who got that smell on 'em."

"And what's that supposed to mean?" I asked.

"Ones look fer trouble," he said, eyeing me up and down, and paying particularly close attention to Sacchan.

"I'm  here  to  pick  up  my  sword  and  hopefully  outfit  these  two  with some equipment, Lars." Kain chimed in to interrupt the next staredown.

"Aye.  'Bout  yer  sword.  I  got  it  right  here."  Lars  reached  behind  the counter to pull out an identical sword to the one I shattered.

"She's just like new!" The prince snatched the rapier and hugged the sheath  tightly  to  his  chest.  He  looked  like  he  was  on  the  verge  of  tears when I had broken it during our battle. A part of me felt bad, then again, he was the one who picked the fight in the first place.

Loraine  wandered  off,  glancing  at  the  many  different  weapons  and armors  in  the  shop.  Her  eyes  didn't  linger  on  one  thing  too  long,  and quickly shifted attention to the next piece before fully looking it over.

If anyone needed something new to wear, it was her. Loraine wasn't interested in the clothes back home. I always imagined girls like her would like expensive-looking dresses, but it seemed posh had its limit. Could be that she had gotten used to wearing less.

Lars  scratched  his  beard  as  he  stared  at  me  and  Loraine.  His  eyes occasionally flicked to the gear around his shop, but discerned that none of what was on display suited us.

"If it's armor yer lookin' fer, I got just the thing. One moment," he said.

"What  the  fuck?"  was  all  I  could  muster  when  he  unveiled  a  suit  of armor that wasn't quite a suit. Rather it was just a bikini. He held it up to me,  but  I  slapped  it  out  of  his  hands.  "Ain't  no  way  in  hell  I'm  wearing that."

"Thing  'bout  this  here  armor  is  it's  enchanted.  Look."  He  tapped  the tiny  breastplate  where  it  was  only  large  enough  to  cover  the  nipples.  I might  be  ignorant  of  what  magic  was,  but  the  emanating  energy  that pulsed across the metal felt powerful.

I pointed to the other sets that covered significantly more skin. "What about those? They enchanted? Why's it gotta be something like I'd take to a beach?"

"It's  harder  to  enchant  something  with  more  surface  area.  You  can have mages workin' day and night fer a year to get it done, but then it'd cost you a fortune," Lars explained.

"Micchi, how do I look?"

I  turned  around  to  Loraine  emerging  from  a  changing  stall,  and  my jaw dropped. She wore a similar bikini armor to the one Lars showed me, but was now more naked than when she had rags on. A good ninety-five percent of her skin was showing. Even her breasts, which I only had the pleasure of seeing in the dark, was now in their full glory under daylight.

Blood dripped from both mine and Kain's nose.

"Don't  look  at  her."  I  punched  Kain  in  the  gut  and  pushed  Loraine back into the changing room, then shut the curtains behind her.

"Urk… sorry..." Kain squealed, keeling over on the ground.

I put a hand to my face and shook the lewd thoughts from my mind before continuing. Hot as it was, an armor set like that looked like it was for a fighter like me. She fought with magic, so there must be something better suited for her.

"Loraine's a… what do you call those? Mage? She casts spells and shit. Maybe you have something for people like that," I asked.

"Well, why didn't ya say so?" A light bulb went off in Lars' head. Lars disappeared into the back and returned a moment later with a box. He slid the box under the changing booth's curtains. "Here ya go, lassie."

"Oh, this is perfect!" Loraine exclaimed.

It sounded like she liked what Lars brought out. I was left wondering what she's going to wear. Maybe one of those long, colorful robes like in anime or video games. Something simple and mysterious like in the high fantasy—

"What do you guys think?" she asked, coming out a second time.

She donned what looks like a purple corset with gem-studded buttons running up her chest. Sleeves and leg socks were detached from the main body  like  they  were  just  slid  on.  Loraine  went  from  having   most  of  her skin, to still having a lot of her skin showing.

"Oi, this isn't much better." I grabbed Lars by the shoulders.

"What're ya saying? Lassie's likin' it," he said.

Loraine  twirled  and  inspected  her  back  from  the  mirror,  giggling  to herself in the new clothes.

"Well… if she likes it then that's fine," I said, deferring to the dwarf's recommendation.

Kain sheathed his sword and appeared happier already.

"What about you, Lady Micchi?" he asked

"You ain't paying me enough to wear something like  that," I remarked, pointing to the bikini armor.

"The lassie's keen on what she's wearing. How's 'bout I introduce ya to  a  master  enchanter.  She  can  get  yer  clothes  primed  with  magic  and physical resistance," Lars suggested.

He  wrote  down  the  name  and  address  of  the  enchanter,  but  Kain's expression quickly turned dour. Judging by his reaction, this person was no stranger to him.

"I… had no idea you were associated with  her," Kain said hesitantly.

"Who is she? Mildred?" I read the name on the card.

"Mildred is an… acquaintance…"

"Ya forgot to pay." Lars grabbed Kain by the wrist on our way out.

"But I already paid for the sword?" he said, confused.

"Not fer the sword," Lars said, shaking his head. "The lassie's robes."

"Ah. I'd nearly forgotten." Kain reached for his bag of gold and asked,

"How much?"

"Twenty platinums," Lars grinned.

"What?!  That's  rather  exorbitant  for  a  piece  of  armor  that  looks  like undergarments!" Kain exclaimed.

"Thanks for spotting us, gofer." I gave Kain a pat on the back.

Chapter 3 - Mildred Weizel

Prince  Kain  was  despondent  the  entire  way,  muttering  to  himself while  a  shadow  hung  over  his  eyes.  I'd  think  the  guy  having  his  sword repaired  would  be  in  a  happier  mood,  but  it  seemed  to  be  a  lot  more complicated.

On  the  other  hand,  Loraine  was  giddy  as  she  can  be  in  her  new clothes. She probably wore those rags for years for all I knew. They might be a little risque— though I got no personal complaints on my end— she was  more  than  fine  with  it.  Judging  by  the  prince's  reaction,  he  paid  a hefty sum for it even though he's got the wealth of royalty.

"How are you liking your new digs, Loraine?" I asked, trying to keep from checking her out too much.

"My digs?" Loraine glanced at the ground, confused.

"Ahh, my bad. I meant clothes. In my world, digs is slang for clothes,"

I explained.

"They're  wonderful!  I  absolutely  love  it."  She  clung  to  my  arm, squeezing it between her breasts. "I can tell you like it, too."

"Er, well… they do look nice on you…" I muttered. This dark elf wasn't good for my health. I still hadn't gotten used to the idea of being married to her.  Before  she  could  tease  me  any  further,  I  shifted  the  conversation back to her robes. "It was pretty expensive. Is it supposed to help you with magic?"

Loraine  let  go  of  my  arm  and  ran  head  to  twirl  in  front  of  me.

Whatever she was doing caused visible magic to travel up her body, to the sleeves and into her hands.

"Lars  said  it  was  enchanted  to  allow  magic  to  flow  through  me  with ease,  but  I  don't  feel  too  different.  I'm  by  no  means  a  master  mage,  but these robes might have once belonged to one," she said.

"Huh. Still, that means you're stronger with it, right?"

"Very much so! More importantly…" Loraine threw a worried look over to Kain whose face was wrinkled up in thought. "Is Prince Kain going to be okay?"

"Dunno.  He's  been  like  that  ever  since  Lars  mentioned  the enchanter's name. They're apparently acquaintances." I was about to go smack his back, but he bumped into a group of thugs and fell onto his ass.

"Ow… Pardon me. I should have been watching where I was going."

Kain was quickly surrounded as he got to his feet. The nasty bunch were clearly looking for trouble.

"Oi,  oi…  We  got  some  fancy  pants  knight  walking  into  us  everyday citizens. Not very chivalrous of you, huh?" A large half-orc had his arms crossed  flexing  his  muscles  to  size  Kain  up.  Kain  fell  back  into  thought and tried to walk around them, only to walk  into them again.

"Now,  now.  There's  no  need  to  get  violent.  It  was  my  fault.  I apologize!" Kain bowed, looking for a way out.

The  half-orc  shoved  Kain  into  another  man,  who  then  pushed  him back into the center of their ring. Their presumed leader grabbed Kain by the shoulders and said, "If you're sorry, you can pay up for the trouble you caused us. How's that?"

Maybe  the  punks  didn't  know  Kain  was  the  prince  of  this  kingdom.

They  called  him  a  knight,  so  they  must  be  mistaking  who  he  was.  Still, Kain's got to be strong enough to take on a few cannon fodder.

"Looks like Gofer found trouble," I remarked.

"Shall I disperse them with a warning shot?" Loraine asked, her finger igniting with fire.

"Nah, I got this." I handed Sacchan over to Loraine and tapped one of the thugs on the shoulder. A hairy-faced man with cat ears turned to me with a scowl.

"The fuck do you want, girly?" he snarled.

A  single  punch  to  his  gut  put  him  on  his  knees  and  puking  up breakfast.  The  other  thugs  turned  to  the  commotion  and  left  Kain  to surround  me  instead.  This  was  the  perfect  chance  to  see  how  strong  I was without Sacchan.

"You got some nerve," the half-orc growled. "We aren't letting you get away with an apology. First we beat you and the fancy knight up, then we take you and the dark elf bitch back to our place for some fun."

"I choose the second option." I cracked my fists and smirked.

"There  is  no  second  option!"  He  launched  a  large  green  fist,  but  I stopped it in place with one hand. The half-orc gawked in disbelief, as did the rest of his group.

That confirmed it. Sacchan wasn't the only one that's strong. I was a lot stronger, too.

I stomped down on his foot and buried a fist into his gut. The half-orc went down. His gang charged in at once, but my blows weren't just strong,

they  were  fast.  I  threw  enough  punches  to  knock  all  six  of  them  to  the ground without taking a single hit. All within the span of a few seconds.

They  clutched  various  parts  of  their  bodies,  groaning  in  pain.  I grabbed the half-orc by the collar of his shirt and lifted him up to my face.

"If you know what's good for you, drop all the money you got in your pockets and scram," I demanded.

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

Every single one of them emptied their pockets into a pile of gold and high-tailed  it  from  my  sights.  As  I  was  collecting  my  earnings,  Kain recovered from his shock and panics.

"You just shook down a bunch of miscreants for their gold!" he said, chewing on his thumb.

"Yeah? What about it?" I pocketed half of the pile, and gave the other half to Loraine.

"Are you supposed to be a hero or a bandit?!" Kain asked, throwing glances around the avenue full of people who had gathered to watch.

"I get it. You want your cut, too." I dropped a handful of gold into his palm. He stared at it and me in disbelief.

"That's  not  the  point!  My  family  can  give  you  all  the  gold  you  need.

You don't need to extort the citizenry," he said.

"Oh,  shit."  I  scratched  my  head  realizing  what  he  meant.  "Couldn't help it. Shaking people down after beating them up is an old habit."

Kain narrowed his eyes at me. "An interesting habit…"

"Forget about me. You've been out of it since we left Lars. What the hell's eating you?" I asked.

Unable to look at the gold any longer he stuffed them into his pocket and  fessed  up.  "The  enchanter  we're  meeting  is  Mildred  Weizel,  and she… is madly in love with me."

"Pfft." I covered my mouth.

"Hey.  You  just  laughed,  didn't  you?"  Kain  raised  a  brow,  eyes narrowed to slits.

"No,  I  didn't."  I  looked  away  and  hid  my  face  behind  Loraine's shoulder.

"You  don't  believe  that  a  prince  as  handsome  and  strong  as  myself can find love!" Kain exclaimed like a man possessed with preserving his dignity.

"Look, man. I'm sure you—"

"Watch  out!"  Loraine  erected  a  barrier  in  time  to  block  a  barrage  of fireballs.

Thick smoke burned my eyes. The three of us were coughing out our lungs.

The crowd dispersed in a panic. I could barely make out the sight of a young woman skipping into view. She wore a blue and white robe adorned with  ribbons  that  ran  up  the  length  of  her  dress.  Light  brown  hair  curled into drills frame a displeased demeanor.

"I  was  so  excited  to  see  my  adorable  Kain.  But  it  seems  there  are unwanted vermin around you…" The woman's hand clenched around her staff,  which  was  bursting  with  magical  energy.  "Allow  me  to  rid  you  of them so that we may have our alone time."

I took Sacchan back from Loraine and swung hard. The force stirred up enough wind to blow the smoke away.

"Who the fuck do you think you're aiming at, bitch?" Sacchan ignited with flames in my hand.

She  was  clearly  a  mage  like  Loraine.  But  something  about  her screamed  she's  on  a  whole  other  level  of  strong.  Maybe  even  stronger than the demon giant.

"You shall be dead soon. No need to introduce myself," she said. Our aggressor  channeled  magic  into  her  staff,  summoning  a  fireball  as  large as a house. I put myself in front of Loraine and took a batting stance.

"Wait!"  Kain  jumped  between  us,  surprising  both  me  and  the  mage girl.  The  fire  extinguished  on  both  sides  at  his  sudden  intervention.  He turned  to  face  me  and  Loraine.  "This  woman  is  Mildred,  the  enchanter Lars told you about. And my…"

He was tackled to the ground by the woman. She wrapped her arms around  him,  rubbing  her  cheek  against  his  chest.  I  could  hardly  believe the squealing fangirl on top of Kain was the same one who was about to incinerate us.

"Oh, Kain! I've missed you so much, my dearest betrothed!" Mildred cooed.

"Allow  me  to  properly  introduce  Mildred  Weizel.  Master  enchanter, and capable— will you please get off of me already?!" Kain was having a hard time prying Mildred off himself.

"You know who she is, too?" I asked Loraine.

"Mildred is actually very well known in Dysentia," she answered.

"I  thought  we  were  in  Cynderace?  You're  telling  me  she's  known across the continent?" I scratched my head in confusion.

Loraine pointed to the lion's emblem on Kain's regalia which I learned was his family's heraldry. Cynderace was the capital city of Scoth, one of five major kingdoms that ruled the greater landmass of Dysentia. I didn't know much else past that.

"Maybe not in the sense that you're thinking. It's her profession that she is most known for," Loraine said.

This famous woman was latched onto the prince like a leech, and had been since she got her arms around him outside. I was still on edge since she tried to kill us the moment we met, but the way she acted was giving me  reason  to  believe  she  wasn't  a  threat.  As  long  as  we  didn't  look  like we're interested in Kain, anyway.

"But  it's  been  so  long  since  I've  seen  you.  Oh,  I  know!  Let  me recharge my energy with you on our marital bed." She began to pull him towards  her  room,  but  Kain  wasn't  budging  an  inch  and  nor  was  he amused.

"I  told  you,  marital  matters  should  be  handled  more  delicately  than this! I thought you were in Corinth subjugating a dragon?" Kain asked.

"It's been dealt with." Mildred put her hands on her waist and puffed out her chest.

I cleared my throat to get their attention back on me and why we're here.

"Pardon me," Mildred grabbed her staff and charged it with magic. "I seem to have dragged in some dirt."

"Hah? You wanna go, shortstack?" I ignited my own weapon with fire.

Our  heads  bashed  together  as  we  stared  each  other  down,  both weapons brimming with enough power to cause the room to shake. Kain pulled Mildred away while Loraine came to hold me back.

"Lady Micchi, please don't pick a fight with everyone you meet! And Mildred, these are my associates who agreed to help us fight the demon lord. There is a good chance you will be working with them in the future,"

the prince said.

Mildred acquiesced to Kain's pleading and began rummaging behind the counter. Her workshop looked more like a thrift store for old antiques and knick-knacks. Shelves and bookcases were stuffed with things I was too dumb to describe— baubles, trinkets, random jewellry. Whatever.

Lars' place was a tightly packed collection of armor and weapons, but Mildred's  place  could  be  considered  empty  by  comparison.  Most  of  the items  were  along  the  walls,  or  hanging  from  the  ceiling.  The  workshop floor was mostly empty. Only a large bronze instrument sat at the center of the  workshop.  Three  round  objects,  like  globes  or  planets,  were connected  to  each  other  by  thin  strands.  The  entire  contraption  was encircled by a rotating gear that seemingly floated in midair.

"Impressive,  isn't  it?"  Mildred  placed  a  hand  on  the  gear.  Her  hand glowed  with  energy  that  then  seeped  into  the  contraption,  bringing  it  to life. The gear picked up speed, and the orbs inside it lit up with different colors. "If you ladies aren't here to steal my precious Kain, I assume he brought you here because you needed enchanting done?"

"That wasn't obvious?" I asked, putting a hand to my face.

"I  could  be  gone  for  two  days  and  suitors  will  be  swarming  him  like insects  to  a  corpse.  So,  who  needs  something  done  today?"  Her  eyes shifted between me and Loraine.

"Wait a minute. Did you liken me to a corpse?" Kain asked.

"My clothes." I stepped forward.

Mildred inspected my jacket and sarashi. She reared back, giggling.

"What  are  these?  Bandages  on  your  chest?  You  call  them  clothes…

haha!"

"I'll beat you to a pulp!" I pulled my sleeve up, but Loraine put a hand over my fist.

"Micchi  isn't  from  around  here.  Her  clothing  is  more  practical  than appealing," she explained.

The only person I had told about my predicament was Loraine. I was nervous at first, it didn't seem to matter to her that I was different, and she never called me crazy. Instead, Loraine accepted me with open arms.

I wasn't sure what others would think. Especially Kain and his family now that they branded me some sort of hero to their cause. The last thing I wanted to be treated like was a walking zoo.

"From  what  I  understand,  you  will  want  both  your  cloak  and  the bandages  enchanted?  It  is  an  easy  matter  for  someone  of  my  calibre.

What will it be? What sort of enchants would you like done? Phys, magic resistance? Both? Temp or perm?" Mildred asked.

My  mind  drew  a  blank.  I  had  no  idea  how  to  answer  that.  "Uh…

what?"

"You want me to enchant your clothing, but you don't even know what you want?" Her eyes narrowed as if trying to discern a joke that flew over her head.

"Loraine, help me out here. I'm clueless on this shit," I said.

"Can I really?!" Loraine's eyes were sparking. I almost thought it was a  bad  idea  in  case  she  makes  some  weird  suggestions,  but  she  was fortunately  full  of  ideas.  "How  about  magic  resistance?  Micchi  is  a  close quarter combatant. She may be able to deflect spells with her weapon, but her greatest concern will be defending herself from spellslingers."

"Minor  physical  resistance  will  keep  her  outfit  from  tearing  and wearing over time," Kain added.

"What  the  fuck?  Am  I  in  an  RPG?  Why  not  just  dump  all  the enchantments  on  it  and  be  done  with  it?"  I  clutched  my  head  trying  to keep up with the conversation.

Mildred  wagged  a  finger  in  my  face.  If  she  wasn't  about  to  enchant my clothes, I would have bit her.

"Tsk,  tsk.  Your  clothing's  ability  to  withstand  multiple  enchantments depend on its base materials. The closest thing I can attribute your cloak and bandages to are cotton and silk— they can only handle at most three enchantments," Mildred explained.

Everything was just coming out as mumbo-jumbo to me. This magic and  enchanting  jargon  made  no  sense.  Maybe  if  I  was  more  of  a  nerd growing up, I'd understand. But I wasn't.

"You guys just do what you think is best. I'm lost when it comes to this stuff," I told them.

Mildred  levitated  a  book  into  her  grasp  and  flipped  it  to  a  random page.

"The  standard  magic  and  physical  resistance,  it  is.  I'll  throw  in  a surprise  for  the  third  spot  unless  someone  has  something  to  add,"  she said.

"No funny business." I put a finger right up in her face.

"I  wouldn't  dare.  Lucky  for  you,  all  of  this  will  be  free.  Consider  it  a favor to my dearly beloved." Mildred smirked.

Loraine  whispered  into  Mildred's  ear.  The  enchanter's  grin  widened, then nodded approvingly at whatever she was told.

"Hey.  I  don't  like  whispers.  What  are  you  guys  whispering  about?"  I asked.

"Nothing."  Loraine  skipped  back  to  my  side  and  hooked  our  arms together.

"Everything is settled right?" Kain took a look into Mildred's book and sighed.

"Indeed.  I'll  be  needing  your  clothes,"  Mildred  said  to  me.  She  shut her book and sent it flying back to the counter.

"Uh." I stood, baffled at her request.

"How am I supposed to enchant it without it?" Mildred raised a brow.

She disappeared into the back and brought out an outfit for me to wear in the  meantime.  It  looked  like  a  tavern  dress,  long  enough  to  reach  my ankles, but my arms and shoulders were bare.

"You've got to be joking," I grumbled.

"I want to see you in that!" Loraine exclaimed.

"No!" I slammed my foot down.

"You have to give her your clothes anyway, Lady Micchi." Kain sided with the other two.

"No, damn it!"

I wore it anyway.

"I can't believe I'm wearing this fucking thing," I mumbled.

The dress was like something right out of a renaissance or barmaid's costume  from  Halloween.  All  I  was  missing  was  a  stein  of  beer  and pigtails to complete the look. I felt like an idiot.

"I think you look absolutely adorable!" Loraine couldn't get enough of my look.

"Don't  say  that.  It  makes  me  feel  weird  when  you  say  it…  Why  the fuck does Mildred have something like this anyway?" I asked Kain.

He glanced away, too embarrassed to answer.

"By the way," Mildred called to us from the door as we were leaving.

"You will want to register at the Adventurer's Guild."

Kain gasped. "She's right. Since you and Loraine are walking around with  enchanted  equipment,  both  of  you  need  to  register  them  into  the guild's registry."

"Why  does  it  matter  to  someone  else  what  I've  got?"  I  asked,  more interested in getting home and holling up in my room.

"Safety precautions. We don't want folk to stroll around with powerful gear and cause a ruckus. They will be held accountable for their actions if, say, your club sets an entire city block on fire," he explained.

"Well, shit. You're taking us on a whole tour of the city at this rate."

Chapter 4 - The Cynderace Branch Adventurer's Guild

The Adventurer's Guild.

An  organization  where  gifted  individuals  might  form  lifelong  bonds, take  jobs  on  notice  boards  from  requests  sent  in  all  over  the  continent, and  even  earn  fame  and  wealth  doing  so.  The  guild  spanned  many branches across and beyond Dysentia, but none was more famous than the Cynderace Branch, boasting a whopping 85% quest success rate— a whole fifteen-percent greater than the next highest branch.

Some  adventurers  had  risen  through  the  ranks  and  demonstrated themselves  enough  to  be  employed  by  the  royal  family.  Several  army generals and knights were former guild members. Even Kain himself was a member.

At least that's what he'd been telling me.

We  got  to  the  massive  guild  hall  and  there  were  just  a  bunch  of people  drunk  out  of  their  minds.  A  fight  broke  out  in  the  middle  of  the tavern  floor.  Instead  of  breaking  it  up,  people  jeered  and  threw  coin  to place bets.

"Today's just a let-off-some-steam day," Kain said, clearing his throat.

The  guild  lass,  a  young  cat-eared  woman,  at  the  reception  area welcomed us with bags under her eyes and a deadpan stare.

"If  you  would  like  to  submit  a  request,  please  fill  out  a  form  by  the notice board," she said monotonously.

"Frey, it's me. Prince Kain!" he waved in her face.

Frey glanced up, then cast her eyes back down at the desk. "Heh. I wanted to be a baker."

Kain put a hand to his face and grumbled. Loraine disappeared and returned a moment later with two member registration forms.

"Excuse  me,  we  would  like  to  register  to  be  members  of  the  guild!"

she said.

"You're  better  off  taking  an  apprenticeship  from  someone  in  the artisan's district," Frey remarked. She points to the tavern floor where one fighter had just been knocked unconscious. "I've lost hope in this place."

I  snapped  my  fingers  to  get  her  attention  back  on  us.  "Hey,  we  just need to register so we can get our shit logged into your books."

"If  you  can  get  past  the  form,  you're  qualified."  Frey  pulled  out  two pens and slid the registration forms back to us.

I snatched it from her hands. It was a simple form. In fact, it looked a little  too  simple.  All  it  asked  for  was  my  name,  what  I  was  good  at,  and what my class and subclass were.

"What did you write?" I asked Loraine.

She  showed  me  her  form,  written  in  beautiful  penmanship  that  one wouldn't  expect  of  an  orc  kidnap  victim.  My  vision  suddenly  went  blurry.

What I thought I saw were words becoming a jumbled mess. I wasn't an idiot, but I couldn't read their language.

Loraine must have realized this, and went on to explain her abilities in simple terms. "I'm no exceptional mage like Mildred, but I'm able to cast spells and enhancements. Naturally, my capacity to make use of mana in this way means my class is a mage."

"And your subclass?" I asked further.

"Artillery. I can charge spells to a greater potency, but I'm limited by a small pool of magic," she said.

"Subclasses  are  specializations  of  the  class,"  Kain  answered.  Then he pointed to a chart at the back of the wall that looked like a chart. Once again, there were words I couldn't understand. "Take Mildred for example: she's a mage, subclassed as an enchanter. Her ability to imbue magic into objects and people is better than those who aren't in the same subclass."

"Yeah,  I'm  lost.  Don't  have  a  clue  what  class  I  am,"  I  said,  staring down at the form I couldn't make sense of.

Fortunately, I had Loraine guiding me. On the box where it asked me what I was good at, I'd already written 'good at bashing things'.

Strangely,  when  I  wrote  in  my  language,  the  kanji  melted  into  an indistinguishable blur. Like it transformed into their written language.

"How about gorilla class?" Kain suggested.

My  hand  instinctively  grabs  him  by  the  collar  and  lifts  him  from  his feet. "Ya wanna say that again?"

"  Ack—  I mean… warrior class?" He made a more proper suggestion this time around.

I dropped him back to his feet.

Frey took both mine and Loraine's form from our hands and gave it a once over. She left her desk and came out from behind the counter.

"You can figure out your class later. The next step to determine your rankings," Frey said.

We're taken down a spiral staircase much deeper than I would have expected a basement to be. Frey led us to an empty chamber with nothing inside  except  for  a  large  square  block  nearly  two  meters  tall  and  wide seemingly made entirely of stone.

"This stone is used to determine your strength, and thus allows us to apply  an  appropriate  ranking."  Frey  patted  the  stone  like  it  was  the  only friend she had in this guild hall.

"You want me to hit this oversized salt-lick?" I looked it up and down and nothing seemed special aside from the magic coursing through it. A whole lot of magic.

"That's precisely what I'd like you to do." Frey nodded.

"It's magically enchanted and reinforced to withstand any force." Kain brushed a finger across the smooth stone surface.

Frey  held  out  a  hand,  and  a  large  silver  mallet  materialized  in  her grip.  She  swung  hard  at  the  block,  but  the  impact  neither  moved  it  nor cracked it. A strange symbol I couldn't recognize appeared on the surface, but slowly morphed into a shape I could almost barely call a C.

"As you can see, I am C-ranked." Frey vanished her mallet and then stepped aside to give us space. "The ranks are as follows from lowest to highest: D, C, B, A, S, and SS."

"What are you?" I asked Kain.

"Mildred  and  I  are  A-ranked.  However,  it's  been  years  since  she's reevaluated her strength. It's possible she's moved up a rank. Speaking of which, it might be time to see if I've improved," he said.

Kain  unsheathed  his  newly  reforged  sword  and  made  a  lateral  cut across the stone. Another symbol, different from the one that showed for Frey, appeared. I saw it more clearly this time— A.

"Still A-ranked, huh?" Kain sighed.

"If you're a spellcaster, conjure as strong of a spell as possible at the stone." Frey gestured for me and Loraine forward.

Loraine went first. She summoned a mighty fireball that crackled with lightning  inside  it.  The  blast  surged  forward  and  was  then  consumed  by the  stone.  The  same  symbol  that  showed  for  the  prince,  showed  for Loraine.

Frey's  ears  twitched  with  an  excitement  that  was  in  contrast  to  her lack of energy.

"Oh,  my.  Congratulations,  you  are  an  A-ranked.  We  can  count  the number  of  A-ranks  at  the  Cynderace  Branch  on  two  paws,  nya!"  she

exclaimed.

"That's  the  third  highest,  isn't  it?  Am  I  as  strong  as  Prince  Kain?"

Loraine asked.

"Not necessarily. What is being measured is raw power quantified in arbitrary ranges. It is more apt to say you are  similar in strength to Prince Kain," Frey answered.

It  was  still  damn  impressive.  Magic  power  on  Mildred's  level  was measured  at  an  A-rank  years  ago,  according  to  Kain.  That  meant Loraine's power was where Mildred was back then, which also meant she still had room to improve.

Damn. I was getting excited. I wondered what rank I was?

Loraine skipped up to me and lowered her head.

"Really…?" I groaned.

She wouldn't get out of my face until I pat her on the head. I stroked the side of her head and she leaned into it. Seeing how happy the simple act got her made me forget how embarrassing it was even with others in the room.

"Do your best," she cheered on.

"Watch  me  knock  this  out  of  the  park."  I  pointed  to  the  stone  block with Sacchan and asked, "I just break this thing, yeah?"

Kain and Frey burst out laughing.

"It  can't  be  broken.  There  are  too  many  magical  enchantments  and reinforcements on the thing. The stone was also forged from the strongest metal in the world— osinthanite," Kain said, amused at my ignorance.

"Alright…" I spat into my palms and wound Sacchan up for a strike.

My mind sunk into thought.

Silence.

Laughter.

Yui and Chika's face came up.

An inferno came to life along the length of the bat. Flames licked at the ceiling. I heard the others gasp and stepped back.

Then I swung. Hard. Sacchan made contact on the side of the stone.

A  loud  bang,  followed  by  the  ground  and  walls  shaking  all  around  me almost knocked me off my feet.

What  happens  when  an  immovable  object  meets  an  unstoppable force? A question that had been asked time and time again throughout the ages, I saw answered before my eyes.

The  stone  block  doesn't  move  from  where  it  sat,  but  Sacchan  had blown a chunk off the corner and shattered debris across the room. The rest of the block began to crack where I struck it. Two symbols appeared along  the  crumbling  surface  before  the  stone  split  horizontally  into  two halves— SS.

I staggered back into Loraine who caught me with a hug. My hands were numb as hell from the hit. Sacchan didn't look injured at all despite how hard the impact was. Kain and Frey's jaws dropped to the floor.

"What? Was I not supposed to break it?" I smirked.

We  went  back  upstairs  after  the  evaluation.  Some  of  the  members expressed concern as we came up, asking about an earthquake they felt a  minute  ago.  Frey  brushed  aside  their  worries,  and  they  quickly  went back to their drunken party.

Frey  plopped  down  at  her  desk,  staring  off  into  the  distance  with  a blank expression.

"Uh… sorry… for breaking your rock," I said quietly.

"That was insane!" Frey sprung to life. The despair that she had was gone,  replaced  by  an  excited  feline  whose  dilated  eyes  had  found meaning  again.  "I've  never  seen  anyone  so  strong  before!  You've  got  to be SS rank at  least. Maybe more? Holy shit, I need to send this data back to headquarters and petition for a new rank."

"Does that mean my rank is—?"

"Yes,  Micchi…  eh,  what's  your  last  name?"  She  looked  down  at  the form.

"Tokiwa. Just Micchi is fine," I said.

Frey pulled out a dusty box from under the counter and blew the dust away. She opened it to reveal a large stamp, which she slammed onto my registration form.

"Congratulations,  Micchi  Tokiwa.  You're  our  first  SS-ranked  member in the Cynderace Branch!" Frey grabbed my hand to shake.

Kain was speechless. Meanwhile Loraine embraced me from behind again,  congratulating  me  on  the  achievement.  I  didn't  even  know  what  I was  supposed  to  be  happy  about.  I  just  hit  a  rock,  but  I  guess  that determined I was really strong. Which was a given in the first place.

"I'm going to make copies of this and send it to the other branches.

Ahhh,  the  other  girls  will  be  sooo  jealous.  Nyahaha!"  Frey  produced  a magic crystal and flashes light at my form like a camera.

"Wait,  what  about  my  subclass?  Kain  said  my  class  is  a  warrior, right?" I asked.

"I  know  exactly  what  your  subclass  is,  Micchi—  class,  warrior.

Subclass..." Frey wrote furiously into my registration form and shoved it in my face. One word stuck out in heavy print.

Berserker.



***


Loraine and I sat on the couch watching the fire crackle in the hearth.

This was all we had been doing for the past few days since registering at the  guild.  Woke  up,  took  some  swings  in  the  courtyard,  ate,  shit,  and slept.  Loraine  seemed  fine  with  our  lazy  lifestyle,  but  it  was  killing  me being cooped up all day.

She  liked  to  spoil  me  and  had  me  lay  my  head  on  her  thighs whenever  we're  chilling  around.  Her  thighs  were  comfortable  and  worth going  to  war  for,  but  if  I  had  to  spend  another  day  in  this  house,  I  was going to bash my own brains out.

Kain threw open the door carrying in a tray of baked goods. A sweet smell coming from them got my stomach rumbling.

"All  this  free  time  has  allowed  me  to  pursue  other  passions.  I  think these  may  be  my  best  yet!"  Kain  put  himself  between  me  and  the  fire, lowering the tray filled with cookies to my face. "You must try some!"

I hopped off the couch, snatching the tray from Kain's hands.

"I can't take this anymore! I need to do something. You got a demon lord that needs killing, right?" I asked him.

"Ahh… We can't move against the demon lord. He's too entrenched in his domain to lay siege against." Kain hovered around the tray, fearful that I might drop his precious batch of cookies.

"Then why the fuck do you guys need me here?" I popped one into my mouth. They were surprisingly good.

"Demons  occasionally  launch  incursions  into  Dysentia  through  the monoliths.  Their  appearance  usually  heralds  with  it  the  destruction  of several villages. Right now, no alarm has been sounded since the one you took care of. C-Can I have my cookies back?" he asked.

"Lighter on the sugar next time." I handed them back, then grabbed Sacchan from the mantle above the hearth. "C'mon, Loraine."

"Wait,  where  are  you  two  going?"  Kain  asked.  He  set  the  cookies down on the table and threw off his apron before catching up to us.

One of the few good things about this world was that I could get paid to beat shit up. So that was exactly what I wanted to go do.

"Guild's got requests, right? We're members now, so I'm gonna see if they got something that needs killing," I said.

"For what purpose? Members take quests to make money, but you're being backed by the royal coffers." The way he said that made me think he hadn't been taking on quests either, despite having been a long time member.

Just how apathetic were they?

"Ain't  about  the  money."  I  tapped  Kain  lightly  on  the  head  with Sacchan. "Where I come from, if I ain't fighting, I might as well be dead.

Gotta keep myself in top shape. Otherwise, I'll end up baking cookies at home like a grandma."

He put a fist to his palm. "Oh, so it's about complacency. Then I shall accompany you— wait, by grandma are you referring to me?"

Mildred  said  she  would  need  another  few  days  before  my  clothes were enchanted. Until then, I had to put up with wearing the stupid tavern dress. What I was wearing shouldn't be a problem when fighting though. It wasn't as though my clothes were enchanted to begin with, and I fought fine without them.

When  we  got  to  the  guild  hall,  it  looked  the  same  as  the  other  day.

Drunken adventurers were wasting away their day beating each other up, making small talk, and getting fat where they sat.

"Another let-off-some-steam day, huh?" I teased Kain.

"L-Look  over  here!  There  are  plenty  of  quests  on  the  notice  board today,"  he  said,  trying  to  pull  my  attention  away  from  the  'best'  the  guild has to offer.

Everything  written  on  the  notice  board  was  just  a  bunch  of  strange letters  similar  to  the  ones  that  showed  up  on  the  enchanted  stone.  The symbols  were  just  gibberish  to  me,  but  the  longer  I  stared  at  them,  the more  they  began  to  make  sense.  Like  they  were  forming  into  legible sentences before my eyes.

The board was tacked full of forms, many of which were overlapping and taped on top of another. I could see why, since there were a bunch of adventurers not doing shit behind me contributing to nothing getting done.

Loraine  and  Kain  mulled  over  the  many  requests  that  varied  from  giant monster slayings to a task as petty as delivering milk.

Whoever that poor bastard was that needs their milk delivered, didn't look like they were getting it anytime soon.

"Pick the biggest thing," I said, glancing over their shoulders.

"What? No! If you just want to hit something, anything should be fine."

Kain  grabbed  a  goblin  extermination  request.  "How  about  goblins?  They come  in  swarms,  and  you  can  have  your  fill  of  fighting  as  many  as  you can."

"Sounds boring. Loraine, what do you think?" I asked.

We turned to Loraine, who had fallen deep in thought and muttering to herself. "Giant slimes… I want to see Micchi all sticky and goopy from fighting slimes…"

"I don't want what she's having." A chill ran up my spine.

"I concur…" Kain said.

"Well if it isn't the berserker! Three of you here to take some quests?"

Frey emerged from the basement wiping the sweat from her forehead.

"Better than sitting around all day," I told her.

Frey rolled her eyes. The gaze settled firmly at the tavern side of the guild hall where the adventurers were now having a drinking contest.

"Wish they would feel the same way… Anyway, you guys are looking for  a  quest  to  do,  right?  Can  I  recommend  you  take  on  the  slime extermination quest?" she asked.

"Yes!"  Loraine  exclaimed.  She  looked  at  us  awkwardly,  not  sharing her same enthusiasm and calmed down. "I mean, I think it's a good idea."

"It's unusual for the guild lass to be recommending us quests herself.

Is  there  something  we  should  know,  Frey?"  Kain  asked,  grabbing  the slime extermination request.

"Among the many problems of things not getting done…" Frey took a moment to spit in the direction of the drunken adventurers. "Slimes pose a particular threat of ruining the soil after prolonged exposure. As prince of Scoth, you should know what that means."

"I  see,  if  anything  were  to  happen  to  the  soil  it  could  further  ruin farmlands from growing crops." Kain chewed on his thumbnail.

"And slimes have been propagating like mad since no one is taking care of them." Frey sighed.

Kain turns to me with a serious look in his eyes. Even I can see he's genuinely concerned.

"They may not put up the best fight for you, but would you consider accepting the slime extermination quest?" he asked.

"I guess this place is my turf, too. If something's creeping in, it's my job to take care of it," I said.

"Thank  you  guys  so  much,  nyaa!"  Frey  jumped  with  joy  and  started writing furiously into a piece of paper. "Normally you need to go through a bit of paperwork, but I'll handle that instead. Once you're done, bring me the slime cores as confirmation!'

"By the way, Frey. Weren't there three other ladies working alongside you?" Kain asked.

"Heh… They all left. I should've done the same, but I felt bad leaving this  place.  I'm  sure  I  was  destined  for  greater  things  but  this  is  my  life now."  Her  cheerful  demeanor  became  sullen,  the  energy  in  her  eyes vanished and her shoulders drooped.

"Look what you did." I elbowed Kain in the ribs.

"The state of the guild is worse than I thought…" he groaned.

We  rode  out  to  the  quest  location  on  horses  borrowed  from  the guardhouse.  Scoth  had  many  smaller  farming  communities  scattered across  the  kingdom.  In  recent  years,  they  had  been  struggling  with harvests. One place in particular, was struggling with a slime issue despite being so close to Cynderace.

I would have thought being near the capital meant help would arrive sooner,  but  Kain  explained  otherwise.  "Due  to  the  nature  of  monoliths appearing anywhere and at random, my father has spread the army thin across the kingdom to protect its populace. Cynderace is already sparsely guarded as it is, and sending them away for even a day may prove fatal to its security."

"Damn.  Wouldn't  it  be  nice  if,  I  dunno,  you  had  a  group  of  guild members to do the job for ya?" I scoffed.

"Please,  don't  remind  me…  they  weren't  always  like  this.  My  family has tried offering larger rewards on top of the quests, but it isn't enough to convince them," he said.

Loraine, who was riding on the same horse sitting behind me, tapped on my shoulder. "What if you whipped them into shape like you did with the Rolling Plains orcs?"

"Now look here. I ain't into this whole leading business. Whenever I had underlings getting out of line, one look puts 'em back in their place.

Don't you guys have a guild leader or something?" I asked.

"The last one quit," Kain answered.

"Your guild problem's running a lot deeper than I thought," I muttered.

"The  guild  charter  mentions  that  in  the  event  the  guild  leader's position  is  vacant,  the  city's  highest  authority  in  which  the  branch  is stationed  may  select  an  interim  leader…  Father  chose,  uh,  me."  Kain rubbed the reins on his horse and cast his glance away in shame.

"Too chickenshit to get them in line yourself? Gotta be loud, show 'em you  mean  business  with  your  own  hands,"  I  said,  smashing  my  fists together.

"I'm  not  sure  where  you  came  from,  but  here  that's  called  being  a tyrant." He glared suspiciously at me.

Our  horses  reared  back.  Loraine  lost  hold  of  my  waist,  but  I  caught her before she fell off. We weren't watching our front and had ridden into a field of slimes.

I  hopped  off  first  and  helped  Loraine  down.  Kain  took  stock  of  the situation  and  reported  that  there  were  maybe  forty  slimes  in  this  field alone, maybe more further down.

"Slimes are attracted to magic. We might be able to lure them all into one spot to finish them with Lady Loraine's spells," Kain suggested.

"It's like looking at a field full of moving gumdrops." I watched as the slimes left trails of mucus on the ground as they passed by. None of them seemed  particularly  aggressive  even  though  we  were  standing  a  few meters  from  them.  "Alright,  whatever.  I  just  have  to  hit  them  until  they explode, right?

"Wait, Lady Micchi—" Kain called out to me too late.

Sacchan set aflame as I swung down hard on the closest slime only for  my  bat  to  bounce  off.  Ripples  spread  across  the  slime's  body, seemingly unaffected by the hit and the fire.

"What the fuck?" I poked the slime with my bat.

"I tried to warn you," Kain shook his head as though to admonish me.

"Physical attacks don't work on slimes. You will have to—"

"You might want to get yourself out of trouble before telling me what's up." I pointed to his legs which were being consumed by a blue slime.

"Ah.  HELP—  urmph… blurp… blurp!"  Kain's  panicked  screams  were cut short as he was consumed whole by the slime. He was trapped in its translucent body trying in vain to cut and slash his way out.

I tapped on the slime with my bat and mockingly said, "Heh. Think of it this way. You're safe from that crazy enchanter."

Kain crossed his arms and glared, clearly unamused.

"Alright, hold tight. I'll get ya out." I wound up Sacchan for a strike, but Kain frantically waved his hands to dissuade me. "What? It's only gonna hurt a little. Okay, fine."

"M-Micchi?" Loraine's distressed voice calls from behind me.

"Oh,  that's  right.  Loraine,  you  can  use  your  magic  to—"  I  turned around in time to see two slimes enveloping her. "Oh, shit. Not you, too."

Loraine was consumed in seconds, the spell in her hand fizzled out as  the  slimes  covered  her  hands.  The  gooey  lifeforms  seeped  into  her clothes, pulling the fabric loose from her skin. When I thought to raise my bat, it didn't lift. A slime had gotten a hold of it.

"Get  your  filthy  shit  off  of  Sacchan!"  I  swung  with  all  my  might  and flung the slime into the air.

Glup… glup…

Kain was tearing up inside the slime. He had both hands together in prayer. I could even hear the whimpering sobs from out here. Both of my companions  were  running  out  of  breath.  I  needed  to  think  of  something fast. Kain did say something about them being attracted to magic.

"Sacchan…  does  magic,  right?"  I  ran  to  the  center  of  the  field  and ignited my bat, fueling it with as much power as I could. "Come and get it!"

Like  moths  to  a  flame,  they  followed  after  me.  I  had  to  be  extra careful  not  to  touch  one  unless  I  wanted  to  get  stuck  myself.  Eventually the slimes on Kain and Loraine dropped off them in favor of chasing me.

"Lady…  Micchi,  be  careful.  You  might  cause  them  to  merge!"  Kain yelled from across the field.

"What? Isn't that what we wanted?" I shouted back.

"Yes, but not like this! If enough slimes come together they become a slime king!" His gaze went to the sky.

A large shadow towered over me. The dozens of slimes had merged to become one while I wasn't looking, combining into a single, enormous slime.

"Why  the  fuck  didn't  you  warn  me?!"  I  screamed  at  the  top  of  my lungs, trying to outrun it.

"We were stuck in a slime!" they both screamed.

At this rate, the slime king was just going to wreak havoc if we left it alone. But unlike the smaller slimes, I saw the much larger core inside this one.

"Loraine!"  I  called  out  to  her.  She  had  gotten  to  her  feet  and  was running towards me. "I need you to throw lightning fireballs at me— same

ones you did on the enchanted stone!"

"What  for?  They  could  seriously  hurt  you,  and  you're  not  wearing enchanted equipment!" Loraine stopped in place, unsure of what to do.

"Just trust me!"

Loraine cast her electrified fireballs at me. I stopped moving to face the slime. As the spells came roaring towards me, I took a batting stance and struck them at my target. Each blast carved a tunnel into its body, but it was quickly regenerating.

"One more. This time, in front of the slime!" I sprinted forward to meet it head on.

Another blast flew between me and the slime king. I batted as hard as I could, redirecting the spell into the opening. It was just deep enough to expose the slime core. I jumped into the hole that was fast engulfing me, ignited Sacchan with blue flames, and pushed it towards the core.

An inch. Two inches. Finally, I hit something hard.

The viscous slime body collapsed into something like water, soaking me and creating a shallow pool in the field.

Kain and Loraine came to help me out.

"Nice pitch," I said, gasping for air.

Loraine  seemed  preoccupied  with  something  else.  "Ahhh,  Micchi!

You're soaked from head to toe… let's… let's get these clothes off you!"

"No, stop. Control yourself!" I cried

We  took  the  oversized  slime  core  back  to  the  guild  and  received  a hefty reward. The quest was apparently left alone for so long, many of the farmers kept piling up gold in hopes someone would take care of it. We succeeded, at the cost of losing some of my dignity.

From  then  on,  the  Cynderace  Branch  of  the  Adventurer's  Guild—

which  had  an  impressive  eight-five-percent  success  rate  because  it  was months since quests were completed— began to see a gradual increase in quest success rate.

Chapter 5 - Something to Take the Edge Off

"I expected you to come in here looking to fight, or to ask me about the progress of your enchanted clothes. Imagine my surprise to learn that a beast of a fighter like yourself is a junkie." Mildred chuckled to herself.

The mage looked down at me from the counter she was sitting on top of. She had a smug grin on her face that I wanted to wipe off, but she was my only lead. Pissing her off wouldn't get me anywhere.

"Wouldn't come to you if it wasn't important. The shit you can buy in the  market  is  like  bootleg  cigarettes.  They  don't  do  anything  for  me,"  I said, chewing on a sugar cane I bought from the city square.

"Unfortunately, I have no such substance. Even if I did, do you think I would so brazenly brandish it in the open?" she asked.

Mildred  hops  off  the  counter  and  headed  into  the  back.  I  followed after her, and came out onto a balcony deck that faced the royal manor.

"I got my hands dirty just to get a name, and all of them come back to you.  I'm  begging  ya.  I  don't  do  it  often,  but  I'm  desperate.  I  need  some fucking  smokes  or  I'll  go  nuts."  I  bit  down  on  the  sugar  cane  so  hard  it snapped and fell off the balcony. I spat the rest out and licked under my gums  for  the  lingering  sweetness.  "Hookah,  smokes,  pipes,  throw  me  a bone. I've been scratching myself stupid ever since I ran out."

Mildred laid down on a lounging chair and tapped the seat next to me.

I sat down next to her. A teapot floated in the air and poured tea into two cups. I take the one that floated next to me.

"I  heard  my  dear  Kain  has  been  delving  into  culinary  arts.  Is  this true?" Mildred asked.

"Yeah? What about it?" The tea had a hint of honey and lemon. She's gotta  have  laced  it  with  something  else,  because  as  soon  as  it  hit  my stomach, the itching feeling under my skin disappeared.

"If you can procure me some of his homemade meals, I may have a name to give." She stuck out a hand.

"Done." We shook on it.

I ran back home as fast as I could. When I threw open the door to the kitchens Kain was inside, staring over a cauldron.

"Gofer."  I  called  to  get  his  attention  because  he  didn't  notice  me coming in.

"Yes— I mean, Kain. It's Kain, not gofer!" He winced uncomfortably.

Kain looked like he was in the middle of preparing some sort of stew.

A huge pot brewed over a magical fire which he was controlling with his sword.  A  bunch  of  excess  vegetables  and  meats  were  strewn  about  the counters on cutting boards. Two house servants were in here helping, but mostly left the prince to his own.

"I need you to make some more of the cookies," I told him.

"Ah-ha!  So  you  enjoyed  them  so  much  you  wish  for  me  to  make more?" Kain was clearly riding the high of his successful cooking hobby.

I smacked my face and swallowed my pride.

"Yeah. They were good," I answered.

"Unfortunately,  you  will  have  to  wait.  I'm  in  the  process  of  a breakthrough,  combining  mana-infused  ingredients  to  create  a  new recipe. None but the best culinary experts can achieve this. I have myself been struggling to succeed." He went back to chopping more vegetables.

The  servants  threw  me  an  exasperated  look  and  shrugged.  They  had probably been stuck here all morning.

I snatched the knife from his hand and turned him around to face me.

"You  don't  understand.  I  need  those  fucking  cookies.  Now."  I  stared him in the eyes to show how serious I was.

"I… I had no idea you liked them so much." Kain gulped hard.

It took Kain an hour to make a batch of cookies from scratch. Mildred was  surprised  to  see  me  back  so  soon,  but  nevertheless  ecstatic  to receive  Kain's  baked  goods.  Though  I  had  to  admit  that  they  were  a  lot better than his first batch.

Gofer's got talent. If not in all the wrong places.

"Ahh… Made from his very hands. I'll never eat them. I'll bask in their scent  forever."  Mildred  sniffed  the  basket  of  cookies  like  they  were  a bouquet of flowers. She looked like she was about to orgasm from just the scent.

"No,  please  eat  them."  I  coughed  to  the  side,  repulsed  by  her obsession. "Anyway, you got someone for me, right?"

Mildred  handed  me  a  silver  coin  that  was  nicked  in  four  places  and marked black with ink at the center. At a second glance, the indentations looked perfectly spaced out.

"The  one  you're  looking  for  is  Oaks.  Hand  that  coin  to  the  banana seller in Lantern Alley and ask for the freshest bananas Dysentia has to

offer. Now leave me. I wish to savour these… ahem, alone." She booted me right out the door.

Lantern  Alley  was  the  bazaar  located  on  the  eastern  side  of Cynderace, named for the paper lanterns and torches that illuminated the place  instead  of  magic  crystals  streetlights.  This  side  of  the  market seemed to be where the less wealthier folk bought their shit. Prices were haggled,  beggars  sat  on  every  corner,  the  buildings  were  run  down  and much more cramped than the part of town I lived in.

It  didn't  take  long  to  find  the  banana  stand.  It  was  a  small  stall, buttressed up against a ramshackled building with boarded up windows.

An unassuming elven man leaned back in his chair, yawning.

"Heya,"  he  greeted  me  as  I  approached  the  stall.  "Bananas're  real cheap. You wanna get 'em while they're ripe!"

"I'd like the freshest bananas Dysentia has to offer." I placed the coin on the counter. The elf sucked his teeth and pocketed the coin.

"Of  course,  miss!  Right  this  way."  He  threw  open  the  spotted  sheet that was covering his shack.

I  followed  him  into  the  building  where  a  number  of  unsavoury inhabitants  were  playing  cards  and  dice.  This  must  be  one  of  those gambling  dens.  Kain  told  me  gambling  was  illegal  unless  they  were licensed  and  in  a  proper  venue.  This  one  definitely  ain't  legal.  Not  that  I was going to bust some heads about it.

The elf led me upstairs, a rotting door stood between us and the only room on the upper floor. He knocked once.

"Got a guest looking for ya, boss." The elf sounded almost afraid to speak.

"Let 'em in," a deep voice, almost growling as it spoke, bellowed from the other side.

The elf opened the door for me to walk in and shut it as soon as I was through. It was a small room, and only three people were inside. One of them,  a  dark-skinned  lion-faced  man,  sat  at  the  desk.  Two  larger,  burly humans were drinking at a table off to the corner of the room. They stared daggers  at  me.  The  beastling  put  away  several  large  pouches  of  what  I assumed were full of gold.

"For safety reasons it behooves me to ask who referred you here," he said.

"A certain enchanter did. I assume you're Oaks?" I sat down without giving him a chance to offer it. These guys looked tough, but I didn't get

the same goosebumps as when facing Mildred.

"I am. She's back in town, huh? I'll have to pay her a visit. Heh." He scratched  at  his  huge  golden  mane  and  shot  a  cautionary  glance  at  his thugs. "What can I do for a buddy of Mildred's?"

"Was  told  you  might  have  something  I'm  looking  for.  Ya  know, something to take a load off. Got something like that?" I asked.

Oaks sniffed the air. Maybe he was trying to sniff out if I was screwing with him. His seat creaked as he leaned back, then it was followed by the sound of cabinets being opened and shuttered.

"As  a  purveyor  of  many  things,  I  may.  I  may  or  may  not  also  have substances to do just that. Though… I'm unsure if you're able to afford it,"

Oaks said.

"Should be at least five platinum in there. How much ya got?" I put a heavy pouch of gold on the table. All of it was from the quests we did over the last few days.

A single claw swiped up the sack. Oaks scoffed and tossed it into a cabinet below.

"Hey!" The moment I jumped out of my seat, his two goons did, too.

"Thing about Mildred is, we aren't friends. We're business associates, and she happens to owe me fifty platinum that was promised six months ago." He crossed his arms and sneered.

"That bitch…" I muttered under my breath. I didn't bring Sacchan with me, so if things got hairy, it was going down with fists swinging. "Maybe you're  too  cat-brained  stupid,  but  I'm  not  Mildred .   You  got  beef  with  her, take it to her. Not me."

"Tough talk for a little girl," he growled.

I cracked my knuckles. So it was going to be a fight, then.


"I'll cut you some slack because you don't know who I am. You're on my turf now, and this can only end in one of two ways: You give me what I came for, or I beat the shit out of you so bad your wife's babies will come out bruised." My threat didn't seem to register in his ears.

"In  case  you  haven't  noticed,  you're  under  my  roof.  I  think  we'll  be showing  you  the  door,"  he  said.  As  soon  as  his  goons  grabbed  my shoulders,  I  squeezed  their  hands  and  threw  them  at  the  door.  They crashed outside and crumbled on top of each other.

Oaks lunged out of his seat to strike, but I got a hold of his wrist and drove  a  fist  into  his  ribs.  He  staggered  back,  clutching  where  I  landed  a hit. He snarled and bore fangs at me.

"Tough. For a little girl," I said, bearing my own teeth.

Normally,  I  would  have  Sacchan  take  care  of  a  fight  with  a  single swing. Not like it mattered. Fighting people larger than me was something I'd been used to since grade school. If there was one thing I could thank my shitty past for, it was teaching me how to handle big targets.

Oaks  charged.  Instead  of  punches,  he  made  swipes  with  his  claws.

One good hit might put me out, but as long as I kept low, I was too small of a target for him to hit. Everytime he swung wide, I buried a fist into his gut.

The same place. Over, and over, and over again. Oaks' eyes rolled to the back of his head and tumbled forward, crashing to the ground. I used his body as a welcome mat to scrape the dirt from my shoes. Rummaging through his drawers, I found a sigil with strange runes on it, a pipe, and a brick of crushed and dried herbs.

"Smells  good.  You  can  keep  the  change,  consider  it  charity  to  your litter box," I said on my way out.

Loraine  and  I  were  passing  the  pipe  I  picked  up  from  Oaks'  place.

There were a whole lot of different herbs to smoke, but none of them gave the kick I'm looking for.

The brick of herbs I pinched from Oaks had been dried and grinded to a  coarse  powder.  One  puff  and  I  was  soaring.  The  two  of  us  had  only started pulling a few minutes ago, but I could already feel the effects. Best thing  about  it  was  that  we  weren't  losing  our  minds.  It  made  the  brain warm and floaty, and if I wanted to go do something else, I wasn't going to keel over.

I pulled one last time and set the pipe aside on the nightstand.

"We should probably stop, or we'll run out of this," I said.

"Aw,  but  I  like  laying  here  with  you."  Loraine  pouted.  "We've  been doing  so  many  quests  that  we  haven't  had  a  chance  to  just  enjoy  each other's company. Maybe you want to have sex?"

I choked on the smoke in my lungs.

"You're  too—   cough…  open  about  that!  You  know  I  was  a  v-virgin before… we did that." I climbed out of bed to empty the pipe out into a bin.

"So,  it's  a  no?"  she  asked,  the  disappointment  in  her  voice  was palpable.

"Maybe  after  dinner.  Can  you  put  away  the,  uh…  what  is  called anyway?" I held the brick of herbs to my face.

Loraine hopped out of bed, wrapped the brick in a dry cotton sheet, and enclosed it in a box before stowing it away under a cupboard.

"It's  called  chukashca.  It's  also  a  highly  illegal  substance.  If  we're caught with this, we could end up in the stockades," she said.

"Wait,  I  thought  this  shit  was  like  tobacco,  not  some  other  world version  of  cocaine.  What  the  fuck?"  Somehow,  I  was  beginning  to  feel higher than a kite.

"Who did you say gave this to you?" Loraine asked.

"Some  beastling  named  Oaks."  I  started  pacing  around  the  room.  It was beginning to dawn on me. The shady location, shady banana stand, shady  gambling  den,  shading  big  guys…  "Did  I  beat  up  this  city's  drug lord?"

"We  could  ask  Kain  about  it,"  Loraine  suggested,  heading  out  the door.

I  grabbed  her  hand  before  she  left.  "Let's  not  tell  Kain  about  the chu...kasha?"

"Chukashca!" she corrected.

We  went  downstairs  to  have  dinner  with  Kain.  Apparently  he  had holed  himself  up  in  the  kitchen  all  day,  slaving  away  on  the  stove  to perfect  a  certain  recipe.  The  culmination  of  his  and  the  servants'  hard work has yielded a surprisingly hearty feast.

"Damn,  gofer.  You  went  from  baking  cookies  to  a  five-star  dinner.

Color me impressed," I said, not hesitating to dig in.

"The  gofer  part  was  unnecessary,  but  yes.  Behold!  We  had  to  redo the entire pot because the ingredients were overcooked when I had to…

bake your cookies. What did you do with those, by the way?" Kain asked.

"I,  uh—  I  ate  them  all."  I  avoided  eye  contact.  No  heart  to  tell  him  I used his cookies in part of a drug deal.

"You were fussing over them so much, I was beginning to think you were  addicted  to  them  like  some  narcotics."  Kain  eyed  me  suspiciously, then took a seat to grab a bowl for himself.

"  Cough— cough! " I spat out a mouthful of stew. I felt Loraine patting my back. "Nah, got nothing like that. I was just craving cookies, that's all."

"What  have  you  two  been  up  to?  You  were  in  your  room  almost  all day." He glanced over to Loraine and sniffed the air.

"Making love," she answered.

"Napping," I said.

Loraine and I locked eyes, then turned back at Kain.

"Napping," I said again, glaring at Loraine. "This whole mana-infused thing. What's all that about."

"I'm glad you have taken interest! You see, as you eat the stew you should be feeling more rejuvenated. You and I won't notice the difference as much as Lady Loraine would since she's a mage," he explained.

"I do feel my mana being replenished. It's like I drank a mana potion."

Loraine slurped up her soup like water.

"That's exactly how it's supposed to feel like! Our meals will be more nutritious from now on, and you should feel a lot stronger for some hours after eating this." Kain nodded to himself.

I didn't feel it myself yet, but—

"Whoa…" I stuck my hand out on the table to catch myself.

It  was  like  I  jumped  into  a  pool  of  water  and  opened  my  eyes.  The spoon in my hands was extending and shortening, and I saw things jump out from the corner of my eyes.

"Lady Micchi, are you feeling alright?" he asked.

"Lady Micchi, are you feeling alright?" he asked.

My eyes snapped to where Kain sat, and I was suddenly seeing two of him. I rubbed my eyes, but his double was still there.

I  turned  to  Loraine  and  also  saw  double  of  her.  She  stared  back  at me, eyes wide and pupils dilated. A silly smile widened across her face.

"Ehehe…  there's  two  Micchis.  Will  we  be  having  a  threesome tonight?" Loraine asked.

"Ehehe…  there's  two  Micchis.  Will  we  be  having  a  threesome tonight?" Loraine asked.

I ignored her outrageous question and squinted at Kain.

"Uh-oh."  As  soon  as  I  stood  up,  a  wave  of  dizziness  hit  me.  Two identical pairs of servants and Kain rushed over to hold me up.

"Oh, no. Is it my cooking? There shouldn't have been anything wrong with it."

"Oh, no. Is it my cooking? There shouldn't have been anything wrong with it."

Not only was I seeing double, I was also hearing double. It couldn't be the food. But if it wasn't the food, then…

The chukashca?

"Don't think it's the food... " I pushed the servants away and leaned against the wall to keep myself standing.

The room was beginning to distort, and it was getting hard to focus on one spot for too long.

"Maybe we should call a healer to check on the two of you."

"Maybe we should call a healer to check on the two of you."

"Maybe we should call a healer to check on the two of you."

Kain tripled.

What the fuck did I just smoke?

"No, I think we just need to sleep this off." I tried to grab one of the three Loraines but missed and fell to the ground.

"Lady Micchi!"

"Lady Micchi!"

"Lady Micchi!"

"Lady Micchi!"

Four Kains helped me to my feet. I managed to grab the right one by the  shoulders.  "I'm  tripping  out,  man.  You're  gonna  need  to  stop  making copies of yourself or I'll go nuts."

All four of them gave me a confused look.

"Excuse  me,  what?  Okay,  that's  enough.  We're  getting  you  upstairs and fetching a cleric—" He started for the door.

"No, don't do that!" I squeezed his shoulders to keep him still.

"Ow— owowowowow! Lady Micchi… my shoulders!" he screamed.

"My bad. Can you just get us to our room? I wanna ride this out." I let go of him not realizing I was breaking his bones.

Kain  didn't  question  me  any  further  and  had  the  servants  carry  me and Loraine to our room. I didn't remember what happened after my head hit the pillow, but I was pretty sure I blacked out.

Chapter 6 - A Familiar Face

I woke up the next morning laying on top of Loraine. We were both stark  naked  and  hair  a  disheveled  mess.  The  good  thing  was  I  wasn't seeing  copies  anymore.  I  crawled  out  of  bed  and  opened  the  cupboard containing the box of chukashca.

"Holy  shit,  this  fucked  me  up.  Probably  shouldn't  smoke  too  much next time." I shut the cupboard and did a quick stretch.

The sun hadn't come up yet, and there was a nice breeze coming in once  I  opened  the  windows.  I  got  dressed  and  pulled  the  covers  over Loraine since she was still asleep. I was about to head downstairs when chiming bells echoed across the city.

Down below, people were racing inside their homes and locking up. A number  of  guards  rushed  towards  the  southern  part  of  Cynderace.  The ground shook and dark clouds pulled over the sky.

Loraine was just now waking up from the commotion.

"Lady  Micchi,  Lady  Loraine!"  Kain  burst  through  the  door,  already geared up in his armor.

"The hell is happening outside?" I asked.

"Our court mages have detected a monolith," he said.

I threw Loraine her clothes and pulled Kain into the hallway to talk.

"Where?"

"At the city gates." Kain grimaced.

Three horses were already waiting for us in front of the mansion. One of the guards tugged the reins to us and bowed.

"Your  Highness,  King  Allo  has  mobilized  the  entire  guardhouse.

Commander  Rugal  awaits  you  with  a  contingent  cavalry,"  an  officer reported.

"We mustn't leave the royal manor unguarded. Have Rugal pull back to  protect  my  family  just  in  case,"  Kain  ordered  after  thinking  for  a moment.

We  galloped  down  Cynderace's  thoroughfare  on  horseback,  a  large number  of  the  city  guards  gathered  on  our  rear,  and  mages  followed behind them. We reached the front gates in time to see a large obsidian monolith rising from the ground. This one was way bigger than the one I dealt with in Tamakanui.

Did this mean I was finally going to get a good fight out of this? Just the thought got my blood going.

The stone split open, and an army of demons poured out— wolf-like creatures,  horned  humanoids  with  red  and  black  skin,  and  even  demon giants.

"Steady!" Kain called out.

He  rode  around  handing  out  orders  to  each  group  that  formed  a defensive  perimeter.  Despite  how  scared  they  looked,  there  was  no question in their organization that they'd been preparing for this.

"Mages  focus  on  long-range  bombardment  and  enhancing  the frontlines.  Vanguard,  do  not  charge  too  deep.  Stay  together!"  Kain shouted.

There were mages at the top of the walls along the battlements. From the  looks  of  it,  there  were  plenty  of  frontliners  like  myself  down  here.

Loraine might be the only mage not in the backlines.

"You will want to change into this, brute." Mildred tossed me a glinting gem from above.

As  soon  as  I  grabbed  it,  I  was  bathed  in  warm  light.  A  nostalgic sensation  enveloped  my  body.  Once  the  light  faded,  the  dress  I  was wearing  the  past  few  days  had  vanished,  replaced  with  my  usual  jacket and sarashi.

I threw Mildred a thumbs up. Aside from my legs being a lot lighter, it didn't  feel  like  anything  had  changed  at  all.  Guess  I'd  find  out  soon enough.

"You sure you don't wanna be up there?" I asked Loraine.

"My place is by your side, Micchi." She shook her head.

I was a lot more at ease to hear it. After facing a demon giant alone, I wasn't at all scared. Problem was an army this size might be more than the others could handle.

"Where  the  fuck  are  those  guild  members?"  I  punched  Kain  on  his breastplate.

"I'm not sure. They were instructed to stand with us in the event of an attack," he said, the concern on his face was beginning to show.

"I'm gonna have a nice chat with them after this," I said, cracking my neck.

"You're welcome to do so if we survive this. Wait— where are you two going? Stay with the frontline!" Kain sighed.

"You guys do what you gotta do, just let me go wild." I walked forward and Loraine came up right behind me. Sacchan ignited with blue flames as I came face to face with the demons. I stopped short of a stone's throw away  from  them.  "All  of  you  are  gonna  look  a  whole  lot  uglier  after  I'm done with you."

Nothing  but  growls  and  snarls  answered  my  taunts.  The  monolith flashed a blinding light. A pitter-patter of footsteps skips out from it.

"Ora ora ora ora! No one better touch Micchi before I get a whack in!"

A  familiar  pitchy  voice,  tinged  with  excitement,  shouted  from  behind  the army of demons. The sound of which tickled with the same anticipation.

"Yui?"  I  smirked,  seeing  the  pint-sized  girl  shove  hordes  of  demons out of her way. The signature nunchuk swung haphazardly by her side.

"Aahhh! It's been so long, Micchi! You'll be kissing my feet when this is over." Yui returned the grin.

This changed everything.

This  feeling  of  hesitation  inside  me.  The  very  real  possibility  that  I could lose here. The thrill of getting another chance to beat Yui down. A smile crept across my face as Sacchan's flames grew to an inferno.

Was I excited to see her?

It would be a lie to say I wasn't.

I  took  a  step  forward  and  pointed  my  bat  at  my  old  rival.  "Lion  of Saitama, Yui Chigusa, I'm about to shut that trap of yours."

The  fact  that  the  demon  army  wasn't  moving  must  mean  Yui's  their leader. If that was their current hierarchy, I just needed to put her down, and the rest of them would shit their pants.

"Maaan, I really missed that foul-mouth of yours. Maybe it's your trap that  I  gotta  shut?"  Yui  kicked  the  rocks  at  her  feet,  causing  a  surge  of static to run across the ground.

Electricity?

"I'm guessing we got here at the same time right after the accident?" I asked.

"Yeah— ugh, I've been dealing with this stupid pieces of shits. 'Down with  the  kingdoms  this,'  and  'down  with  the  kingdoms  that,'  they  never shut up. At least it's more fun than back home! I can go wild and no one can  tell  me  otherwise.  With  you  here,  things  will  be  so  much  more exciting!" Yui said, swaying as she rubbed the nunchuck to her cheek.

"That  makes  two  of  us,"  I  said,  recalling  the  last  few  fights  having been hardly a challenge.

It used to be miserable being at the top of the food chain. The only times  people  like  me  or  Yui  got  to  fight  was  if  we  conquered  a  large enough  region  to  creep  into  someone  else's  territory.  I'd  only  just  got around  to  taking  control  of  Chiba  Prefecture.  Next  would  have  been Saitama Prefecture— Yui's turf.

My  goal  would  have  been  to  seize  the  entire  Kanto  region,  and ultimately face the Four Queens of Japan. The closest ones would have been  the  Dragon  of  Tohoku  in  the  north  or  Asura  of  Kansai  in  the southwest—  my  old  senpais.  I  still  had  a  bone  to  pick  with  the  both  of them, but now I might never get that chance.

"I  know  that  look."  Yui's  voice  stirred  me  from  my  reverie.  "It's  the same look you always give when you think about Chika. I miss her, too.

But that's behind us now."

The moment she said that name, my grip on Sacchan faltered. Only just a bit. I tightened my hold on the bat  she gave me.

It was a name Yui and I know too well. Our senpai from middle school who put us on the path we were on. Someone who taught us everything there was about being strong and independent, but betrayed us when she left for Kansai and became one of the Four Queens of Japan.

"Humans talk too much." An impatient demon giant steps forward.

"Hah? The fuck do you think you're doing? Can't you see I'm having a nice  reunion?  Get  back  in  line  you  shit-eating  pig."  Yui's  hand  clenched tighter around her nunchuck, so tight her knuckles turned white.

"I listen to the demon lord. Not you, puny girl." The demon giant took another  step  forward  but  a  burst  of  wind  kicked  up  out  of  nowhere.

Everyone  gasped  at  the  sight  of  the  electrocuted  giant  collapsing  to  the ground, its entire body charred black and sparking with energy.

Electricity surged across the chain and metal sticks of her nunchuck.

Yui's  whole  body  was  alight  with  what  I  could  only  guess  was  magical energy. It looked like I wasn't the only one with an upgrade.

"Anyone  else?"  Yui  cocked  her  head  back  to  the  horde  of  demons that were now trembling in fear.

"Merciless as always," I complimented.

"Not scared? As expected of my Micchi!" She stuck her tongue out.

I sensed Loraine move forward and stick out a hand to stop her.

"That's  not  someone  you  can  take,"  I  warned  her.  She  was  biting down on her lip, and a fire ignited in her eyes.

"She called you  her Micchi, but you belong to me." Loraine pouted so much her cheeks ballooned up. "I won't stand for that!"

"C-Calm down. Just let me take care of it," I said, pushing her back to the main line.

Loraine  returned  to  Kain's  side  where  she  was  at  least  in  a  safer position. I glanced back at Yui who was all ready to go.

"Kept ya waiting," I remarked.

"I'm only waiting for you to make the first move. Teehee~" Yui had her hands behind her back.

"Don't mind if I do!" I charge in, moving faster than I did before and smash the ground in front of her. The earth shattered, sending stone and dirt into the air.

Yui  deflected  the  debris.  She  knocked  the  stones  back  my  way, electrifying them as they hurled towards me. I blocked as many as I could, but  the  shocks  were  numbing  my  arms.  Eventually,  I  could  barely  grip Sacchan.

"You  gotta  have  more  in  you  than  that.  I'm  just  getting  started!"  Yui screamed like she's having an orgasm.

As the debris came crashing down around us, Yui dashed through to close the distance. I struck out my bat in time to block a powerful impact.

It sent me skidding across the field.

She  didn't  let  up.  A  flurry  of  blows  forced  me  on  the  defensive.  An impact caved in my ribcage and sent me rolling on the ground. I spat out a mouthful of dirt, then noticed a shadow growing bigger beneath me.

"Come on, come on!" Yui shot down like a comet.

I  dove  away  as  she  cratered  the  ground  where  I  was  just  standing.

The hit I took to my gut didn't hurt at all. I thought for sure it cracked a rib or two. Mildred's enchantments were doing a lot more work than I thought.

Yui  swung  her  nunchuck  once  and  blew  away  all  the  dirt  and  dust from the air. The way she handled her weapon was faster than I can keep up with. Nothing like when I fought her back in Japan.

The  electricity  at  her  hands  and  feet…  was  that  what's  giving  her  a speed  boost?  At  this  rate,  she  was  going  to  tire  me  out  before  I  could even get a hit in. What I needed was a change in strategy.

"Hmm?  Giving  up  already?"  Yui  asked  as  I  put  Sacchan  on  the ground.

"Shut the fuck up and give me your best shot." I planted my feet firmly on the ground and filled my lungs with air.

"You asked for it!" Yui sucked in a quivering and excited breath.

She charged faster than I could keep track of. Her crazed smile was all saw as the nunchuck slammed into my ribs. I held strong, taking blow after  blow.  The  metal  bar  of  her  weapon  batters  my  head,  my  face,  my chest, all over my body.

"Ora ora ora! What's wrong, Micchi? Where did all that fire go? You're going  to  submit  to  me  at  this  rate!  Ahahaha!"  Her  piercing  laughter  was just  as  annoying  as  I  last  remembered.  She  was  just  as  crazy  as  I  last remembered. I was loving every fucking second of this.

The attacks kept coming, until—

"You're  finished."  I  caught  the  metal  bar  of  her  nunchuck  under  my armpit.

"What?!" She couldn't pull her weapon away.

"Looks  like  the  lion—"  I  grabbed  her  wrist  with  one  hand,  and  her shoulder with the other. "Became the hunted!"

I  headbutted  her  as  hard.  Yui  lost  hold  of  her  nunchuck  and  fell backward,  eyes  rolled  to  the  back  of  her  head.  Blood  trickles  down  my forehead, but the pain was nothing while my adrenaline was pumping.

"Micchi,  two;  Yui,  zero.  My  win."  I  picked  up  Sacchan  and  glanced over my shoulders to the demon army behind me. "Who's next?"

The battle was a slaughter.

By slaughter I meant the demons didn't stand a chance.

After seeing their trump card Yui get knocked out, many of them lost the guts to even stand and fight. Mildred's powerful enhancement magic kept most of us in top shape during the fight, Loraine and the other mages rained powerful spells onto the demon army's backline.

Meanwhile, Kain and I, serving as the vanguards only needed to keep the demons from getting too close to the gate. While fighting around the prince, it felt like I was a lot faster and took less hits. It seemed as though he was doing a lot more than just stabbing and cutting with his sword.

The  worst  we  got  out  of  the  skirmish  were  a  couple  of  folks  getting dismembered,  but  the  healers  patched  them  right  up.  What  remained  of the demon army retreated back to the monolith and it sunk back into the ground.

As  soon  as  we  returned  to  the  city,  Kain  sounded  the  alarm  that  it was safe to come out. Everyone jumped immediately into celebration.

"That was one of the largest incursions we've faced yet. I'm glad you were here to help us, Lady Micchi." Kain shook my hand.

We  were  both  bloodied  and  bruised,  but  I'd  developed  a  newfound respect for him. I thought the prince was all talk, but he really held his own out  there.  Nothing  like  beating  people  up  together  to  get  to  know someone.

"Not  one  of  my  prettiest  fights,  but  winning  is  all  that  matters  in  my book," I said, clasping his hand.

"What  are  we  planning  to  do  with  her?"  Loraine  pointed  to  the unconscious Yui under my arm.

"Ah,  this—"  Instead  of  letting  me  slap  her  conscious,  Yui  snapped awake and jumped out of my grasp, somersaulting in the air and landing perfectly  as  though  she  wasn't  injured  at  all.  The  other  two  took  an aggressive  stance,  but  I  knew  better.  "Well,  Yui.  I  beat  you  fair  and square. You know what that means?"

"Anneeeggoooo!  Hehe!  Anego~"  Yui  curled  up,  fists  balled  and trembling. She sprung forward and tackled me with a hug.

Kain  and  Loraine's  mouth  hung  open,  baffled  that  we  could  be  so friendly after beating the living shit out of each other.

"Let me introduce ya to Yui Chigusa. We grew up together in a shit hole part of Tokyo. Long story short, we're old pals." I grinned.

Kain  listened  intently  to  every  word  I  said,  occasionally  nodding  but never chiming in once to interrupt me. I fessed up about the whole coming from another world deal. Even told him how much of a dog eat dog world it was. The look in his eyes was of disbelief. And who could blame him?

Yui and I couldn't believe it ourselves, yet here we were.

"Let me get this straight. You two are actually from another world, and in  that  world  you  senselessly  fight  each  other  until  the  other  one  forfeits their  kingdom?"  Kain  tried  to  make  sense  of  what  I  told  him  so  far.  He turned  to  Loraine,  who  only  offered  a  smile,  for  answers.  "Did  you  know about Lady Micchi coming from another world?"

"She told me but asked to keep it a secret." She nodded.

"I'll  need  to  consult  the  summoners  if  they  had  anything  to  do  with this… It shouldn't be possible… " he said, falling into thought.

"Why's it matter? We're fighting together anyway." I shrugged.

"I still don't understand. You two were at each other's throats earlier, but now appear to be the best of friends." Kain still had his hand on his sword, wary as he should be of Yui.

After  Yui  regained  consciousness  and  swore  to  become  my underling, it took a lot of convincing to persuade Kain and Loraine that she wouldn't  be  a  threat  anymore.  That  led  to  telling  them  how  we  weren't originally from here. Even now, I still had to prove to them otherwise.

"Yui and I swore an oath— whoever beats the other first would be the one to take on the rest of Japan. Not that it matters anymore," I said.

Yui nods enthusiastically while clinging to my arm. "But honestly, the whole ruling a prefecture was such a drag. I just wanted to play around.

Since  Micchi's  stronger  than  me,  I  don't  have  to  worry  about  that  shit anymore. Right, Anego?"

"Uh, sure. Can you just get off me already?" I tried to shake her off.

No  matter  how  much  I  flailed,  Yui  was  clutched  tightly  to  my  arm.

Loraine  pouted  so  much,  her  cheeks  ballooned.  She  came  to  my  other side and tugged my arm against Yui.

"I haven't introduced myself to you yet, but I'm Micchi's wife!" Loraine declared.

"What?"  Yui  gasped  and  yanked  me  hard  to  the  left.  "I'll  have  you know, I've known Anego longer than you!"

Loraine pulled me back. "You should know, I gave Micchi her first kiss and first—"

"Hey!  Don't  go  around  saying  that  so  casually!"  I  covered  Loraine's mouth and realized I'd gotten free from Yui's grasp.

My old friend had become despondent. Her eyes drew a blank. She suddenly grabbed my jacket and teared up.

"You already graduated from your virginity? I thought I was supposed to do that for you! I'll just have to take that cow-tits out," Yui said.

"You may certainly try." Loraine's hands sparked with energy.

"Calm  the  fuck  down  or  I'm  going  to  clobber  both  of  you."  I  came between them before things got out of hand.

Kain  sighed  and  rubbed  his  forehead  with  both  hands.  "This  is  too much to take in. In other words, your friend no longer fights on the side of the demons?"

"That was just a temporary gig. Whoever Anego fights for, count me in!" Yui exclaimed.

"There you have it." I instinctively went to pat his shoulder to reassure him, but I got two leeches holding my arms down.

The prince rested a hand on my shoulder instead and gave me a pity smile.

"I'll report to my father what happened today. You… appear to have your own problems to deal with. Don't forget to have her register with the Cynderace Branch," Kain said as he left.

"The guild, huh…" I mused to myself.

Him saying that gave me an idea.

"Welcome back! Good work taking care of the monolith." Frey greeted us as we entered the guild hall, then gestured to the tavern. "These louts hid inside when they were supposed to be out there with you."

"Damn. They really are useless. Why do you even put up with 'em?" I asked.

"Unless they commit a crime, I can't exactly give them the boot. Guild hall  is  available  to  anyone  as  long  as  they  have  coin  to  spend  and  is  a registered member. Anyway, what can I do you for?" Frey came out from the counter to tack more requests onto the board.

"I  wanna  get  this  one  registered  with  the  guild."  I  pushed  Yui  to  the front.

"Hi, hi!" Yui saluted.

"Sure  thing,  just  let  me—  EEHHHH?!  Isn't  she  the  one  who  was leading the demons? Explain this!" she demanded, pointing at Yui.

"We squared that off. She's with me now," I assured Frey.

"If…  If  it  was  anyone  other  than  you  who  brought  her  here,  I  would have  declined.  Right,  so  we  fortunately  received  the  new  stone  today.

After you broke the last one, it really put our branch in a bind with HQ. I'm glad they had a spare to give," she said.

Frey led us downstairs to the room where a new stone was waiting.

Every trace of debris from the old one had been cleaned up.

"Would you say Yui is every bit as strong as you?" Loraine asked.

"Did you not see me kick her ass today? Well, I'll admit Yui's strong.

It's  all  in  her  nunchuck  and  speed."  I  thought  back  to  all  the  times  we fought to a draw. The two times I won was because I threw Sacchan away to get a hit off. If both of us stuck to using our weapons, I'd probably be a goner.

"You want me to just break it?" Yui asked.

"Mrrr… I'm getting deja vu here. You just need to hit the stone as hard as you can and it'll determine your strength," Frey explained, taking a step back.

Yui  flourished  her  nunchuck,  tossing  it  behind  her,  catching  it  under her  shoulder,  and  flinging  it  across  her  chest  to  be  caught  again.  It  was the same move I always saw nunchuck users do. In Yui's case, she was picking  up  speed—  accelerating  even.  It  was  so  fast  that  the  nunchuck became a blur. Electricity sparked from her body and weapon, surging up the walls and ceiling.

"Hup!" Yui swung out and impacted the stone with a sickening crack.

To say that it simply hit would be a disservice to Yui. She  blasted  the stone, embedding her nunchuck into it. A ripple of energy discharged from where she stood. I pulled Loraine into my arms to keep her from flying, but Frey was sent hurling across the room.

"Fuunnyaa!" Despite being chucked airborne, Frey landed on her feet like any cat would. As soon as she saw the stone, her jaw dropped and the hair on her tail puffed out.

Yui wrenched her nunchuck free from the stone, causing it to shudder and  crack.  Two  characters  appeared  on  the  surface  of  the  stone—  the same two letters that showed for me. I was able to read them clearly this time.

"Anego!  Anego!  Did  you  see  that?  I  broke  the  stone!"  Yui  danced circles  around  us.  If  she  had  a  tail,  it  would  be  wagging  like  crazy.  She lowered her head in front of me.

I sighed and patted her head. Yui threw Loraine a smug grin.

We went back upstairs with Frey to finalize Yui's registration papers.

"How do I say this… sorry about your stone. Again." I scratched my cheek.

Frey's eyes had gone blank for a much different reason. "Ah, it's okay.

A new stone will just come out of the guild's coffers anyway. I'm sure HQ

will— maybe not."

She slid the finished paperwork back to Yui, and then laid herself on the ground, staring up at the ceiling in silence.

"Look! It says I'm SS-rank and my class is a rogue. Then it mentions my class again as a duelist?" Yui bounced with joy.

"Rogue? Duelist? The hell is that?" I asked.

"Rogues  are  agile  combatants  who  focus  less  on  magic  and  raw strength, relying instead on speed and wit. They have the largest variety of  subclasses  and  as  such,  make  up  a  large  percentage  of  members within the guild," Loraine explained in Frey's place.

Speed sounded about right for Yui. Wit, on the other hand, I wasn't so sure about that. I would hand it to her that she could be cunning.

"Then what's a duelist?" Yui asked, eyes sparkling.

"Duelists  specialize  in  single  combat.  It's  fitting,  seeing  as  how  you were  able  to  stand  toe  to  toe  with  Micchi.  But  naturally,  she's  better,"

Loraine said, proud in not missing a chance to gush about me.

I  leaned  over  the  counter  to  see  if  Frey  was  still  down  there.  "Now that that's over with, I got something else I want to do."

"Yes?" She responded with a deadpan expression.

"Make Yui the guild leader of this branch," I said.

"EEEEHHHHHHHHHHHHH?!"  Frey  sprung  to  life,  slamming  her hands on the counter. "She just joined and you want  her to lead  that?"

The  adventurers  were  as  drunk  and  disorderly  as  always.  It  was  as though they didn't know we had been invaded by a demon army. Looking at them pissed me off, but that was exactly why Yui was perfect.

"You can do it, right. Yui? I know you conquered Saitama Prefecture without getting your hands too dirty. That's because you made them fight for you, didn't ya?" I asked.

"I  did!  If  Anego  wants  me  to  bust  some  skulls  to  whip  them  into shape,  you  can  count  on  me."  Yui  rubbed  her  hands  together  like  a cartoon villain, staring at the members.

"Well…" Frey scratched her ears, conflicted over this turn of events.

"Any leader would be better than no leader, but I don't have the authority to  transfer  guild  leadership.  That's  on  Prince  Kain.  You'll  have  to  get  his official approval to transfer his guild leader status to Yui."

"How do you think Kain will feel about this?" Loraine asked.

"Gofer doesn't have a choice." I grinned.

We  got  back  home  hoping  to  find  Kain  there,  and  sure  enough  he was sitting on the couch with a serious expression on his face. At the back of  the  room,  two  maids,  Ethel  and  Roma,  an  elf  and  cat  beastling  who survived my purging from the first day watched him with worry.

"What's eating him?" I asked them.

A porcelain-skinned elf who's name I remembered was Ethel bowed as we entered. "Ah, Lady Micchi. Welcome home. Prince Kain returned an hour  ago  appearing  depressed.  We  tried  to  speak  to  him  and  offer  him tea, but he won't respond to us."

"I  think  your  knight  friend  is  done  for."  Yui  waved  a  hand  in  Kain's face.

"Can't have that. He's my gofer." An idea came to mind, and I asked Loraine for a favor. "Can you get our pipe from upstairs?"

Loraine  gave  me  a  confused  look  that  she  wanted  to  protest,  but decided against it. She ran upstairs and returned a minute later with the pipe full of chukashca.

"Light this for me, babe." I held the pipe in front of her.

Loraine blew gently on the bulb, igniting the contents within.

"Ooh, what's that?" Yui tiptoed to see.

"Probably best not to let you have any," I said, earning a disappointed groan from Yui.

"Kain!"

"Y-Yes, Lady Micchi?" He snapped to his feet as soon as I called his name.

"You're  stiff.  Take  a  drag  of  this."  I  smacked  him  hard  on  the  back, jolting him to his senses.

"What is it? Where have I smelled this before?" He took the pipe and sniffed the contents.

"Don't sweat where it came from. I got it from the bazaar, it'll take a load off ya," I explained, knowing full well what it was while he was none the wiser. He pulled deep from it, but coughed violently from inhaling too much. "It's got a kick, right?"

Kain  pulled  a  second  time  and  said,  "I  suppose  it  does.  Have  you already registered Lady Yui to the guild?"

"About that. I'm taking the offer to become guild leader," I answered.

"Truly? This is wonderful news! We can get that sorted right away at the guild hall." Kain was about to leave, but I grabbed his arm to keep him from darting out.

"No  need,  I  got  the  form.  You  just  need  to  sign  it."  I  guided  him  to Loraine who had the paperwork Frey gave us.

"Oh,  in  that  case  sure—"  He  stared  at  the  form  with  a  blank expression,  hesitating  to  put  his  name  on  it.  "Wait  a  minute.  Why  the sudden change of heart?"

I  should  have  known  he  would  be  suspicious.  I'd  just  play  it  off  by reminding him how shit the adventurers were.

"What do you mean why?" I buddy up to him and put an arm around his shoulder. "Did you see how useless the guild was today? They need

someone to kick 'em into gear. Who do you think is fit for that job?"

"You're… you're right. If they won't listen to reason, perhaps a heavy hand is necessary." Kain signed the paper and returned it to me.

"Thanks." I handed the form over to Yui.

"Yay! I'm the guild leader now!" she yelped with joy.

"You...  What  did  you  make  me  do?!"  Kain  still  hadn't  fully  grasped what just happened.

He  snatched  the  form  from  Yui's  hand  and  stared  at  the  fine  print.

What was originally my name on the other line was just an illusion cast by Loraine, concealing Yui's name underneath.

"  I  didn't  do  anything.  You  transferred  guild  leadership  over  to  Yui."  I grinned.

"I did?! This can't be happening. I can't believe I did that! Th-There's got to be something I can do to reverse this decision… my father is going to  be  furious  if  he  hears  what  I  did.  What  has  my  life  come  to...?  You know, this is fine. Yes, perfectly fine." Kain went through the five stages of grief in a matter of seconds.

"Snap  out  of  it,"  I  said,  patting  his  cheek.  "Sit  down,  smoke  some more, and get it out of your system."

Kain put the pipe in his mouth again and sunk back into the couch.

"Father has put me in charge of a rather rowdy platoon of soldiers recently graduated from our military academy. They've graduated with high marks, top of the class, but it seems those merits have gotten to their heads."

"What's wrong with letting them bask in a little glory?" I asked.

"That sort of thinking at such a young age will get them killed. Reality is,  the  world  isn't  forgiving.  Last  week,  a  few  of  them  drank  themselves silly and went out to hunt a cockatrice. They would have died had Mildred not chanced upon them. I fear they may perish before they reach their full potential." He put his hands to his head.

Color  me  surprised.  This  whole  time  I  thought  Kain  was  a  stuck  up rich  boy  with  a  title.  But  when  it  came  to  responsibilities,  he  took  them seriously.

I held a clenched fist in front of him. "What you gotta do is show 'em who's  boss.  Nothing  screams  'you're  weak'  than  beating  them  to  the ground yourself."

"I feel like we've had this discussion before, but if I struck my unit for anything  other  than  insubordination,  that  would  make  me  a  tyrant,"  he said, taken aback by my suggestion of violence.

"How  the  fuck  did  you  become  prince  with  that  pansy  shit  line  of thinking?" I asked.

"What…?" He gasped.

"Whaddya  mean,  what—  Oh."  Then  it  occured  to  me  by  the  dilated pupils and glazed look in his eyes. "Quick, how many of us do you see?"

Kain squeezed his eyes shut, and then opened them again. "Why are there three of each of you?"

"Pfft…  That  shit  hit  you  fast."  I  couldn't  keep  myself  from  laughing anymore.

"What's happening? Why am I like this? What did you do to me?" he asked, panicking.

Loraine and I pointed to the pipe in his hands.

"What is…" He took a sniff, then a second, and finally realized. "You fed me chukasha?!"

I cleared my throat. "It's actually called chukash ca"

"This  is  contraband!  Why  have  you  done  this  to  me?"  he  asked, clinging to my coat. His eyes were spinning, and despite his panic, there was a goofy smile on his face.

"Alright,  get  him  to  his  room."  The  maids  immediately  came  to  help him upstairs. "Wait, where'd the pipe go?"

Loraine wasn't sure either. "I thought you took it from Kain?"

I glanced around the room and found Yui huddled behind the couch, smoke billowing past her head.

"Oh, shit. Yui—!"

In  the  end,  we  had  to  bring  a  cleric  from  the  city  church  to  purge chukashca  from  their  system.  Good  news  was  we  avoided  a  disaster, because  I  knew  how  crazy  Yui  got  under  the  influence.  Bad  news  was they confiscated my chukashca.

"Mind  telling  me  where  you  acquired  the—  need  I  remind  you—

highly  illegal  substance?"  Kain  asked,  arms  crossed  and  in  no  mood  to argue.

"You ain't getting anything out of me. I don't sell out my contacts," I said, standing my ground.

He sighed. "Okay, fine. Just no more chukasha—"

"Chukashca."

"You  know  what  I'm  talking  about!  There  are  other  alternatives  that are  not  outlawed  by  the  kingdom.  Please  seek  them  out  instead,"  he

pleaded.

Kain saw the cleric back to the church and had to bribe them to keep quiet about our drug.

I decided to join Loraine and Yui in the baths. Whoever Lord Renner was had good tastes. A large bath spacious enough for a party of people to soak in reminded me of the public baths in Japan. I could never go into one because of the tattoo on my back.

Loraine  waded  through  the  water  to  my  side.  "I've  noticed  you  and Yui have similar tattoos. Is there a meaning behind them?"

"They're two halves of a whole piece. Anego's is a tsunami and mine is a storm," Yui answered, swimming over to us.

"We got 'em as part of our senpai's gang. She has the full tattoo, ours'

is just an imitation," I added.

"Someone you two admired?" Loraine asked.

Yui's  nostalgic  smile  faded.  Loraine  didn't  realize  she  treaded  into  a touchy subject. It might have been true at one point, but not anymore.

"Someone who turned her back on us." I splashed some water on my face  and  hopped  out  of  the  bath.  "Night's  still  young.  What  say  we introduce the guild to their new guild leader?"

"Ora  ora  ora  ora  ora!  It's  time  to  get  your  head  in  the  game,  you mangy  little  shits!"  Yui  shouted  into  the  guild  hall,  her  Lion  of  Saitama persona  coming  out  in  full  force.  The  members  didn't  pay  us  any  mind more than a glance over their shoulders before returning to their drinks.

Yui's entrance was largely ignored.

"Oi!  Listen  up  when  your  boss  is  talking  to  ya."  She  swung  her nunchuck  once,  faster  than  I  could  see.  All  the  glasses  in  their  hands shattered, and their partying came to an abrupt stop.

None of them were even aware Yui had done it, but all eyes were on us anyway.

Frey rushed to me, bewildered by our raucous entrance.

"What's  happening?  Don't  tell  me  you  actually  got  Prince  Kain  to transfer guild leadership?" Frey asked, terror building in her voice.

"You're  damn  straight  we  did,  kitty!"  Yui  handed  Frey  the  form,  who took it with trembling fingers.

Frey choked in her spit. "Really…?! In that case, w-welcome… erm, guild leader, Yui."

The new guild leader skipped to the center of the tavern floor with a smile on her face.

"Should we be worried?" Loraine asked.

"For  Yui?  Nah.  Those  chumps  over  there?  We  might  wanna  call  a healer," I suggest to Frey. "I'm not even joking."

"Please,  don't  wreck  the  place.  We  just  installed  new  chandeliers,"

she said, racing out the guild hall.

I pulled up a chair for Loraine and I to watch the event unfold. Yui's always had a knack for leading, unique and different as it was. She had most of Saitama Prefecture conquered through fear alone. Her underlings faced one of two choices— fight for her or face the nunchuck.

The  only  reason  I  didn't  go  straight  into  Saitama  Prefecture  was because  of  her  goons.  If  I  could  face  her  one  on  one,  it  would  be  cake.

But if I had to go through a hundred pieces of fodder, I'd lose that trench warfare.

Some have even likened her to Sumire, the Blizzard of Hokkaido, one of  the  Four  Queens  of  Japan.  Sumire's  own  strength  was  unknown,  but rumors were the ruler of Hokkaido Region commanded respect from her underlings. So much so that they conquered the entire region for her.

If Sumire ruled by respect, Yui was the opposite, ruling instead with fear. Kain joked about me sounding like a tyrant. However, the real tyrant was the one wielding the nunchuck and smiling from ear to ear.

"Hi, hi! I'm Yui Chigusa, your new guild leader. Nice to meetcha!" Yui curtsied in her dark purple sailor uniform.

One  of  the  larger  adventurers,  a  wolf  beastling  flashing  his  fangs, sized her up. "Hey, kiddo. Don't you think you're ten years too young to be joining the guild?"

"Maybe there are fleas inside your ear, mister. Did you not hear me say that I'm your guild leader?" She continued to put on a playful voice.

The crowd erupted into laughter.

"Get  a  load  of  this  kid.  She's  got  jokes,  you  gotta  give  her  that—

umphf?!" The wolf-man was sent crashing into the bar counter.

Yui  cleared  the  table  and  climbed  onto  it.  "We  got  a  surplus  of requests  on  the  notice  board.  Each  member—  solo  or  party—  is  to complete  at  least  three  requests  each  week.  Anego  and  Kain  put  me  in charge  of  you  lazy  sacks  of  shit.  If  you  make  me  look  bad  in  front  of Anego, I'm putting you in the ground. Capiche?"

Everyone was quiet at first, but it took one person to fall out of line for the rest of the dominoes to fall.

"What makes you think we have to listen to you?"

"That's right! We're free folk here!"

"We can do as little or as many quests as we want."

"We don't have to listen to you!"

"Did I give you a choice?" Yui hopped off the table, her face contorted with anger.

The room collectively swallowed the lump in their throat.

"I'm in a good mood, so I'll give you guys a chance to overrule me."

She pulled over a chair and put her elbow on the table. "If you can beat me in arm-wrestling, I'll transfer guild leadership to ya."

No one seemed to grasp how strong Yui was yet. A large man, with arms  the  size  of  tree  trunks,  plopped  down  on  the  seat  across  from  her with a thud. "Gordo. B-ranked warrior. Subclass, vanguard. Nice to meet ya."

"Ah, by the way. You're allowed to play dirty," Yui added.

"Then it wouldn't be fair to you at all. Hah!" The big guy scratched his balding head.

He earned a round of laughter from the others.

"Tsk, tsk, tsk. It's not about being fair, it's about fun!" she exclaimed, clasping his hand.

"If you say so, missy— aahh, AAHHHH!!" The man's fist reddened as it  was  being  crushed  in  Yui's  grasp.  Despite  engulfing  her  smaller  hand, he  was  outmatched  in  strength.  She  yawned  in  his  strained  face,  veins bulging all over his forehead.

In  one  swift  motion,  she  slammed  his  hand  down  to  secure  her victory.  The  man  scampered  away  clutching  his  broken  hand.  Another took his place, a woman whose robes made it clear she was a mage.

She  introduces  herself  in  a  haughty  tone,  "Well,  guild  leader.  You should know I am Adeline, an enchanter subclass, A-ranked in this guild. I won't go down so easily."

Magic coursed through the mage's arm. Loraine leaned forward in her seat, interested in the new challenger.

"She's enhancing herself. Similar to how Mildred provided us magical enhancements during the battle against the demon horde. Yui might have trouble with this one," Loraine said.

"We'll see about that." I smirked.

Just  as  Loraine  predicted,  Yui  and  the  mage  were  evenly  matched.

Neither broke a sweat. It didn't seem like Yui was able to crush the mage's hand like she did the other guy.

Adeline scoffed. "Is this who Prince Kain put in charge of the guild? I could  do  a  better  job.  I  haven't  even  enhanced  myself  with  increased strength yet—"

The mage was yanked forward onto the table. Yui headbutted her so hard, Adeline recoiled and fell backwards unconscious.

Yui totally learned that from me.

"I'm back with the cleric!" Frey rushed through the door with a priest behind her.

I pointed to the two unconscious bodies on the floor and the man with the broken hand.

"Whew.  That  was  refreshing."  Yui  smoothed  out  the  creases  on  her uniform and glanced over her shoulder to the gawking members. "Get the fuck to work."

Everyone  except  for  the  three  injured  members  rushed  toward  the notice board, dragging Frey along with them.

"Wh-Whoa?!  What's  going  on?"  She  clamoured  to  the  other  side  of the counter to approve requests for all the members.

"It's called progress." I gave Frey a thumbs up.

"How'd I do, Anego?" Yui lowered her head in front of me.

"You did good. Now keep them in line," I said, patting her head.

"Leave it to me!" She beamed.

Chapter 7 - Dating is Hard

I was taking it easy today.

Kain was busy helping the king with politics, and Yui was 'taking care'

of  the  Cynderace  Branch.  From  what  I  heard,  she'd  been  doing  a  good job. Quest success rate went up by a margin in a single week. Everytime I stopped  by,  I  saw  maybe  two  to  three  tables'  worth  of  members  in  the tavern rather than a full floor.

I ran into Frey from time to time in the trade district and she's never been  happier.  There  were  apparently  plenty  of  capable  members  in  the guild, they just didn't have a good boss to supervise them.

Supervise was putting it lightly.

Loraine  came  downstairs  dressed  in  new  clothes.  It  was  an expensive  low-cut  gown  that  split  at  the  thighs.  The  dress  came  with  a shawl around the shoulders that doubled up as a cloak if it got cold.

We bought it using the guild's coffers. We weren't supposed to spend it  on  anything  outside  of  guild-related  expenses,  but  Yui  had  been pinching bit by bit and giving Frey a cut to keep her quiet. On top of Kain's royal wallet and the quest reward money, we were making steady money all over the place.

Under the table of course.

Making Yui guild leader was my smartest move yet.

Loraine wrapped the shawl around my shoulder and pulled me off the couch.  She  pecked  my  lips,  something  that  she  did  a  lot  lately  to  tease me. I really couldn't handle her. She makes me weak in more ways than one.

"Shall we go on our date?" she asked, smiling.

And  by  'taking  it  easy'  I  meant,  I  was  freaking  out  because  Loraine wanted to go on a date. I'd never gone on a date before.

"Sure, let me just—" As I reached for my bat above the fireplace, my hand was yanked away from it.

"You don't need to bring your weapon. We're just going to take a walk and have dinner." Loraine pulled me towards the door.

"Fine." I relented.

The  sun  was  coming  down  over  the  hills.  Similar  to  on  earth,  this world painted the sky in orange and blue during sundown. I made out a

tiny  crescent  moon  behind  the  clouds  when  I  squinted.  The  sight  of  it reminded me of Loraine's pendant which I always wore around my neck now.

I kept it closer than I did Sacchan nowadays.

Cynderace's main street was crowded in the early evening. Kain told me  it  had  to  do  with  many  merchants  arriving  from  across  Dysentia.

Hundreds  of  caravans  passed  through  Scoth  because  it  was  the crossroads to the rest of the kingdoms.

Wait. 

Was this a romantic walk? No, wait. Of course, it was. I went along with Loraine's idea to go on a date. Why was I so nervous? 

I  hoped  my  hand  wasn't  too  sweaty.  I'd  feel  more  at  ease  if  I  had Sacchan  with  me.  Loraine  and  I  had  done  things  beyond  just  holding hands.  I  shouldn't  be  embarrassed  by  this.  Why  was  I  being  a  nervous wreck?

First of all, when did a date even start? The moment we walked out of the house? Or when we got to a place to eat?

"Micchi?  You're  sweating  bullets."  Loraine  leaned  in  to  look  at  my face.

"I'm fine! I'm not nervous or anything…" I said, glancing away.

We slowed down after someone dumped into Loraine. "Sorry, sir—"

"Watch where you're going, bitch!" the man shouted.

I grabbed the collar of his shirt without hesitation and pulled him down to  my  face.  "What  good  are  your  eyes  if  you  can't  watch  where  you're going? Hahh?"

"It's  okay!"  Loraine  tugged  me  from  behind.  I  shoved  the  guy  back and he scurried away sprinting.

"My bad. Hand just reacted," I said.

She gave me a doubting look. "You've been nervous since we left the house, haven't you?"

"I'm  not  nervous."  I  avoided  looking  her  in  the  eyes.  "More importantly, where are we going?"

"I asked Kain to put together a list of fine restaurants in the artisan's district  next  to  the  market  square.  I  want  to  try  some  of  their  food!"  Her hands come together, eyes glittering.

Loraine led me to the Azure Ward of the artisan's district. Unlike the ash-filled  air  of  Lars'  side,  this  end  was  full  of  sweet  smells  and  spices.

We made it to the boutique the moment it was about to close. Thankfully,

they  were  willing  to  let  us  in  as  the  last  customers.  They  sold  a  whole variety of baked goods, each of them just as mouth watering as the next.

I  understood  why  Kain,  an  aspiring  hobbyist  chef  himself,  would recommend  this  place.  As  soon  as  we  made  our  purchases,  we  took  a seat on a bench across the store.

Loraine pulled out a pastry that has a strange design on it. "Look how cute this is!"

"What  is  that?  A  dragon?"  I  squinted  at  the  frosting  that  formed something like a green lizard.

Loraine was suddenly distracted by a group of kids staring at us from the  corner  of  a  building.  There  were  maybe  six  of  them.  They  looked scrawny, cheeks sunken from a lack of food. Kids had it tough no matter what world it was, huh.

"Let's eat somewhere else." I got up and brushed the crumbs from my pants.

Loraine  pulled  at  my  arm  to  stay.  "They  look  hungry.  We  have  the money, why don't we buy them some?"

Buying  some  for  them  would  have  been  fine,  but  the  boutique  was lights  out  now.  Loraine's  shoulders  slumped.  Her  fingers  gripped  the edges of the bag full of pastries.

"I  know  what  you're  thinking,  but  all  you're  doing  is  spoiling  them.  If they want some, they can come try and steal it themselves," I said

"They're just kids," she protested.

So was I, Yui, and all those messed up kids at Motonari. There wasn't a shortage of them. Some got strong and climbed to the top, others fell in line behind them, but most dropped off the face of the earth one way or another— juvie, jail, gangs, or six feet under.

Yui and I… guess we were still luckier than most.

"How are they going to shape up and survive if they keep expecting handouts?" I asked.

Loraine pouted. "It's not always about surviving alone. Surely you had people  in  your  life  who  helped  you  through.  Friends,  family,  a  partner before me?"

Her last word sent a nostalgic shock that threw me back into memory lane. The only face that came up was Chika, and seeing her in my head opened the floodgates of memories I hated remembering.

Senpai  was  never  kind.  She  was  a  worse  guardian  than  mine  and Yui's  family  going  by  what  she  did  to  us.  But  she  never  lied  to  us.  The

world was a shit place. No one's ever done me any good if it cost them something. I always had to fight for it.

But damn, would it have been nice to get free stuff out of nowhere.

"I've got a bad taste in my mouth now." Thinking about Chika made me lose my appetite. This stuff should go to a mouth that'd appreciate it.

"Hey! You kids coming over or do you want us to eat this in front of ya?"

Despite my invitation, they hesitated to move from their spot. Loraine waved  at  them,  and  fired  off  a  spell  that  imitated  small  streaks  of fireworks. The kids came running for a closer look, and she handed each of them something to eat.

"Don't think I heard a 'thank you, miss' yet." I growled.

One  of  them  stuck  their  tongue  out  at  me  and  they  all  sprint  away.

Loraine pointed to the partially smashed pastry in my fist.

I mentally smack myself for not realizing I was holding one.

"Sorry. Feels like I messed things up tonight," I said.

"I still haven't had a bite yet. Ahh~" Loraine opened her mouth.

"Wait… you still want me to feed you this?" She didn't budge an inch, but 'ahhs' louder until I finally brought it close enough for her to bite into.

Loraine even went as far as licking my fingers. "This is… embarrassing in more ways than one…"

"Maybe because it has your taste that it's delicious." Loraine winked, then  snatched  the  half-eaten  pastry  from  my  hand  and  raised  it  to  my mouth. "Your turn. Say  ahhh!"

"Do I really have to do this?" I asked, but the eager look on her face already  gave  me  the  answer.  This  went  on  until  I  finished  the  rest  of  it.

Loraine  held  onto  it  in  such  a  way  that  I  could  only  nibble  off  bites, blatantly extending this as long as possible.

"How was it?" she asked.

"Not a big fan of sugary food," I answered.

"What do you like to eat? I want to know something from your world!"

Loraine prodded.

"Well,  I  do  miss  food  from  back  home.  Actually,  I've  been  craving gyoza. It's this bite-sized potsticker with meat, vegetables, and seasoning wrapped in flour skin— ah, man. Talking about it got me craving it." There were a lot of things I could name that I missed from my world. Being in a completely  foreign  place  robbed  me  of  what  I  knew.  People,  food, buildings, everything was different. Being with Loraine somehow made me comfortable.

"Maybe  I  should  ask  Kain  to  teach  me  how  to  make  it,"  she  said, laying her head on my shoulder.

I put an arm around her waist to hold her closer. "Nah, you don't have to. I doubt he knows how to make it since it came from my world."

"All  it  takes  is  some  meat,  vegetables,  and  flour  to  make  the wrappers.  How  hard  can  it  be?  Wait  here.  I'll  run  to  the  market  to  buy some ingredients, and when we get home, we'll make it together!" Loraine sprung from her seat, ready to take off.

"Wait, you really don't have to—"

Loraine  planted  a  kiss  on  me,  sealing  my  lips  to  keep  me  from protesting  any  more.  She  pulled  away,  leaving  me  speechless  and  then darting off towards the market.

"Tch. That girl…" I covered my mouth in embarrassment.

I  didn't  know  if  I  deserved  Loraine.  She  treated  me  too  well,  and  I hadn't  even  done  much  except  freeing  her  from  the  orcs.  This  warm feeling in my chest, was that what they call love? Did I like Loraine in that way, or was I just enjoying the feeling of being wanted?

At this rate, she was going to make me forget all about Chika— our senpai who made me who I was today, taught me to be strong, take shit from no one.

Maybe moving on was a good thing.

I wondered if Chika didn't transfer to Osaka, would Yui and I still be in Japan? Thoughts like these still bothered the hell out of me. I didn't mind leaving my shitty parents behind, and sure Yui couldn't care less about her disgusting pig of a brother.

But everything we were working towards…

Conquering Chiba Prefecture took me two years. Chika conquered all of Kansai one year after she transferred out. I was light years behind her, and in this world, I wouldn't ever see her again.

I got up off the bench to stretch my legs. "Hahh… Hust making myself feel like trash thinking about it. Loraine sure is taking her sweet ass time shopping."

There were plenty of people out wandering around the city this late at night. If she was just buying ingredients for gyoza, it shouldn't have taken this long. I could even point out all the market stalls to buy the stuff, but I didn't see her anywhere.

She wouldn't have gone home first without telling me. Shit.

"Loraine!" When I called out her name, all I got were weird looks.

I ran up to one of the stalls selling flour. It was the closest one I saw, so Loraine must have stopped by.

"Hey, old man. You see a dark elf come by? Expensive-looking green and blue dress, cloak over her shoulders?" I asked.

He  gave  me  a  look  like  he  was  too  busy  to  be  bothered  and  went back to weighing sacks of flour. I grabbed him by the neck, causing him to drop the bag and spilling white powder everywhere.

"Ears must be giving out, old man. I'm looking for a dark elf! Answer the fucking question!" I shouted, tightening my grip.

"Sh-Sh-She and a group of men went south, past the alley! That's all I saw!" he stammered

"If you're wrong. I'll grind your bones finer than the shit you're selling."

I threw him to the ground. Before I left, I grabbed a sack of flour, tossed him a gold coin, and raced off in the direction he pointed towards.

I  ran  down  the  avenue  glancing  into  the  alleyways  on  both  sides  of the  street.  I  was  beginning  to  lose  hope  until  I  saw  one  of  the  kids  from earlier. He beckoned to me, and pointed into the alleyway before skipping away.

"You paid your dues and then some, kid," I said to his back.

Tall buildings made for a narrow walkway wide enough for only three people shoulder to shoulder. Further down, Loraine was being dragged by three men, a gag over her mouth, and a leather collar on her neck.

"Hey!"  I  punched  the  side  of  the  wall  to  get  their  attention.  Debris crumbled down my arm.

"Crap…"  One  of  them  muttered.  He  and  another  unsheathed  a sword,  and  the  third  man's  hand  sparked  with  magic.  "Careful,  that  one works for the crown. I hear she's an S-rank in the guild."

"Mmmhii!" Loraine struggled to break free. If she wasn't casting any spells, something must be keeping her from doing so.

Was it the thing on her neck?

"You know, I was having a pretty damn good date with my girl. Then you  guys  had  to  come  and  ruin  the  fun."  I  cracked  my  knuckles  as  I walked up to them. Fortunately, I didn't have Sacchan with me. It would be over too quick. "Been a while since I fought in an alleyway. It's my favorite place to fight. Wanna know why?"

"Yahhh!"  One  of  the  swordsmen  rushed  to  try  and  slash  me.  It  was easy  to  see;  his  attacks  were  too  slow.  When  he  swung  for  my  neck,  I dove in to block his elbow.

"Because beating people into the wall is therapeutic!" A single punch cratered him into the side of the building. He fell forward, but I smashed his head into the wall a second time.

The  second  swordsman  charged  and  swung  overhead,  his  sword caught along the wall.

"Alley ain't no place for weapons. It's all fists!" I grinned.

He  guarded  his  face,  expecting  a  punch.  I  kicked  his  knee  instead and heard it snap, then tackled him into the wall.

The last one had Loraine in one hand, and with the other fired off a barrage  of  spells.  Blasts  of  many  different  elements  slammed  into  my body,  but  they  weren't  strong  enough  to  keep  me  from  advancing.  The enchanted clothes protected me from every hit.

I got a few steps closer to him before he turned his hand on Loraine.

"Stay back or the dark elf bitch gets it!"

"You just called my girl a bitch, didn't you?" I dashed forward, closing the distance in a split second and grabbed his wrist. The spell fizzles out from his hand as I crushed it in my grasp.

"ARRGGHHHH!"  He  tried  to  let  off  a  spell  with  his  other  hand,  until his face kissed the wall with a crack.

Loraine's collar broke easily in my hands. It looks like the same collar Bracca  forced  her  to  wear.  As  soon  as  I  ripped  the  gag  from  her  mouth and untied her bindings, Loraine wrapped her arms tight around me.

"I'm sorry… I was caught and put you in danger…" She sobbed into my shoulders.

"Don't sweat it. You okay?" I asked.

Loraine  nodded,  then  gestured  to  the  men  on  the  ground.  "Yes,  but who are they?"

Two of them were out like a light, but the mage was still clinging on to consciousness. Good thing the inhabitants of this world were sturdier than the  folks  back  on  earth.  Having  your  whole  body  slammed  into  concrete usually made you a vegetable.

"You could've just gone after me, but you just had to come after my girl. Who the fuck sent you?" I asked, picking him up by his hair.

"I'm not telling you shit—"

I  raised  him  up  to  my  face.  "Oh?  We've  got  a  martyr  over  here.

Loraine, does this world have public toilets?"

"We do. There's one nearby, did you need to go?" She peeked out of the alley to check.

"You're  in  luck,"  I  told  the  mage.  "I'm  going  to  introduce  you  to  a swirlie."

The  man's  arm  flailed  wildly  as  he  tried  to  push  his  head  out  of  the toilet, but he was too weak to resist. My strength kept his head perfectly dunked inside the bowl while Loraine filled it with water.

"Hahh?  How  do  you  like  that?  If  shit  is  all  that  comes  out  of  your mouth, maybe we can put some back in ya!" I said.

This  was  the  most  therapeutic  thing  I'd  done  since  coming  to  this world. Frankly, I was glad he resisted. I wouldn't have thought about doing this if he just spilled the beans.

"  Cough!  Urk…it was… Oaks! No more… please," he confessed.

Chapter 8 - Bully Tactics

For the time being, I'd let Oaks sit on the thought that I could come after him at any moment. He was probably moving bases from the banana seller building in the bazaar by now. Wherever he was, I imagined he's got a thumb up his ass, scared out of his wits.

No one came after me or Loraine since then. Chances were Oaks got cold  feet  after  his  failed  attempt  to  get  to  me.  Kain  wanted  to  beef  up security  around  the  mansion  and  assign  guards  to  both  of  us,  but  we turned him down. We didn't have a lot of privacy as it was.

When  Loraine  and  I  got  to  the  guild  hall,  an  outrageous  scene unfolded before us.

"Noooo! I don't wanna work anymore!" Yui was trying to crawl away, but Frey clinged her legs to keep her from escaping.

"You can't just leave! There is so much more work to be done. If we work  ten  hours  a  day,  we  can  get  this  done  in  three  weeks  nya!"  Frey's arms lit up in what looked to be self-enhancements, and Yui lost grip on the floor boards.

Both of them tumbled backwards and crashed into the front counter.

"What the hell is going on?" I asked them.

"Anego!" Yui dove right for me. I stepped out of the way, leaving her crashing out the door.

"Yui!" Loraine raced outside to help her.

Frey  picked  herself  up  and  smoothed  out  her  new  clothes.  A  silver bracelet  and  gem-studded  necklace  were  among  the  few  things  she'd bought for herself since our lucrative ventures.

"Every  completed  and  failed  request  must  be  reported  back  to  HQ.

We've  been  processing  hundreds  of  requests  since  the  members  are working now, but it's too much between two people..." Frey explained.

Behind  her  was  a  mountain  of  paperwork.  The  members  weren't slouching anymore, but that meant the staff couldn't slouch either.

"We're  making  a  lot  more  money  now.  Why  don't  you  just  hire people?"  I  suggested,  recalling  that  Kain  and  Frey  mentioned  other receptionists who had quit.

Frey's shoulders dropped. "Miss Yui got the members back to work, but our branch still has a poor reputation. No one's interested in becoming

a receptionist."

"Will anyone do?" I asked.

"I'll take anyone willing to work. Even I need a day off! I have so much money now, but no time to spend it… mraahh!" Frey smashed her head on the stack of papers.

Loraine  returned  carrying  an  unconscious  Yui  in  her  arms  like  a mother would her baby.

"Perfect timing. We're going to collect on our revenge." I put a hand on Frey's head. "You're coming with."

Her head tilted to one side. "Huh— me?"

I kicked open the door to the building behind the banana stand. The gamblers  looked  up  from  their  game  of  cards  and  dice  to  the  sight  of Sacchan burning in my hand.

"I'm looking for Oaks!" I shouted into the room.

"Ehhhhhh?? B-B-B-By Oaks, you mean  that Oaks?" Frey clung to my jacket from behind me.

"Yui, go check upstairs and look for a big lion guy," I ordered.

"Roger,  Anego!"  She  raced  upstairs  and  returned  a  second  later, shaking her head. "Floor's empty."

From the corner of my eyes, someone slipped out from the back door.

Yui saw it, too.

"After him!" I yelled.

Yui sprinted out first, and we gave chase after her. When we reached the streets, Yui was already on top of the man. It was the scrawny elf who manned the banana stand.

"P-Please, don't hurt me!" he begged.

"What  do  you  wanna  do,  Anego?  Beat  him  up  here?"  Yui  smashed her fists together.

"Too  many  people  out  here.  Let's  find  a  nice  little  alley,  shall  we?"  I leaned down, sneering.

We  found  an  empty  alleyway  to  shove  the  elf  into.  No  one  and nothing for him to turn to for help other than the trash littering the ground.

Yui pushed him up against the wall, keeping her forearm against his neck.

"Why do I feel like the bad guy here? We're respectable members of the Cynderace Branch Guild, aren't we?" Frey asked, tugging on my arm.

Loraine  dragged  her  away.  "There,  there.  Micchi  is  actually  holding back because I asked her to. This is the least she can do after they tried

to kidnap me."

"They tried to kidnap you?! And Loraine… That smile doesn't inspire confidence that the elf's getting out alive nya…" Frey slunk back to give us room.

Yui and I took turns shoving the elf up against the wall.

"We're looking for Oaks, and we ain't leaving until we get an answer,"

I snarled.

"You got something to say? Hahh?" Yui's spit splashes onto his face.

"Cat got your tongue? Korraa!"

"Kora!"

"Kora!"

The  elf  put  his  hands  up  to  shield  his  face.  "I  don't  see  Oaks anymore!  I  just  manage  his  gambling  dens  and  drop  the  money  off  at checkpoints. That's it!"

"Give  me  a  time  and  place."  I  grabbed  his  face  and  pushed  him  up the wall for the hundredth time. "And your clothes."

"Huh?"

Once the elf told us everything we needed to know, I kicked him back into the street in nothing but his underwear.

"I think I just witnessed a crime," Frey said, rubbing her ears.

Loraine kissed my cheek. "I think Micchi was absolutely dazzling. It's too bad she never plays rough with me in bed—"

"Stop bringing that up in front of other people!" I covered her mouth to keep her from saying anymore.

"It  wasn't  enough  to  just  get  the  info,  you  wanted  his  clothes,  too?"

Frey asked.

"We don't know if Oaks has people watching the drop off. You two are about the same height, so you're going to wear the guy's clothes and drop it off for us. Besides, your ears look like elf ears under a cloak."

She points to herself, appalled. "Me? Why are you involving me in all of this?!"

The three of us hid behind a stack of crates and watched Frey drop the sack of gold into the ink-marked barrel. She returned to us, and a few minutes later someone strolled by to pick up the sack. We followed after him, making sure to stay as far back as possible. Even if we lost track of him,  Frey  assured  us  that  her  sense  of  smell  could  lead  us  to  the  right place.

Fortunately,  we  didn't  travel  too  far.  The  man  disappeared  into  a building at the corner exit from the marketplace. Two goons stood guard outside the door.

"Wait,  wait,  wait,  wait,  wait!  Are  we  about  to  bust  Cynderace's  most powerful underworld boss? I'm going to die! I haven't even given birth to my own litter of kittens yet. I have so much to live for!" Frey wept into her hands.

"Getting cold feet?" I teased.

"Aww. Cheer up, Frey. If this works out, I'll give you a nice bonus." Yui scratched Frey's head as if she were an actual kitten.

"This  feels  degrading  coming  from  the  slacking  guild  leader,"  she remarked.

The front door opened and out came Oaks himself. He looked up and down the street, clearly paranoid. Just as he was about to leave, I jumped out from the hiding place to show myself.

"Where do you think you're going, you oversized cat?" I shouted.

His mane stood on end as our eyes made contact. Then he did what none of us expected— he ran.

"What  the—  get  back  here,  pussy!"  I  took  one  step  forward  when  a blur zipped past me.

Yui  shoved  away  the  goons  pouring  out  of  the  building  and  tackled Oaks  to  the  ground.  The  rest  of  us  caught  up  and  noticed  the  windows shuttering close. Even his people were abandoning him.

"Want me to make him squeal, Anego?" Yui asked.

"Nah. I got beef with this punk," I said.

"Mercy!  I'll  give  you  all  my  gold.  Anything.  I'm  sorry,  I  won't  send anyone after you ever again!" Oaks rolled over onto his back, hands and feet shaking in the air.

Frey tapped my shoulder. "For us beastlings, that's a sign of absolute submission. He may be a criminal overlord, but my instincts make me feel bad for him."

"Tsk. I was hoping for a fight." I rested my foot on his chest and, and lifted his head by his ear. "We're looking for some  willing volunteers to use as pencil pushers, and I happen to think you make a good fit."

"Whaaaaat? We went through all that just so you can coerce a drug lord  into  working  for  the  guild?!"  Frey  freaked  out,  clutching  her  head trying to make sense of my brilliant plan.

I shook Oaks down for any hidden weapons, of which he has none.

"Yeah. I thought that was the plan?"

"There  was  no  plan!  I  just  went  along  with  you  and  this  happened."

She turned to Oaks apologetically. "Y-You don't have to—"

"I'll do it!" he exclaimed. "I'll do it. Just no more pain! I still have the bruise you gave me last time, and it stings with every step!"

My fist cratered the ground next to his head, and all the blood drained from his face.

"If it were up to me, I'd beat you ugly until your dad thought your mom had  an  affair.  I'll  settle  on  my  girl  getting  a  punch  off  or  two."  I  stepped aside for Loraine to take my place.

"Remember  me?"  Loraine  asked,  cracking  her  flaming  knuckles above  him.  After  letting  Oaks  have  it,  Loraine  skipped  into  my  arms.

"You're right. Beating up people who deserve it really does feel good!"

Frey poked the unconscious Oaks who was foaming at the mouth.

"Am I really hiring this guy?" she asked

"You did say you were willing to take anyone." I smirked.



***


Whenever  I  thought  this  city  couldn't  be  any  bigger,  I'd  take  a  walk outside  and  accidentally  waltz  into  a  district  I'd  never  heard  before.  The one thing that was always within my sightline looking north, were the red-tipped towers behind the royal estate. Kain told me those were where the mages lived, and within them housed a powerful magic device that helped detect monoliths.

I  wasn't  out  here  sight-seeing  though.  After  that  date  with  Loraine where  she  was  almost  kidnapped  had  made  me  realize  what  I  have  to lose.  I  had  someone  in  my  life  that  I  cared  about  again.  Someone  who gave  two  shits  about  me,  a  loser  who  wasn't  good  with  anything  but beating people up.

This world ain't any different from mine. If I wanted to keep what I got, I gotta fight for it.

With all the money I had, I figure I'd drop into the richer areas to buy a gift for Loraine. But I didn't even know where I was going. All I got were weird looks from people who thought I was cramping their vibes.

"The fuck do you think you're looking at?" I sized up a couple giving me  a  disgusted  look  as  they  walked  by.  The  two  of  them  lowered  their

heads  and  almost  tripped  over  themselves  walking  away.  "Tsk.  Ain't  any different with people looking down on ya either..."

"Lady Micchi? What a coincidence seeing you here!" Kain dismissed the two guards flanking him. "May I join you?"

I put a joint up to my mouth and lit it up with Sacchan. "Suit yourself.

The hell have you been?"

"Assisting father in negotiating the bolstering of our defenses around the kingdom. No shortage of issues to be discussed and hammered out.

Especially  with  another  concern  around  the  corner…"  Kain  said,  trailing off.

"Something I should know?" I asked.

Kain  shook  his  head.  "Oh,  no!  Nothing  Mildred  and  I  can't  handle.  I think."

We  stopped  by  a  jewelry  store  in  which  an  array  of  oddly  shaped crystals  were  laid  out  behind  glass  to  see.  Gems  that  I'd  never  seen before, trinkets too gaudy for me to wear, all of these were similar to the ones people this side of town loved to flaunt.

Kain was also looking at the jewelry carefully. Maybe he was thinking about  getting  something  for  Mildred.  For  all  the  anxiousness  he  showed around her, the warm smile on his face was enough to tell me how much he liked her.

"So how'd you and Mildred become an item?" I asked.

He was briefly taken aback by my sudden question. "I suppose it's no secret. We were friends as far back as I can remember."

"And  it  came  out  of  nowhere  that  she's  become  so  obsessed  with ya?" I teased.

His  features  softened,  and  for  the  first  time,  he  showed  an  emotion different  from  apprehension  when  it  came  to  Mildred.  Just  like  when Loraine asked me and Yui about Chika, I might have broached a touchy subject here, too.

"It  was  after  Mildred  lost  her  father  to  a  demon  siege,"  he  began, frowning.  "A  monolith  emerged  in  their  village  and  he  lost  his  life protecting  her.  I  made  a  promise  that  I  would  never  leave  her  side,  and she has since taken that as a marriage proposal."

"Heh.  So  you  do  have  princely  qualities.  Good  on  ya,"  I  said, chuckling.

"I   am   a  prince!"  Kain  scratched  his  nose  in  embarrassment  and glanced up to the spires that jutted out behind his family's home. "Mildred

is  the  one  who  created  the  resonance  pendulum  that  detects  monoliths.

She truly is amazing."

"So you love her?" I asked.

"That goes without saying. I do," he answered.

"I'm  clueless  when  it  comes  to  shit  like  that.  Closest  thing  to  love  I knew before coming here was a punch across the face that didn't break my  teeth.  I  have  someone  now,  and  I  want  to  make  it  official,"  I  said, squinting at the jewellry before us.

Kain  tilted  his  head  to  one  side.  "I  thought  you  two  were  already married?"

I didn't blame him for being confused. Loraine and I referred to each other as wife, but it wasn't like we had a ceremony for it. First of all, how was I supposed to get married? Back in Japan we just signed certificates.

Do I gotta sign something in this world, too?

"Unofficially. Loraine and a bunch of women were passed down to me after  I  beat  Bracca.  She's  the  only  one  who  cared  enough  to  stay."  My chest throbbed whenever I talked about her like this.

"Oh!  You  came  here  to  buy  a  gift  for  her  with  the  intention  of marriage!" he shouted.

I covered his mouth. "Don't go spouting that to anyone else. Keep this between you and me, got it? I wanna find the right moment."

Kain nodded.

We went into the jewelry store so I could look for something to buy.

Everything  was  behind  a  glass  case.  Each  piece  of  jewelry  looked  the same to me, and it dawned on me that I didn't know what Loraine would like. All I really had was her amulet as a reference.

Kain wandered off to look at a rack of bracelets. My eyes were drawn to the front counter— in a glass case of its own, resting on a cushion was a  platinum  ring  studded  with  three  gems.  They  looked  to  be  two  pearls and a larger opal set between them.

"The  gems  are  shaped  by  the  greatest  gemcutter  in  Amarinth,  and the band is tempered steel. That it has drawn your eyes means you have good tastes, madam." The clerk, a dark elf with an accent, unlocked the case and brought it onto the counter for me to see.

"How much?" I asked.

He pulled out a book and flipped page after page until he found the right one. "One hundred platinum."

I choked on my own spit.

"However,  I  can  tell  by  your  discerning  eyes  this  interests  you.

Perhaps a discount, say… fifty, instead?" he offered a lower price that was still an unbelievable number.

I had a hard time telling if this was the right price or not. This world's economy  was  still  a  mystery  to  me,  and  I  wasn't  used  to  having  a  lot  of money  on  hand.  It  wasn't  that  I  couldn't  afford  it.  I  had  the  gold,  but something seems fishy.

"Kain. Come over here, will ya?" I called.

"P-P-Prince Kain?!" The clerk stuttered as Kain came up behind me.

"Yes, Lady Micchi?" He followed my gaze to the ring on the counter.

"What do you think?" I asked him.

"My  sisters  are  of  the  flashy  variety,  and  mother  always  has  me  gift them jewelry. I'm no expert, but I am somewhat versed." He lowered his head to study the piece of jewelry.

"That so? Then how much do you think something like this is worth?"

I kept my eyes on the clerk who was sweating bullets.

Kain stared hard. "Hmmm. Couldn't be worth more than ten platinum.

I actually know the gemcutter from Ash'tar. How much is this man selling it for?"

"Tell him what you told me," I urged the store clerk.

He  gulped  hard.  "One…  hundred  platinum…  Your  Highness,  but  I have discounted it to fifty!"

"That's… ten times the price increase." Kain put a hand on the hilt of his  sword.  "My  sir,  an  inflation  this  large  needs  to  be  reported  to  the crown's  treasury.  As  Scoth  is  a  member  of  the  United  Kingdoms  of Dysentia,  our  trade  pact  may  revoke  your  license  to  do  business  in Cynderace."

"You  trying  to  gyp  me?"  I  grabbed  the  store  clerk  by  his  collar  and pulled his head down to the glass counter. He shot a pair of begging eyes to Kain who turned his back to us. "Don't look at him, he can't help you.

Look at me."

The  old  man  raised  his  hands  to  shield  himself.  "Eeek!  P-Please, don't hurt me! I didn't mean to mislead you… I just thought—"

"Thought I was some chump? What's the real going price? Haahh?" I shook hard, causing him to shriek.

"T-Ten platinum…" he squeaked.

"Hard to believe ya after being lied to. Whaddya say we haggle down to five plat, and you don't earn yourself a return customer?" I put a stack

of coins on the counter.

Just like that, I ended up pocketing the ring at a bargain of its original price. I slipped it into a secure pocket inside my jacket and sighed.

"It  always  seemed  like  Loraine  was  the  aggressive  one  in  the relationship. Seeing you take the initiative is refreshing," Kain mused.

"Look man, even I have needs. More than anything, I really want to see my girl happy." I grabbed his shoulder. "You did me a solid. I owe ya one."

"I  imagine  coming  from  you  that  means  a  lot.  I'll  keep  that  in  mind, Lady Micchi," he says, bowing.

I  parted  ways  from  Kain  and  went  to  Mildred's  place.  She  was  just finishing servicing a customer as I walked into her workshop.

"If it isn't my favorite brute!" Mildred levitated two glasses and poured wine  for  both  of  us.  "I  heard  what  you  did  to  Oaks.  Well  done.  You've cleared my debt for me."

"Then I hope you don't mind if I collect on that. I want this enchanted with the most powerful defensive enchantment you got." I placed the ring on the counter.

"Fine make, but high tier enchantments require… a lot of work. More than the fifty platinum debt you wiped from my slate," she explained.

"Well, shit. You want me to sell my arm and leg, too?" I joked.

"Should  everyone  traipse  around  with  enchantments  as  powerful  as your club, demons wouldn't be a problem, would they? Unfortunately, that isn't the case. I need rare materials, time to enchant and sew magic into the  ring—  I'm  exhausted  talking  about  it."  She  sighed  and  waved  a dismissive hand.

"Money isn't an issue. Whatever it takes." I rose my glass to her.

Mildred  flashed  her  pearly  white  teeth  and  raised  her  glass,  too.

"Then It will be my pleasure. There is one thing, however..."

I returned home after a long day wandering around the city. No matter where  I  looked,  I  couldn't  find  the  last  ingredient  Mildred  needed  to enchant the ring— pristine dragon's scale.

I'd have to keep an eye out. Maybe hunt a dragon of my own.

When I got inside, I didn't see Loraine in the living room. Instead she was cooking in the kitchen, an aromatic smell wafted into the room.

"Watcha making?" I asked, coming into the kitchen.

The dejected look on her face told me she had a fair share of failures today.  Many  of  them  were  tossed  into  the  trash  bin,  but  there  was  no mistaking she's making gyoza.

She held up the only plate of the potstickers that looked mostly intact.

"I tried making them from memory according to how you described but…

I'll throw these away and start again!"

"Wait!" I grabbed her hand. "I wanna try them."

They sucked.

I'd  ask  for  a  refund  if  I  bought  these  from  a  restaurant.  It  was tasteless. The meat was too firm from being overcooked. The gyoza skin was soggy and falling apart. Despite that, it somehow tasted good.

This was more effort than anyone's ever put in for my sake.

Heat  builds  around  my  eyes,  and  I  had  to  blink  away  the  welling tears.

Loraine  gasped,  mistaking  my  grimace  for  repulsion.  "I  knew  they were bad! Micchi, you don't have to—"

"You  made  these  for  me.  Ain't  no  way  am  I  gonna  waste  them."  I scarfed down the rest of the plate before she could stop me. "What do you say we make the next batch together?"

"Of  course!"  she  exclaimed,  returning  to  the  usual  bright  mood  I'm weak to.



***


"Oi, Pint-sized! I came to visit again." I kicked open the door, yelling into  Lars'  shop.  The  dwarf  wasn't  there,  but  his  buddy  was.  "Hm?  Just Rohan, huh."

Lars' oxman bouncer was manning the front counter ringing up a line of customers. No sign of the dwarf himself. He was usually quick to show himself when I dropped by, so he must be out.

"Looking  for  your  boss.  Know  where  he  is?"  I  asked  Rohan  as  he finished helping the last customer in line.

Rohan shook his head, tousling the messy black hair.

"Maybe  you  can  help  me.  I'm  looking  for  some  fist-weapons.  You know,  that  I  can  pummel  people  with."  I  clenched  both  my  fists  hoping he'd get the idea.

The beastling stared at me for a moment, turned around to dig into a weapon's  rack  behind  the  counter,  and  plopped  a  gigantic  warhammer down in front of me.

"Uh… You're not wrong about this being able to pummel people, but it ain't right either." Staring at the blatant misunderstanding, I couldn't help but  wonder  if  I  said  something  wrong,  or  if  Rohan  was  just  dumb.

"Something  smaller,  like  a  weapon  I  can  clutch  on  my  fist  and  punch things with. They call 'em knuckle dusters."

Rohan stowed away the hammer. He disappeared into the back and returned with a dustpan and brush.

"You're fucking with me, ain'tcha? You got any fist weapons or not?" I asked, not taking my eyes off him.

He  let  out  a  grunt  which  sounded  like  an  exasperated  sigh,  put  the poor attempt at a joke away, and brought out a medium-sized lockbox. A little fancy, but looked about right to be carrying a pair of knuckle dusters.

When I opened up the lockbox, my own reflection looked back at me from the polished bikini and thong armor set.

"Okay, you oversized cow. Ya wanna go?" I pulled my sleeve up just as the shop bell chimed.

Lars was back with a couple of sandwiches in his hands. He glanced at me, then to Rohan, and finally at the bikini armor on the counter.

"What's this? Ya finally come 'round to buy the armor set?" he asked out loud.

"The hell I am!" I retorted, slamming the lockbox shut.

I  explained  to  Lars  exactly  what  I  want.  Judging  by  his  reaction, knuckle  dusters  weren't  uncommon  around  here,  but  neither  were  they widely used.

"Sure,  I  can  sell  ya  a  pair.  Reckon  they  won't  last  long  on  yer  fists being ya can crater a mountain," he said.

Lars  brought  up  a  good  point.  I  was  a  lot  stronger  than  I  was  in Japan. Sacchan had only been able to survive the bludgeoning I'd given because it was also stronger— more specifically, enchanted. Any normal pair of knuckle dusters would break after a few uses.

"Don't look so down, lass. Yer in luck today. Mildred's sent me a batch of  enchanted  ore.  I  can  craft  yer  knuckles,  bypassing  the  whole  need  to enchant 'em." He had Rohan fetch a crate of glowing rocks. I wasn't sure what I was seeing. Knowing it was from Mildred, that shit would run me a pretty penny.

She was making a killing from what I already asked of her.

"I'm shit out of luck. Doubt I have the gold to pay ya right now." As I turned to leave, Rohan planted a heavy hand on my shoulder.

"How about a job? Off the books from the guild?" Lars asked, a no-good smirk creased the corners of his lips.

Rohan and I went down to the scummy part of Cynderace, following Lars'  instructions  to  scout  out  troublemakers  who'd  been  harassing  his trade  partners.  A  lot  of  rogue-type  louts  had  their  eyes  on  us.  Shady people were hidden around every corner and alley. We might be in broad daylight, but desperate folk would look for every opportunity to get a jump on us.

"You able to keep your eyes peeled with all that hair in your eyes?" I asked Rohan.

He didn't answer.

"Tsk.  Could've  done  this  myself,  but  Lars  insisted  on  bringing  the mute… You really got nothing to say?" I tried getting him to talk a second time, but still no answer. "Guess I can do with a little quiet, too."

A  rundown  shop  selling  ink  caught  my  attention.  It's  been  a  while since I did any graffiti. Maybe now's a good time to pick it up again.

"Wait here, big guy." I left him by the entrance and went inside.

As  I  would  imagine  a  shop  in  the  shitty  part  of  town,  it  was  nothing like Lars' and Mildred's place. Rotting, wooden shelves, broken windows, rickety  floorboards  that  look  like  I  could  fall  through  any  moment.  There was  an  endless  supply  of  inkwells  of  different  colors  on  one  side  of  the store, and on the other, an array of quill pens and writing instruments.

A man with scales on his cheeks and a flat nose emerged from under the counter. Scales that might have once been a deep red had dulled to a softer hue. He adjusted his glasses and squinted at me.

"I-I  don't  want  any  trouble…  I  barely  make  enough  to  eat,"  he  said, cowering behind the counter.

"Ain't here to pick a fight. I'm looking to buy some ink." I pat the sack of gold on my waist to get his attention.

"Oh,  customer?  Haven't  had  any  of  those  in  a  while…  if  it's  ink  you need, take your pick—"

"All of it," I said.

His eyes flutter and leans closer to catch what I said. "Pardon?"

"Give me a barrel and fill it up with all the ink you got." I slid a stack of gold coins across the counter.

"Th-Thank you for your patronage!" the ink seller shouted as I walked out with a sloshing barrel of ink on my shoulder.

Rohan extended his hands, offering to carry it.

"Nah. I got it." I waved his hand away.

Eventually  we  reached  the  location  Lars  told  us  about.  A  series  of building complexes surrounded and boarded up with a wooden barricade like  some  makeshift  fortress.  Didn't  look  like  there  was  any  way  without punching  through.  We  had  no  need  to  go  inside.  As  long  as  we  were quiet, we  should  be able to avoid any fighting.

As I was looking for a good place to start splashing ink, a beastfolk bumped into me and fell flat on his ass.

"Watch  where  you're  going  bitch—"  He  choked  on  his  next  word seeing me and Rohan.

"You  with  the  guys  inside?"  I  asked,  stomping  the  dirt  next  to  his head.

"What's… it to you…?" He started backing away.

I  gave  Rohan  the  barrel  and  cracked  my  knuckles.  "Tell  ya  what's gonna  happen.  I'm  gonna  knock  you  out.  When  you  wake  up,  tell  your buddies inside to stop fucking with Lars' partners. In the meantime, we're using you as a paintbrush."

"Eh?"

I  tossed  the  unconscious  beastfolk  to  the  ground.  His  head  dripped with black ink, but he was lucky to be breathing. Rohan and I took turns dunking the guy in the barrel of ink to paint a swath of graffiti along this side of the wall.

Among  the  many  expletives  and  drawings  were:   'ugly,'  'g o  fuck yourself,' '  I eat your kind for breakfast,' and the coup de grace, '  your mom stinks so much, the king tried her for treason against public order.'

"What did you draw?" I asked, going over to his side of the canvas.

"Wait, it's all drawings of animal faces."

There was a cat, dog, pig… one of them looked like a horse.

Rohan shrugged.

Oh, well.

It  was  the  good  old  and  classic  writing-on-the-desk  bullying  move.

Vandalizing someone's property was the ultimate 'screw off' message.

We returned over the next few days, and each time we encountered more thugs. But since they were no match for me, I was able to beat them down  without  Rohan  ever  lifting  a  finger.  Beating  them  up  only  gave  us more options of paint brushes to choose from.

Finally, after we'd coated the entire length of the wall in ink, the gang of miscreants came out in full force. Their leader, a muscular orc emerged from his hideout.

"You brats, what do you think you're doing?" the orc shouted.

"Whaddya mean? We're just out here picking daisies," I answered.

"Think you're funny, huh. Do you know how mentally taxing it is to see

'go fuck yourself' written on our barricade?!" He brandished the axe in his hands.

"I  thought  orcs  were  supposed  to  be  thick-skinned.  Who'd  your  dad marry? A mole rat?" I grinned.

Veins bulge on his forehead and arms. "My mother is a respectable and  lovely  woman!  Alright,  that's  it.  Pulverise  them  and  take  what  they have."

Three  dozen  thugs  charged  all  at  once.  A  single  swing  of  my  bat cratered  the  ground  before  them,  causing  the  weaker  ones  to  trip  over face first. Rohan bulldozed through to meet them head on, throwing them over his shoulder and making a beeline towards the leader.

A  mage  from  inside  one  of  the  buildings  fired  magic  missiles  at Rohan,  blasting  him  to  the  ground.  Then  he  directed  his  spells  at  me.  I wound  Sacchan  up  for  a  swing  and  launched  the  volley  back  into  the building which exploded within.

The  orc  leapt  into  the  air  and  slammed  his  axe  down.  Sacchan blocked the blow with ease. He tried to put more weight on the weapon, but no matter how much he pushed, I didn't budge an inch. Rohan snuck up behind and grabbed the orc from the back.

"If you like being green, stop screwing with the shipment. Otherwise, I'm slapping you silly and dunking you in this fucking ink barrel," I warned.

He was too weak to break free from Rohan's grapple. "Who do you think I am—"

I bitch slapped him across the face so hard it knocked a tooth out of him.

"Grrr… you're asking for it now—"

Another slap.

"Stop slapping me—!"

And another.

The  orc  began  to  cry.  A  stark  contrast  to  the  tough  guy  act  he  was giving earlier.

"I give up! Please, no more—"

I  continued  to  slap  him  until  his  green  face  was  red  on  both  sides.

Rohan let him go, and the orc dropped to the ground sobbing.

"You  punks  weren't  around  here  before.  Why  are  there  so  many  of you now?" I asked, pulling his face up to meet my eyes.

"O-Oaks  was  gone…  so  we  thought  the  city  was  open  season…

we're sorry, alright? Don't hurt me anymore!" he whimpered.

"Ahh… so you're one of those, huh." Tired of looking at his ugly mug, I shoved him away and took a seat cross-legged on the ground. The other thugs  picked  themselves  and  the  orc  leader  up,  licking  their  wounds gathering the unconscious. "Listen up, you worthless, tossed out pieces of trash that didn't even make it to the recycling bin. When the top dog gets collared,  you  follow  the  one  who  put  a  leash  on  'em.  Oaks  didn't disappear,  he  works  for  me  now.  Up  jump  shits  shouldn't  go  around claiming territory."

"Y-You were the one who beat Oaks?" The orc and his gang backed away slowly.

"Yeah—  huh,  wait.  You  lot  didn't  know?  Guess  word  travels  a  lot slower when you don't have phones and the internet…" I grumbled.

Wait a minute…

Usually  when  I  took  down  the  big  kahuna,  a  bunch  of  small  fries would  pop  out  trying  to  take  control.  I  removed  Oaks  from  his  position without finding out who his underlings were, and now they're all over the fucking city swooping up territory.

Fuck.

"C-Can we… go now?" the orc asked.

"Haahh?! No, you don't get to go. You work for me now." I gave the barrel a good shake so they could hear how much ink was left. "Shoulda surrendered when I gave you the chance. First order of business— get in the fucking ink barrel."

One district had been dealt with. As long as I checked in from time to time, they wouldn't have the balls to disobey me. Only the rest of the city left to go to fix the mess I left behind from dethroning Oaks.

I'd have to ask him to give me some names later.

When Rohan and I got back to Lars' shop, the dwarf had a surprise waiting for me.

He revealed a pair of steel knuckle dusters painted in gold. Just as I specified,  the  receiving  end  of  each  knuckle  spelled  out  'LIGHTS'  and

'OUT'.  They  were  a  perfect  fit  and  slipped  onto  my  fingers  snug  as  a glove.

"How's it?" he asked.

"Heh. You just keep outdoing yourself, Lars."

Chapter 9 - A Certain Elemental Wolf Looks  like  the  windows  were  opened  to  let  in  the  morning  breeze.  I was usually the one who woke up Loraine, but I guess she was up early for once. As soon as I got to the stairs, the smell of coffee wafted up to my nose. One of the maids greeted me as I reached the first floor.

"Good morning, Lady Micchi. I have breakfast prepared for you in the living  room.  Lady  Loraine  and  Lady  Yui  have  already  eaten,"  Ethel informed.

"Yui? Since when?" I asked.

Ethel opened the door to the living room. "Lady Yui cited that she was

'bored as fuck, the guild's got things handled anyway,' or something along those lines."

"Heh. Sounds like her." I chuckled.

Inside,  Loraine  brushes  Yui's  shoulder-length  black  hair  by  the fireplace. Herhair was still down, not tied up in the usual pigtails.

"Anego!  I  came  to  play~"  Yui  sprung  off  of  Loraine's  lap  to  get  a punch  off,  but  I  grabbed  her  fist  and  redirected  the  momentum  face  first into the ground. "Urk… as expected of… Anego…"

"What happened to working?" I asked, lifting Yui by her head.

"Frey  said  I  could  take  the  day  off,  so  I  came  to  see  you!"  she exclaimed.

Something about that didn't sound right. "Wait,  Frey  gave  you a day off? Who's supposed to be the boss?"

Maybe  making  Yui  guild  leader  was  a  mistake.  But  it  sounded  like Frey was keeping the place intact by sheer administrative willpower alone.

Office workers were about as diligent in this world as they were in mine.

I put Yui down as Loraine wrapped her arms around me and gave me the usual kiss in the morning. Any other day it would happen as soon as I woke her up in bed. She wouldn't have gotten out otherwise. Loraine was smiling from ear to ear.

"What? Something on my face?" I asked, searching for a mirror.

"This might be the first time you put on a smile after a kiss," she said.

My hand snapped to my face. "Y-You're imagining things…"

I couldn't let her know about the ring. Kain and Mildred had agreed to keep  quiet,  but  I  was  the  one  around  Loraine  the  most.  I  was  my  own

biggest liability.

When  I  turned  to  take  a  seat  at  the  table,  I  stopped  in  time  before running into Yui who had her lips puckered in my face. "  Chuuuu~" 

I grabbed her face and squeezed.

"Owowowowowow—  uncle,  uncle!"  she  yelled,  tapping  out  on  my hand.

On the table was a tray of scrambled eggs and sausages waiting to be  eaten.  A  single  gulp  of  the  coffee  woke  me  right  up.  The  one  thing  I was grateful for in this world was all the overlap in food. Though when the ingredients were basically the same as on earth, people will come to the same conclusion on recipes.

While I ate, Yui sat on Loraine's lap, talking up a storm while getting her hair done.

"Since when did you two chum up?" I asked.

Loraine  threw  me  an  affectionate  side  glance.  "Since  you  won't  tell me about your childhood, Yui's been more than happy to talk about you."

"Hehe, she was so cute back then. Anego used to wear frilly dresses and had a bow on her head," Yui gushed.

"Hey! Talking about my past is forbidden!"

After breakfast, we went down to the guild hall to check in on things and maybe pick up a few quests.

We're  welcomed  to  the  sight  of  Oaks  working  furiously  on  the paperwork Yui dumped on him. She had also hired a few of his syndicate goons, and they were given no choice but to accept. Despite having less of a work load, Frey didn't look happy in the least.

"Yo."  I  threw  a  hand  up  as  we  came  through  the  door.  Frey's  ears perked up when she saw us. Oaks had the opposite reaction, burying his head deeper into the paperwork and avoiding eye contact.

"Oh,  hey  guys!  Yui,  did  you  come  back  for  more  work?  Because  I have work for you." Frey crossed her arms.

Yui hid behind me. "You gave me a day off. No takesies-backsies!"

"What's there to mope about?" I teased Frey.

She let out a long, seemingly overdue sigh. "Oaks and his gang aren't exactly unknown. A few of the guards saw him come in and tried to arrest him. So I bribed them away."

"What, are we getting extorted? Whose heads do I gotta bust next?" I asked, rolling up my sleeves.

"No! Just let me handle it without violence!" Frey handed me a scroll sealed  with  a  wax  imprint.  "Since  you're  here,  would  you  mind  taking  a look at this request form?"

"What  is  it?"  I  broke  open  the  seal.  The  once  blurry  words  had completely transformed into legible handwriting for me. Even Yui was able to read things without issue now.

"Occasionally  the  guild  receives  what  are  called  'personal  requests'.

Clients can make requests of a specific guild member and generally pay more," Frey explained.

"They asked me? Wouldn't anyone here do?" I thumbed to the guys in the tavern.

Frey pointed to a poster behind the bar. Names of every member in the guild were listed in descending order by request completion rate. Mine and  Loraine's  names  were  at  the  top,  then  Mildred  and  Kain  below  us, followed by Yui's name below them.

"For  a  number  of  reasons.  Perhaps  a  certain  class  or  subclass  is required to perform the request. They may have biases to races. In your case, I think it's due to your flawless record in completion rate," she said.

Loraine returned from the tavern side with three hot yams. She hands one to me and another to Yui.

"You're one of two SS-rank of the Cynderace Branch. It's no wonder someone  who  needs  a  request  completed  would  ask  the  strongest members." Loraine blew a cold breath to cool down our yams.

"Ah!"  Frey  jumped  from  her  seat.  "Mildred  took  a  reassessment yesterday.  She's  officially  an  SS-rank  enchanter.  That's  a  big  deal because  high  level  enchanters  are  rare  in  Dysentia.  They  make  for powerful supporters."

"She  jumped  a  whole  rank?  Well,  shit.  Kain  must  be  shitting  bricks, still being an A-rank." I put the yam up to my mouth and read the request form.

Frey, Loraine, and Yui crowded around me to get a better look.

Apparently a stray elemental wolf had wandered too close to a lord's estate along the countryside of Scoth. I was being asked to take care of it before it caused too much destruction to the local area.

"Aw, poor thing!" Frey said, her ears drooping.

"What's an elemental wolf? A wolf with magic?" Yui asked.

"Close." Loraine took over to explain." Elemental wolves are rare-birth wolves infused with magic. They're usually abandoned by their non-magic

counterparts and left to fend for themselves."

"So I'm going to finish the job?" I asked.

"You can't!" Frey exclaimed. "Wolves are pack animals. It's probably hungry and afraid of being so alone. Can you maybe just shoo it away?

Killing it would be so sad."

"I'm going to be honest, I'm more of a cat person." I looked up from the request form and saw Frey red up to the ears.

"Nyaahaha~  normally  that  would  make  me  happy,  but  that  doesn't sound like it bodes well for the elemental wo— OLF?!" Frey caught herself from  falling  over  after  Yui  hopped  onto  her  back.  "H-Hey  that  tickles—

nyaha, ahhha!"

"Whaddya  say  Anego?  Maybe  it  just  wants  to  play?"  Yui  suggested while groping her guild receptionist in a clear display of workplace sexual harassment.

"Doubt it. No guarantees, but I'll see what I can do."

The  three  of  us  borrowed  horses  from  the  guardhouse  to  ride  out.

Our destination was Lord Bennet's domain, but we're to reach a cozy town called  Evernoir.  According  to  the  request,  the  elemental  wolf  was  last sighted skulking around the farmers' livestock there.

We  arrived  in  Evernoir  by  sundown.  Unlike  the  cobblestone  and layered brick masonry of Cynderace, this town was fashioned in wood and stone.  The  only  extravagant  landmark  was  the  fountain  at  the  center  of town,  from  which  smaller  channels  fed  water  to  the  different  parts  of Evernoir.

Despite it being early in the evening, there were few people out with the  exception  of  guards.  It  seemed  the  fear  of  an  elemental  wolf  was keeping most people indoors.

Local  guards  directed  us  to  Mayor  Oliver  Aubry  who  met  us  at Evernoir's only inn. He was a skittish dwarf, whose sparse white hair was peppered with fewer black strands. The mayor hopped out of his seat to welcome us.

"Welcome to Evernoir! I am Oliver Aubry, the town mayor. Which one of you is Micchi?" His finger floated between the three of us.

"That'd  be  me,"  I  said,  taking  the  seat  across  from  him.  "This  is Loraine, and guild leader of the Cynderace Adventurer's Guild, Yui."

Oliver's  glasses  fogged  up.  He  went  red  in  the  face  and  apologized profusely, panicking to bring seats from another table for Loraine and Yui.

"I  had  no  idea  we  would  be  receiving  the  guild  leader  herself!  P-Please, the meals and your stay will be on my tab." Oliver gestured for the tavernkeep to bring more food to the table already crowded with plates.

Yui threw me a smug grin. "You hear that, Anego? I'm important."

"Yeah,  yeah."  I  brushed  her  off  and  turned  back  to  the  mayor.  "So about the elemental wolf. Must be a big deal for Lord Bennet to offer ten platinum as a reward."

He  nodded,  weariness  showing  on  his  face.  "Evernoir's  livelihood  is dependent on its crops and farm animals. The creature has already killed several livestock, and farmers are too scared to come out of their homes to collect harvest."

"Why haven't the kingdom's soldiers stationed in Evernoir taken care of it themselves?" Loraine asked.

"The  wolf  is  either  timid  or  smart.  It  runs  from  larger  groups,  and knows if we send too few they are no match for it. Six soldiers have been gravely  wounded  with  burns  and  frostbite  from  their  encounter,"  he explained.

Dire  boars  got  sent  flying  in  one  swing.  Demon  giants  keeled  over from  a  few  good  hits  to  the  knee.  Mildred  was  able  to  beat  a  dragon  by herself. Maybe this elemental wolf would finally give me a good fight.

We're in luck, too. My clothes were enchanted with magic resistance, so I should be able to face it head-on. Loraine should also be fine, which left Yui as the only one vulnerable to magic.

"Leave the wolf to us. We'll start tracking it first thing in the morning," I assured the mayor.

"Thank you so much! The last sighting of the wolf is at Horace's farm.

I'll  have  a  guard  escort  you  there  tomorrow."  Oliver  bowed  and  took  his leave, livelier than when we first got here.

I  leaned  back  on  my  seat  and  sip  the  closest  stein.  My  mouth  was immediately assaulted by the bitter taste of beer and a hint of honey.

"Hey, Anego… hic!" Yui clung to my coat, face red as a cherry.

"Geh. You're fucking drunk?" I couldn't peel her fingers off my jacket, but they kept sticking back on me like a parasite.

She  began  to  tear  up.  "Uuu…  Why  did  Chika  leave  us?  Nngh—

waaahh!"

There  were  two  empty  steins  next  to  Yui.  She  must  have  been drinking since we got here.

"Not this again… Loraine, can you—"

"Micchi…  It's  getting  a  little  hot  in  here.  Can  we  go  upstairs  to  cool each other off?" Loraine's dark complexion had taken on a shade of red.

"Just fuck me, will you?" I sighed.

I  grabbed  the  key  from  the  tavernkeep  and  carried  my  drunk companions  up  to  our  room.  It  was  a  modest  place  with  a  single,  large bed.  A  chest  at  the  foot  of  the  bed  was  provided  to  us  to  store  our belongings, but the place was cramped for three people.

"Tsk.  That's  right.  The  mayor  thought  I  was  the  only  one  coming,"  I mumbled

I laid Loraine and Yui side by side and pulled the covers over them.

As soon as I turned around, I felt a pair of hands pulling me onto the bed.

Loraine threw me back onto the bed.

"What are you doing?" I whispered, struggling in her clutches.

"Ehehe… Micchi, you're so cute when you're embarrassed…I have a surprise for you…" she leaned in close and whispered, "  It's playtime."

My  jacket  suddenly  slipped  off  my  body.  The  sarashi  on  my  chest unraveled  and  bound  my  wrists  together,  pulling  me  up  to  the  bedpost.

Loraine, with lust in her eyes and hazy from her drunkness, traced a finger along the length of my body. The same fingers hooked onto my pants and pulled downwards.

"Wait, wait, wait! Yui's sleeping right next to us, I'm— aahh!"

"Micchi, wait up!"

"Anego!"

I  walked  ahead  of  Loraine  and  Yui,  not  bothering  to  give  them  a chance to catch up and their every attempt to get my attention.

"I'm angry at both of you. Don't talk to me," I said.

"But I don't even know what happened last night!" Loraine tugged on my hand to a stop.

"Whatever we did, we're sorry!" Yui rushed ahead and threw her arms out.

It  was  hard  looking  either  of  them  in  the  eyes.  Never  would  I  have thought Loraine would ask Mildred to put  that sort of enchantment on my clothes. It seemed to only respond to her voice. Nothing happened if I said key words.

"You  two  are  staying  away  from  alcohol  from  now  on,"  I  warned, turning my attention back to the forest that surrounded us.

Right  behind  Horace's  farm  was  the  beginning  of  a  wide  and expansive  forest.  He  had  wolf  problems  in  the  past,  but  recently  their numbers had thinned out. Mayor Oliver believed their absence was due to the elemental wolf marking the area as its territory.

Well,  it  was  about  to  learn  the  hard  way  whose  territory  it  really belonged to.

"How hard is it to find the big dog, anyway?" I asked.

Loraine bent down to pick up a handful of the soil. She raised it up to her nose and grimaced at whatever scent she whiffed.

"Elemental  wolves  may  leave  behind  burn  marks  along  the  trees.

Certain  parts  of  the  forest  may  feel  colder  or  warmer  than  other  areas.

Those are one of the few obvious signs to look out for," Loraine explained.

Yui  came  running  back  to  us  with  a  branch  burning  on  one  end.

"Guys, look what I found—"

A gust of wind blew past us, and a snarling wolf the size of a horse landed  between  the  three  of  us.  Its  piercing  howl  conjured  a  gale  that kicked up dirt and knocked down loose branches. Specks of cinders and frost flaked off from its grey mane.

The elemental wolf had found us instead.

I  was  about  to  charge  in  when  Loraine  grabbed  the  other  end  of Sacchan.

"We don't want to kill it, remember?" She reminded me of our promise to Frey.

"Watch  out!"  Yui  swung  her  nunchuck  and  shocked  the  ground between us, forcing the wolf to think twice about attacking.

The  wolf  howled  again,  engulfing  its  mane  in  flames.  It  turned  its attention to Yui and charged, but she was too fast for it to chase down. Yui zipped to one place, then another almost as though she was teleporting.

Loraine and I were trying to catch up, but their speed was far beyond our ability to keep pace with.

"Ora  ora  ora!  Catch  me  if  you  can,  ya  mangy  mutt!  Ahaha!"  Yui taunted.

The wolf forfeited the chase. Raising its nose into the air, it fired off a barrage of fireballs that rained down on the forest. One of them exploded next to Yui's feet, sending her crashing into a tree.

Loraine launched a flurry of her own spells, bombarding the wolf and keeping it at bay from getting close to Yui.

"I'll distract it. Get to Yui!" she shouted.

I  darted  past  the  wolf  which  had  gotten  into  a  defensive  stance.  It retreated  behind  a  tree  to  avoid  the  blasts,  but  Loraine's  destructive firepower destroyed every hiding place, forcing it further away.

Yui's right leg was blistering. She winced in pain, tears welled around her eyes.

"Sorry, Anego… I got overconfident," she groaned.

"Don't sweat it. You leave the rest to me." I threw my jacket on top of Yui.

I  was  an  idiot.  I  should  have  done  that  from  the  start.  Now  Yui  was hurt because I fucked up. If Chika was here, she wouldn't have let any of us get hurt. Some boss I was.

Loraine  caught  up  and  went  straight  to  healing  Yui.  It  looked  like  it would take some time. Both of them were going to be occupied, so taking care of the wolf was up to me.

Meanwhile,  the  wolf  kept  a  distance  now  that  it  knew  we  bit  back.

Since it hadn't retreated yet, it must think it could still take us. I didn't want to kill the thing, but I ain't letting it hurt Loraine or Yui.

The wolf launched a blast of fire at me. One swing knocked the spell away, incinerating a tree in its path. I could tell it wanted to charge by the way its body was low to the ground.

This thing was only just as fast as Yui. As long as I got a hit off, it was done.

"Don't worry, little guy. I won't hurt ya— too much." I grinned.

Sacchan ignited a deep red, but it suddenly cooled down. A layer of ice  coalesced  on  the  bat,  transforming  it  into  an  icicle—  no,  a  spiked bludgeon. I barely had a moment to check out what happened to my bat when the wolf howled and charged.

I took a batting stance. Just as I was about to swing, the wolf came to a screeching halt.

"What…?" was all I could muster at the abrupt change of events.

It's  tail  wagged  back  and  forth,  staring  eagerly  at  Sacchan  with  its tongue  rolled  out.  I  swung  my  bat  to  the  right,  and  the  wolf's  head snapped right. I swung left, and it snapped left.

"Alright, you stupid dog. If you think you're gonna treat Sacchan like a fetch toy, you've got another thing coming!" I yelled.

"Arrr…" The wolf tilted its head to one side, whimpering.

It pranced around in place expecting me to throw it.

Yui  jumped  onto  my  back  shouting,  "Throw  the  stick,  Anego!  Throw it!"

"What the— weren't you on the ground crying just now? And don't call Sacchan a stick." I tried to throw Yui off, but she clung tight.

"Your  jacket  stopped  the  burning,  and  Loraine  healed  me  right  up,"

she said, rubbing her cheek against mine.

"Get off. I still have the wolf to deal with…" I pried her off and handed her back to Loraine. "Don't let go."

The wolf's tail hadn't stopped wagging. I was surprised it didn't attack us during that brief moment. Could be the reason it was interested in my bat was due to the magic, being wooden, and looked like a stick. Maybe all dogs were just conditioned to like playing fetch.

"I'm  serious.  You're  not  getting  your  slobber  on  Sacchan.  Ya  hear me?" I took a step back— a mistake I shouldn't have made.

The wolf lunged. I held out my bat only to have sharp fangs bite onto it.  No  matter  how  much  I  struggled  against  the  wolf,  we  were  stuck  in  a deadlock.

"Let go, you stupid—" I noticed the tail wagging even more intensely.

"I told you, I ain't playing. Damn it!"

I really didn't want to do this, but... 

"Yui,  Loraine…  duck!"  I  pivoted  on  my  left  just  as  I  heard  them  hit ground, flinging the elemental wolf into the forest with Sacchan in its jaws.

It was sent flying past the trees, the flaming mane making it look like a  meteor  crashing  down  to  earth.  A  second  later,  it  came  running  back with  Sacchan  in  its  mouth  and  deposited  it  in  my  hand.  Yui  and  Loraine were  speechless  and  clapping.  They  made  a  silent  gesture  for  me  to throw the bat again.

I looked down at Sacchan and felt a knot in my heart. The only silver lining was that the coat of ice protected it from the slobber and bite marks.

But…

It just felt so degrading. 

Sacchan… Sorry, partner…

I threw Sacchan into the forest. Just as we expected, the wolf chased after it and returned it to my hands. The wolf's playful attitude had diffused all the tension in the air.

Yui wasn't scared to stroke the wolf's head, fluffing the fur on its face.

"Awww, you're so cute! Just the fluffiest, aren't you?"

"That  thing  almost  burned  your  legs  off,"  I  said,  wiping  the  slobber from Sacchan.

"But  he's  so  cute,  I  wanna  keep  him!  Anego,  pleaaasseee!"  She begged with glistening eyes.

"Loraine, what do you think?" I put a hand to my face. Loraine didn't answer.  Instead,  she  stared  enviously  at  Yui  playing  with  the  wolf.  "You want to keep it, too. Don't you?"

Loraine cleared her throat, shifting uncomfortably on her feet. "Well…

I won't go against your decision, but this is one way of resolving the issue without killing him."

"I'm a cat person. You ain't swooning me with those eyes like you did them." I put a finger up to the wolf's pleading face.

It  whimpered  in  response  like  it  understood  me.  Exactly  how  smart was this thing?

"Aw. Micchi, you made him sad." Loraine bent down to pet him.

"When  the  hell  did  I  become  the  bad  guy?  Fine.  We  can  keep  the stupid wolf!" I shouted, throwing my hands up in resignation.

While  Yui  and  Loraine  jumped  for  joy,  the  wolf  tackled  me  to  the ground, licking my face. He's got my arms pinned under the paws. "Peh…

stop! D-Down? Down boy!"

"Mmrrph… Kawa's not a boy!" an unfamiliar voice grumbled.

"Huh?"

I  opened  my  eyes  to  a  large  humanoid  beast  that  reminded  me  of Frey— except larger and gray. What was supposed to be a giant wolf on top  of  me  was  now  a  human  with  wolf-like  features.  Long,  gray  hair draped  down  her  back,  two  deep  blue  eyes  peeked  out  from  the  tuft  of hair covering her face, and behind her was the very same wagging tail.

The three of us returned to Cynderace with an extra member in the party. I already knew walking into the city with Kawa as a wolf was going to be a bad idea. A wolf was one thing, but an elemental wolf was another.

While we were still outside the city perimeter, I had Kawa transform into her beastling form.

"I get that your regular form is a wolf, but when we're walking around the city you gotta stay like this. Got it?" I asked to make sure.

"Kawa stands on two feet inside, four outside. Understood, Master!"

She nodded as enthusiastically as her tail.

I  took  a  hard  look  at  Kawa  who  was  completely  naked.  Unlike humans or elves, her skin took on an abnormal grey tint. Even beastlings like Frey had normal skin color. What tufts of fur she had in this form only covered her forearms and legs, including the mane around her neck.

"Keep  this  on."  I  threw  my  jacket  around  her.  Despite  being  a  few inches  taller  than  Loraine,  it  was  long  enough  to  cover  her  knees.  She was going to look out of place, but at least she wouldn't be naked.

Kawa raised the sleeves up to her nose. "Ooooh. Smells like Master!"

"You let Yui and Kawa wear your jacket, but I haven't worn it once."

Loraine pouted.

"We sleep next to each other at night and that's not enough for you?"

I asked.

Fortunately,  we  didn't  draw  too  much  attention  walking  in.  Plenty  of demihumans  of  the  beast  variety  made  Kawa  a  dime  a  dozen.  For whatever  reason,  a  lot  of  beastlings  made  a  wide  berth  around  us,  or avoided us entirely. Which wasn't really an issue. The only problem was Kawa couldn't stop getting distracted.

"What's that smell?" Kawa's head snapped to a mutton shop. "Kawa smells meat!"

I stood between her and the meat shop. "Kawa, stay. Behave."

When  a  caravan  of  wagons  rushed  past  us,  Yui  and  I  had  to  hold Kawa back from chasing after them.

"Don't chase the carts! The drivers will think you're trying to steal from them," I said, bonking her on the nose.

"O-Okay." Her ears and tail drooped.

We stopped by the guild hall to report the completion of my request and  receive  the  reward.  As  soon  as  we  got  through  the  door,  several  of the  members  made  themselves  smaller  or  backed  up  further  into  the room.

Frey's feline ears poked out from beneath the counter.

I glanced over top. "The hell's everyone playing hide and seek for?"

"Mraa…  I  suddenly  had  the  urge  to  hide  when  you  guys  walked  in.

Who… Who's that?" Frey pointed to Kawa.

"I'm Kawa!" she exclaimed.

Frey  cautiously  crawled  out  of  her  hiding  place  to  circle  around  and sniff Kawa. Kawa did the same, and the two of them wandered around in circles smelling each other's back.

"Someone  wanna  explain  to  me  why  you're  sniffing  each  other's ass?" I asked the room.

Frey jolted, apologizing. "Nyahaha… force of habit. This girl's got the scent of an apex predator on her. Was she helping you guys subdue the elemental wolf?"

"She is the elemental wolf," Yui, Loraine, and I said at once.

All  the  blood  drained  from  Frey's  face.  She  and  the  other  beastling members  in  the  guild  dropped  to  the  ground,  belly  up  and  white  as  a ghost.

Kawa bent down to pet Frey on the head. "Hm? Did Kawa win?"

"Ahaha… mew…" Frey whimpered in return.

I had to give one hell of an explanation to calm the whole guild down.

Apparently  beastlings  could  instinctively  sniff  out  the  relative  strength  of their  fellows  and  other  beasts.  A  survival  mechanism  that  helped  them avoid predators stronger than them. According to Frey, the elemental wolf we brought back was at the top of the food chain.

That explained why beastlings were avoiding us.

"I'm glad that you guys resolved it without hurting each other too bad, but… bringing the elemental wolf back isn't what I had in mind," Frey said as  she  signed  off  the  completion  of  our  request.  She  then  pushed  three pouches bursting with coins across the counter. "I've already deducted the guild cut."

We split the reward money three ways— Loraine, Yui, and myself.

"Any more personal requests I should be aware of?" I asked Frey.

She shook her head. "Nope. Prince Kain did come looking for you the evening you left. Might wanna check what that's about."

"I have to explain Kawa to him sooner or later." I sighed.

"You aren't weaseling your way out." Frey grabbed Yui by the back of her collar as we're leaving. "The grunt work is done, but we still have work that only the guild leader is authorized to do."

"B-But my day off!" Yui stammered, flailing in Frey's grasp.

"You  spent  your  day  off.  Now  it's  back  to  work!"  Frey  snarled, dragging Yui by the leg back into the building.

"Nooooo! Anego!"

I gave Yui a thumbs up. "You heard the lady. Be a proper functioning member of society, guild leader."

When  we  got  home,  there  was  someone  in  our  yard  tending  the garden bed. At a second glance. It's Kain, not in his usual armor or casual

blue and gold tunic, but in a simple shirt and farmer's hat. He sat down on an overturned pot to take a breather and saw us coming home.

"Okay,  first—  don't  sniff  Kain's  ass  like  you  did  with  Frey.  Actually, don't sniff anyone's ass," I warned Kawa.

"But how will Kawa make friends with people?" she asked seriously.

"Normally!" I sighed.

"Lady Micchi! Lady Loraine! I'm glad to see you both in good health,"

Kain  said,  wiping  the  sweat  from  his  recently  tanned  face.  He  noticed Kawa and offered a hand. "And you've brought a guest? I am Prince Kain

—Ow, ow!"

Kawa grabbed his hand and squeezed. "Kawa!"

"You  out  here  picking  flowers?"  One  look  around,  and  I  could  tell there were plenty of new flowers that weren't here when we left. In fact, the  yard  was  previously  cut  grass.  Now  there  was  a  whole  rainbow  of flowers leading up to the house.

"Trying  my  hand  at  a  new  hobby.  Turns  out,  I  have  quite  the  green thumb." He waved a hand across our yard like he was showing off a new car.

My  impression  of  him  being  a  royal  prince  shattered  with  each passing day.

"Anyway, don't freak out. I brought home an elemental wolf." As I said that, Kain paused for a moment and then burst out laughing.

"Ahh, I see this must be one of your other world jokes." He wiped a tear  from  his  eye  and  then  fell  into  thought.  "Bringing  home  dangerous creatures is a common gag, yes? Maybe I can scare my sisters one day telling them I brought home an adult dragon—"

"It'll be faster if I show you." I coated Sacchan in ice and tossed it to Kain. "Kawa, fetch."

Kain stared at the bat in his hands confused.


  "Fetch…? What are you—?!" The rest of his sentence was cut short by Kawa slamming into him in full form.

"AAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! AHHHHHHHH! HELP ME!"

The  two  of  them  roll  around  in  the  flowerbed,  ruining  Kain's  freshly planted  handiwork.  Well…  it  was  more  Kawa  tossing  him  around  like  a ragdoll, and he was panicking, curled up in the fetal position with Sacchan hugged to his chest.

"Prince Kain! Bad Kawa, down!" Loraine went to help, and managed to scold Kawa off of him.

Maybe it was because Loraine and Kawa were mages, but the two of them  got  along  really  easily.  Whenever  Loraine  gave  her  an  order,  she listened. When I tried to give Kawa an order, she'd think we're playing.

Even now Kawa sat obediently by the hearth in her humanoid form as Loraine  brushed  her  hair.  Loraine  even  let  Kawa  lick  her  face.  It  would have been fine if Kawa was in wolf form, but in the appearance of a grown woman— I was feeling guilty having inappropriate thoughts.

Kain entered the living room with a tray of tea. He was less afraid of Kawa now that she wasn't taking the form of a vicious wolf.

"You  may  want  to  have  Lars  fashion  her  a  set  of  armor,"  Kain  said, taking a seat next to me and offering a cup.

"Later. I'm freaking beat," I said.

The  aroma  of  mint  and  chamomile  tea  slowly  washed  away  my impure thoughts. It tasted as good as it smelled. My exhaustion began to disappear, making what I said to Kain a lie.

"Remember  that  concern  I  brought  up  when  we  were  in  the  upper wards?" he asked.

I recalled that day vividly. He was keeping it vague so Loraine didn't catch  on.  Though,  it  seemed  he  wanted  to  touch  on  a  different  subject.

"The thing you and Mildred were going to take care of?"

Kain nodded. He pulls out a white scroll that glowed faintly of magic.

Imprinted on it was a symbol of a clenched fist wreathed by two dragons.

Something about their designs I couldn't shake off. Both dragons had long nose hairs, like a fu manchu.

Where the hell have I seen those dragons before…? 

The design was similar to the ones from China and Japan. 

"One of our allies within the United Kingdoms of Dysentia— Amarinth, holds a trial of strength every six months to pit Dysentia's greatest heroes against each other. These battles are normally conducted in teams of two, but  this  year  the  number  is  raised  to  four.  I'd  like  you  and  Lady  Yui  to participate alongside Mildred and myself," Kain said.

"Is this the banner of Amarinth?" I asked.

He shook his head. "The current reigning champion of the Lannarkis Ring  commissions  their  own  emblem  to  be  sent  out.  This  serves  as  an invitation for us to be combatants in their arena at Ash'tar."

"Wait. You telling me I get to beat people up legally?" I grinned.

"Yes…"  Kain  answered,  nodding.  "If  that  is  how  you  wish  to  put  it.

Amarinth  respects  strength  above  all  else.  Their  current  champion  is  so

strong, the Emir of Ash'tar has acquired them to be his personal guard."

Goosebumps crept all over my arm. The way Kain described it, there was  someone  strong  enough  to  be  a  big  deal  in  a  major  kingdom  like Scoth.

"Why didn't ya say that in the first place? Yui and I will give them a fight to remember," I responded, unable to hide excitement.

Finally, somewhere to let loose. If there were people as strong as me and Yui in this world, they were bound to show up at this Lannarkis Ring.

On top of that, I'd get to see how Mildred fights. There was nothing better than an all out brawl.



***


"This is most certainly an advanced form of Change Shape— a spell only  a  master  mage  can  perform.  Other  beings  such  as  high  deities  like angels  and  demigods,  powerful  demons,  and  mythical  dragons  can assume  humanoid  forms  to  live  among  us.  I  may  be  a  dragon  myself."

Mildred  smirked,  smiling  with  such  confidence  that  I  was  inclined  to believe her.

"Don't joke like that. It makes me want to fight you even more," I said.

I invited Mildred over this morning to help me learn about Kawa. She seemed more than happy to, hoping to see Kain here. Her mood soured when  she  found  out  he  wasn't  home,  but  shifted  gears  after  seeing  an elemental wolf in person.

Of everyone I showed Kawa to so far, Mildred was the only one who didn't piss her pants.

"You're  a  good  girl,  aren't  you?  Who's  a  good  girl?"  Mildred  cooed, rubbing Kawa's belly as the wolf rolled around on the floor.

"But Kawa ain't any of those. I get that elemental wolves have magic, but they're able to transform into a human, too?" I asked.

"Something you or the other two did must have triggered it," Mildred suggested, fluffing out Kawa's face.

I  thought  back  on  what  we  did.  "All  I  did  was  play  with  her—  well, Kawa thought we were playing."

Kawa transformed into her human form and rubbed her head against my legs. "Everything else Kawa plays with breaks. Master doesn't break!"

"You hear that, brute? Your durability is good for something!" Mildred burst into laughter.

It  was  Sacchan  I  was  worried  about.  Though,  after  all  the  abuse  I'd put my bat through, there was probably no risk of it breaking. Fighting Yui and  having  her  enchanted  metal  nunchuck  whack  at  my  bat  didn't  so much as scratch it.

And on top of that, when I was defending Loraine and Yui, Sacchan powered up. Not only could it burst in flames, but it could also freeze over now.

Magic in this world was something else.

Kawa  laid  her  chin  on  my  knees  and  stared  up  at  me  with  a  goofy smile. I squeezed her chubby cheeks, causing her tail to wag so much it swept the floor.

This  would be cute if she wasn't naked…

"By the by—" Mildred took a seat across from me and kicked her feet up  on  the  coffee  table.  "I  heard  you  shall  be  joining  us  in  the  Lannarkis Ring at Ash'tar next week. You're strong, that much I'll admit. But this is no game, and you should keep your hubris in check."

I leaned back on the couch, recalling all the fights I had up until now.

Only  one  of  them  really  put  me  on  edge  that  was  worth  remembering.

Frey  did tell me Mildred was an SS-rank now, and for the enchanter mage herself to tell me to be careful has got to carry weight.

"Heh. We'll see about that," I said.

We  chatted  for  another  hour  until  Mildred  needed  to  return  to  her workshop. Before leaving, she suggested that I make a visit to Lars' to get Kawa fitted with gear.

I  threw  my  jacket  around  Kawa  and  buttoned  her  up.  "Come  on, Kawa. We're going for a walk."

"Ooooh! I love walks!" she exclaimed.

Taking Mildred's suggestion, we made way for Lars' shop.

"Yo, Pint-sized!" I call out, kicking the door open.

Lars  was  in  the  middle  of  fixing  a  suit  of  armor  onto  a  mannequin when he saw me and Kawa coming in. "Ya keep calling me pint-sized, but I'm at least a liter. What can I do ya fer?"

"This." I patted Kawa on the back.

She changes into a wolf in front of Lars, spooking him onto his ass.

"By the flaming ass cheeks of Ifrit!"

"So  you  got  anything  for  her  that  won't  rip  and  tear  when  she transforms?" I asked.

"Do I— Ya want me to dress a gargantuan wolf?" Lars tugged on his beard as he fell into thought. "I may have something."

Lars walked over to one of the displays on the store floor and found a collar. It was black, with blunt spikes all around it. He instinctively tried to hand  it  to  Kawa  in  her  wolf  form,  decided  against  it,  and  gave  it  to  me instead.

"I'm not risking being a chew toy," he said, backing away after giving me the collar.

"How  am  I  supposed  to  put  this  tiny  collar  around  her?"  When  I brought  it  up  to  her  snout,  it  expanded  in  size  like  a  rubber  band,  but without the tension of snapping. The collar that was about the size of my fist, stretched into a hula-hoop and snapped down snug around her neck.

"Alright, so it fits. But I'm looking for armor so that when she transforms back, she ain't naked—"

Kawa  mistook  conversation  as  an  order  and  transformed  into  her human form. She should have been naked with only a collar around her neck, but she now had black armor— a bikini armor set.

I felt a headache coming and wondered if Lars did this on purpose.

"This gag is getting out of hand. Tell me this isn't the only thing you have?" I put my jacket back on Kawa.

"It's  the  only  thing  I  have.  The  collar's  the  only  piece  in  the  store enchanted to be form-fitting. Sorry lass. At least it's cheap, " he answered.

Kawa didn't seem to mind. At the very least, it covered her important bits.

"Fine, whatever. We'll take it," I said.

Kawa's new armor was a lot cheaper than I expected. Two-hundred and  fifty  gold  was  nothing  compared  to  commissioning  Mildred's enchantment on the ring and Loraine's mage regalia.

The  breastplate—  if  it  could  be  called  that,  looks  like  two  bowls pressed against her chest, connected to the collar by riveted chain links.

Her legplates only cover the outer thighs, and what she wore to cover her crotch might as well be panties.

It actually complimented her bestial body pretty well, seeing that she had fur on her arms and legs. Any more armor would be chafing into her coat.

On  our  way  home,  we  cut  through  the  market  to  pick  up  some groceries.  Loraine  was  still  out  completing  a  personal  request,  so  I

wouldn't be seeing her until the evening. I was starting to get hungry, but dinner wasn't for another few hours.

Might as well pick up something ready to eat while we're out. Kawa was probably hungry too. But I took my eyes off for one second and she was gone.

"Lousy  pet  owner  I  am.  Lost  my  pet  already…"  But  I  didn't  have  to look long. She came running back with the raw, skinned leg of an animal in her mouth.

Behind her, a chunky man struggled to catch up, waving a butcher's knife at her. "You damn, mutt! Come back here with that leg!"

Kawa spat the leg into my hand, excited as could be with her catch.

"Master looked hungry, so Kawa went hunting!"

The  butcher  finally  caught  up  and  had  to  catch  his  breath  before speaking. "Don't… think you thieves can get away!"

"Calm the fuck down and just let me pay—" I tried to tell him, but he grabbed my jacket and yanked me towards him, waving the cleaver in my face.

Kawa's  beastly  hand  clamped  down  on  his  arm  faster  than  I  could react.  She  wrenched  him  away  and  lifted  him  off  the  ground  with  ease, revealing a row of sharp incisors in her mouth.

"Kawa won't let you hurt Master." She snarled in his face.

Well would you look at that. I had a guard dog now.

"We'll be taking this." I slipped a couple of silver coins into his pocket, a  little  more  than  what  he  deserved,  and  told  Kawa  to  let  him  go.  Kawa growled  until  he  disappeared  back  into  the  butcher  shop.  "Kawa,  open wide."

"Ah— ommph?"

I stuffed the leg back into her mouth. "I appreciate it, but around here, you gotta pay for something you want."

"  Munch…  munch…  if  Kawa  can't  hunt,  how  will  she  feed  Master's pack?" she asked, chewing on the leg she had stolen.

On  one  hand,  she  was  a  wild  animal.  On  the  other,  she  was  like  a little sister who was slightly dumber than Yui.

"Look,  kid.  If  you're  ever  hungry,  just  come  to  me  and  I'll  get  ya something," I promised her.

The  leg  dropped  from  her  jaws.  She  threw  her  arms  around  me, rubbing  her  head  against  my  chest.  "Oooh!  Master  will  hunt  for  Kawa?

Hehe~ Kawa will be a good girl from now on!"

I  let  the  hug  happen  and  pet  her  head  because  I  couldn't  push  her away. "Yeah, yeah— Wait, you weren't behaving to begin with?"

When Kawa and I got home, Loraine was there waiting for us with a hot meal.

Kawa  skipped  into  the  room  to  embrace  her.  "Mama's  back!  It  feels like Kawa hasn't seen you in days."

"Awww,  did  you  miss  me,  Kawa?"  Loraine  asked,  stroking  the beastling's head.

I took off my jacket and put Sacchan back on the mantle above the fireplace.  After  Kawa  had  her  fill  of  affection,  Loraine  rushed  to  me  next with open arms. I gave in, slightly jealous after seeing her and Kawa, and wrapped my arms around her, too.

"I thought you were going to be home late?" When I let go, she pulled me back in.

"Thinking about you gave me the extra energy to finish faster! You're not happy to see me home early?" Her eyelids fluttered after asking me a question that only has one right answer.

Wait, no.

This was my chance to turn this around on her. She always put me on the  spot,  embarrassing  me  just  because  I  was  new  to  being  in  a relationship.

I reached out to brush the bangs from her eyes. "I'm just happy to see you're alwi— pht"

Utter silence.

The taste of iron on my mouth never tasted stronger.

Loraine  stared  at  me  in  disbelief,  and  then  buried  her  head  into  my shoulder,  laughing.  Good  thing,  too.  I  could  just  die  of  embarrassment having lost my chance to tease her back. Instead, I was left with a sharp pain from having bitten my own tongue.

She finally looked up at me, red in the face from laughing so much.

"As you can see, I'm  alwight. But it looks like your tongue isn't."

"Stop it…" I couldn't look her in the eyes anymore.

Chapter 10 - Ash'tar, the Oasis City of Amarinth

"Micchi! Micchi, wake up! We're finally here!" Loraine, as giddy as a child, shook me awake.

The first thing I noticed was my parched throat. Blistering winds and a blinding sun beat down on me, yet there was a constant cool chill against my skin.

Kawa  slept  at  our  feet,  her  head  tucked  snug  between  mine  and Loraine's  legs.  When  I  brushed  the  sand  and  dust  from  her  mane,  the distinct glimmer of the amulet Mildred had given her shone under the sun.

It  was  supposed  to  mask  her  bestial  presence  to  other  beastlings  and animals. Seeing as how no one in the other carriages were freaking out, it was working fine.

The  horse-drawn  carriages  that  we  sat  on  were  no  longer  pulled  by horses.  At  some  point  during  the  journey,  likely  when  I  was  asleep,  we swapped to camels. They pulled us across the cracked surface of a bleak and dried landscape. There were other caravans with us going the same way, while others were on another road heading the opposite direction.

Further  ahead,  nestled  between  and  underneath  towering,  jagged canyons,  was  an  oasis  surrounded  by  lush  trees  and  shrubs.  Homes made of adobe were built into the canyon walls, few buildings were as tall as the smallest mansions in Cynderace. The oasis wasn't just a pond of water, it was a large, slow-flowing river traveling upstream past the city.

Unlike  in  Scoth,  there  were  fewer  humans  here.  Beastlings  and darker skinned elves were a much more common sight.

Even  the  clothes  they  wore  were  different.  No  one  dressed  in  thick leathers  and  wools.  Thin  veils  and  mantles  were  preferred  in  this  arid atmosphere.  Some  cover  their  entire  bodies  to  protect  themselves  from the sun, others wore as little as possible, covering only their private parts like prostitutes in a red-light district.

"So this is Amarinth, huh? Way hotter than I expected," I said, taking a swig of water.

"The heat you will never get used to. But the food, the people, all the vibrant textiles— you will love it! It's been some time since I've seen the crown  jewel,  Ash'tar."  Loraine  droned  on  about  the  various  cuisines  and

how many recipes incorporated cactus fruits. She knew a lot, almost as if she were born here.

"Is Ash'tar where you're from?" I asked.

"No," she answered, shaking her head. "I was born in a small fishing village called Xatal'hakir, along the southern border of Amarinth."

Loraine's  voice  was  filled  with  nostalgia,  and  the  way  her  eyes glimmering  seeing  this  desert  city  told  me  she  has  history  with  the kingdom.  It  occured  to  me  that  I  didn't  know  much  about  her  despite  us being in a relationship. She made an effort to get to know me, going as far as perfecting a potsticker recipe for my sake.

But I'd never really made an effort to get to know her more.

Before I could say anything more, Kain and Mildred's carriage slowed down to our pace.

"When  we  get  to  the  checkpoint,  just  let  me  do  all  the  talking.  Lady Micchi, please do not pick fights in the city. Save that for the arena," Kain pleaded.

I gave up a thumbs up. "No promises."

A row of trees framed a path to the entrance of the city. There were no  walls  like  Cynderace.  It  was  a  melting  pot  of  mud  brick  homes smushed together, supported by wooden scaffoldings clearly not meant to be part of the buildings.

Our  carriages  lurched  to  a  stop,  and  I  saw  Kain  chatting  up  a  large lion beastling similar to Oaks.

Which reminded me...

"Was it really okay for you to leave the guild to Oaks?" I asked Frey as her and Yui's carriage finally caught up.

"To  be  honest,  no.  He  makes  a  lot  of  mistakes,  and  I'm  sure  a  fat stack of work is waiting for me when I get back. But I didn't wanna miss seeing Yui in action," she said, stroking Yui's head, who was fast asleep on her lap.

It might be just me, but Frey and Yui had gotten close lately.

"You cozying up to your boss now?" I teased her.

"Nya?! N-No, it's just Yui is hopeless without me around— er, what I meant  to  say  is,  it's  my  duty  to  look  after  the  guild  leader.  Humu."  Frey seemed satisfied with her hasty answer and nodded to herself.

We're  finally  given  the  okay  to  enter  the  city.  The  carriages  were parked  and  checked  in  just  outside  the  city  limits.  I  hopped  off  and

reached up to help Loraine down. As soon as she grabbed my hand, I felt an intense cold emanating from her palms.

It hit me that the weather was a lot hotter outside the carriage.

Loraine tilted her head to one side, seeing that I hadn't let go of her yet.

"You were keeping us cool on the carriage, weren't you?" I asked.

She clasped her chilly hands on my face. "Of course, I did."

I glanced away embarrassed.

Kawa jumped down after us and stretched her arms and legs. Then dropped  to  the  ground  to  shake  off  loose  sands,  showering  it  on  us instead.

She raised her nose into the air, sniffing. "Kawa smells strong people to play with! One smells  really strong like Master and Yui."

"Is that so? I guess this trip won't be boring after all." I grinned.

We're about to head into the city when an entourage of finely dressed dark  elves  blocked  the  entrance.  Behind  them  was  a  large  number  of muscular beastlings staring daggers at us.

"Prince  Kain!  Good  that  you  have  arrived."  A  lean,  dark  elven  man with  a  goatee,  decorated  from  head  to  toe  with  jewelry,  approaches  us with open arms. "Ahh, what fine combatants you have brought with you. I tremble in my trousers at the sight of them."

"I  did  not  expect  the  Emir  himself  to  greet  us.  Once  again,  we  are participants,  not  guests  of  honor."  Kain  offered  a  strained  smile  but nevertheless shook the elven man's hands.

"Nonsense! You are Prince of Scoth. I would be most offended if you do not accept my offer of hospitality," he declared.

I rarely saw Kain put in a difficult spot before, especially with people who weren't his family members. When I tried to butt in, a large rhinoceros beastling with a sharp horn on his nose came between us.

"You  can  step  aside  or  I'll  move  you  myself,  unicorn  boy."  I  tapped Sacchan  against  my  shoulder.  "My  bat  is  a  little  dry  from  the  heat,  so  I ain't afraid to soak your blood in it.

The other beastling giants joined him. A thick wall of flesh formed in front of me. Yui squeezed through with her nunchucks already electrified.

"Oh? Do we get to play early?" Yui asks excitedly.

Things were about to get hairy. I was about to give Yui the greenlight to go wild, but the elf with the goatee ordered his guards to stand down and fall back. His crimson eyes shone like moons against the canvas of

night.  He  jerked  back,  hand  on  his  chest  as  though  someone  offended him.

"How  rude  of  me  to  not  introduce  myself  to  new  faces.  I  am  Owyn Medir, the Emir of Ash'tar, fifth in line to be Sultan of Amarinth. You must be  the  famed  bruiser  of  Cynderace  I've  heard  so  much  about?  And  the newly  appointed  guild  leader  herself.  Yui,  is  it?  Such  delectable  foreign names to roll off the tongue." Owyn clasped his hands over his chest and bows. He smiled, revealing pristine white teeth that hurt to look at. Among the row of white was a single gold incisor on his upper jaw. "The journey here must have been taxing. All the more reason to make your stay at my palace instead of with the rabble."

There were two things I couldn't stand when it came to meeting new people—  grandstanding  and  long-ass  rambling.  This  Owyn  guy  checked off both marks in the first minute of meeting him. The more he talked, the more pissed I got.

We waited in awkward silence until I leaned over to Kain and asked,

"You gonna say something or just let him talk over you?"

"Kain, my dear." Mildred tapped his head with the tip of her staff.

Kain  cleared  his  throat  before  speaking.  "W-We  shall  accept  your hospitality. As allies within the United Kingdoms of Dysentia, it would be a dishonor to decline the Emir's invitation."

"Of course, it would. We shall have a feast tonight to celebrate your coming, and to welcome your friends." Owyn smirked, happy with himself as though he'd won over Kain's humility.

A  part  of  me  wanted  to  smack  Kain  up  the  head,  but  I  didn't  think Mildred would appreciate that.

I  gave  him  a  chance  to  decline,  but  he  decided  to  take  Owyn's  bait instead of spitting on it. I didn't know what kind of guy this elf was, but he didn't show the same type of modesty Kain had when offering hospitality.

My gut churned at the idea of going along with it.

The  Emir's  palace  sat  along  the  opposite  side  of  the  riverbank, accessible by a single bridge that connected it to the rest of the city. It was the  largest  building  in  Ash'tar,  boasting  six  floors  and  nearly  a  hundred rooms.

His  palace  serviced  dignitaries  from  around  the  world,  not  just  in Dysentia—  at  least,  that's  what  Owyn  told  us,  bragging  the  whole  way here.

Every  hallway  was  painted  like  a  mural,  with  depictions  of  bipedal humanoids waging battles against impossibly large creatures. The ground at our feet was just as colorful, each step of the way was paved in vibrant tiles or rugs that stretched from end to end.

We're led into an open-roof room with mats spaced out evenly from each other. There were no chairs, no tables, only cushions surrounding a sandpit.  Owyn  took  the  most  luxurious  spot  in  front  of  the  pit  with  a cushion as large as himself. We all picked our own seat, but Kain was the only one who sat next to the Emir.

"Why the hell is Kain letting the elf push him around?" I whispered to Mildred.

"Cynderace  and  Ash'tar  have  a  long-standing  exclusive  trade agreement.  King  Allo  values  this  city  as  the  entrance  to  the  rest  of Amarinth's  economy.  Such  politics  bore  me,  but  my  dear  Kain  threads  a needle when it comes to Emir Owyn Medir," Mildred explained.

Owyn  clapped  three  times.  "Food,  drinks—  and  of  course, entertainment!"

The  beastling  attendant  by  the  door  nodded  for  people  outside  to bring in food. Trays upon trays of food were delivered to us by dark elf and beastling women in sparse clothing. They wore thin dresses, light enough to be seen through.

The food they brought were no less extravagant. Enormous slabs of meat,  fruits  that  I  didn't  recognize  from  this  world,  drinks  that  were  no doubt alcoholic and would give Frey a bad time if Yui drank any.

Yui stared at the alcoholic beverages and then to me as if asking for permission.

"Fine." I sighed. "Just don't drink too much or you'll trouble Frey."

"Yay! Now that I've got Anego's permission…" Yui pushed aside her chalice  and  grabbed  the  entire  carafe  instead.  "Frey,  let's  go  shot  for shot!"

"I  don't  know  what  that  means,  but  I'm  getting  a  bad  feeling  about this." Frey groaned.

Kawa watered at the mouth, forgoing her manners to start digging in like the wolf she was.

As  soon  as  the  food  was  dropped  off  to  us,  the  women  took  their place in the sandpit and danced. They swayed and twirled, bent their legs and arms in ways I didn't think possible. All the while, not a single grain of sand was kicked up.

Loraine was enamoured by the sight of them.

"And I thought you only had eyes for me," I teased her.

A  childish  giggle  erupted  from  her  lips.  "Believe  it  or  not,  I'm imagining you in those outfits dancing for me."

For one, I didn't know how to dance. I also wouldn't be caught dead wearing what they wore. On the other hand…

Now I've started thinking about how they looked on Loraine.

"Can  you  dance  like  that?"  I  asked,  holding  a  cup  up  to  my  mouth trying not to let my eagerness show.

"The Amari style of dancing isn't unfamiliar to me. I was taught how to when  I  was  a  child.  Would  you…  like  to  see  me  dance?"  she  asked  in return, tempting the very core of my heart.

"Perhaps  you  would  like  to  dance  for  us  as  well,  my  lady?"  Owyn suddenly said from across the sandpit.

The  fluffy  feeling  in  my  chest  was  replaced  by  a  sickening  urge  to barf.

Kain tried to get him to sit back down. "Owyn, you shouldn't—"

"Nonsense!  As  Emir,  I  have  a  duty  to  get  to  know  my  guests.

Especially  one  as  beautiful  as  you,"  he  said,  clearly  directing  the compliment at Loraine.

Owyn  abandoned  his  seat  next  to  Kain  to  come  closer  to  us.  The stench of alcohol and mint was heavy on his breath.

Loraine  was  put  off,  and  tried  to  scoot  closer  to  me  as  he  took  the empty  seat  on  her  other  side.  "Thank  you,  Emir.  But  surely  you  wish  to dine next to Prince Kain instead?"

"Do not be so difficult. I am to be the next sultan, you know? Yes, I can  see  it.  Your  slender  shoulders,  the  curves  on  your  hips…"  The moment his hand touched Loraine's arm, I'd already clamped down on his wrist  with  enough  force  to  crush  bone.  Owyn  staggered  back,  but  was unable  to  get  away.  The  guards  reached  for  their  weapons  and  the entertainers had stopped dancing.

"Lady Micchi!" Kain jumped from his seat in a panic.

"Oh,  my.  For  what  offense  have  I  caused  to  warrant  such aggression?" Owyn had the audacity to ask.

I  pulled  him  close  enough  for  me  to  see  my  angry  reflection  in  his eyes.  "Before  you  make  any  assumptions,  this  ain't  a  warning.  It's  a fucking threat. You could be sultan or king, and it won't mean shit to me—

you don't touch my woman."

The  guards  crept  closer  to  me  until  someone  knocked  against  the doorframe on their way in.

"Hey,  hey.  What's  with  all  the  racket?  Owyn,  you  dog.  Drinking without me?"

A  nostalgic  voice  I  hadn't  heard  in  a  long  time  sent  a  shiver  up  my spine—  a  woman  with  a  light  Russian  accent  accompanied  the  fluent Japanese  speech  flowing  from  her  mouth.  I  shoved  the  Emir  out  of  the way  and  saw  Yui  gaping  at  the  door.  Kawa  made  a  low  growl,  her  lips pulled back revealing her fangs at the new guest.

"Now  aren't  you  two  a  sight  for  sore  eyes!  Yui  and  Micchi.  Damn  I haven't  uttered  those  names  in  a  long  time,"  she  shouted  across  the room.

A tall woman with fair skin, grinning from ear to ear called our names with bold familiarity. Dirty blonde hair swept behind her head, a cluster of strands  cutting  across  her  face,  blue  eyes  as  deep  as  the  ocean,  and more distinctly were the two Chinese dragon tattoos running up the length of her chiseled arms.

I knew her. Yui knew her.

It took everything I had to utter the name, "Anya… Aoshima?"

"Aw, man. You're supposed to state my name  and title. Coming to a new place rob ya of your manners?" Anya yawned, shaking her head. She then  beat  two  fists  together  causing  a  shockwave  to  ripple  across  the room like the roar of a dragon. "Third pillar of the Four Queens of Japan, the Dragon of Tohoku. Been a while, hasn't it?"
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