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Prologue - The Dragon's Rise

I was never strong.

I was born to a single mother in Kazan, Russia, surviving off unfinished  plates  given  to  us  from  a  restaurant  below  our  shitty, unfurnished  apartment.  By  the  time  I  became  old  enough  to  start attending kindergarten, my mother married a Japanese businessman on a work visa in the city.

We  three  moved  with  him  to  Tokyo,  Japan,  a  place  I  knew nothing  about,  to  a  people  whose  language  I  didn't  speak  or understand.  Kids  were  always  whispering  about  me,  making  fun  of my accent and hair color, but I pretended not to hear them.

Sometimes they would gang up on me, throw soapy water on my head, and try to wash the color off my hair. They called me gaijin, ghost,  outsider—  it  didn't  make  sense  to  me  until  I  reached  middle school.  I  could  finally  speak  and  understand  Japanese  fluently,  but that  didn't  make  me  fit  in  anymore  than  bashing  a  square  into  a round hole.

The  bullying  only  got  worse   because  I  understood  their language.  They  told  me  I  didn't  belong,  that  I  was  a  bother,  to  go back  where  I  came  from—  but  by  that  time,  I  had  lived  in  Japan longer than I did Russia.

So where the hell did I belong?

I might as well have been living  in  hell.

Boys  voted  me  as  least  attractive,  girls  dared  each  other  to put  thumbtacks  in  my  shoes,  the  teachers  never  called  me  to  the board  or  put  me  on  cleaning  duty  thinking  I  was  a  delinquent.  I became  an  outcast.  An  actual  ghost.  My  parents  were  happy  with each other, but what about my happiness?

One day, a group of girls trapped me in the bathroom, rubbing their makeup on my face and pouring ink on my hair.

I snapped.

When I came to my senses, four classmates lay unconscious on  the  ground.  My  fists  were  soaked  in  their  blood.  Glancing  up  at the mirror, a crazy bitch stared back at me— my own face.

The same night, my parents got a call from the principal. My mother  and  stepfather  were  made  to  apologize  to  each  of  the parents whose kid I beat up. Worse… that night, my parents hit me for the first time.

Why  was  I  in  the  wrong?  Was  I  supposed  to  just  take  their abuse?

The  principal  and  disciplinary  committee  reached  an agreement with my parents that I would stay behind after school to clean classes. They thought doing community work would straighten me  out,  remind  me  what  it  means  to  be  a  functioning  member  of society.

Who were they fucking kidding?

Staying after school only made it easier for the bullies to find me. The ones I beat up came looking in full force, ten strong— even had some boys with them whose girlfriends I made too ugly to kiss. It was fair game.

Of  course,  I  lost.  I  fought  back  with  everything.  Took  cheap shots, screamed in their ears, ripped the glasses off from their faces.

None of it mattered in the end because I was outnumbered.

They made sure not to touch my face so the teachers and my parents wouldn't see their handiwork. They forced me to strip, kicked my stomach and my chest. The whole nine yards.

The little bitches and their boyfriends came back everyday. I thought  I  would  never  see  the  end.  Going  home  each  day,  every crosswalk I came across was met with the urge to throw myself into oncoming traffic.

Occasionally, I would stop by the riverbank on the way home.

My  parents  began  to  fight.  The  love  they  had  began  to  fizzle  out, replaced  with  the  stress  of  work  and  my  school  performance.  The more  time  I  spent  away  from  school  and  home,  the  better.  And watching the river flow by gave me a peace of mind.

That  peace  was  disturbed  when  I  saw  a  girl  from  my  school getting cursed out and ganged up. Her aggressors were a group of students from another school. They all looked like delinquents, with their  unbuttoned  shirts,  loose  skirts,  and  piercing.  I  wanted  to

intervene  and  help,  but  some  of  them  carried  weapons,  and  I'd already had my fair share of being beaten that day.

To  my  surprise,  that  girl  won.  She  stood  over  the  group  of delinquents  with  scratches  and  bruises  that  didn't  bother  her.  I  felt ashamed of myself when she looked my way. If I was in her position, if she was being beaten, I would have wanted someone to help me. I couldn't meet her eyes and hurried home.

That  was  the  first  time  I  laid  eyes  on  Chika.  Her  long,  black hair and piercing brown eyes that day etched into my mind.

The  next  day,  as  I  was  receiving  my  daily  run  down  by  my bullies after school, I wished so much someone would help me. The one person who came to mind was her, that girl by the riverbank. I fought back, screaming at the top of my lungs to show them I wasn't going to take it lying down. At the same time, I cried for help.

And she came.

Chika laid into them like they were stuffed animals. I'd never seen  someone  fight  with  such  ferocity.  All  ten  of  them,  beaten  until they were begging for forgiveness.

"I  heard  you  from  across  the  campus,  like  a  dragon  roaring.

You put up a good fight," was the first thing Chika said to me. Then she asked, "Where are you from?"

It  was  at  that  moment,  when  I  thought  I  had  discarded  my past,  it  came  rushing  back.  I  could  have  answered  with  my  street address, my home number plate. I could have ignored her question and  just  said  my  name.  In  my  head,  I  saw  the  emblem  of  my birthplace's flag— a crowned dragon. I answered with my birthplace in Russia, " Kazan."

I  laid  on  the  ground  thinking  she  would  give  me  a  hand,  but she stood there staring. She told me something that stuck with me. I heard it almost everyday now, like clockwork, those words played in my head in her voice.

Chika said, "If you stay on the ground, they win. Or you can get up and make them eat those words with your fists."

It wasn't anything profound, but I never needed to hear those words more than at that moment.

I was never strong.

But I was born a dragon.

So I got up, and no one's put me back on the ground since.

Chapter 1 - Anya Aoshima, the Dragon of Tohoku

It was like an icy talon clenched around my heart, digging its claws  into  the  arteries.  My  hands  never  felt  more  empty  without Sacchan.

Warm fingers suddenly intertwined with mine instead, pulling me back to solid ground. Loraine stared up at me with worried eyes that begged me not to leave her side. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves and offered a strained smile to the senior I hadn't seen in years.

"Anya. Shouldn't you be in college?" I asked.

She  looked  at  me  stupefied,  then  rolled  her  eyes,  sighing.

"Ahh, man. The one thing Chika didn't teach you was manners."

Anya made herself at home, taking an open seat and filling a cup for herself. She stuffed her face so full of food she might as well be  part  hamster.  All  the  while  everyone  else  remained  silent  and standing,  no  less  tense  than  when  she  interrupted  a  potential bloodbath.

I waved off Yui and Kawa down from their aggressive stance.

Owyn  did  the  same  of  his  guards  and  returned  to  his  seat  next  to Kain.

"Owyn, I'm gonna need more of this wine. I'm ten drinks too sober to be awake!" Anya shouted to the Emir, ordering him around like he's a lapdog.

"At  once."  Like  an  obedient  mutt,  he  listened,  clapping  twice to signal his dancing servants to fetch more.

My head was still swirling. First Yui, now Anya. It wouldn't be outrageous  to  assume  Chika  and  the  two  other  queens  were  here, too. I needed to know.

But  when  I  tried  to  speak,  Anya  beat  me  to  the  punch.  "You got a lot of questions, I know. Most of them I don't got answers to. I went to sleep one day and woke up frying like bacon in a desert. I'm guessing the same for you two?"

"Yeah.  Except  I  had  shade.  More  importantly—"  I  was interrupted by the returning dancers, each carrying three steins to a hand.

"Perfect timing. Drink now, talk later!" Anya grabbed two from the nearest girl and shoved one in my hand. She noticed Loraine's hands were empty and gave one to her, too. "Dark elf chick should drink, too. Yui! Come here and get drunk with me!"

"Wait,  wait  a  minute—!"  Anya  swept  us  up  into  her  pace despite all the questions I wanted to ask.

Her intrusion shook up the dynamic of the feast for the rest of the  evening.  Good  thing,  too.  Because  the  Emir  never  found  a chance  to  chime  in  again.  His  pompous  voice  was  getting  on  my nerves anyway.

It was mainly just me, Yui, and Anya drinking until we couldn't see  straight  anymore.  Mildred  and  Frey  were  more  than  happy  to watch us get sloshed, but Kain couldn't find the words to speak after that.

We  were  all  given  separate  rooms  in  the  Emir's  palace.

Mildred followed after Kain despite his insistence that they not sleep together. The rest of us retired for the night, too.

"Yui  and  I  will  take  another  room.  I'm  sure  you'd  like  your privacy  with  Loraine,  nyehehe~"  Frey  said,  picking  up  the unconscious Yui on her back.

Anya  helped  carry  Kawa  to  my  room  while  I  had  Loraine  on my back. I half-expected the room to be without a bed after seeing a chairless  dining  hall,  but  a  round  bed  of  lavish  red  and  gold  satin sheets awaited us. There were more cushions than I knew what to do with. I had to throw some off to make room for Loraine.

When I laid her down and pulled the sheets over her, a hand tugged  at  mine.  She's  half  asleep,  mumbling  something  I  couldn't make out. Anya put Kawa at the foot of the bed and took a seat on the far wall. She was nursing one last drink.

"You  have  any  regrets?"  Anya  suddenly  asked,  staring  into what's left in the cup. "Leaving Japan, I mean."

Watching Loraine's sleeping face, I thought the answer would come without hesitation. It didn't.

"The only thing I regret is not settling the score with Chika," I answered.

Anya  shrugged,  turning  the  stein  upside  down  to  catch  the last drop onto her tongue. "I like it here. No one cares where I came from.  No  shortage  of  strong  punks  to  fight.  At  the  end  of  the  day, everyone's just another punching bag."

She  clenched  her  fist  so  hard,  the  dragon  tattoo  on  her  arm seemed to come to life as her muscles swelled. Then it occurred to me— I should have guessed when I saw her.

"You're  going  to  be  fighting  in  the  tournament,  aren't  ya?"  I asked.

The smirk on her face answered the question for me. And she knew  I  was  in  it,  too.  The  dragon  emblem  Kain  showed  me  before we left Cynderace was the exact design on Anya's arms.

"We  may  be  in  another  world,  but  it  doesn't  change  who  or what  we  are.  I'm  gonna  rise  to  the  top,  Micchi.  You're  just  another rung on the ladder for me to get there," Anya said.

A  pulsating  power  similar  to  Sacchan  and  Yui's  weapon emanated  from  her.  Anya  was  strong  in  Japan,  strong  enough  to conquer the entire Tohoku Region. No doubt she had gotten herself some kind of power when she came here, too.

I  couldn't  pinpoint  where  it  was.  All  I  sensed  was  something inside or around her.

My  blood  was  boiling  again,  not  out  of  rage  or  fear—  it  was excitement. A feeling I hadn't felt since facing Yui.

"Welp. Night's over when the cup's empty. We should do this again  sometime.  You're  the  closest  thing  to  Chika  I  can  drink  with.

You also don't get wasted after a few drinks like Yui. " Anya went for the door, waving without turning back.

"Anya, wait. You… really don't know if Chika is here?" I asked again.

"Sorry, kid."

The  door  closed.  It  was  like  an  emptiness  escaped  out  the door as she left.

I hadn't gotten over Chika after all.

Loraine's hand squeezed tighter. I turned to see that she was awake.

"When did you wake up?" I laid down, prompting her to scoot closer to me..

"I  never  fell  asleep.  I  was  worried  something  was  going  to happen,  so  I  stayed  awake,"  she  whispered,  pulling  me  into  her arms.

Guilt  wracked  at  my  heart.  A  heavy  and  sinking  feeling weighed down on it. "You heard everything then. About Chika—"

Loraine  buried  my  face  into  her  chest  before  I  could  finish speaking. Her chin kneaded gently against the top of my head, the rhythmic massage and warmth of her body making me drowsy.

"She doesn't matter," she said, the sound of her voice neither hurt nor betrayed even as my thoughts were occupied by someone else. "You don't have to apologize for anything when you're with me."

I  shut  my  eyes  and  drifted  to  sleep  listening  to  the  sound  of her heartbeat.

It  was  pretty  damn  hot  the  next  morning.  I  saw  a  ceiling  I didn't recognize and remembered that we're in Ash'tar. Loraine clung to my arm, her sleeping face so close that I could get used to staring at  it.  She  wasn't  even  awake  and  could  still  make  my  heart  skip  a beat.

Slowly, I pulled my arm away without waking her and sat up on  the  bed.  Something—  several  things  roll  off  my  chest.  I  glance over  to  see  a  dead  snake,  an  owl  cocking  its  head  at  me,  and  a random shoe between my legs.

"Ka… Kawa!"

Kawa  knelt  on  the  ground,  whimpering  with  her  tail  tucked between  her  legs.  "Kawa  wanted  to  surprise  feed  Loraine  and Master in the morning!"

"What makes you think I want to eat this?" I asked, holding up the dead snake by its tail end.

Every single critter brought to me had large puncture wounds all over the bodies. A mix of slobber and blood oozed from the holes,

some of it staining the beautiful bedsheets and cushions.

This was the most disgusting thing I could wake up to.

Loraine  came  to  Kawa's  defense,  hugging  her  from  behind.

"Kawa  had  good  intentions.  She's  still  new  to  living  around  people.

I'm flattered she mangled a clytherian desert owl… though, these are quickly becoming extinct in Amarinth..."

"Don't encourage her." I threw my hands up in resignation. "I guess I should be lucky Kawa's housebroken. Waking up to piss and shit every morning would be worse."

"Kawa makes sure to go in front of other people's doors!" she exclaimed proudly.

"That doesn't inspire confidence, but better than our place." I shrugged.

There was a knock at the door. A dark elven girl, younger than Loraine, greeted us with a stack of clothing in her arms. "The Emir would  like  to  offer  you  the  garbs  of  our  culture.  You  will  find  them comfortable in the otherwise unbearable heat of Amarinth."

Loraine grabbed an outfit and unravelled it to a thin, sky-blue dress. It left her belly, shoulders, and much of her back exposed. A veil  was  worn  around  the  neck,  wrapping  around  her  chest  and  to the back, and then coming back to the waist where it forms the rest of  the  skirt.  The  way  the  fabric  hung  against  her  hips  made  her waistline curves wider and appeared more voluptuous.

It reminded me of the belly dancers' outfit from last night, but not as revealing.

"I  never  thought  I  would  get  to  wear  this  again!  How  do  I look?" she asked, twirling in place, eager to hear my opinion.

I took a good hard look and felt my face heat up. "Honestly, I'd rather  you  wear  your  regular  clothes,  but  it  looks  like  you  want  to wear this one."

The more I looked at her, the more I had a hard time hating on Owyn. He was an asshole creep who checked us out like we were a row of roast duck on a skewer rack, but if it wasn't for him being an asshole creep, I wouldn't have gotten to see Loraine in this.

He was still an asshole creep, though.

"Loraine!  Loraine!  We  look  alike!"  Kawa  shouted  as  she dressed herself in a similar garb.

Kawa's had a loop around her shoulders, and a loose shawl on  her  neck.  Ornamental  beads  of  gold  and  silver  hung  from  the chest area, jingling lightly as she moved. She started jumping around the  room  like  an  excited  dog,  but  since  she  was  in  human  form,  it made for a silly sight.

"Kawa,  don't  jump  around  so  much  or  your  shawl  will  come off!" Loraine fixed Kawa's dress and fluffed out the hems at her feet.

"Okay."  Kawa  obediently  stood  still  to  let  Loraine  adjust  her clothes, but all that energy went to wagging her tail instead.

I  was  starting  to  see  a  familiar  trend  with  Loraine  and  other people.  She  mothered  Yui  and  Kawa  a  lot.  Even  when  Yui  was hostile to her, Loraine never hesitated to help her when she got hurt.

My  ass  landed  on  another  dress  when  I  sat  on  the  bed.  An ivory dress with gold embroidery along the hems. A fist-sized silver ring  on  the  chest  brings  the  fabric  together,  but  barely  covers  my back.  The  skirt  stopped  at  the  knees  and  had  a  long,  flowing  sash that emulated a cloak.

When I looked up, Kawa and Loraine were staring right at me.

"Oh,  no.  I'm  not  wearing  this,"  I  declared,  putting  my  foot down.

"I  can't  fucking  believe  I'm  wearing  this."  It  was  deja  vu  all over again when Mildred gave me the tavern dress.

"Seeing  Micchi  in  a  dress  from  my  culture  is  a  dream  come true," Loraine said.

"Ain't  this  a  little  too  breezy  below  the  waist…?"  I  asked, tugging on the hems to try and cover more of my skin.

Loraine shook her head. "Nonsense! It's not often I get to see your bare legs unless I'm down there—"

"Don't say anymore!" I put a hand over her mouth, but she just ended up licking my palm and giggling.

When I pulled away, her hands clamp around my face with a vise.

"Let  me  have  my  fill  of  you  before  we  go  downstairs,"  she said,  licking  her  lips.  Her  hold  on  me  was  a  lot  stronger  than  I thought.  I  couldn't  pry  her  hands  off.  It  was  then  that  I  noticed  her arms  glowing  with  magic.  This  hornbat  just  enhanced  herself  with magic  to  overpower  me.  "Mildred  gave  me  some  magic  lessons—

namely a powerful enhancement to empower strength."

"Wait, Loraine… not in front of— mmmrphhh!"

Once  Loraine  had  her  fill,  we  went  downstairs  to  the  main chamber where the Emir received important guests. Owyn was in a meeting  with  a  group  of  important-looking  beastling  and  elves, dressed  in  silken  regalia,  every  finger  and  earlobe  adorned  with oversized  jewelry.  It  was  like  they  were  in  competition  over  who's richer.

The discussion was filled with obscenities and finger-pointing.

They complained to Owyn about defenses and monsters. The Emir himself  was  laying  down  on  a  lounging  chair,  propped  up  by  his elbow and yawning into a hand.

Anya  stood  next  to  him,  arms  crossed  with  the  same  bored look until she saw us. She waved from her spot, but was unwilling to step  away  from  Owyn's  side.  Her  eyes  were  trained  on  the  men before him.

As  we  came  in,  one  of  the  Emir's  guests,  a  portly  elf  with  a beard down to his knees, shoved an empty glass into my hand. "Do not keep me waiting, servant. More wine!"

"Of course." I reached for the carafe carried by the servant he mistook me for and poured the contents on top of his head. The red liquid stained the white and yellow turban down to his robes. "Sorry, my hand slipped."

He could hardly believe what just happened. "Y-You bitch—!"

"Please, excuse her!" Owyn shouted, rising to his feet. "This woman  is  my  guest  and  a  participant  of  the  Lannarkis  Ring.  My apologies  gentlemen,  but  this  meeting  must  be  cut  short.  I  shall arrange for us to meet again with better accommodations."

His guests left begrudgingly. The one I spilled wine on grunted as he passed me on the way out.

Owyn pranced up to us, eyes lingering uncomfortably long on Loraine until I stepped between them. Kawa came between us, lips pulled back to a low snarl.

"I'm  glad  you  ladies  have  taken  a  liking  to  the  dresses.  It would be a shame to waste such beauty that should be accentuated with proper outfits," Owyn said, eyes scanning me up and down as he nodded to himself.

Better me than Loraine, but it was still disgusting.

"We're not here to be eye-candy," I said curtly.

"Of course not!" He retreated back to his seat, leaning forward with an elbow on his knee. "You are here to fight, but the trial is not for another two days. I do, however, have a bit of a problem I would like you to solve for me— nay, for Ash'tar."

Anya  who  shrugged  and  continued  after  him,  "Gargantuan sandworm. It's been terrorizing the bullmor and cactus fruit farms to the west. We want to take care of it before the end of the day."

"It is the least you can do for me after treating your prince to a meal and a place to stay, no?" he asked, grinning with palms open and daring me to refuse.

"You're  patronizing  the  wrong  girl.  I  don't  play  games."  I scoffed.

When  I  clenched  my  bat,  Anya  put  a  hand  on  Owyn's shoulder.  She  cocked  her  head  to  one  side,  warning  me  not  to  try anything funny, so I loosened my grip on Sacchan.

"Let me take it from here, Owyn. You got other things to do,"

she said, nudging him towards the door.

"Ah, yes. I must prepare the coliseum. I am the host, after all!"

He  laughed  on  his  way  out,  but  not  before  getting  an  eyeful  of Loraine from the back.

As  soon  as  he's  gone,  Anya  leaned  down  to  eye-level  with me. "We each got our circumstances. You don't touch my benefactor, I don't touch yours."

"He's a cunt," I said, kicking a nearby cup.

"I know." Anya patted me on the back and grabbed a carafe of wine on our way out.

I  had  Loraine  and  Kawa  stay  behind  despite  their  protests.

They  would  probably  follow  me  to  the  gates  of  hell  if  I  didn't  chain them  down.  A  gargantuan  sandworm  didn't  sound  like  something anyone short of  fucking strong could take.

With the entourage we came with, we'd probably splatter the worm  across  the  desert.  I  settled  for  waking  up  Yui  and  changing back into my clothes to come out with Anya alone.

"Uweehh…  I'm  never  drinking  again…"  Yui  complained,  her face pale as a ghost.

"Drink less— actually, quit drinking. I told you last time. You're bothering Frey whenever you do," I said, chopping her on the head.

Yui stuck her tongue out. "Frey didn't mind. She liked having me around, drunk or not!"

Without  Loraine's  cold  magic  or  being  under  the  shelter  of shade,  the  scorching  Amarinth  heat  was  getting  to  my  head.  I  was drenched  from  head  to  toe  in  sweat  just  riding  on  the  camel.  My clothes had magic resistance to magical fire, but not natural heat.

"Not much further!" Anya pointed to a farm in the distance.

A  family  of  beastlings  were  harvesting  in  a  field  of  spineless cactus. Blue warts grew out of the top of the flower in each cluster which  they  collected  and  threw  into  a  basket.  An  older  beastling woman with long, pointy ears and thick arms wiped the sweat from her forehead before approaching us.

"Thank  goodness.  I  thought  the  Emir  had  forsaken  us,"  she said, her shoulders slackening, a testament to how on edge they had been under the threat of the worm.

"We're here to take care of the problem, and I brought help to put  it  down."  Anya  gestured  to  us,  but  the  beastling  didn't  seem  to care much for our presence.

"Well? Where the hell is it?" I asked, glancing around at all the valleys  and  tumbleweeds  rolling  about.  "I  wanna  kill  this  thing  and get back to the city."

The beastling pointed south where the ground depressed into two jagged valleys.

"Last  I  saw  it  dragged  my  bullmor  down  that  way,"  she answered, spitting at the ground.

The three of us went towards the valley on foot, not wanting to risk  the  worm  catching  us  off-guard  on  the  camels.  The  valley  the beastling woman described was just two large cliff faces jutting out of the ground.

Dead  silence  in  the  air  except  for  the  blistering  winds  that offered  no  relief  from  the  heat.  It  didn't  take  long  to  find  a  trail.

Indentations in the ground showed it was traveling along the surface just recently. At the end of the path, we found a hole the size of an elephant that led into the darkness.

"Before  you  ask,  I'm  not  jumping  in  there,"  Yui  said,  backing away from the abyss.

A loud rumbling like a stampede grew louder behind us.

The tremors stopped. Dirt and debris were sent flying in front of us. The gargantuan sandworm breached the surface like a whale out of water, blotting out the sun as it soared overhead. It was much larger than I expected, about the size of a semi truck.

Three  beak-like  fangs  snapped  open,  revealing  rows  of hundreds  of  smaller  fangs  inside.  The  brown  monstrosity  landed head-first, digging back under the surface.

Yui keeled over laughing with tears in her eyes. "Ahahaha! It's like a giant flying dildo!"

I rolled my eyes.

"How the fuck do we kill the fishbait ifi t dives underground?" I asked, keeping my eyes low for any shift in the dirt.

The  ground  beneath  me  shuddered  again.  I  smashed  down with Sacchan and heard a sharp screech before it took off in another direction.

Anya, who had been quiet this entire time, finally opened her eyes  as  an  idea  came  to  mind.  "You  two  got  any  magic  in  your weapons that can freeze the ground?"

"You're  in  luck.  Whatcha  need?"  At  my  will,  a  coat  of  ice coalesced on Sacchan.

"On my call, I need you to freeze the ground around us." Anya tapped  her  foot  a  few  times.  At  first,  nothing  was  happening.  Then the trembling became more intense. It began to charge at Anya just

below the surface. Just as it got underneath her, she drove her fist into the ground and yanked the sandworm right out. "Now!"

As  Anya  chucked  the  worm  into  the  air,  I  struck  down  with Sacchan. The desert floor in the valley froze over in a sleet of ice. As the  worm  plummeted,  it  opened  its  beak  to  dig  down  but  smashed into the ice instead, skidding across the surface in Yui's direction.

"Hoohaa.  Fried  worm,  coming  right  up!"  Yui  sucked  in  a breath.  The  nunchuck  tucked  under  her  arm  fired  out  as  the  worm got  close,  electrifying  it  and  sending  it  squirming  in  a  rampage towards Anya.

"Hey!  Anya,  watch  out!"  I  shouted,  seeing  her  preoccupied looking at her own fists.

The sandworm lunged, jaws opened, ready to eat her whole.

Anya kissed her fist, causing a chill to run up my spine despite the sweltering  temperatures.  She  stepped  out  of  the  way  and  grabbed the lip of the monster's mouth, stopping it in place without so much as moving an inch herself.

"I'm  expecting  you  guys  to  give  a  good  fight,"  Anya  said, clenching her free hand. The dragon tattoo on her arm came to life, the  mouth  opened  and  gushed  inky  fire  onto  the  fist.  Her  arm swelled, seething with fire and magic energies. "Because I won't be holding back."

Anya smashed her fist into the worm with an explosive punch, sending shockwaves that knocked me and Yui off our feet. The blast kicked  up  a  sandstorm  blowing  through  the  valley.  When  the  dust settled, the entire face of the valley was smeared in blood and guts.

Anya tossed the remains of its head over her shoulders.

A very big, shit-eating grin flashed across her face.

I got it now.

Owyn  didn't  send  us  out  here  to  take  care  of  a  sandworm problem. He sent Anya out here to show  us  how strong  she was.

"Anego…"  Yui  was  bouncing  with  anticipation,  barely  unable to  contain  her  bubbling  excitement.  "I  can't  wait  to  fight  her  even more now!"

Even as I held Sacchan which never failed to calm me down, I couldn't shake away the jitters. But these were the good kinds. The

sensation that told me it was going to be a real blowout.

"You  and  me  both.  Bring  it  on,"  I  said,  staring  Anya  in  the eyes.

Chapter 2 - Ash'tar's Nightlife When  the  sun  set  in  Ash'tar  it  was  like  being  in  Shinjuku  for new years but on crack. People were shoulders apart, bumping into each other and starting fights in the middle of the streets. The whole city was a red-light district, with brothels at every corner and women soliciting anyone that passed by.

The temperature had since dropped along with the sun. While it  was  chilly  enough  to  cut  through  bones,  many  of  the  residents were no more dressed than they were during the day.

That included us.

Loraine  wouldn't  take  no  for  an  answer.  I   had  to  wear  the revealing white dress Emir Owyn gave us. But if she was happy, who was I to complain?

Too  bad  most  of  us  split  up  soon  after  we  left  the  Emir's palace.

Kawa  and  Loraine  got  distracted  by  a  parade  for  the Lannarkis  Ring  at  the  north  side  of  the  city.  Yui,  Frey,  and  I  were dragged the opposite way by the crowd and rode the wave into an unfamiliar part of an entertainment district.

"No  good,  I  can't  sniff  them  out.  All  I'm  getting  are  bullmor poop and sweaty beastlings…" Frey grumbled, pinching her nose.

"I'm not too worried as long as Kawa's with Loraine," I said.

Trying  to  find  those  two  in  a  city  full  of  beastlings  and  dark elves wasn't going to be easy. If they couldn't handle themselves, I'd be freaking out. But I'd seen them fight.

"While  we're  out  here,  might  as  well  look  for  an  equipment shop  to  fit  Yui  with  enchanted  clothes  for  our  fight,"  I  suggested, already on a lookout.

"Is  that  Anya  girl  really  that  strong?"  Frey  asked.  "I  thought you and Yui were kinda the peak."

"Suuuuppeerrr  strong!  I  heard  Anya  practiced  boxing  in  high school!" Yui shouted, jumping onto Frey's back.

"Those were just rumors, but they might as well be true. Anya ain't no pushover where we came from. Everyone knew the Dragon

of Tohoku. She's knocked out more teeth in fights than a dentist has in a lifetime," I added.

As we were taking in the sights, Frey alerted me to a couple of dark elven men eyeing us down. One sauntered up to me, and the other three hovered over Frey and Yui.

"Hey,  ladies.  You  wanna  get  some  drinks  and  have  a  good time?" one of them with a pointy nose asked, his was closer than I liked. His mother clearly didn't teach him about personal space.

I  rolled  my  eyes  and  sighed,  making  sure  he  can  see  and hear how annoyed I was. "I'm only gonna say this once— fuck off, or I'm flattening your nose."

His friends burst into laughter. Trying to save face, he put an arm around my waist and drew his face closer to say, "I like girls who play tough to get. You wouldn't be the first."

When  I  grabbed  the  back  of  his  head,  he  smiled  thinking  I'd taken  interest.  Instead,  I  slammed  my  forehead  onto  his  nose.  The elf stumbled back, clutching his now flat nose.

"Aaahh!  Y-You  bitch!"  He  felt  around  his  nose,  the  cartilage had cracked such that it was much smaller than before. "You actually smushed my nose!"

"You're a lot more nasally now. Gives character." I grinned.

"Kain said not to pick fights in the city!" Frey grabbed my arm, hoping to tug me away.

"I wanna have a go, too!" Yui bounced on Frey's back, just as eager to get into a fight.

"No!  You  have  an  image  to  uphold  as  guild  leader  of Cynderace!"  Frey  shouted,  panicking  and  trying  to  keep  Yui  from leaping off.

"Hah! As if we'd believe she's a guild leader. You cunts aren't going  anywhere!  I'll  have  you  know  we're  all  B-rank  rogues  and warriors  of  the  Ash'tar  Branch!"  The  elf  and  his  friends  surrounded us, brandishing blackjacks and knives.

"Oh…" I paused for a moment, gauging the gap in our ranks.

"That sucks."

A crowd of people created a ring around us, cheering for their next nightly entertainments.

"Sorry,  Frey.  No  way  out  but  through  now,"  I  said,  shrugging my shoulders and cracking my knuckles.

"Frey, throw me! THROW ME!" Yui yelled hysterically.

"Nyah— geez, the things I do for you…" Frey flung Yui in the direction of the playboys.

We mopped the floor with them and then some. Now a pile of unconscious and groaning chumps littered the ground in front of us.

I grabbed the elf who was hitting on me earlier. He stared up at me with a bloodied nose and black eye, the fear of death written all over his face.

"Okay.  You  ain't  pretty  anymore.  Ugly  boy?  Flat  nose?

Dumbass? Whaddya want me to call you?" I asked his ugly mug.

"Uh… my name is Drebin…" he choked out.

"Dumbass it is. I'm looking for an armor shop. Know where I can  find  one?"  I  kept  him  at  a  distance  so  he  wouldn't  dirty  my clothes.

Dumbass  pointed  to  the  end  of  the  street  as  people  were clearing  away  now  that  the  fight  was  over.  "At  the  corner.  Bogart's place… guild members go there all the time…"

I patted his waist down and found a light sack of gold. Yui did the same to the rest.

"Thanks for  treating us." I chuckled.

The end of the street led back to the avenue. Turned out the main thoroughfare of the city wasn't too far off from where we were.

Bogart's store was one of the few places that stood out from the rest of the adobe buildings. Aside from the rooftop chimney billowing out black smoke, there was a helmet sign above the wooden door telling us this was the right place.

Inside, the store was a lot hotter than when the sun was out and  beating  down  on  us.  Out  of  the  frying  pan  and  into  the  oven couldn't be more appropriate.

The  shop  had  two  floors.  A  bunch  of  weapon  racks  on  the first, and mannequins dressed with armor on the second.

There looked to be a basement, accessible only from behind the  counter.  The  roar  of  a  forge  stopped,  and  a  long,  fiery-haired woman  with  goggles  emerged  from  below.  Her  face  was  covered

black with soot, but I made out the face of a rather stern and pretty woman behind the mess. Aside from the goggles, she wore a work apron over heavy clothes that appeared to have weight to them.

"Looking for Bogart," I told the woman.

"Aye, I'm Bogart," she responded, her voice raspy from years of inhaling smoke.

Yui  was  the  first  one  to  blurt  out,  "Whaaaat?  Bogart  sounds like a fat man with a thick beard, and— mmrph!"

The rest of her sentence was muffled as Frey put a hand over her mouth.

Bogart  shrugged.  "Not  from  'round  here,  huh?  Bogart's  my master's  name,  and  yeah,  he  was  fat  and  had  a  beard.  Took  his name after he passed to carry on the store's legacy."

"Hope your shit is just as good then. I'm looking to put some enchanted armor on loud-mouth over here. Got any?" I asked her.

She scratched her cheek with sharp claws, scraping away the soot  to  the  distinct  glimmer  of  red  scales  underneath.  "Enchanted armor I got plenty upstairs. Watcha looking for in particular?"

Yui  and  Frey  had  already  gone  upstairs  to  browse,  shifting through  and  knocking  on  armor  plates  with  their  knuckles.  None  of those would probably last against Anya.

"Something  that  you  might  not  have  up  there.  I  need  armor that can take a punch. A big punch," I said.

Bogart mumbled to herself, pacing back and forth behind the counter. She then looked at me, eyes narrowed to slits. "You two are participating in the Lannarkis Ring?"

"What's it to you?" I asked, keeping my guard up for any funny business.

"I have an outfit that matches your specifications. Enchanted enough to withstand a beating from demon giants. It's not something I  can  just  let  you  buy  because  it's  got  great  personal  value,"  she explained.

"This is the part where you ask tit for tat. Spit it out already," I said impatiently.

"Aye. I can't ask the guild, and I need someone strong like the Emir's  bodyguard  to  take  care  of  this  for  me."  Bogart  put  a  hand-

sized stone on the counter. It was smooth, with sigil etched onto the surface.  The  symbol  was  a  triangle  with  two  parallel  lines  cutting diagonally through it. "When I inherited the old bastard's place, I also inherited his debts."

A  faint  pulse  of  magic  static  shocked  me  when  I  touched  it.

"Fine. Just tell me who I need to beat up."

"Before  I  tell  you…  are  you  and  your  friends  close  to  Emir Owyn Medir?" she asked, swallowing the lump in her throat.

Instincts  warned  me  to  keep  quiet  about  my  group's association  with  Owyn.  She  might  clam  right  up  if  she  knew  I  was staying over at his palace.

"Nope. If anything, I want to bash his brains out," I answered.

Bogart  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief  and  sayid,  "A  syndicate  that runs the black market trade of Ash'tar. The Ramaleiks, a crime family with close ties to the Emir himself."

I  couldn't  help  but  smirk.  A  chance  to  shit  on  Owyn  without physically hurting him. Opportunities like this didn't drop into my lap often. It looked like tonight was about to get a lot more interesting.

Bogart  spoke  the  name  'Ramaleiks'  with  a  mix  of  terror  and reverence.  It  was  very  much  in  the  same  way  us  delinquents regarded each other when someone's got a title. Unless they had a secret weapon like Anya, I got no reason to be scared.

On the other hand, I shouldn't be surprised that this city was rife with crime. Some parts of Cynderace was still a cesspool despite taking Oaks out of the picture. In fact, putting him down only made things worse. Hopefully, it wouldn't be the same here.

Well.  TIme  to  take  a  page  out  of  Kawa's  book  and  shit  on someone else's door instead.

"What  else  can  you  tell  me  about  the  Ramaleiks?"  I  asked Bogart.

"They're  the  largest  exporters  of  chukashca,  reaching  as  far south as Scoth and as far east as Jinwa. I'm not asking you to topple the  kingpin  of  the  underworld  empire.  Only  that  someone  stronger than  a  simple  smith  like  me,  maybe  persuade  them  that  I  cannot repay the debt all at once." She sighed.

The  fear  in  her  eyes  was  palpable  when  she  talked  about them, almost as if she was afraid to reveal too much. At the end of the  day,  it  was  her  problem  and  not  mine.  But  why  let  a  perfectly good night come to an end without bashing some heads?

Frey tugged at my arm with beady eyes. "Y-You're not actually thinking  about  doing  this,  are  you?  Oaks  was  one  thing,  but  the Ramaleiks are giants in comparison."

"Give  up,  Frey.  You're  only  going  to  make  this  sound  more exciting to us," Yui said from her back.

"I'll take the job," I reached over to clasp Bogart's hand. "But I need to know what we're getting out of this. Don't wanna come back to trash equipment."

Bogart hesitated to show us anything, then thought better of it.

She plucked a blue crystal off the shelf and tapped it with a clawed finger. The crystal began to unfold, like origami coming undone until a black shirt and shorts was all that was on the counter.

There  were  straps  along  thighs  meant  to  hold  smaller weapons. The shirt was a crop top, but where the fabric cut off at the abdomen, continued down along the sides to connect with the shorts and  appeared  like  a  skirt.  Both  articles  of  clothing  had  a  strange glimmer that made it hard to focus on.

Bogart plunged her claws into the shorts and ran them along the  fabric,  succeeding  in  only  wrinkling  the  outfit.  Not  a  single scratch, tear, or strand was out of place.

"Fashioned  with  Jinwan  crystal  threads.  Consider  yourself impervious to physical attacks while wearing this. You will, however, want  to  be  careful  against  spellslingers  and  bombardiers  who  can attack  you  from  afar.  This  has  no  resistance  to  magic  whatsoever except cold magic," the beastling explained.

From  what  I  recalled,  Anya's  fists  weren't  just  rock-crushing punches. She had magic spilling out of her hands. This might be the best we could find on short notice.

"What do you think, Yui?" I asked her.

Yui  hopped  off  of  Frey's  back  to  inspect  her  soon-to-be  new clothes. She held them up to her own body, and I could already tell

by looking they would suit her. In fact, it gave a very punk feel from the straps and sleeveless look.

"I like 'em," she said. "Let's get this bread!"

Bogart saw us out the door. She made sure to stay within the threshold of her store, almost afraid of taking a single step outside. It felt like standing at the boundary of a weather phenomena. The cool of the desert night at my back and the sweltering store blasting me from the front.

She handed me the smooth stone etched with the symbol of the syndicate. "Unlike in Scoth, gambling is legal in every province of Amarinth.  The  Ramaleiks  run  the  profits  on  their  establishments  in Ash'tar. Wherever you see people staking gold on a game, chances are you will find them."

"Feels  like  I've  been  asked  to  be  hired  muscle  a  lot  lately,"  I remarked, tossing the stone to Yui.

"I always used to say Micchi is good for two things— beating people up and hugs!" she shouted, jumping onto my back.

We  went  down  the  main  thoroughfare  searching  for  big gambles  going  on.  Most  people  played  in  the  streets,  sitting  on rickety buckets and stools, playing on top of rotting tables packed to the  brim  with  beer  rather  than  cards.  There  was  a  game  going  on everywhere we looked. The hardest part was figuring out which one would draw attention.

Yui  got  distracted  by  something  similar  to  a  dog  fight,  but pitting  two  creatures  we'd  never  seen  before.  A  two-headed  snake constricted around an anteater-like animal that had a snout open into large jaws. It chomped down on one head, leaving the body to bleed out and writhe in the sand. The loser forfeited over a large pouch of gold and walked away with his head down.

Frey was beginning to get cold feet.

"You know… I'm not feeling too good, I'll just head back to the palace  early—  nyraagh!"  Frey  nearly  fell  forward  being  tackled  by Yui.

"You can't go. I need my favorite kitty!" Yui said affectionately.

"F-Favorite? Hehe~ I guess it can't be helped. I need to stay and  keep  you  guys  out  of  trouble.  I'm  your  guild  receptionist  after

all!"  Frey  pounded  her  chest,  happier  now  with  Yui  on  her  back again.

The beastling didn't know it yet, but she was going to be my plan to wipe Bogart's debt away.

We came across a promising location just outside of an open roof  tavern.  A  wooden  overhang  above  us  was  decorated  with lanterns  at  every  intersection  of  the  beams.  They  illuminated  the dozens  of  tables  before  us,  all  of  them  occupied,  and  spectators crowded around players like flies to a carcass.

People were gathered to watch four players at a table play a game.  There  was  a  single  face-down  card.  The  dealer  threw  two dice  into  his  cup,  shook,  then  slammed  it  onto  the  table.  He  raised the cup, revealing a six and a four for a combined total of ten.

Without  flipping  over  the  card  yet,  the  dealer  asked  his players  to  make  their  call.  All  four  players  declared  the  word  'low,'

and  the  dealer  flipped  the  card  over  to  reveal  a  twelve  card.  The crowd and the players groaned, having seemingly lost their gamble.

The dealer took the entire pot with a smile on his face.

The gamblers left, and three new players took their place.

"Is there anyone else?" the dealer shouted into the crowd.

I pushed Frey forward. "This one over here!"

"EHH?!"  Frey  clutched  my  arms  and  whimpered.  "I've  never gambled before! I'm a good kitty who works the books! Why me?"

"Trust me," I said, winking.

The  dealer,  a  grizzled  dark  elf  with  a  black  bandana  around his neck, grimaced at the newcomer and asked, "You know how to play, missy?"

Frey  shook  her  head,  eliciting  a  sneer  from  the  other gamblers at the table.

"F-First time for everything, right? Tourist by day, gambler by night... " she answered.

The  elf  drew  a  card  face  down.  "Card  will  be  a  number between two and twelve. I roll the dice, show you the numbers, you tell me if you think this card will be lower or higher than the dice roll.

Guess  wrong,  you  lose  your  gold.  Guess  right,  you  split  with everyone  on  the  table  who  also  guessed  right.  If  you  get  cold  feet,

you can forfeit to get half your pot back. Or if you feeling lucky, call even  if  you  think  the  card  matches  the  dice  roll  and  you  get  the whole pot. Capiche?"

The game reminded me of chohan where the dealer rolled the dice, and players called odd or even. Except this game had the extra step of the face-down card to spice it up.

No.  When  I  really  thought  about  it,  this  game  was  stacked against the players by a huge margin. Why anyone would play this game was beyond me. I would rather dump my money on pachinko.

Not like I could find a pachinko parlor here anyway.

"Alright,  the  bet  is  set  at  100  gold!"  the  dealer  announced, drawing a card face-down.

Frey was about to take from her pouch, but I put a hand over her paw and threw my gold on the table instead. "I'll be your bank.

You make the calls."

"You're putting a lot of faith on my tail here. Don't blame me if you go broke," Frey grumbled.

One of the gamblers, a pig beastling, leaned over to Frey and said,  "You'll  make  more  money  if  you  give  me  a  lapdance.  Haha—

ow!"

He looked over his shoulder to see what had hit him. I was the only one who saw Yui flick a pebble to the back of his head.

The elf threw the dice into his cup and revealed a total of six.

"Call."

Frey couldn't be less fortunate. A dice roll of six meant it was almost  a  fifty-fifty  call  with  an  edge  to  call  high.  Sure  enough,  the other three on the table declared high. However, spurred on by the impatient  ramblings  of  her  fellow  gamblers,  Frey  hastily  declared,

"Low!"

The card was flipped over to the number three.

"Tch. Beginner's luck," an elf player said.

"Bet has been raised to 500 gold!"

The  next  few  matches  continued  to  somehow  fall  in  Frey's favor. Be it dumb luck or intuition, she called right every time. It got to the  point  where  the  players  started  following  her  call.  The  dealer

made  her  last  to  declare,  so  eventually  the  gamblers  threw  their hands in defeat and left to cut their losses.

Frey's  win  streak  had  gathered  such  a  crowd,  that  people were  shoving  and  squeezing  to  get  a  look  at  the  high  stakes gambler.  More  importantly,  it  attracted  the  attention  of  a  wealthy-looking, muscular dark elf who had emerged from the tavern. He was flanked  by  two  large  beastling  guards.  With  the  bet  set  at  ten platinum,  the  dealer  kicked  out  the  other  gamblers  looking  to  join, leaving only Frey at the table.

The dealer tugged at his bandana and took a long swig of his beer.  He  reversed  the  bandana  to  a  white  color,  then  made  a proposition  to  Frey.  "How's  about  you  play  a  round  against  the dealer? Double or nothing."

I put a hand on Frey's shoulder giving her the okay. The dice were thrown into the cup again. Five.

"Call."

I swallowed hard.

Yui swallowed hard.

Frey still has no fucking clue what she's doing.

Then she called, "E-Even?"

The  crowd  gasped.  As  soon  as  the  card  was  flipped,  the crowd  went  dead  silent.  It  lasted  for  only  a  moment.  They  erupted into a rapturous cheer like someone won the lotto. One woman even came by to give Frey a free drink.

A five. Even.

Frey called right again, winning the pot of forty platinum.

In the midst of the celebration, the dealer threw a poker face to our new spectator and dropped his bandana to the ground.

"This  game  is  a  farce  and  our  high  roller  guest  has  been found  cheating,"  the  dark  elf,  who  had  finally  made  himself  known, marched up to the table with a company of guards surrounding us.

The head honcho himself decided to show up.

Now the fun begins.

A muscular ape-like arm tried to scoop up Frey's winnings. I grabbed the guard's wrist, stopping him from moving any further.

"Try  anything  funny  and  you'll  be  eating  bananas  through  a straw, chimp." I flashed my teeth at the beastling guard, something I was told never to do to primates at a zoo because it agitated them.

Unfortunately, he didn't take the bait, and instead looked over to his boss who shook his head. The beastling let go of the stack of gold and backed off. Where the dealer was standing, their boss now took his place.

"My lady, it would be a shame to ruin such a pretty face. This much should cover your troubles, no?" He leaned over the table and plucked  a  stack  of  gold  the  length  of  his  index  finger  and  laid  it  in front  of  Frey.  There  was  no  need  to  count  it.  The  entire  winning belonged to us whether he liked it or not.

"Who do I owe my thanks for this charity?" I sneered.

The smirk on his face was replaced with a disappointed frown.

He  was  hoping  I  would  take  the  gold  and  scram,  but  I  didn't.

Someone too used to things going their way would always flounder at the first sign of trouble.

"I am Haqin, and this road we are on from the entrance to the exit  of  Ash'tar,  is  my  domain.  Little  girl,  you  have  no  idea  who  you are speaking to," Haqin said, almost as a cue to his guards to close in on us.

Behind me, I heard the rattling chains of Yui's nunchuck. She was ready to pounce at any moment. On the other hand, Frey was shaking in her shoes, the fur on her ear and tails puffed up in fear.

"I know you're with the Ramaleiks," I responded.

My confident declaration was a bluff. I didn't know if he really was, but the remark is vague enough to imply he had dealings with them.

Haqin raised an eyebrow, then looked past me to Frey. "Who does Haqin have the pleasure of speaking to?"

There it was. Now this can only end in one of two ways.

"You owe the pleasure of speaking to the one who put a leash on  Oaks.  She  runs  the  syndicate  over  in  Cynderace  now,"  I answered, patting Frey on the shoulders.

"Eh?" Frey shot two very dilated and terrified eyes at me, but I gave  her  a  wink  to  go  along  with  it.  "Th-That's  right!  That  big  bad

kitty Oaks works for me now!"

Haqin's  eyes  snapped  to  me,  and  then  back  to  Frey.  There was some rewiring going on in his head as he tried to ascertain if this was a joke. It wasn't, of course, because Oaks really did work for us in the guild.

Right  now,  my  plan  hinged  on  how  much  clout  Oaks  had  as an  underworld  boss  in  Cynderace.  The  more  he  had,  the  more seriously Haqin would take us.

If  Oaks  had  chukashca  in  Cynderace,  and  the  Ramaleiks were  responsible  for  peddling  it  into  the  city,  naturally  they  would have dealt business with each other. However, with Oaks out of the picture  and  working  for  the  guild,  there  was  an  absence  in  who controlled the contraband in Cynderace.

That  was  a  huge  drop  in  profits  for  the  Ramaleiks.  Didn't matter  how  big  they  were,  they  have  got  to  be  bleeding  in  profits losing a place as big as the capital of Scoth.

It  was  like  controlling  the  flow  of  cigarettes  and  adderall  in school. Take out the peddler, control the supply, the other schools in the districts fell in line. Addicts and delinquents flocked to one place instead.

The  less  enthusiastic  members  of  the  crowd,  who  were originally  here  to  watch  people  throw  gold  around,  sensed  trouble brewing and began to disperse. Even the guards couldn't be counted on.  Patrols  who  saw  us  ducked  into  the  alleyways  to  avoid confrontation,  turning  a  blind  eye  to  the  bloodbath  that's  about  to unfold.

Frankly,  I  wouldn't  be  surprised  if  they  were  under  the Ramaleik's payroll.

Haqin glared at Frey for a moment longer until the snap of a finger  cut  through  the  silence.  "I'm  not  interested  in  jokes.

Gentlemen, take care of these ladies as you see fit."

"We  tried  talking.  Time  for  some  yankee  diplomacy,"  I  said, handing Frey my bat and slipping on the knuckle dusters instead.

"Oooh,  it's  been  a  while  since  we've  done  that!"  Yui  yelled excitedly.

"Wawawawa—  what's  yankee  diplomacy?"  Frey  asked, clutching  my  bat  to  her  chest,  and  freaking  out  as  rough-looking elves and beastlings drew closer.

Yui and I proceeded to beat the ever-living shit out of Haqin's guards.  The  knuckle  dusters'  the  innate  enchantments  coursed through  my  arms,  and  my  fists  sung  through  the  air  as  I  threw haymakers. My punches were so much lighter, it was like they were flying.  And  so  were  the  guards.  Each  hit  sent  them  crashing  into furniture and unfortunate spectators, and of course, my weapons left behind an imprint on their faces.

Patrons  poured  out  of  the  tavern  to  replace  the  gambling spectators who had left. They cheered at our street brawl, rooting for scantily-clad  women  throwing  down  with  big  dudes.  After  knocking them  all  out,  Haqin  tried  to  escape  but  tripped  over  one  of  his unconscious men in a panic.

I put a foot on his back to keep him from getting up. "You're not going anywhere."

"They  aren't  going  to  look  kindly  on  this,  you  cunts!"  Haqin shouted.  Then  realizing  he  spoke  too  loud,  gasped  and  shut  his mouth. Clearly, he didn't intend to reveal that.

Yui sat cross-legged in front of him, grinning. "You pissed off our employer, and we ain't half as strong as she is."

The  color  drained  from  Haqin's  face.  His  chin  scraped  along the dirt as he turned to Frey with a look of terror.

"W-What do you want…?" he begged.

"Bogart's debt. Clear it," I demanded, tossing the etched stone of  the  Ramaleik's  symbol  in  front  of  him.  "If  you  really  control  the length of this road, then she falls under your jurisdiction."

He bit down on his lip. "A thousand platinum is not something that can be cleared— aaargghh!"

I grinded my foot into his back, surprised at the much larger sum than expected. Just what exactly did old Bogart do to incur that much debt?

"How much is your spine worth to you?" I asked him, pressing my shoe between his shoulder blades.

"Nothing,  nothing!  I'll  be  killed  if  I  ignore  that  debt,  then  they will  just  send  someone  to  replace  me!"  Haqin  beat  the  ground  with his fists, tears streamed down his eyes as desperation grew.

I was beginning to wonder what Bogart was worth to  us now.

There was no way in hell the Ramaleiks were going to let her off the hook. I had a basic understanding of the worth of gold in this world, and a thousand platinums could buy a small village. Bogart was one girl, and they would sooner seize her and the store as their property.

"Tsk. Fine Tell your employers the syndicate in Cynderace will take  responsibility  for  Bogart's  debt.  We  pay  it  on  our  terms,  but  if you come after us…" I gestured to him to face my cohort.

Yui  pulled  taut  the  nunchuck  in  Haqin's  face.  Electricity sparked  along  the  chains,  zapping  the  ground  like  a  miniature thunderstorm.

"I'll tell them, I promise! No harm will come to Bogart. I swear it!" he screamed, practically weeping now.

"Good." I helped him up and delivered a swift kick to his ass.

"Now beat it."

Too  bad  for  them,  I  could  care  less  about  paying  back  the debt. It was easier if I just let them think I would .

Frey, whose mouth hung agape and had been petrified since the start of the fight, sprung to life in a panic. "What part of that was diplomacy?!"

"What? Everything bit of that, weren't you watching? Yankee diplomacy  is  when  we  let  fists  and  weapons  do  the  talking,"  I answered,  brushing  the  dust  from  my  skimpy  robes  and  fixing  it before a wardrobe malfunction happened.

"Diplomacy involves sitting around a table, having tea, talking about  our  problems  and  how  to  resolve  them—  not  threatening  to break someone's back!" Frey yelled, clutching her ears.

Yui  hugged  her  from  behind  and  scratched  the  back  of  her ears. "There, there. Frey's in a happy place."

"Guild leader, you of all people shouldn't be— ahh…  prrrrr~"

Frey leaned into Yui's chest, her eyes fluttering as she fell to a state of bliss.

All's well that ends well.

I collected our pile of forty platinums and we made our way to report to Bogart.

"Good news is Haqin doesn't control your debt anymore. Bad news  is  we  took  over  your  debt,  so  you  belong  to  us  now,"  I explained.

Bogart's mouth hung open. She still hadn't fully taken in what that  meant  yet,  but  as  the  gears  turned  in  her  head,  realization  hit and she slammed her hand down on the counter.

"That  debt  doesn't  belong  to  me!  I  have  no  reason  to  pay  it back and neither have I any intentions of belonging to anyone." She crossed  her  arms,  fuming  so  much  that  she  could  have  smoke coming out of her ears as much as her forge.

The  beastling  Bogart  had  cleaned  up  since  we  last  saw  her.

Ash and soot no longer stained her face. Instead, Brilliant red scales covered her neck up to her jawline. A lizard-like tail whipped angrily behind her.

"Calm  down  and  let  me  explain:  I  told  the  shithead  I  would pay  the  Ramaleiks  back.  But  a  thousand  fucking  platinums  is  a thousand  fucking  platinums.  When  my  posse  and  I  head  back  to Cynderace,  you  think  they'll  take  my  word  for  it  and  leave  you alone?" I asked, leaning across the counter to face her.

Bogart's reptilian pupils narrowed to thin slits that glared back at me. She sighed, understanding what I said was neither a lie nor threat, but a warning.

"You  want  me  to  return  to  Cynderace  with  you?"  she  asked, which was exactly what I was hoping for.

"We're  hiring  your  services  as  the  Cynderace  Branch's armorsmith,"  Frey  chimed  in.  "You  will  be  provided  a  place  to  live and  be  under  the  protection  of  Scoth's  strongest  members.

Namely…"

She  threw  an  exhaustive  look  over  her  shoulder  where  Yui clung to her back.

"Yankee diplomacy, banzai!" Yui shouted.

I patted Yui on the head.

"This  guild  leader  here  and  I  are  both  SS-rank.  Ain't  no  one fucking with you without fucking with us," I assured Bogart.

She thought long and hard in silence.

I  knew  from  the  start  getting  her  to  leave  wasn't  going  to  be easy.  This  girl  took  over  what  might  as  well  be  a  family  business.

Bogart  cared  enough  about  the  old  man  to  assume  his  name  and continued  running  his  store.  Now  I  was  asking  her  to  leave  all  that behind.

"Very  well,"  Bogart  finally  said,  surprising  us  with  a  curt answer.

"I'll  be  honest.  Thought  it  was  going  to  take  a  lot  more convincing." I chuckled.

The three of us breathed a sigh of relief. From what we heard on  the  streets,  Bogart  the  elder  was  an  excellent  blacksmith.  The Bogart in front of us might not be the same as her master, but if she carried his teachings, then she was a valuable asset to the guild.

More importantly, taking this asset away from Emir Owyn was a big blow to Amarinth in the long term.

Slowly but surely, I'd bring Scoth to the top of the food chain.

"I'll need some time to pack my things and charter a wagon or two to transport my belongings. I may be leaving Bogart's place, but I  shall  bring  with  it  his  name."  Bogart  leaned  her  back  against  the counter,  staring  into  the  workshop  below.  After  she  had  her  fill  of nostalgia, she handed the outfit promised to us. "Old Bogart crafted this for me. Jinwan crystal threads protect against physical trauma, natural  cold,  and  magical  cold.  They  go  for  nearly  a  hundred platinum a spool."

Wait... 

Old Bogart bought and made something for apprentice Bogart using materials costing a hundred platinum a spool. I was beginning to understand how he racked up such a large debt in the first place, but I'll keep my mouth shut.

"Well,  whatever…  Alright,  Yui.  Whaddya  think—?"  I  turned around to see her already in the new clothes. Frey had her hands up to her face, eyes peeking between the fingers, red up to her ears. I quickly  pieced  two  and  two  together  that  Yui  just  stripped  and changed in front of us.

"Oi. Have a little bit more delicacy." I smashed a fist on top of Yui's head.

"Uguh—  O-Oohh!  It  doesn't  hurt,  Anego!"  She  rubbed  her head in glee.

"Huh.  Alright,  grit  your  teeth."  I  wound  up  Sacchan  for  a swing, but Frey came between us.

"STOP!  STOP!  STOP!"  she  shouted.  "You  two  will  annihilate the store!"

Yui was really digging her new clothes. She walked for once instead of clinging to one of our backs, taking strides with a spring in her step. They fit her like a glove, despite her being so much smaller than their previous owner. Bogart explained that crystal threads were meant  to  be  very  elastic  and  lightweight,  while  retaining  all  the properties of being as dense as the material itself.

Lucky for Yui because she wasn't dressed like a belly dancer anymore.  She  was  already  making  use  of  the  straps  keeping  her nunchuck fixed to her shorts.

The outfit had a mix of punk and gothic feel to it. When I really thought about it, this world's fashion sense was a lot more nuanced than I gave it credit for. Kain's casual wear back in Cynderace could have  gone  down  a  fashion  runway  at  some  avant-garde  medieval shit.

"You  think  this  is  enough  to  beat  Anya?"  Yui  asked  as  we're crossing the bridge back to Owyn's palace.

My  mouth  snapped  open  ready  with  a  response,  but  the words  lodge  in  my  throat.  I  thought  I  could  respond  without hesitating. Between our enchanted clothes and weapons, I should be confident.

But I wasn't.

"Yeah.  We'll  put  her  on  the  ground,"  I  answered,  hoping  Yui didn't notice my hesitation.

An inkling of doubt tickled at my mind whenever I thought of fighting the Dragon of Tohoku. Anya could have come down to us in Kanto  anytime  she  wanted,  and  we  wouldn't  have  stood  a  chance.

But  I  knew  the  only  reason  she  didn't  was  because  of  our  past history together, and Chika was just below us in Kyoto City.

We  crested  over  the  bridge,  but  a  group  of  four  stood  in  the way. They are neither beastlings nor elves, but humans A large man, tall enough that I had to crane my neck to meet his  eyes,  towered  over  the  other  three.  He  wore  a  light  blue  jacket like  a  happi  coat  draped  over  his  shoulder,  and  a  bandana  kept  a forest's  worth  of  hair  from  his  stern  face.  An  imposing  greatsword almost as large as himself was propped on his back.

Behind him, sitting on the railings, her raven-hair tied to a bun in the back was a short woman. She was dressed in a short-skirted kimono,  fishnets  on  her  legs  and  arms,  and  a  black  mask  covered her face up to her nose.

They,  including  the  other  two  with  them,  looked  of  asian descent.

I  didn't  care  who  they  were  or  where  they  came  from.

Ramaleik's  assassins  or  not,  they  were  in  my  way  getting  back  to Loraine. Ain't not one was going to keep me from her.

"You  know  what  the  bottom  of  this  river  looks  like?  Because you're  about  to  find  out  if  you  don't  get  the  fuck  out  of  our  way,"  I threatened them.

A  shift  in  the  wind  cued  me  in  to  the  woman  landing  just behind me. I didn't even see her move. She must be as fast as Yui.

Electricity  surged  across  the  bridge.  The  rattling  of  Yui's nunchuck told me she was ready to strike.

Suddenly,  the  large  man  bowed  and  so  did  his  companions.

The woman behind me reappeared adjacent to him, and bowed as well.

"I am Mingba," a deep voice bellowed. He then introduced his companions beginning with the girl next to him. "Yunlee, Leng, and Fachien."

"Haahh? I don't remember asking for your names." I growled, patting Sacchan against my shoulder.

Frey gasped. She rushed up to me and clutched my arm with shaking hands.

"They're  probably  the  Jinwa  Empire's  representative  in  the Lannarkis Ring. I recognize Mingba's name. He was the Emperor's personal guard before being let go of the post," she said.

"We have—" Mingba began.

"Hey, no monologuing!" I shouted, but he continued unabated.

"Been  watching  your  movements  to  get  a  measure  of  your strength. Suffice to say, we are impressed. The Empress Consort of the Emperor of Jinwa was right that Anya wasn't the only contender to be cautious about," he said.

"I don't care what kind of person this Empress Consort is, but if you wanna get beat before the actual event, I'm happy to oblige."

The moment I ignited my bat, Mingba smiled. I loosened my grip on Sacchan, then made a backhanded swing. The bat impacted with a boom  in  the  palm  of  his  hand.  "Hah!  You're  worth  something  after all!"

A glimmer of light shimmered between the wooden planks of the bridge. Two daggers shot out. I reared back my head in time to dodge  them.  Yunlee's  spiked  glove  stopped  short  of  slamming  into my chest, blocked by the chain of Yui's nunchuck.

The  four  of  us  were  locked  in  a  standstill,  and  a  crowd  was forming  behind  us.  Frey  materialized  her  giant  mallet,  clutching  it close  and  unsure  if  she  should  help.  From  the  way  I  saw  things these  guys  were  far  and  above  her  in  strength.  I  kept  my  eyes  on Mingba's sword, which was likely the most devastating piece in their arsenal.

However, the sword never moved from his back. As soon as Mingba let go of Sacchan, the rest of us disengaged. They walk past us. Frey shot each of them a look, terrified out of her wits.

Without  turning  around,  Mingba  said,  "We  look  forward  to seeing you in the Ring."

"What was that all about?" Frey asked, heaving a sigh.

"Making friends, I guess," I answered, spitting off the side of the bridge.

Why would someone as important as an empress take notice of  us?  I  doubted  even  the  sultan  of  Amarinth  gave  two  shits,  and Emir Owyn only took interest because we knew Kain.

At  the  end  of  the  day,  it  didn't  matter.  I  just  need  to  plow through them with Sacchan.

The three of us retired to our rooms. If I didn't see Loraine and Kawa  back,  I'd  planned  to  look  for  them,  but  my  worries  are unwarranted.

Loraine sat at the foot of the bed. Kawa was sound asleep in wolf form, resting her head on Loraine's lap.

"She tuckered out?" I asked, leaning down to give Loraine a kiss and petting Kawa's head.

"Thanks  to  Kawa,  I've  tasted  every  restaurant  on  the northside  of  Ash'tar."  Loraine  slowly  lowered  Kawa's  head  to  the floor, who then stuck her tongue out and rolled onto her back.

"It's been a long night… Could you spoil me tonight?" I asked Loraine, averting my gaze from her.

A  pair  of  cool  hands  clasped  my  cheeks,  bringing  me  up  to her eyes. In contrast to the chill on my face, a warm smile beamed back at me.

"Of  course!  Anything  for  you,"  Loraine  answered affectionately.

Chapter 3 - Blindsided by the Emir Tomorrow  was  the  start  of  the  Lannarkis  Ring.  Nonstop fighting  for  the  next  two  days  against  god  knew  how  strong  the opponents  were.  Those  asian-looking  guys  seemed  pretty  strong.

Especially the big one, Mingba. I could count on one hand how many people could block a swing from Sacchan.

Granted  I  didn't  put  my  all  into  it,  still  took  me  by  surprise.

Even so, for people like him to exist was good enough for me.

It got my blood going.

Most  of  all,  fighting  Anya  was  going  to  be  another  matter entirely.  She  was  strong.  Damn  strong.  This  was  on  top  of  not knowing who her teammates were, but her knowing full well who we were put us at a disadvantage.

"Thinking  about  the  fight  is  only  going  to  make  you  worried.

You should think about me when going into battle instead," Loraine said, her chin rubbing the top of my head which made me shiver in response.

Both of us were laying in bed, her arms wrapped tight around me  as  I  was  snuggled  into  her  chest.  Our  legs  intertwined  like clasped  hands,  but  Loraine's  gotten  into  the  habit  of  stroking  her knees between my thighs. The tighter I squeezed my legs together, the harder she seemed to press. I'd been on the losing end for the past hour, and she was bound to get to my crotch by the end of the night.

"You  distract  me  enough  in  person,  now  you  wanna  distract me in my head?" I groaned.

I was suddenly having the life squeezed out of me as Loraine squished our bodies together.

"If  I'm  not  occupying  your  mind  24/7,  then  I'm  not  doing  a good job of making you happy. You're always on my mind. Whenever I think about you, I can do anything. Tell me to slay a dragon, and I'll go into its lair using your name as a warcry!" she boasted.

I didn't have to see her face to know Loraine's got a big grin on. All she succeeded in doing was make my face heat up. Though

she was probably already aware from feeling the heat on her chest.

"I still don't get it. What about me is so special that you like so much? Just because I freed you from Bracca?" I asked.

Loraine's grip on me loosened. Her hand stroked the length of my arm, reassuring me that she was still awake. She scooted down a little and pressed our foreheads together so that our eyes met.

"Maybe these feelings were shallow at first. The best way to survive  was  by  clinging  to  someone  stronger  than  me.  Somewhere along the way, I wanted to start protecting you the only way I knew how," she said.

"A-And how is that?" This time, I hesitated to ask.

"By  smothering  you  with  hugs  and  kisses!"  she  answered, once  again  tightening  the  embrace  and  pressing  her  lips  against mine.

A  tongue  pushed  past  between  her  lips  and  slid  into  my mouth. It sent fireworks off in my head. I pushed Loraine away, not because I didn't want it, but because I knew where this always led.

"Too much stimulation?" she asked, sticking her tongue out.

I hid my head under her chin. "I… I like what you do with your tongue, just not when Kawa is around."

"Oh,  well.  I'll  just  have  to  help  myself  to  you  in  the  morning again," she said, humming happily to herself.

"Again?  Wait,  what  is  that  supposed  to  mean?"  I  asked,  but had a sinking suspicion of what her answer would be.

"The  truth  is,  I've  been  waking  up  early  so  I  can  kiss  your sleeping face fifteen times at minimum to recharge myself." Loraine beamed.  Warm  fingers  stroked  my  cheek.  Her  loving  gaze  melted me more than the embrace she had on me. "It's your turn to tell me what you love about me."

It felt like I was being asked a trick question. Yet when I tried to think of a reason, not a single thing came to mind. A whole slew of memories poured.

Every  night  that  she  would  hold  me  until  I  fell  asleep.  The meals  she  had  taken  over  to  cook  without  the  servants'  help, including  the  gyoza  she  still  hadn't  perfected  yet.  The  protective

breeze she put around me coming to Ash'tar. The sound of her voice when I was about to lose control of myself.

I couldn't pinpoint where I started liking her. I just did.

Because she made me happy.

"Well, I—"

The door to our room kicked open. Guards with torches in one hand  and  weapons  in  the  other  poured  through  shouting  for  us  to wake up.

I threw the sheets over Loraine and put my jacket on. When I reached for Sacchan on the table, a guard cut downward on my wrist with his scimitar. The blade stopped on my skin and clinked like the sound of metal against rock.

"I dunno what the fuck is going on, but you picked a bad time to fuck with me." I growled.

The  guard  that  attacked  me  tried  to  retreat,  but  I  threw  a punch that knocked him into the others.

More came in, beastlings and dark elves alike. They glanced around the room, saw Loraine, and called for more who were in the hallway.

"Grab the dark elf girl!" one of them shouted.

"There's two other people in here and one of them is fighting back!" another screamed.

Twelve  more  guards  filed  in,  kicking  over  furniture  and stepping over their unconscious pals.

What was Owyn thinking? Why were his guards attacking us?

One of them said to grab Loraine, so were they assassins going after her? For what?

Didn't matter.

"Kawa, sic 'em!" I ordered.

Kawa lunged at the guards, all of whom flew into a panic by the sight of an enormous wolf tearing into them.

"What's happening?" Loraine asked desperately.

"Stay back. They're after you for some reason," I answered.

The guards were on the defensive now, unable to hold back a wolf  whose  burning  mane  melted  metal  and  ignited  their  leather

armor on contact. Kawa chased them out the hallway where a high-pitched whimper stopped both her snarls and the screams.

"Kawa? You alright?" I swallowed hard, the silence gnawed at my ears.

"You sure know how to make a mess of things." Anya's tired voice came through from the hall.

Anya  entered,  dragging  the  unconscious  Kawa  by  her  collar.

She  yawned  into  her  hand  and  surveyed  the  damage  done  to  the guards that littered the floor. She then flung Kawa across the room, the  impact  breaking  the  adobe  wall  and  sending  her  crashing outside.

Loraine  and  I  rushed  to  the  now  gaping  hole  in  the  wall, fearful for our little girl. Kawa struggled to pick herself off the ground.

"Anya,  you  cunt.  The  hell  do  you  think  you're  doing?"  I  set Sacchan  aflame,  but  she  didn't  flinch  one  bit,  as  expected  of  the Dragon of Tohoku.

"It ain't personal, I'll tell ya that. Just doing what I'm told," she said.

I  clicked  my  tongue,  grabbed  Loraine  and  jumped  out  of  the building,  landing  next  to  Kawa.  Anya  jumped  out  after  us.  She charged forward. I swung my bat to meet her fist head on.

But as soon as they connected, Anya's punch sent Sacchan flying out of my grasp. I threw a fist but struck only empty space. My feet  were  swept  out  from  under  me,  and  Anya  pinned  me  to  the ground with a foot on my neck.

"Ora  ora  ora  ora  ora!  No  one's  fucking  with  Anego  on  my watch!" A shrill voice shouted into the night, followed by a surge of lightning that forced Anya to jump away.

Yui  laid  into  her  with  a  flurry  of  blows  from  her  nunchuck, forcing Anya on the defensive. The tables turned when she grabbed the  metal  bar  and  buried  a  fist  into  Yui's  gut,  sending  her  tumbling across  the  ground.  Yui  somersaulted  to  her  feet,  but  coughed  a mouthful of blood as she got up.

Kawa came to consciousness. Her lips pulled back to a snarl, ready to pay Anya back for being treated like a ragdoll.

"Please,  please!  Let  us  save  the  fighting  for  tomorrow.

However, I must insist Lady Loraine come with me." Owyn emerged from the palace with an even larger number of guards.

Kain, Mildred, and Frey rushed out as well, the look on their faces telling me they had no idea what's going on.

"Lady  Micchi,  what  in  heaven  is  going  on?"  Kain  asked.  He and the others kept a distance from the battle.

"Your  friend  the  Emir  is  trying  to  kidnap  Loraine  is  what's going  on.  Better  tell  him  to  fuck  off  before  I  throw  his  shitty  goatee into the river along with his head," I answered.

Kain  turned  to  Owyn  for  answers,  but  the  Emir  simply shrugged as though it was a bother to say anything.

Owyn  shook  his  head  and  sighed.  "My  dear  Prince  Kain,  I forgive you for your ignorance. The dark elf woman in your company is  no  mere  woman.  She  is  none  other  than  Loraine  Arselios, grandniece of his majesty, Sultan Yusef Arselios."

All  eyes  were  on  Loraine,  shocked  by  this  revelation.  She returned the stares, just as confused as anyone else.

She stepped forward in an attempt to refute the claim, saying,

"That can't be. I was born to a family of farmers and fishermen in the coastal city of Xatal'hakir. My father was—"

"Laaeq,  the  younger  brother  to  the  Sultan.  Your  father  was stripped  of  his  name  and  was  never  supposed  to  bear  children,  as was his punishment. Yet he did," Owyn explained.

Her  eyes  went  blank.  I  caught  her  as  her  legs  buckled.  She clutched my arms with both hands, harder than she had ever done before.

"I remember now. My father sent me on a wagon to Scoth. He said there were people after me and we needed to leave, but… our caravan  never  made  it,"  Loraine  whispered  in  a  murmur  that  only  I could hear.

"I'm not letting anyone take you. Count on that," I assured her, but  my  words  did  little  to  get  through  to  her  in  this  moment.  Owyn had a shit-eating grin on his face. Nothing would make me happier than  to  knock  out  his  teeth.  "If  you  wanna  get  to  her,  you're  going through me first!"

Anya took a step forward, but Owyn raised a hand to stop her.

"We are not so barbaric as to hurt the daughter for the father's sin. In fact, the Sultan only wishes to see his adorable grandniece. I, too, wish to see them reunited. After all," He licked his lips, looking right  at  Loraine  with  a  disgusting  smile.  "His  majesty  promised  me her hand in marriage."

Upon hearing that, my heart sank. Like it was submerged into the coldest part of the ocean.

"I never agreed to any of that!" Loraine shouted.

"No,  it  was  made  for  you.  Under  our  familial  laws,  those nameless exiles who bear children are thereafter children of the next of kin. Come here, Loraine. The Sultan will see any refusal return as the  Kingdom  of  Scoth's  act  of  aggression.  Who  knows  what  they have done to coerce you to stay," Owyn remarked.

Kain listened quietly the entire time with a clenched jaw. His worst  fear  was  ruining  the  alliance  between  the  two  kingdoms.  He tried  to  reason  with  Owyn,  but  his  words  fell  on  deaf  ears.  "Emir,  I beg  you  to  see  reason.  Loraine  remains  by  our  side  of  her  own volition—"

"It  is  not  her  decision  to  make,  just  as  it  wasn't  Laaeq's decision  to  have  children  after  escaping  the  punishment  of castration.  My  dear  prince,  if  our  alliance  is  so  precious  to  you, perhaps   you  will  see   reason."  Owyn,  like  a  calculated  tactician, turned Kain's pleas against him.

Kain bit back his hesitation to say more and rested his hand on  the  hilt  of  his  sword.  He  turned  to  me  with  pleading  eyes.  I couldn't count on him anymore.

"What happened to owing me a favor?" I asked the prince.

I  knew  it  hurt  him  to  hear  it,  but  that  didn't  stop  me  from saying  it.  He  was  a  prince  with  responsibilities  to  take  care  of.

Actions he took would reflect his old man, the king. The very same actions could lead to dire consequences for tens of thousands of his kingdom's people.

I  knew  that,  but  it  didn't  stop  me  from  getting  angry.  The boiling fury raged inside me like a furnace. The taste of iron filled my mouth,  I  didn't  even  realize  I  was  biting  down  on  my  lip.  I  wanted

nothing more than to wipe the Emir's smirk from his face by jamming my bat into his mouth.

If  he  said  anything  else,  I  might  actually  go  for  it.  I  probably could  do it before Anya put me down.

Fuck.

If it wasn't for Anya, if only I was stronger than her— I'd kill all these fuckers.

A  gentle  touch  washed  away  the  fire.  Loraine's  hands  clasp around my hand holding Sacchan. As soon as I settled down enough to feel her touch, guilt began to fill within my lungs to suffocate me.

Her hands were trembling.

"I  know  you  will  think  of  something,"  Loraine  spoke  between quivering  breaths.  "For  now,  let's  not  cause  Prince  Kain  anymore trouble. Okay?"

Loraine let go of my hand and walked toward Anya and Owyn without turning back.

Yui and Kawa, in her human form, each grabbed my arm.

"Are we really going to let Loraine go?" Kawa asked, choking up.

"Let's just beat them up, you and me. I got your back, Anego."

Yui  clutched  her  nunchuck  putting  up  a  brave  front,  but  the  punch she had taken from Anya nearly knocked her out.

Shame  and  spite  clawed  at  my  chest.  If  I  was  stronger,  this wouldn't have happened.

I  watched  as  the  one  person  who  showered  me  with unconditional  love  left,  and  there  was  nothing  I  could  do  unless  I wanted to start a war. But Loraine wouldn't want that.

"Nothing's  gonna  happen  to  her  on  my  watch,"  Anya  said, more sincerely than I'd like to believe.

I pointed Sacchan at Owyn and left him with a warning. "You touch one hair on her, and I'll ram this bat so far up your ass, you'll see it coming out of your mouth. Bet that I can do it before Anya can save you."

After  the  incident,  I  couldn't  stand  being  at  the  palace otherwise I'd end up wrecking the place. I packed my things and took

the closest tavern we could find. Yui, Kawa, and Frey followed after me, but Kain and Mildred stayed behind to smooth things out.

The  four  of  us  occupied  a  single  room  that  was  a  lot  less extravagant and a lot louder than our previous lodging. There were two beds in here, but one of them had a leg broken so it leaned to one side. The wash bin was filled with murky water that hadn't been changed  in  ages.  Drunk  patrons  downstairs  wouldn't  shut  up,  no shortage of creaky wagons passed by the building, and a couple of people next door had been in an argument for the past hour.

Kawa, who normally slept on the floor at the foot of the bed, had climbed on despite being too big. She was having a hard time falling asleep without Loraine, and I had to stroke her head until she did.

At this rate, the racket was going to wake her up.

I hopped out of bed, walked out into the hallway, and knocked on the room of the people screaming at each other on the other side.

The door swung open to a shirtless, barrel-chested man with enough hair on it to call a jungle.

"I didn't order no second prostitute." He growled.

Behind him, a woman with bruises on her arms sat on the bed with the covers pulled up to her shoulders.

"Hey!  I'm  talking  to  you—"  As  soon  as  he  reached  out,  I crushed his hand in my grasp.

He dropped to his knees and screamed. I grabbed his face to muffle him, dragged him by the head over to the open window, and chucked him out the second floor.

"I'm trying to fucking sleep here," I responded, spitting out the window.

When I got back to my room, Yui was wide awake.

"Are  we  really  not  gonna  take  Loraine  back  from  that sleazebag?" Yui asked, staring up at the ceiling from her bed.

Frey slept curled up around Yui's legs. She reached down to scratch  the  beastling's  ears,  eliciting  a  low  purr  which  brought  a smile to Yui's face.

"Kain said he'd look into it," I answered.

"That's enough for you?" Yui turned to face me as I lay back onto the bed next to Kawa.

I didn't have a response for her.

When did  I start falling in line like a grunt?

I was right there. I could have slugged Owyn, killed him even before Anya could stop me, but I didn't take the shot.

I was getting weak. Chika would have said the same thing.

Maybe playing nice was the wrong thing to do after all.

Tomorrow was the fight. I'd plow through every single one of those fuckers, including Anya. If Owyn didn't plan on giving Loraine back to me then, then I'd take her back from his cold, dead hands.

Chapter 4 - The Lannarkis Ring We  made  our  way  to  the  Lannarkis  Ring  in  the  morning  to meet  up  with  Kain  and  Mildred.  Stalls  and  vendors  with  merchant wagons parked along the roadside leading towards the ring, selling food  and  merchandise  to  passersby.  It  was  like  a  whole  festival sprung up overnight.

The  rhythmic  banging  of  drums  and  stringed  instruments  fill the  air,  loud  enough  to  drown  out  the  murmur  of  crowds.  A  rowdy group  got  into  a  fight  with  another  until  they  were  broken  up  by  an army of guards. There were even designated locations for people to gamble away their wealth.

The roads were packed full of people, and getting there was a snails' pace of a walk. It was as though the city became three times more  populated  since  last  night.  Plenty  of  other  races  other  than dark elves and beastlings now wandered the streets.

I  saw  some  familiar  guild  members  from  the  Cynderace Branch.  In  fact,  a  lot  of  strong-looking  people  had  come  to  watch, and it was putting Kawa in the mood to fight.

A  lot  of  folks  from  Jinwa,  the  same  people  whose representatives in the Ring I met yesterday, had poured into town as well.  Their  most  defining  characteristics  were  black  hair  and  lidless eyes. If I didn't know better, I would have thought the whole of east Asia back on Earth was transported here. Of course, that couldn't be the case. But they did share a lot of similarities with the asian folks back home that threw me off at first.

An  overexcited  group  of  elves  talking  amongst  each  other caught my attention.

"Who  are  you  taking  bets  on  this  year?"  a  fair-skinned  elf asked her friends.

"The  Emir's  personal  bodyguard,  obviously.  Anya's  the  ring's champion.  It's  an  easy  win,"  another  elf  answered,  making  a  poor imitation at boxing the air.

Even  people  not  from  around  here  had  heard  of  Anya,  but  I only learned of her being here after coming to Ash'tar. They made it

sound like she had been here for a year. that couldn't be it… could it?

The  Lannarkis  Ring  was  a  massive  coliseum  built  of  pale yellow stones. Two large statues, each carrying a spear and shield stood  on  either  side  of  the  entrance.  A  lot  more  guards  than  usual were posted around, keeping an eye out for unwanted trouble.

At  the  toe  of  one  of  the  enormous  statues  sat  Bogart,  who was almost unrecognizable without all the soot, heavy clothes, and thick goggles. She wore much less now, all she had on was a band around her chest and a sarong on her waist. Scales ran up her arms up to the shoulders and feet up to her thighs, and she wore no shoes to accommodate her clawed feet.

"Ready to see us kickass and chew—? Aw, man. There's no bubblegum in this world..." Yui said to Bogart.

"I  came  to  see  my  benefactors  in  action.  Don't  make  me regret my decision," she answered, flashing sharpened fangs.

Just as she did that, Kawa dove in to sniff Bogart, even going as far as licking parts of her body. Bogart's face turned as red as the scales on her cheek.

"Get this freak off me!" Bogart shouted, trying to hold the wolf in beastling skin back.

"Kawa,  down!"  I  wrenched  her  away  from  Bogart,  but  the damage was done, and she had been covered in slobber.

"Kawa  couldn't  resist.  Master's  new  friend  is  tasty!"  Kawa exclaimed, much to Bogart's displeasure.

As Bogart wiped the saliva from her body, she offered some advice.  "I  watched  the  Emir's  champion  fight  last  year.  My  only suggestion is you don't get hit."

"Solid  advice,  don't  get  hit."  I  noted  down  the  sarcasm,  but knew that she seriously meant what was said.

Anya annihilated the sand worm. Yui and I couldn't hope to do what she did.

I  pinched  Kawa  by  her  nose  and  tugged.  "I  get  that  you  like protecting the pack. I love ya for that. But Yui and I are gonna throw down  with  a  whole  bunch  of  people  in  a  bit.  You  absolutely  can't jump in or we get disqualified."

"O-Oh, Kawa understands. Will we get to see Loraine after?"

Kawa asked.

"I'll get her back. That's a promise," I assured her. "Until then, stay with Frey and Bogart. Behave like a good girl, or you're getting the stick."

Her tail suddenly started wagging like crazy. "Kawa likes the stick!"

"Not that stick!" I smacked my face for misspeaking Behind me, Frey was wishing Yui well for the fight.

"Make sure you come out of there in one piece. I need you in top shape for all the work waiting back at the guild," Frey said.

"Hehe. Anego and I got this in the bag. But… I could go for a good  luck  charm."  Yui  extended  her  arms  eagerly  towards  Frey's head.

Frey,  on  the  other,  was  apprehensive.  "In  front  of  all  these people? This is degrading and embarrassing, but as long as it's for you…"

She walked into Yui's arms, who, instead of hugging Frey like I  thought  she  would,  ruffled  the  beastling's  hair  into  a  complete mess.

All  the  while  Yui  meowed  like  she  was  a  cat  herself.  "Nya, nya! I love my Frey-kitty!"

I  was  embarrassed  watching  them,  but  not  without  a  hint  of jealousy.  Loraine  would  have  been  doing  the  same  to  me  right before the fight if she was still here.

As  they  left  ,  Yui  and  I  took  another  entrance  escorted  by guards to a downstairs area of the coliseum.

The  underground  was  fashioned  into  a  garrison.  Low-lit corridors and long, wide passageways with many doors that led into rooms where off-duty guards and soldiers of the city play cards and sleep.  Weapon  racks  hung  on  walls  ready  to  arm  wielders  at  any moment.  Arenas  and  pits  surrounded  by  barbed-wire  fences  held smaller scale matches where the residents made bets on.

"Hey!" Someone's screams echoed from below. I looked down to see a beastling's furless face marked with a black eye glancing up to me. "Get me out of here! I didn't steal anything, I swear."

More  prisoners  shouted  at  us  from  underneath  iron  grates below  our  feet.  They  clutched  onto  the  metal  slats,  shaking  it  to make  noise.  Passing  guards  made  a  game  out  of  trying  to  step  on their  fingers.  We  even  passed  by  what  looks  like  a  kennel  full  of hound-like creatures snarling at us from inside their cages.

This place was a living hell. It made me sick just being here.

Eventually,  we  came  to  a  much  cleaner  area  of  the underground  coliseum.  Walls  were  smooth  with  magical  torches lighting the way. The screams of prisoners could no longer be heard.

Our escorts opened a double door, iron-wrought gate that led into another tunnel. They didn't follow us any further. Light poured in at  the  end.  Trickles  of  sand  clattered  across  the  ground,  gathering along the bottom of the walls.

Two  silhouettes  awaited  us  at  the  end  of  the  tunnel—  Kain and Mildred.

Prince Kain greeted at me with an apologetic expression and said, "Lady Micchi, I'm sorry I didn't—"

"I  ain't  interested  in  an  apology,"  I  said,  cutting  him  off  and walking up to the threshold into the arena itself.

A  shimmering  barrier  separated  us  and  the  other  side,  light and  dry  winds  were  all  that  passed  through.  Even  though  we  went underground, a set of stairs led down to the actual arena floor. From here,  we  were  given  a  full  view  of  the  fight.  Other  stairs  inside  the arena connected into tunnels presumably where other fighters were waiting like us.

On an elevated platform in the seating area, partitioned from the  rest  of  the  spectators,  was  a  booth.  Emir  Owyn  Medir  and Loraine,  dressed  in  a  lavish  green  and  gold  gown  decorated  with more  jewelry  than  silk,  sat  next  to  each  other  with  Anya  standing between them.

I bashed my fist against the barrier and felt it crack on impact, then  it  began  to  repair  itself,  removing  any  trace  of  it  having  been damaged.

"Wait for me. I'm coming to take you back," I whispered.

As Mildred and Kain explained it, the Lannarkis Ring was an annual  tournament  held  in  Ash'tar  for  the  past  twenty  years,  ever since the founding of the United Kingdoms of Dysentia. The original purpose  was  to  draw  strong  challengers  from  across  the  continent, as  a  show  of  force  to  the  Demon  Lord  to  keep  him  hesitant  about invading.

It  also  gave  citizens  a  chance  to  wind  down  and  celebrate their  representative  country's  strength.  The  stress  and  fear  of demons  was  squashed  from  seeing  they  had  the  means  to  fight back.

In  recent  years,  the  goals  of  the  Lannarkis  Ring  shifted.  An all-powerful  demon  lord  capable  of  fucking  them  in  the  ass  didn't stop tyrants from being cunts, and the elite from being cocksuckers.

Century old grudges and questionable political power grabs reduced the tournament into a small-scale proxy war.

Though  there  were  nearly  fifteen  sovereign  kingdoms participating,  only  four  of  them  really  mattered—  Scoth,  Amarinth, Jinwa,  and  Mou'nan.  The  fourth  one  of  which  declined  to  send representatives this year, leaving only fourteen participants.

"Kain and I did not participate last year due to prior obligations to  the  crown.  We  placed  second  in  the  year  prior,  defeated  by Jinwa's  finest  kin-kai-do  practitioner."  Mildred  watched  two  teams duking it out in the ring as she spoke. She might be a little cunt, but this enchanter didn't screw around. Mildred had been studying every single bout, not once taking her eyes off the battle.

Six teams already fought, and three had been eliminated.

The fighting was fierce. I'd never seen anything like it. Magic was flung across air like a group of kids chucking an endless supply of water balloons. Non-magic combatants had trouble making it past an opposing teams' frontline to get to their mages.

There was a trend with the team compositions— two up-front combatants  fought  up  close  and  personal,  and  two  spellcasters  or rangers in the back rain magic and provided enhancement support.

At  some  point,  I  thought  this  arena  would  collapse  from  the  sheer magic being thrown around.

However,  the  magic  barrier  that  surrounded  the  arena—  the same  one  that  separated  us  from  the  ring—  regenerated  quickly.

Thanks  to  that,  the  spectators  could  watch  safely  without  getting caught in the crossfire. I'd noticed that the barrier originated from the five  statues  inside,  similar  to  the  two  that  stand  guard  at  the entrance.

"I'm hearing Jinwa a lot lately. What kind of people are they?"

I asked Mildred and Kain.

"It isn't my place to speak ill of my allies, but they are difficult to  deal  with."  Kain  cleared  his  throat,  glancing  around  for  anyone eavesdropping.

"Oh, I know," I responded. It was only yesterday that Jinwa's representatives picked a fight with us on the bridge.

The  prince  continued,  "The  Empire  of  Jinwa  follows  a  strict code of laws and ethics dating thousands of years into the past. Not a  single  policy  has  changed.  They  value  their  ancestry  and conservatism above all else. It is no wonder the Yone Dynasty has maintained rule since its founding."

I might not have been the best student at school, but even I knew history had a habit of toppling rulers— good or bad. So for one line to rule for that long uncontested was something of a miracle.

The  crowd  suddenly  went  wild  as  two  warrior-class  fighters from one team fell, leaving the remaining two backline rangers open season  to  be  pounced  on.  Another  team  advanced,  and  another team lost.

A  group  of  Ash'tar  elven  mages  descended  to  heal  the unconscious and injured combatants. Another group terraformed the arena  to  fix  the  destruction  left  behind,  flattening  the  ground  and filling in any craters.

"What's kin-kai-do?" Yui, who had been sitting against the wall with  her  eyes  closed,  hadn't  shown  any  interest  in  watching  the battles, finally spoke up.

"Curious are we, mini-Micchi?" Mildred teased.

Yui  sprung  to  her  feet.  "Those  Jinwa  punks  singled  us  out because  we  didn't  look  strong  enough  to  make  them  think  twice about confronting us. That pisses me off."

"Kin-kai-do  is  a  style  of  close-quarter  combat  form  that incorporates magic," Mildred began to explain. "It is different from an enchanter  subclass  like  myself  that  forcibly  molds  magic  to  raise strength, endurance, or durability. I do not know much; it is a closely guarded secret amongst its practitioners."

With  the  arena  repaired  and  the  previous  combatants  gone, the  barrier  kept  us  from  entering  shimmered  and  disappeared.  Our turn was finally here.

When  we  entered  the  arena,  an  announcer  introduced  us  to the spectators.

"  Emerging  from  the  southeastern  entrance  are  the  fighters hailing from Scoth. It's been some time since we've seen Prince Kain and  Mildred  Weizel  in  action.  All  four  of  them,  members  of  the Cynderace  Branch,  and  among  them  is  the  new  guild  leader,  Yui herself. This will surely be a fight to behold! "

Yui  soaked  in  the  cheers  that  were  clearly  meant  for  her.  It was only natural that if a crowd heard a big name like a guild leader, they  would  go  crazy.  Plenty  of  members  from  our  guild  were amongst  the  audience,  so  there  was  a  certain  degree  of  pride  in seeing their own in action.

Thousands if not tens of thousands of spectators packed the coliseum. People and creatures from all walks of life gathered here to  watch  other  people  beat  the  snot  out  of  each  other.  Kawa,  Frey, and  Bogart  sat  together  towards  the  edge.  They  managed  to  snag front row seats to the beating we were going to deliver.

The  ring  itself  was  a  large  dirt  arena.  Stable,  flat  ground offered  no  places  to  hide.  Out  here,  I  had  a  better  scope  of  the arena, and how close the Emir's booth from the ground was.

As we walked forward, Kain and Mildred slowed down to hang behind us.

"Of  the  four  of  us,  yourself  and  Lady  Yui  are  the  better frontline combatants. Mildred and I shall assist you from far. Should anyone break through your line, leave them to me and go after their rear ranks," Kain said.

I  threw  him  an  awkward  look.  "Ain't  you  one  of  us?  Warrior class, right?"

"Ah. As it happens, I never did tell you what my subclass is. I am  a  dragoon  which  specializes  in  mounted  combat,  namely  in cavalry. Without my stead, I can provide various means of support to fellow allies." He bowed and fell back to where Mildred was standing.

This  whole  time  I  passed  him  off  as  another  fighter.  Like Mildred,  even  Kain  specialized  in  a  subclass.  I  saw  how  he  fought when  Cynderace  was  invaded  by  demons;  he  was  cutting  them down like butter. If he was going to support, did that mean Yui and I were getting juiced?

"  For our final bout of the first day, we have two powerhouses of  a  team!  In  the  north  ring,  hailing  from  the  jungles  of  Kazaar,  the ferocious fighters that climbed through tooth and claw in last year's Lannarkis Ring— the clan chieftains of Semaris! "

Yui  and  I  stood  our  ground  as  a  large  wolf  beastling,  bulkier than  even  Oaks,  towered  over  us.  Amber  eyes  stared  down,  lips pulled back to reveal sharp fangs, and fur as black as obsidian. He wore a necklace with claws of varying sizes from animals— possibly trophies from past kills.

Behind him, two fair-skinned elven twins whose genders were indiscernible  to  me,  donned  robes  woven  with  twigs  and  leaves.  A mantle of autumn-orange leaves draped their back along with long, silver hair that came down to their waist.

There  was  another  presence,  but  I  didn't  see  their  fourth.

Suddenly,  a  pair  of  sharp,  orange-furred  ears  peeked  out  from behind the wolf's back. She climbed up to sit on his broad shoulder.

The  whimsical  fox  was  dressed  in  a  red  belly  dancer's  outfit,  a  veil covering her mouth.

I was getting goosebumps just looking at them. The elves in the  back  didn't  bother  me  one  bit,  but  the  wolf  and  fox—  an  odd combination  for  sure—  were  exuding  some  intense  confidence,  the kind I loved shaving down.

"Hehehe! I thought Jinwa and the champion were going to be the only challenge. All four of you have a nice scent," the girl said, giggling  from  behind  her  veil  as  she  swayed  back  and  forth  on  the wolf's shoulder.

"I'm gonna save you for later, buddy. Sit tight." I put Sacchan away  on  a  sling  around  my  waist,  then  slipped  on  the  knuckle dusters collecting lint in my pocket. Glancing up to the two beastlings in front of me, I said, "I hope you guys can take a beating, because I'm pissed off and need something to wail on."

The  fox's  gentle  smile  curved  into  a  bloodthirsty  and  crazed grin. "I love it when prey fights back!"

"You  have  the  pleasure  of  facing  Breila.  Chieftain  of  the Semaris Clan, the largest, most prosperous clan of Kazaar," the fox introduced  herself.  Then  she  patted  the  wolf's  head.  "This  here  is Drox,  my  fiercest  pack  leader  who's  slaughtered  hundreds  of demons with his fangs alone. Behind me are Lia and Ria, the most skilled shamans Kazaar has to offer."

I  yawned  into  my  hand  to  show  how  bored  I  was  of  their introduction.  Breila  was  clearly  the  strongest  of  the  four.  Guess  I'd take her on.

"I'll take the chatterbox. Yui, you play tag with the dog," I said, keeping my eyes on Breila.

Yui's  body  was  already  sparking  with  electricity.  "Roger, Anego!"

"In the animal kingdom, hunts tend to be long and drawn out.

That's because the strong toys with the weak. We're about to show you why we're at the top of the food chain!" Breila shouted.

The  first  drumbeat  signalled  the  battle  was  about  to  begin.

Loraine  stared  down  from  the  booth  with  a  worried  expression.  I offered a smile to reassure her.

I  made  a  promise.  I  wasn't  going  to  go  back  on  that  like  a certain someone.

The moment the second drumbeat boomed, stone pillars with totemic  etchings  emerged  from  the  ground  to  surround  us.  The weight of my body became ten times heavier.

The  ground  began  to  tremble.  Kain  and  Mildred  were suddenly encased in a dome of stone. Dozens of sharpened pillars materialized in the air and impaled them.

Drox lunged past me for Yui. At the same time, Breila vaulted off her teammate's back. Neither of them were seemingly affected by

the same magic weighing me down.

The earth at my feet turned to mush, and I sank a good few inches  before  it  hardened  again.  Breila  landed  in  front  of  me  and mauled into me with a flurry of swipes and slashes. Her claws were sharp,  infused  with  magic,  the  rings  on  her  fingers  glowed  with intensity each time she landed a hit.

Breila backed away to catch her breath, a hint of fear began to set in after seeing how unfazed I was.

"How are you still standing…? My claws should have torn you to shreds." Her stance had gone from fighting to a defensive one.

I freed myself from the ground with ease, each step causing fissures in the ground. Breila stepped back, but I closed the distance in a heartbeat and picked her up by the throat . Her eyes went wide with terror. She dug her claws into my arm, panicking as she tried to wrest herself from my hold.

"Shortstack,  how  about  a  little  boost?"  I  asked  over  my shoulder.

"So demanding. I was enjoying my time alone with Kain that the shamans so kindly offered," Mildred's voice echoed.

The sound of splintering stone was followed by an explosion. I didn't  need  to  look  behind  me  to  know  they  broke  out  of  their entombment.  My  hands  warmed  up  from  the  influx  of  magic  being channeled  into  me,  the  same  sensation  from  when  Mildred enhanced us during the demon siege.

That wasn't all.

An  ethereal  tether,  like  both  of  us  were  holding  a  rope, connected me to Kain. He had a few scratches on him, but nothing that looked too bad. It seemed he absorbed most of the damage for me instead.

Here  I  thought  he  was  a  fighting  class.  Guess  even  he  had some tricks up his sleeve.

When  I  turned  my  attention  back  to  Breila,  her  skin  had hardened  over  with  a  layer  of  bark.  The  twin  shamans  behind  her were  putting  their  all  into  buffing  their  chieftain,  but  we're  about  to see if it could hold up.

I put her back on the ground. She looked at me, confused at first, until I buried a fist into her gut. Breila was sent flying past her shamans, breaking through the magic barrier, and cratering into the wall just below the Emir's spectating booth.

Her limp body dislodged and fell flat in front of her two elven companions.  They  tried  to  heal  her,  but  I  caught  up  to  them  and raised them by the collar of their robes.

"Don't even think about it, unless you wanna end up like her."

My threat drained the blood from their faces.

I glanced back to see Yui still fighting Drox.

Well,  'fight'  was  too  kind  of  a  word  to  use.  She  was  playing with  him.  Jumping  over  him,  diving  between  his  legs,  clinging  onto his back until he realized— there was no end to her antics. Drox was so absorbed in the fight, he didn't notice Breila's defeat.

"Ahahaha! Is this all the little puppy can do? Kawa's ten times faster than you!" Yui whooped, dodging another swing.

"Finish your fucking fight already!" I yelled.

Yui  struck  Drox's  knees,  putting  him  on  the  ground  as  he clutched them and howled in agony.

"Okay, puppy. Play dead. Or I'll make you dead," she ordered.

Drox choked down his whimpers and stayed silent.

The  crowd  erupted  into  cheers,  but  the  announcer  struggled to put into words how the fight went down. The battles up until now had taken at least half an hour, fought like a war of attrition until one side  tired  out  enough  for  the  other  to  swoop  in.  Our's  was  the  first match that was overwhelmingly one-sided.

We  returned  to  our  side  of  the  tunnel  and  were  tended  by  a group of mages who healed us of any injuries. Kain was the only one who sustained anything since he took the hits for me, and we were given something called a potion to restore our magic and wounds.

As we were leaving, Kain raced ahead to face me.

"I told you. I'm not interested in sorry. So save it," I told him.

"Your methods may be brutal, but I have nothing but respect for  you.  I  may  have  come  up  with  a  way  to  free  Loraine  from  the Emir's grasp. All I ask is that you please not do anything rash from

now until the end of the tournament." Kain then dropped to his knees to beg.

I  gave  him  a  hand  to  pull  him  to  his  feet  and  said,  "You're asking a lot from someone who'd rather take a shit on the rules. I'll give  trusting  you  a  shot.  But  if  your  plan  doesn't  work,  it's  back  to yankee diplomacy."

The  night  after  the  first  day  of  the  Lannarkis  Ring  was  so rowdy,  I  didn't  think  anyone  would  be  getting  any  sleep  tonight.

Ash'tar,  as  I  was  beginning  to  understand,  turned  out  to  be  a  party city where drugs and gambling ran rampant. If the kegs and barrels still had beer, the celebrations were ending any time soon.

We were swept up whether we liked it or not. Yui and Kawa insisted I stay out even though I didn't feel like joining. The only thing on  my  mind  was  getting  my  hands  around  Owyn's  neck.  But  that wasn't happening anytime soon. I made a promise to Kain.

Though  that  didn't  mean  much  coming  from  me,  I  had  to  at least give some effort into staying out of trouble.

For now.

In  the  meantime,  I  pretended  to  have  fun  while  out.  Which was  hard  to  do,  seeing  as  we  were  bumping  shoulder  to  shoulder with people, and merchants screamed in our ears to buy their shit. It was hard not to let it show on my face.

I didn't care for the blanket of stars above me, or thousands of smiling faces in front of me. If I could go home and sleep, that's what I would do. Rather, if I could get Loraine back now,  that was what I would do.

"Master! Look what Frey and Yui bought for me!" Kawa had a mouthful of things sticking out of her mouth. She held half a dozen skewers of fried scorpions still in their shell and tried to offer some to me.

I  took  one  from  her,  but  just  looking  at  it  was  making  my stomach knot. And not in the good way.

"Lady Micchi… please, help…" Kain pleaded from behind me.

Prince Kain had found himself in the company of a few dark elven  courtesans  clinging  to  each  arm.  They  were  rubbing  their

fingers  on  his  chest,  squishing  his  arms  between  their  obscenely large breasts.

Ever  since  his  presence  was  made  known  during  the Lannarkis  Ring,  the  prince  had  become  an  overnight  sensation.

Royalty had its perks.

On the other hand…

"I  didn't  see  anything,"  I  said,  turning  back  around  after catching sight of Mildred coming up behind him.

"Ah. My dearest Kain, I let you out of my sight for one second, and you have become encumbered with parasites. Stand still while I unburden you." Mildred had returned from an errand.

Her  staff  was  bristling  with  magical  energy.  The  prostitutes abandoned  pursuing  Kain  for  their  lives,  chased  away  by  a  roaring barrage of fireballs Mildred unleashed into the crowd.

"Mildred,  stop!  You  could  seriously  injure  innocent  people!"

Kain scolded.

The puny mage's enraged demeanor softened to a pout. She reached up to pinch his cheeks until they were red and swollen.

"So, you planning to tell me what your plan is to get Loraine back?" I asked Kain.

"Oh. It hinges on myself and Frey," he answered, rubbing his red cheeks. "Because Loraine registered to the Cynderace Branch, that makes her a free agent within the guild, as well as a notarized citizen of the Kingdom of Scoth."

"In  other  words,  for  the  Emir  to  hold  Loraine  against  her  will could  be  seen  as  an  act  of  kidnapping  a  citizen  of  Scoth."  Frey returned in time to add after Kain.

I  might  not  be  the  brightest  tool  in  the  shed,  but  I  was beginning  to  see  what  that  meant.  Kain  was  worried  about interkingdom  relationships.  His  clout  depended  on  preserving  the alliance between Scoth and the other nations. That went doubly true for  Owyn,  the  Emir  of  Ash'tar,  whose  actions  could  potentially damage Amarinth's reputation.

Something the Sultan of Amarinth wouldn't want.

But this was the Sultan, the same guy who was after Loraine because they were related. Digesting the information was one thing,

but it was another to try and make sense of the information to use.

Right. I was never good at thinking. That was never my strong suit. A lot of things worked the same way back on earth if I just beat them  hard  enough  with  Sacchan.  Then  there  were  plenty  of  things here that didn't work no matter how much I wanted to hit it.

"At the end of the day, all I'm good for is hitting people. If you guys can get Loraine back, I'll leave it to you. Until then, just tell me who to beat up," I said, resolving to put my trust in Kain and Frey.

"We  still  got  a  few  more  fights,  Anego.  We  didn't  see  Anya fight  at  all  today,  so  I'm  guessing  that  means  she's  up  against  the last team standing," Yui said exactly what I had been thinking all day.

It would have been nice to see Anya fight another team before we went up against her. There was a lot I didn't know, like the extent of  how  strong  she  was.  The  worm  wasn't  a  good  gauge  of  her strength. I had to rely on what I remembered back in Japan.

Anya  was  Chika's  best  friend.  They  fought  together  a  lot, relied on each other. From what I could recall, Anya never once used a weapon. She relied entirely on her fists and feet. It was going to be a straight brawl then.

Wait a minute. Something didn't add up.

She  had  to  have  come  here  with  a  weapon.  Both  Yui  and  I did. Sacchan and her nunchuck were prized as powerful enchanted equipment  in  this  world.  Unless  Anya  drew  her  power  directly  from the tattoos on her arms, I couldn't think of anything else.

But how the hell did that work?

"Does this world have ink that grants magic?" I asked Mildred, who gave me a look as though it was the dumbest question she had ever heard. "I take that as a no. If you keep staring at me like that, I'm making you eat this fist."

"Not  possible.  I  would  know,  being  who  I  am.  The  closest thing to that woman's tattoos are inscriptions and spell scrolls, one-time  use  spells  on  parchments  or  runic  symbols  enchanted  with magic," she answered.

Then in Anya's case, the tats were similar but permanent. She had full control of them. It could be that what we had didn't follow the rules of this world either. Mildred must have caught on. She fell into

thought  and  walked  alongside  us  in  silence  with  Kain  holding  her hand.

By the time we decided to turn in for the night, Yui was falling asleep on Frey's back. The celebrations continued unabated. I had a feeling  if  we  wanted  any  sleep,  a  few  beatings  needed  to  go  down around  our  tavern.  We  were  seeing  Kain  and  Mildred  off  at  the bridge of the Emir's palace when the enchanter stopped in place.

Mildred turned to me and said, "For all that muscle you have inside that thick skull, you aren't as dumb as I thought."

"Everything  you  say's  gotta  come  out  like  an  insult,  huh?"  I remarked

She  grinned  in  response.  I  could  have  reacted  aggressively, but it sounded like Mildred figured something out.

"The champion, Anya. I do not believe she is a fighting class, at least not in the same vein as you. It may be that she is a high rank enchanter,  and  her  strength  comes  from  bolstering  her  own  body."

Mildred  snapped  her  fingers  and  my  body  felt  the  same  rush  of magic from the battle. All of us had the faint glow of magic, and she was able to grant us that with ease just like she did with an army of soldiers.

"So  we  outlast  her  magic  and  then  beat  her  up,  right?"  Yui asked,  brimming  with  confidence  now  that  we're  learning  Anya wasn't a warrior or rogue class like ourselves.

We had a chance of beating Anya with that clue. It was going to be the first time I really fought against a magic user, and someone on her level had to be SS or SSS by the guild's standard.

Well, shit. Tomorrow was going to be one hell of a fight.

As  we  parted  ways  from  Kain  and  Mildred,  the  rest  of  us turned  around  to  a  group  of  thugs  blocking  our  way.  Some  were armored,  others  wore  robes,  but  they  were  heavily  armed  with weapons and magic crackling from their staffs and hands.

"Lemme guess. Ramaleiks?" I asked them.

"It  ain't  enough  to  take  over  someone's  debt.  We're  here  to make the first round of collection. 500 plat up front, or we take it by force," a haughty dark elven mage said.

"We  saw  you  fight  in  the  Lannarkis  Ring.  No  matter  how strong you are, you can't take us all. The Ramaleiks aren't forgiving,"

another  thug,  this  one  was  the  largest  of  the  bunch  and  had  plate armor down to his toes, said.

"This  whole  cliche  shit  where  you  guys  never  learn  is  a  real thing? I didn't know people were that dumb. You see this?" I raised Sacchan in the air. All eyes went to my bat, more importantly, Kawa was  staring  intently  at  it.  At  first,  I  was  hesitant  about  throwing  my prized weapon around. Sometimes, you just gotta get over it to have a little fun. "Fetch."

I threw Sacchan into the group of thugs. One of them caught it and  stared  dumbfounded.  Before  he  could  even  utter  a  word,  a massive elemental wolf slammed into them like a bowling ball into a cluster of pins. Kawa knocked them into the air, tossing them around like dolls to get to my bat.

One of them tried to crawl away. I picked him up and grinned.

"What's wrong? Night's still young and the party's just getting started, right?"

Today,  on  the  second  day  of  the  Lannarkis  Ring,  the spectators  cheered  even  louder.  The  blood  in  their  eyes  reminded me  of  kids  who  gathered  around  whenever  a  fight  broke  out  at school. No one knew who they cheered for, no one cared. They were just here for a good show.

Yesterday's fight against those Kazaar punks didn't set a good tone about how strong the contestants were. They barked up a big game,  but  didn't  have  the  bite  to  back  it  up.  As  I  thought,  the  only satisfying fight Yui and I can expect to have would be against Anya.

Before  we  could  fight  her,  there  were  a  couple  of  more cannon fodder to get through first.

Once  we  took  Anya  down,  the  Emir  was  next.  They  never repaired  the  crack  beneath  the  booth.  Whether  they  didn't  think  it was  a  problem  or  just  forgot  was  going  to  be  their  mistake.  I'd crumble the entire arena to get to him.

Until then, we had another fight to settle.

"Give  me  something  good  to  watch!"  Anya  shouted  from above.

I gave her the middle finger, to which she grinned in response.

"  This fight is one to behold, folks! The final bout before we get to  see  our  beloved  champion  come  center  stage.  From  the  north side  of  the  ring,  hailing  from  Cynderace  demonstrated  a  one-sided smackdown  on  the  last  fight  of  the  first  day!  They  barely  lifted  a finger,  they  even  toyed  with  the  challengers  from  Kazaar.  But  how will they fare against the Empire of Jinwa's greatest— the students of the former champion, Grandmaster Uwei! "

The  crowd  erupted  into  cheers  and  heckling.  A  mixture  of people  shouted  for  their  preferred  team,  but  most  just  wanted  to scream. I only learned last night that there were officiated bets made by  the  Ring  officials.  Something  like  that  would  get  people's  blood boiling over a fight that didn't originally concern them.

Mingba and his team entered the field to a round of applause, one  that  was  much  louder  than  our  entrance.  Despite  seeing  how badly  we  wrecked  the  Kazaar  team,  they  didn't  appear  concerned that we would do the same to them.

Yunlee was a little ninja girl, her stony face was hard to read.

The  way  she  just  stared  forward  made  me  think  she  might  be touched  in  the  head.  She  wore  the  same  clothes  from  that  night,  a lightweight  lavender  tunic.  Mingba,  Leng,  and  Fuchien  wore  some sort  of  brown  ceremonial  robes  with  red  and  blue  stitched  origami patterns.

Mingba  and  Yunlee  were  clearly  their  frontliners.  Leng  and Fuchien stayed much further in the back than Kain and Mildred did of us.

If they were trying to keep distance before the fight, good on them. Too bad we're going to fuck them up no matter what their plan was.

"Lady Micchi, Lady Yui, don't forget our discussion. If you stay locked  in  combat  with  them  for  too  long,  fall  back,  and  recompose yourself." Kain reminded me of our strategy meeting this morning. It was a short talk. They didn't have much to say because of how little

they knew of kin-kai-do. But the one thing they drilled into us was to not stay too close to them for long.

Even  if  they  said  that,  I  figured  being  careful  against  the Kazaar  was  the  right  move,  but  that  turned  out  to  be  a  slaughter.

Beating these punks shouldn't be any harder.

I  fixed  Sacchan  to  the  sling  and  slipped  on  the  knuckle dusters again. Mingba raised an eyebrow and asked, "You will not be using your primary weapon?"

"Saving  it  for  a  real  fight.  You  guys  are  gonna  get  the  old fashion  beat  down  instead,"  I  answered,  punching  the  air  in  their direction. "Don't let me stop you from using your fat sword."

He  shook  his  head.  "We  intend  to  use  everything  at  our disposal to restore our honor."

I dug my heels into the dirt as the first drum beat sounded.

When  the  second  drum  beat  came,  I  was  already  halfway across  the  field.  Magic  gathered  at  my  fists  from  Mildred's enchantments flowing into and making the knuckle dusters glow.

Mingba's  sword  came  down  like  a  meteor.  It  slid  into  the ground like a hot knife to butter, using the broad side to separate us.

My fist collided with the metal and was surprised to see the weapon survive the hit.

It was enchanted alright.

"You gonna hide behind this slab of metal?" I taunted.

Muscles bulging, the man swung his sword in an upwards arc.

I  barely  avoided  being  decapitated.  The  momentum  carried  the sword  forward  as  he  spun  around  much  faster  than  I  expected.  I underestimated  him  and  felt  the  impact  slam  into  my  side,  sending me crashing across the arena.

I  picked  myself  up,  unharmed  with  barely  a  scratch  on  me.

Kain had absorbed the brunt of the hit and was wincing in pain.

"Tsk. These guys got some bite, I'll give 'em that." I spat the dirt out of my mouth and took a moment to see what was going on.

Unlike  the  last  fight,  Mildred  was  engaged  in  a  two  on  one against Leng and Fuchien. Magic was being thrown like a snowball fight. It would have been a different story if she went at them one at a time, but she was getting dogged down being outnumbered.

Yui  might  have  met  her  match  with  Yunlee.  The  pipsqueak ninja was fast enough to keep up with her. In fact, it looked like Yui's movements were getting sluggish.

"Right.  No  more  fucking  around!"  I  charged  back  in  to  face Mingba,  who  cleaved  the  space  in  front  of  me.  I  ducked  down  and threw  an  uppercut,  sending  him  tumbling  back.  He  let  go  of  his sword and assumed a defensive stance.

This was my element.

I  unleashed  a  flurry  of  blows  he  vainly  tried  to  block.  Yet  for some  reason,  he  wasn't  going  down.  Each  time  I  landed  a  hit,  he struck  out  with  a  hit  on  me.  My  arms  were  getting  tired.  They shouldn't  be,  but  they  were  beginning  to  feel  like  jello.  Eventually, even the weight of my fist got too heavy to lift.

"You fool! Fall back to recover!" Mildred shouted.

She  threw  a  fireball  our  way.  I  took  this  opportunity  to  put some distance between us. By the time I backed far enough away, my arms had gone numb. They hung lifelessly at my sides, nothing short of flailing my body made them move.

"Are  you  fucking  serious?  Uh.  Alright,  how  the  hell  do  I  fix this?" I asked out loud.

"The  feeling  will  come  back  to  you   after  you  have  been defeated."  Mingba  approached  me  with  his  greatsword  propped against his shoulder.

"Anego, I think I messed up, too." Yui hobbled over to me with her  arms  like  limp  noodles,  too.  Yunlee  didn't  bother  chasing  after her, confident that we were both put out of commission by the turn of events.

If I could facepalm, now would have been a good time. "Well, shit."

"Lady  Micchi,  allow  me  to  take  over  until  you've  regained control of your arms!" Kain rushed over but I stomped the ground to stop him.

"Nah. You stay over there. Yui and I got a secret weapon," I assured  him.  Though  we  had  lost  control  of  our  arms,  Mingba  and Yunlee went back onto the defensive. They were cautious. I nodded to Yui, who smirked as our thoughts aligned. "Gang up on him!"

"Wha—"  Mingba  couldn't  finish  a  single  word  before  Yui's knee slammed into his head and cratered him to the ground.

"Kick him while he's down!" I shouted.

Yui and I laid into him, kicking and stomping his body. It was an old school level of bullying— when in doubt, gang up and kick the shit  out  of  them.  Mingba  used  his  sword  to  protect  himself,  but  he was squarely pinned to the ground.

"Get  off  of  him!"  Yunlee,  who  lost  her  nerve,  screamed  from across the arena. A chain wrapped around mine and Yui's neck. She yanked hard and pulled us away from Mingba.

"  Call of Divinity: Haste! "

The metal links snapped. Kain had come to help and severed the  chain.  In  that  split  second  he  was  able  to  move  as  fast  as  Yui.

The  ninja  girl  threw  forward  more  chains  but  Kain  deftly  cut  them down to metal shards.

Mine  and  Yui's  wounds  were  beginning  to  heal,  and  slowly, the feeling in our arms was returning. I was feeling a lot lighter on my feet, too. I knew right away that it was Kain's doing.

Kain glanced over his shoulder and gave a childish grin. "As a dragoon,  I'm  able  to  exert  benign  auras  to  assist  you  in  battle.  My mana pool is small, but please take this time to recover."

"You  are  clearly  strong.  We  are  outmatched.  Fortunately,  we still have one trick up our sleeves that was originally planned for the champion. It seems we may have to reveal our hand early in order to progress." Mingba fell much further back to a safe distance.

He  reached  into  his  sleeves  to  pull  out  what  looked  like  thin strands.  They  were  familiar,  but  I  couldn't  quite  put  my  finger  on what.  Then  I  noticed  the  same  shimmer  on  Yui's  clothing—  Jinwan crystal threads.

Only now did I realize that the threads were all over the three of us. They must have put it on us when we were fighting close.

The threads tightened around our bodies. Mingba and Yunlee held each of the ends which connected to their gauntlets. It was just like  Bogart  said—  these  crystal  threads  were  too  strong  to  break.  I could barely move while entangled.

I couldn't so much as budge an inch.

We fucked up and had become sitting ducks.

Chapter 5 - They Used to be Kids At this rate, Micchi and Yui were going to lose before I got a chance to fight them.

My  fists  gripped  the  railings  so  hard,  the  metal  and  stone began to crack. It took every ounce of willpower in me not to jump in.

"Come  on,  you  brats…  Break  out  of  it.  I  know  you  can,"  I muttered  under  my  breath.  Even  as  Jinwa's  representatives  were using cheap tricks, Micchi still had that defiant look on her face, and Yui  was  having  the  time  of  her  life—  win  or  lose.  Those  girls  were just  as  wild  as  I  remembered  them.  "Don't  tell  me  that's  all  you've got?"

Vivid  memories  of  when  I  first  met  the  pipsqueaks  come flooding  back.  Their  dirty  faces  stained  with  tears  and  bruises, scowls that could scare away a lion, and most of all… I'd forgotten how cute they used to be as kids.



***


Seven years ago, at a school for troubled and violent children, the dregs of youth like myself were dumped into Motonari Middle. My parents  transferred  me  there  on  recommendation  by  my  previous school's principal. Not long after, Chika transferred in to join me.

Ironically, things were better at Motonari. Students had  some code of honor. There was no bullying as long as they fell in line, and obeyed  the  boss—  Chika,  who  had  beaten  the  former  gang  leader so bad he was transferred out for his own safety.

Fighting was all we did. I spent more time throwing punches than  I  did  holding  a  book.  Not  that  I  minded.  Everyday  was  a  new challenge. When we took down every other gang from the schools in our district, Chika took us to another ward teeming with fights.

However, our fun could only last so long.

Chika  and  I  were  already  in  our  third  year.  High  school  was right around the corner, and that came with it a league of people who

could  kick  our  asses  just  by  looking  at  us.  We  couldn't  afford  to wallow in complacency.

Though, she didn't seem the least bit fazed. As long as I was with her, we could take on anything.

Something did bother me.

We  had  finished  our  career  report  for  the  future,  many  of  us naturally put high school as was expected. Chika, however, left her entire  report  blank.  I  was  getting  worried  about  her.  She  began  to feel distant.

Stupid Chika even brushed off the homemade Valentine's Day chocolate I spent so long making for her earlier in the year. Just how much more aggressive did I have to be to get her to notice?

I  soon  learned  why  she  was  distracted,  but  maybe  that  too, was a cover for a secret she didn't want me to know.

As  I  was  leaving  school  for  the  day,  I  found  Chika  waiting around the corner by the gate. She had her signature wooden bat in one hand, while her other hand was on some kid's head. One kid hid behind her and another clung to her back. Their uniforms and plaid skirts told me they were elementary school students, probably a year or two from entering middle school.

"Chika… I think you got a pair of monkeys on you," I said.

"Hah?  Who  are  you  calling  a  monkey,  you  towering freakshow!" the one next Chika shouted, flashing her teeth like a wild animal ready to defend her territory.

I  knelt  down  to  face  her  and  noticed  she  had  a  fresh  black eye. "You got guts to call me that, twerp."

Surprisingly,  the  kid  didn't  hide  herself  like  the  others  I'd beaten  up  in  the  past.  She  was  about  as  aggressive  and disrespectful as a honey badger.

"We're  headed  to  the  park.  I  want  you  to  come  with,"  Chika said.

Whenever  Chika  asked,  it  was  never  an  option  to  refuse.

Although I had no interest in chaperoning a couple of brats, I didn't think twice about following her.

It  was  early  in  the  afternoon,  nothing  but  clear  skies  and  a warm sun glaring down at us. Some kids around our age who also

just ended school dropped by the park to hang out, but as soon as they saw us, decided to book it elsewhere. Chika bought a soda for me as an apology for roping me along. We sat on a bench watching the two kids climb the jungle gym and race around the park.

"So you're kidnapping kids now or what?" I asked her.

One of them tripped and fell face first into the sand. The one with  an  attitude  helped  her  up,  stroking  her  head  until  she  stopped crying.

Chika laughed. "The one that snapped at you is Michiru, but I got  into  the  habit  of  calling  her  Micchi.  The  one  that  fell  is  Yui.

They're cute, right?"

"Cute isn't the first thing that comes to mind." I rolled my eyes.

Chika  leaned  back  on  the  bench  and  stared  up  at  the cloudless  sky  of  a  Friday  afternoon.  She  had  been  doing  this  a  lot lately,  just  drifted  into  silence  and  stared  off  into  space.  While  she hadn't  been  the  most  talkative  person  to  begin  with,  she  became even less so recently.

"I  found  them  covered  in  bruises  hiding  in  this  park  last month.  Brats  were  more  trouble  than  they  were  worth,  but  I  finally got them to open up to me. That Micchi tried to fight back when I first tried to help," she said.

"Can't  imagine  that  ended  well  for  her,"  I  remarked.  Chika suddenly sat up and looked me right in the eyes. She stared so hard I was getting embarrassed. "W-What?"

"I wanna help them, and I want you to help me protect them.

We  can't  spoil  them,  or  they'll  just  become  reliant."  There  was  a resolve in her voice that I hadn't heard in ages.

Who were these kids that got her so fired up?

I  had  never  seen  her  heated  about  anything  other  than knocking heads. Chika was always cold but stoic, but when it came to those kids she was showing something like affection. Even though she was asking me to watch over them, it didn't make me feel any less jealous.

Yet it made me a little happy that she was relying on me.

"You want them to take over Motonari when we're gone? Give up.  Those  kids  will  get  eaten  up  and  thrown  into  the  trash  bin  day

one. Just because you're our leader, doesn't mean people are gonna follow whoever you put in charge," I responded.

She opened her mouth to retort, then thought better of it. The autumn  afternoon  winds  of  Tokyo  suddenly  felt  chillier  than  usual, and Chika more distant.

Micchi carried Yui on her back over to us. There was a pained expression  on  the  latter's  face.  Either  that  fall  was  worse  than  it looked or Yui was just weak.

"Yui  says  her  legs  hurt  and  she  doesn't  want  to  play anymore," Micchi said.

Chika put a hand on Micchi's head and ruffled her hair into a mess.

"Alright, give her here. Big sis'll buy you anything you wanna eat.  What  say  we  get  some  snacks  at  a  conbini?"  Chika  asked, taking over for carrying Yui.

I should have known then that she was going to leave. Maybe I  did  know,  and  I  just  didn't  want  to  believe  it.  Chika  was  my  first friend,  and  maybe  my  only  friend.  She  was  my  hero,  my  first  love, and first heartbreak. But I sometimes wondered if she even cared.

As time went by and winter became harsher, so did Chika.

I was made to stand by and watch her knock Yui and Micchi to  the  ground  over  and  over.  Neither  of  them  could  put  up  a  fight against  Chika.  How  could  they?  She  had  been  fighting  for  years, meanwhile these runts were only now learning to raise their fists.

This went on even as they lost feeling in their fingers. Both of them remarkably kept getting back up. The tear stains froze over on their  faces,  knuckles  caked  in  dried  blood,  and  they  could  barely keep standing.

At  first  I  hated  them  for  taking  all  of  Chika's  attention  away from  me,  but  slowly,  I  became  impressed  by  their  tenacity.  I  might have even liked the brats.

Eventually,  they  started  going  home  with  more  bruises  than they came with.

And one day, it got out of hand.

"Get the fuck up and keep fighting!" Chika shouted at Micchi, who laid face up on the ground, clutching her gut after getting nailed.

"Come  on,  Micchi…"  Yui  whispered.  She,  too,  was  freezing.

Her tiny nose and ears were red, breaths came out as white clouds, and  was  shivering  uncontrollably.  We  had  been  out  here  since morning, the sun had gone down and Chika looked like she had no plans to stop.

No  one  bothered  us  at  the  park  after  we  claimed  it  from another school. Parents and law enforcement steered clear because it was a known meeting ground for delinquents. We could be here all night and no one would know.

Micchi  pushed  herself  up  by  the  elbows,  but  I  could  tell  she was out of strength. Instead of getting to her feet, she dropped to her back again.

It  didn't  seem  to  bother  Chika  that  Micchi  was  in  pain.  She was  a  kid  for  fuck's  sake.  At  some  point,  I  started  begging  in  my head for Micchi to ask for help. If she did, I'd step in in a heartbeat.

"I  can't…  Anego,  I'm  beat…"  Micchi  groaned  between  the panting.

Chika's eyes twitched. She picked Micchi up by her hair and said, "When the hell did I say we were done?"

I  didn't  know  why,  but  my  body  reacted  and  came  right  to Micchi's defense. I grabbed Chika's wrist and squeezed.

"She's spent. You're just beating a pinata at this point," I said.

Chika shot me a spiteful glare, one that she'd give someone before a thrashing. We had never fought before, but there was no doubt in my mind she was stronger than me. Even so, I stood my ground. "You're the  one  who  told  me  to  protect  them.  Well,  this  is  me—  protecting them."

When  I  thought  Chika  was  going  to  lay  into  me  for interrupting,  she  let  Micchi  go  instead.  Yui  rushed  over  to  help  her friend, and I followed after Chika as she was walking away.

"Hey! What was that all about?" I asked, catching up to her at the bench.

Chika  spun  around.  She  had  an  uncharacteristically  goofy smile on her face, but I knew it was fake.

"Sorry,  I  dunno  what  came  over  me.  Can  I  leave  the  rest  to you?" Chika picked up her stuff and left. I held back from going after

her.

"Anego's leaving? Are we done?" Micchi asked.

"Yeah.  Go  home,  scram."  I  waited  for  them  to  leave,  but neither of them budged an inch. "What? You two need Chika to order you instead?"

Yui glanced off to the side. "I don't wanna go home while my brother's there…"

These two were a damn handful. Chika was already gone. If I up and left, would they really stay here in the freezing cold?

"Tsk… My house is nearby if you two need to wash up before leaving," I offered.

They  accepted  a  little  too  quickly.  I  didn't  know  what  their circumstances at home were, and I didn't care to know or ask, but it seemed like they would rather be anywhere but.

Both of them had stars in their eyes as soon as we got to my house. I couldn't help but chuckle at their astonishment, ohing at the kitchen  and  ahing  at  my  bedroom.  In  fact,  it  was  downright embarrassing  that  they  wouldn't  stop  making  noise  at  every  single thing.

I  was  probably  the  most  fortunate  kid  at  Motonari.  Teachers were  always  telling  me  off  for  having  such  a  spoiled  life,  yet  I  was ruining it by being a dumbass and hanging with the wrong crowd.

What they didn't know was that my father drank past midnight with  his  coworkers,  and  my  mother  was  at  a  love  hotel  with  a playboy. Spoiled life? I hated it. Spotless floors in an upper middle-class house, family pictures on the wall with bogus smiles, and silent dinners—  the  occasion  that  we  have  them—  we  were  just  playing pretend family.

It  made  me  sick.  The  only  blessing  was  that  I  could  go  to other schools and beat my frustration away.

I ran a bath for Micchi and Yui and helped scrub their backs. A lot of their bruises I recognized were from Chika.

"Senpai, do you normally bathe with hot water?" Yui asked as I lathered her hair with soap.

The  'senpai'  took  me  by  surprise.  They  always  referred  to Chika as 'anego' but when it came to me, it was always 'hey' or 'you.'

"You telling me you don't take hot baths at home?" I asked in response.

Neither of them answered.

Then Micchi, who had been scrubbing herself off to the side, said, "My dad told me never to turn on the hot water even though he does it…"

"Close  your  eyes,"  I  told  Yui  before  dumping  a  bucket  full  of water over her head.

"Bleh—! It doesn't taste like it smells!" Yui shouted.

"Close your mouth too, you idiot!"

I  finally  got  them  into  the  bath  which  was  more  than  large enough  for  three  of  us.  Yui  and  Micchi  were  in  bliss.  They  didn't smile  often,  but  when  their  bodies  soaked  into  the  hot  water,  they couldn't stop grinning.

Now that I had time to think, this whole inviting Chika's juniors was  something  I  never  would  have  done  before.  What  I  was  doing could  be  considered  kidnapping,  but  it  sounded  like  their  families didn't give two shits.

They  refused  to  leave  the  bath  until  the  water  became lukewarm. Then I was faced with another problem.

"I don't wanna go home!" Yui exclaimed.

"And I'm not leaving Yui," Micchi said.

I  smacked  my  face  for  not  having  thought  this  out  earlier.

"You're damn parasites, you know that? Damn it… Chika would kill me if I made you walk home this late."

Luckily, my parents didn't care what I did as long as the house wasn't on fire. Micchi and Yui ended up taking one futon even though I  set  out  two.  They  made  a  huge  deal  about  having  pillows  and bedsheets.

When the brats fell asleep, they looked just like normal kids.

They  might  have  even  looked  cute.  Whatever  shit  life  they  lived,  I was  sure  Chika  only  wanted  to  toughen  them  up  to  get  through  it.

After all, once they reached middle school, it was going to be a dog eat dog world.

After that night, Chika softened up. Sometimes she would let her brutality show, but I was there to keep her in check. In January,

she  made  the  unbelievable  decision  to  give  her  bat  Sacchan  to Micchi.

If  that  wasn't  a  sign,  I  didn't  know  what  was.  But  like  the dumbass I was, I ignored it because I never thought she would go.

Then March came. Motonari third years were one week away from graduating when I was given the worst news that confirmed my suspicions.

"What the fuck do you mean Chika's gone?!" I grabbed the kid who broke the news to me by the collar.

"I  dunno!  I  overheard  it  from  the  faculty.  They  said  she  was moving elsewhere for high school," he stammered.

"Where?" I asked.

"They didn't say out of privacy to the boss and her family. All they  mentioned  was  that  it  was  some  school  in  Kansai,"  he answered.

I let the kid go. I wasn't in the mood to hurt anyone.

Chika  had  left.  Without  saying  anything  to  me,  she  left.  My heart felt ten times heavier.

How could she leave me?

A  number  of  reasons  flitted  through  my  head,  but  I  couldn't think of any reason why she would do that. Before I knew it, I was flying past the school gates and racing into the suburbs. By the time my  legs  gave  out,  I  stood  right  in  front  of  Chika's  house.  It  was empty, a sign was plastered on the window that read: For Sale.

It  was  like  someone  had  dug  their  claws  into  my  chest  and tore out my heart.

I  wasn't  sure  how  long  I  stayed  in  front  of  Chika's  house.  It was dark when I finally decided to leave. That day, a part of me had disappeared along with Chika's departure.

Throughout  the  next  month,  I  avoided  the  kids  Chika entrusted  to  me.  Everytime  we  ran  into  each  other  and  they  asked me about her, I lied that she was sick so they would stop bothering me.

Then I did something a friend should never do.

I  asked  my  parents  to  transfer  me  as  far  as  they  could,  and they found a boarding school in Tohoku. I might have been able to

move to Kansai, but I was afraid to face her. I couldn't stand being in Tokyo anymore, I didn't want to face Micchi or Yui— I stopped caring about Chika's promise.

So I left them, too.



***


Micchi and Yui continued to struggle. Mildred had finally come to Kain's aid, but she was being put on the defensive by a barrage of spells.

I  was  right  here.  If  you  guys  called  for  help,  I'd  come  down there. I could help like I always did—

No. That wasn't true, and I goddamn knew it.

That  was  why  the  gnawing  in  my  chest  had  been  getting worse. The truth was, I lied about Chika back then, and I lied about Chika here. Maybe it was fate that we found each other again. It was a lot better than our shitty, good-for-nothing world.

Even so, I failed them when they needed me the most. They would never ask for help either. It was in their blood. They were mine and Chika's juniors after all.

That's why…

"Anya,  what  do  you  think  you're  doing?"  I  heard  the  Emir's confused voice shout over the cheers, but I had already jumped into the arena.

That's why, as their senpai, I had to be the one to fight them.

Chapter 6 - The Dragon Versus the Storm & Tsunami

I couldn't believe my eyes. Anya jumped into the arena.

The  crowds  and  the  announcer  were  just  as  stunned.  Even Owyn, who was glaring down in disbelief, had no idea why she did it.

"  What is this? The champion herself has descended into the ring!  This  is  unprecedented,  it's  never  happened  before,  I'm  at  the edge  of  my  seat,  too! "  The  announcer's  energy  perfectly  matched the crowds' wild cheers.

"Anya!  What  is  the  meaning  of  this?  Get  back  up  here  this instant!" Owyn shouted from above.

"You sit tight and watch the show," she shouted back, keeping her eyes trained on us.

Anya  beat  her  fists  together  twice.  The  roar  of  a  dragon erupted from the impacts. She charged forward and grabbed Mingba by the head.

"What are you—" Mingba was ripped from the crystal threads and thrown across the arena in a trail of dust.

Anya turned her attention to Yunlee with a smirk. One by one, the  representatives  fell  to  her  brutal  onslaught.  They  couldn't  so much as land a hit on her, let alone defend themselves.

The announcer was so taken back by the display of force, it took  him  a  second  to  recover.  "  And  in  a  matter  of  seconds,  the champion  has  laid  waste  to  the  Jinwa  team!  This  is  what  you  write home about. It isn't over yet, folks. Looks like the champion's got a bone to pick with the team from Cynderace! "

The  moment  Anya  turned  her  sights  on  us,  we  fell  back  to regroup with Kain and Mildred.

"The  fuck  is  this  all  about?  You  want  us  to  lick  your  toes because you helped us just now?" I asked, keeping Sacchan raised.

"Ever  since  I  saw  you  two  there's  a  fire  raging  in  my  heart."

Anya  rubbed  her  hands  with  sand,  then  pointed  to  me  and  Yui  in particular.  "The  only  thing  that's  gonna  put  it  out  is  a  good  fight.  I

wasn't  going  to  let  some  two-bit  kin-kai-who-gives-a-fuck practitioners beat you up first."

Before I could respond, a swelling of magical power shocked the  dirt  around  us.  Mildred  went  airborne,  her  eyes  glowed  with energy, and her hands held an emanating heat as hot as the sun.

All  I  thought  was,  where  the  hell  was  this  power  when  we needed it earlier? 

"It is only right that I meet this threat with the same strength,"

Mildred boomed.

The  barrier  shimmered,  and  in  bursts  through  Kawa  in  her wolf form. She lands at my side with Frey clinging to the collar. Kawa growled at Anya, ready to pounce.

"The more the merrier!" Anya grinned

"No!" I stuck an arm out to my side to stop the others. "This is between me, Yui, and Anya. I'm gonna have to ask you guys to sit this one out."

The  dense  magic  dissipated  from  Mildred's  body,  and  Kawa returned to her human form.

"I  couldn't  control  her.  She  just  jumped  in  all  of  a  sudden,"

Frey said apologetically.

"Bad girl. Anego told you to behave." Yui reached up to pinch Kawa's nose.

"Kawa  only  wanted  to  protect  everyone,"  she  said,  ears drooping.

Loraine was giving us a worried look from the private booth.

Of course she'd be concerned. This was all happening so suddenly. I didn't know what the fuck was going on either.

"Are  you  sure  about  this?  I  don't  know  what  your circumstances  are  with  Ash'tar's  champion,  but  I  will  stand  by  your side if you need me." Kain acted brave despite looking like he was about to keel over any second.

"Yui  and  I  have  a  score  to  settle  with  Anya.  This  ain't  about the ring anymore, but you can bet your ass we're gonna beat her up and win." I put a fist to his chest to assure him.

"You won't be getting enhancements from me. You're on your own," Mildred said, already leaving without glancing back.

"Wouldn't have it any other way," I replied.

The four of them retreated back to the tunnel.

With the rest of my team gone, and the clerics picking up the fallen Jinwa members, it was just us delinquents in the arena now. A fight like this was inevitable no matter where we were. If it was going to  happen  in  Japan  eventually,  then  it  was  going  to  happen  here.

Just  like  how  Yui  and  I  were  bound  to  fight  it  out,  I  knew  we  were going to fight Anya when we saw her.

"I don't mind, you know? More fun for me. It might even be fair for you," Anya teased.

Ignoring her taunts, I asked a question of my own, "I thought you were gonna play by the rules?"

"What can I say? I'm a free spirit," she said.

"Is that why you and Chika left us? Because you two are free spirits?" Yui asked, her voice full of hurt.

"That's right," Anya answered softly. "We left you because you were getting weak—"

"But I didn't care about getting weak!" Yui screamed.

The coliseum fell silent. Even the spectators were caught off guard.

Yui screamed the seven years of being abandoned by those she trusted, and a lifetime of pain inflicted from shit circumstances.

She screamed with such hurt that it carved open my chest.

Through tears and gritted teeth, she still had more to scream.

"I  just  want  to  be  with  everyone  again.  I  had  fun  when  we  were together. I missed the sleepovers, shoplifting from stores, hitching a ride on your bike… But when you and Chika left, I hated everything again.  I  hated  going  back  home.  All  I  had  was  Micchi,  but  even then… I couldn't take it anymore…"

Her words struck a chord inside me. Because she spoke for me, too. Yui had moved to Saitama Prefecture with her grandparents to get away from her brother. I ended up attending Motonari alone. I didn't blame her one bit for leaving.

It  might  have  been  my  imagination,  but  Yui's  words  hit  Anya harder  than  anyone  ever  could  have.  Her  fists  unclenched, expression softened. I thought she might throw the fight. But just as

quickly  as  Anya  wavered,  she  recomposed  herself.  A  shadow  had fallen over her face. Maybe that fire was beginning to quench, if not just a little.

"When you asked me about Chika… I lied," Anya confessed.

"Lied…? What about Chika?" I demanded.

"She's  here,  isn't  she?  Chika's  in  this  world,  too!"  Yui exclaimed.

"That's  right.  She's  here,  and  that's  all  I'm  gonna  say.  If  you want the rest, then ya gotta beat it out of me. Show me that you've got  what  it  takes."  The  inferno  in  Anya's  eyes  demonstrated  the depths  of  her  determination.  That  fire  I  thought  was  going  out  had only grown larger.

All I could think about was that Chika was here. All this time?

But where?

Anya  beat  her  fists  together  so  hard  it  caused  the  ground beneath us to tremble and crack.

"Come to think of it, Micchi, you haven't been named yet. It's time to earn your title. Lion of Saitama, Yui. Micchi Tokiwa— prepare for an ass-whooping like you've never had before!" Anya shouted.

The  dragon  tattoos  on  her  arms  came  to  life,  breathing  fire onto  the  knuckles.  Her  muscles  swelled,  the  sweat  on  her  body steamed,  something  like  smoke  billowed  from  her  clenched  jaw.  It was as though she were a dragon herself.

"Looks  like  our  reunion  is  about  to  get  wild.  You  ready?"  I asked, throwing a fist out to Yui.

"Wouldn't  have  it  any  other  way.  Well,  since  you're  the  one who beat me, why don't you do the honors?" She bumped it with her own and gave a toothy grin.

I  spat  on  the  ground,  then  ignited  Sacchan.  The  fire  that engulfed my bat grew in intensity, so hot that it caused the audience to gasp. I pointed my bat right at Anya and said, "Dragon of Tohoku, Anya Aoshima, it's about time we rip out those fangs of yours.

Our standoff lasted a second.

Anya  made  the  first  move.  She  smashed  the  ground  and created a fissure between me and Yui. We took our eyes off her for one moment, and she's already between us.

"Too slow!" Anya's fist took the form of a dragon's open jaw.

"Shit—!"  I  raised  Sacchan  in  time  to  block  a  bone-shattering punch, the force of which sent me skidding across the ring.

"Your turn, Yui!" she shouted.

The two of them battled on almost equal terms. Anya was all power, but Yui had speed on her side. As long as the nunchuck took the  blows  and  not  her,  she  could  hold  her  own.  Yui  was  a  duelist after  all,  the  one  subclass  Frey  told  me  that  specialized  in  single combat.

"Not  bad,  kid."  Anya  put  some  distance  between  them, reassessing  how  she  was  going  to  approach  the  fight.  She  didn't expect us to last more than a single punch.

"I'm  not  a  kid  anymore!"  Yui  wasn't  having  any  of  it.  She flourished her nunchuck at an accelerating rate, generating electricity which  surged  all  around  us.  It  was  magic  on  the  scale  of  Loraine's destructive  spellcasting.  Rock  and  sand  levitated  in  the  air,  static coursed through them in a field of webbed electricity.

"Uh,  oh."  I  started  looking  for  a  place  to  hide,  but  the  arena was flat.

Yui  was  ramping  up  a  powerful  spell,  but  I  was  going  to  get caught in the blast. When we were out hunting the sandworm, I was able to freeze the ground with ice. Maybe I could do the same and create a barrier.

Focusing on Sacchan, I channeled the flames into ice instead and swung in front of me. It erected an icy dome between myself and Yui,  just  in  time  as  a  massive  and  blinding  discharge  of  electricity blasted  the  arena.  The  explosion  shattered  my  barrier  of  ice.  The shards and shrapnel didn't hurt, but I was lucky it absorbed most of Yui's attack.

"Watch it! I'm fighting here, too!" I yelled.

Yui  rubbed  the  back  of  her  head  and  stuck  her  tongue  out.

"Sorry, Anego! But I think I got her—"

"You guys know better than to celebrate early. Both of you will have to hit a lot harder than that." Anya was still standing. She had blocked the electric discharge with her own arms, and all it did was singe the tips of her fingernails.

"Well, shit. Just go down already!" I spat on the ground.

"Fukushima,  Aomori,  Akita,  Yamagata,  Iwate,  Miyagi Prefecture—  I  carved  out  the  biggest  chunk  of  Japan  without dropping to my knees once. Not even Bishamonten of Kyushu could knock  me  down.  What  hope  do  you  have?"  A  very  amused  grin flashed across Anya's face.

She  patted  the  dust  from  her  shoulders  and  assumed  a boxing stance. She bounced on her feet like she was dancing. Fists shot out as Anya took practice swings. Each time she struck the air, it sounded like an explosion.

Almost  like  she  punched  so  fast  her  fists  broke  the  sound barrier.

"Yui, we're going in together!" I shouted.

"Yankee diplomacy, banzai!"

Both of us charged in. Yui got there first thanks to her speed.

She swung at Anya, but the nunchuck hit empty space. Anya dipped to my right. I struck wide, but she ducked low.

The three of us were locked in close quarter combat, but none of our hits landed. Anya made a fool out of us by dodging everything, and not even humoring us with a hit of her own.

"Alright. Fuck this." I backed off and slammed Sacchan on the ground in front of her. Fire gushed from the tip of the bat. Soon, the whole arena was covered in fire. Yui fell back to stand by my side as we watched the inferno consume Anya.

"Aww, man. I just wanted to play with my juniors, but you want it to be over so soon? Fine. I thought this was going to be fun, but I'm gonna be honest— I was a little disappointed." The wall of flames parted as she darted through. Anya buried an explosive fist into Yui's gut and sent her crashing through the arena barrier. She laid into me with a flurry of blows too fast to block.

Everything hurt like hell. Each time she hit I wanted to throw in the towel. It was like the enchantments on my clothes didn't do shit for protection. Anymore and I was going to lose consciousness.

The  punches  suddenly  stopped.  As  I  fell  to  my  knees,  Anya grabbed  my  head  and  lifted  me  to  her  face.  I  could  barely  see  her through my blurred vision.

"This is what it means to reach the status of a queen, Micchi.

Some of us still fought to get stronger, while you— what? Kicked kids in the ass and had them give you fake titles? Is  this really all you've got?  Maybe  Chika  was  wrong  about  taking  you  in.  Or  maybe,  she was right about abandoning you guys."

"...rew… you…" I choked out.

Why  was  it  that  in  this  very  moment,  Anya  looked  like  she gave  a  crap  about  us.  She  gave  that  same  look  before  the  fight started when Yui screamed at her.

"Come  on,  kid.  Give  up."  Anya  sounded  like  she  was pleading.  "Believe  it  or  not,  I  do  care  about  you  guys.  Chika  didn't.

She discarded you like she did trash, and didn't bother aiming for the bin.  If  you  ain't  strong  enough,  just  admit  it.  Let  me  fight  for  you instead."

You guys were the ones who left us to begin with. What gave you the fucking right to say that shit? 

With my free hand, I squeezed her wrist as hard as I could.

I  gritted  my  teeth  and  said,  "Didn't  you...  hear  me  the  first time? I said… screw you, ya towering freakshow!"

Mustering every ounce of strength I could, I jammed Sacchan into Anya's stomach. She let go of my head and staggered back in surprise. The burn mark on her stomach was more pronounced than the few pitiful hits we got on her before.

"Chika  drilled  two  things  into  our  heads.  One—  Get  the  fuck up," I said.

"And two— Keep fighting," Yui added, walking back to me no more or less injured than I was. Lucky for her, she had the stronger physical  enchantments  on  her  clothes,  but  if  it  ever  came  to  magic other than ice, she was screwed.

Anya stared at us in shock. I couldn't make out if the smile on her stunned face was that of relief or joy. Maybe it was both.

"You two are stubborn little brats." Anya shook her head and chuckled.

Mildred  suggested  that  Anya  was  an  enchanter.  It  could  be that  she  was  only  able  to  focus  on  defense  or  attack—  one  or  the

other. That must have been why she didn't fight back when Yui and I ganged up on her.

That's right. Anya had to reapply her enhancements. The best time  to  get  hits  in  would  be  when  she's  fighting  back.  I  put  my  left hand in my pocket and slipped on one of the knuckle dusters.

Once  again,  Anya  took  the  initiative.  This  was  her  attack mode.  Yui  and  I  swung  first.  As  expected,  Anya  dodged  instead because  she  couldn't  afford  to  get  hurt  while  on  the  offensive.  I barely  avoided  the  screeching  uppercut  only  to  get  hit  by  a  left straight. In that split second, I dropped Sacchan to grab her arm.

"Too slow," I mocked, then socked her square in the jaw with the knuckle duster.

She  reeled  back  into  Yui  who,  in  the  span  of  two  seconds, blew a hundred electrified nunchuck strikes into her back. Just when it looks like Anya's about to topple over, she stuck a foot out to catch herself.

"Not bad… but not good enough!" Anya torpedoed straight for me. I picked Sacchan off the ground to meet her blow head on, but a very real sense of fear gripped my heart. I didn't see Anya coming at me, but a full blown dragon. Its jaws were open, fire spewed from its mouth.

My brain didn't process what happened next. I was staring up at the sky, pain wracked my entire body, and my head pounded like I had a hangover. It took more effort than I expected just to get back to my  feet.  One  step  forward  and  white,  hot  pain  flashed  through  my head.

That  was  when  I  saw  Yui,  limp  on  the  ground.  Anya approached  her  unmoving  body,  picked  her  up  by  the  neck,  and tossed her to my feet. No amount of enchantments or magic crystal threads were enough to protect us from Anya's onslaught.

This  was  the  real  difference  between  us  small  fries  and  the real  ones  up  top.  We  were  getting  destroyed  and  Anya  barely worked  up  a  sweat.  I  glanced  up  at  the  Emir's  booth  and  saw  his shit-eating grin. Loraine was at the edge of the booth. It looked like she wanted to jump in to help.

Damn.

What I wouldn't give to be in her arms right now.

Anya said she would protect us if we just gave up. If I begged hard enough, maybe she would even turn against the Emir. I wanted nothing more than to just sit down and call it quits.

"You guys lasted longer than I thought, I'll give ya that." Anya didn't bother finishing me off. She waited there as if expecting me to surrender. Then, after what felt like an eternity, her impatience began to  show  when  she  was  met  with  nothing  but  my  defiant  glower.  "I love ya like a kid sister so I really don't wanna do this. But if you're gonna  stay  standing,  I've  got  no  choice  but  to  give  ya  what  you're asking for."

I pulled Yui into my arms, finally seeing all the bruises she had sustained  over  the  course  of  the  fight.  Her  breathing  was  shallow, but  she  was  alive.  Barely.  Frey  would  give  me  an  earful  if  I  kept letting Yui get battered.

"Damn. When did I get so soft?" I muttered to myself.

Yui needed a healer, but this match wasn't ending until I was on the ground— or Anya was. My choices were limited. The longer this fight went on, the more danger Yui and I were in. Forfeiting was an option, but if I did Anya would never tell us what she knew about Chika.

More  importantly,  I  wouldn't  forgive  myself  if  I  let  Owyn  take Loraine from me.

All I had to do was raise both hands to surrender, and I could get  Yui  out  of  here.  Maybe,  just  maybe,  if  I  begged  hard  enough Anya would talk Owyn into letting Loraine go.

I bit my lip so hard it began to bleed.

"I'm sorry, Yui… Chika will have to wait…" I was about to raise my hands when Anya burst into laughter.

"Thought it was just my imagination, but I guess that dark elf bitch really did make you weak." Anya giggled into her hand.

One word stuck out to me. One word I heard a little too clearly that it replayed in my head. I felt my eyes twitch, hands balled into fists, and a fury boiled inside me that was about to blow.

"You… just called my woman a bitch… didn't you?" I laid Yui on the ground and wrapped my jacket around her.

"C'mon,  Micchi."  Anya  grinned,  seeing  that  she  hit  a  nerve.

"We're  good  for  nothing  brawlers,  worse  than  yakuza  or  pencil pushers.  At  least  they  contribute  to  society.  People  like  Chika,  Yui, and me… all we do is fight and make a mess of shit along the way.

You  think  people  like  us  deserve  a  normal  life?  You  think  clinging onto  petty  semblances  of  normalcy  makes  you  a  good  person?  I'll say it again, that bitc—"

My head flashed white. Hot anger coursed through my blood.

In a split second, I was right next to Anya, fist buried into the side of her head with a left hook. The punch sent her flying into the side of the arena.

The  audience  gasped,  surprised  that  for  the  first  time  in  this fight, I landed a blow that looked like it hurt.

"So  fucking  what  if  we're  worthless!  Even  I  got  someone  I care about. I don't give a shit if you make fun of me and Yui. But you call  Loraine  that  word  one  more  time,  I'll  fucking  bury  you."  I stretched my arms and legs, cracked my knuckles and neck. The hit might have taken her by surprise, but she wasn't down for the count.

If there was any chance of surrendering, I just pissed all over it.

But  fine  by  me.  No  one  called  my  woman  a  bitch  and  got away with it.

"That's it. There it is! I felt it from that punch. You have it in ya to hit like Chika!" Anya kicked away the stone slab on top of her.

"Come and get it, cunt!" I taunted.

Anya exploded forward, her fist roaring as she drove straight into  me.  I  blocked  her  fist  with  Sacchan  and  skidded  across  the arena. My feet stepped onto my jacket, but no Yui underneath.

I  made  the  same  mistake  taking  my  eyes  off  Anya.  She  laid into  me  with  another  flurry  of  blows.  After  taking  a  beating  the  first time,  I  could  see  her  punches  a  lot  clearer.  But  knowing  where  to block didn't make them any weaker. Every hit was stronger than the next. If I slipped up for one moment, Sacchan was getting knocked out of my hands.

There  was  no  way  to  explain  it,  but  I  somehow  felt  stronger each time she hit me. Dense magic coursed through my veins, hotter than lava. If only I could just get a hit off.

Anya  dashed  back,  summoning  every  bit  of  energy  exuding from  her  directly  into  her  right  fist.  When  she  kissed  her  knuckles, the  dragon  tattoo's  jaws  widened  and  gushed  out  flames.  I recognized  this  punch,  it  was  the  same  one  she  delivered  to  the sandworm.

She was putting everything behind that punch. There was no avoiding it. I had to take it head on with my own swing.

I took a batting stance, digging my heels into the dirt.

"Maybe I'll punch ya so hard you'll travel back to Japan," Anya said.

"You first," I responded, spitting a mouthful of blood.

Anya charged, kicking up a trail of smoke in her wake. I was about  swing,  but  a  shift  of  movement  forced  me  to  stop  short.  Yui appeared between us, taking the brunt of Anya's punch to the gut. A force of fiery winds blasted past me, clearing the arena of dust.

Yui remained standing after taking the deathblow.

"What…?" Anya could hardly believe what she saw either. Yui had my jacket folded up between her stomach and Anya's fist. Her nunchuck  was  wrapped  around  Anya's  wrist,  locking  them  both  in place.

"Heh. WHO'S THE DUMB BITCH NOW?" Yui screamed while blood poured from her mouth. She then turned to me with the same bloody grin. "Finish it, Anego!"

Yui's warcry kicked me into gear.

Anya raised her left fist to block the blow, but I dipped over to her  right  instead.  Sacchan  froze  over  with  a  coat  of  ice,  fire  and lightning surged underneath the frozen layer. I slammed down on her head with enough force to crush a mountain, a deafening explosion echoed across the field.

The wave of force separated all three of us. I quickly got to my feet and caught Yui as she fell.

Anya staggered back, clutching her head and pulling a hand away to see blood. She took an unsteady step forward, stopped after almost  falling  over  on  the  second  step,  then  pointed  at  me  with  a goofy smile.

"That was… pretty good…" was all she said before crumpling to the ground.

I held my breath for a good minute waiting for Anya to get to her feet and beat the living shit out of us. But she didn't. Anya was down for the count. We had beaten the Dragon of Tohoku.

Above us in his personal venue, Owyn's mouth hung open in disbelief. The crowd screamed so loud I couldn't hear myself think.

"  The  standing  champion  of  the  Lannarkis  Ring,  Anya  has been defeated! Our new victors, hailing from Cynderace: Micchi and Yui—"

"Enough!" Owyn shouted, interrupting the announcer. His face contorted with fury, baring clenched teeth at us. "The outcome of this fight is invalid. Guards, seize them!"

City  guards  and  Amarinthian  soldiers  armed  to  the  teeth, many who I had seen underground, filed into the arena to surround us. As though on cue, Mildred teleported everyone from our group in to protect us. Frey, Kawa, Mildred, and even Kain drew his weapon on the Emir.

Yui came to consciousness and unleashed a bolt of lightning into the sky.

"Ora  ora  ora  ora  ora!  Get  down  here  and  earn  your  bread!"

Yui ordered.

Guild  members  from  the  Cynderace  Branch  cracked  the barrier with their combined might. They managed to slip through and enter the arena to face the Emir's army. We were in a standoff and on the brink of another fight.

"Stand down, Emir Owyn. We do not wish to fight any longer.

Your  champion  is  down,  the  Lannarkis  Ring  has  come  to  an  end.

Neither  of  us  have  any  reason  to  jeopardize  our  alliance  within  the UKD," Kain said defiantly, having finally grown a pair.

Owyn, however, wasn't fazed. "Our alliance? Don't make me laugh.  Scoth  needs  Ash'tar  more  than  we  need  you.  Do  you  think your  precious  citizens  will  last  through  winter  with  your  dwindling harvests?  You should be the one standing down, dear Prince Kain.

Your  two  companions  down  there  cost  me  a  heap  of  trouble  lately.

Don't think—"

"Geez… Can't a girl pass out in peace?" Anya shakily got to her feet. She put both hands on her head and gave a good twist to crack it.

I  couldn't  believe  it.  Anya  was  up  and  moving  like  mine  and Yui's all didn't mean shit. She took a good look at me, maybe finding if I had any resolve left, and I answered her by keeping the gaze.

"Haha!  I  knew  they  weren't  enough  to  defeat  you.  Now  that you're up, Anya— teach these fools a lesson!" Owyn barked.

"No. I don't think I will." Anya rubbed the back of her head and turned  her  attention  to  the  Emir.  "I've  been  holding  back  for  a  long time because ya treat me well with all the booze. But Owyn, buddy…

You're forgetting who the muscle is in this partnership. It's getting on my fucking nerves."

"W-What?"  Owyn  choked  back  his  fear  in  trying  to  maintain composure.  Now  that  they  weren't  on  the  same  side  anymore,  the emir was losing his cool.

The best way I could describe what I saw next— like playing a martial arts movie with fast forward on, Anya beat down every single guard  in  the  arena  until  none  were  left  standing.  If  I  had  blinked,  I would have missed the slaughter.

For once, Owyn took a step back in fear for his life. It looked like he considered running away.

"This…  this  is  an  act  of  war.  The  Sultan  won't  take  kindly  to this!" he cried.

"No,  Owyn.  It  is  not.  You  are  currently  holding  hostage  a member  of  the  Cynderace  Branch.  Not  only  did  you  threaten violence upon a guild leader, but also a royal member of the UKD—

each offense warranting no less than the death penalty under interkingdom  penal  code.  Your  Sultan  won't  be  pleased  to  hear  you involved  guild  matters  into  this."  Kain  was  sounding  like  the  prince he was meant to be, and I couldn't be more proud.

I  passed  Yui  off  to  Frey  and  walked  myself  right  under  the Emir's booth. Anya didn't stop me. She just watched. The booth was already  crumbling,  so  when  I  gave  it  another  good  whack  with Sacchan,  the  rest  came  crashing  down—  along  with  Owyn  and Loraine.

I  caught  Owyn  by  the  collar  of  his  robes  and  Loraine  in  my arm before either of them hit ground.

"Welcome back, babe." I smiled.

"Hehe. Glad to be back," she said.

I  let  her  go  to  run  back  to  the  main  group  and  kept  Owyn firmly in my hold.

"Lady Micchi, he's still an Emir." Kain sheathed his sword, but his body language told me he wanted to stop me.

"I won't rough him up too bad," I assured Kain.

Owyn trembled so much I thought he would piss his pants if I made him flinch. "You… You can't hit me. I am the Emir of Ash'tar, fifth in line to be Sultan of—"

Without letting him finish, I headbutted him so hard his nose gushed blood and the gold tooth fell out of his mouth.

"I don't give two fucks who you are." I threw him to the ground next to Anya's feet.

Anya  grabbed  him  by  the  neck  and  pushed  him  up  the  wall.

He was a slobbering mess. It was gross just looking at him.

"Maybe I was the one going about this all wrong. Maybe I was the  one  who  forgot  my  roots.  I  ain't  taking  shit  from  you  anymore, Owyn. From now on, we play by my rules. Got it?" Anya smirked.

Owyn  nodded  like  a  bobblehead,  flinging  tears,  snot,  and blood everywhere.

Chapter 7 - Kaminari

"Chin  up,  guys!  We  should  be  celebrating.  It's  not  like  I would've  beaten  ya  up   too  bad."  Anya  had  mine  and  Yui's  neck under her arms. It was old times when she used to drag us all over the place. But back then, we were too weak to struggle.

I didn't get a chance to spend time with Loraine. Anya wanted us to talk privately, so she booked a private room at one of the high end  bars  of  Ash'tar.  It  supposedly  served  food  and  drinks  while  we poured water over hot rocks. A 'sauna bar' as the natives called it.

Imagine my surprise when we got there and they told us we needed a reservation. Anya  said  she booked it, but we just waltzed in and kicked out a group of dark elves who were occupying a room.

No  one  dared  to  bother  the  old  and  new  champions  of  the Lannarkis Ring. It gave me a nostalgic shock to be feared again, but this time I had beaten the Anya Aoshima to earn it.

But was  beating her really the right phrasing?

I  finally  got  free  from  Anya's  hold  and  scooted  to  the  other side of the room. All of us were naked so we didn't soak our clothes, and Anya sat closest to the rocks to control the heat..

"You were a real cunt out there, you know that?" I growled.

"I know, I know. Took a good hit to the head to set me straight, but I got you to thank for that." Anya splashed a ladle of water onto the heated rocks, causing the temperature to rise noticeably.

"How  come  you  didn't  just  take  over  Amarinth  in  the  first place?"  Yui  asked,  dining  on  the  leftover  snacks  from  the  room's previous occupants.

"I got thrown into a place I didn't know jack about. Of course I had  to  play  it  safe.  Besides…  believe  it  or  not,  there  are  people  in this  world  who  are  just  as  strong  as  us.  The  Sultan  being  one  of them. You sure as hell barked up the wrong tree with your girlfriend,"

Anya said to me in particular.

Regardless  of  what  happened,  Anya  did  look  genuinely apologetic for beating the shit out of us. Yui and I won out at the end, but it felt like a hollow victory.

I clenched my fist and felt something like a new power flowing through  me.  A  power  that  wasn't  there  before,  and  only  started manifesting after fighting Anya.

"Sultan  or  Emir,  I'm  not  giving  Loraine  up."  I  unclenched  my fist  and  looked  up  to  see  Anya  staring  at  me  with  the  same determination. Whatever differences we had before, it was settled in the ring. The differences back from our world was another story. "You gonna tell us about Chika now?"

Anya twirled a finger in the air. Her palm spat out magical fire that fizzled out as it struck the stone ceiling.

"You ever wondered how the hell we got to this world?" Anya asked.

"I'm dumb when it comes to these sort of stuff. Stopped giving a shit the moment I landed on my ass," I answered with a shrug.

Yui  stuffed  her  mouth  full  of  chicken  and  beer  before answering, "Ain't this because of the whole new world stuff in manga and light novels? I read it all the time, so the moment I got sent here I just wanted to wreak havoc."

Anya  looked  at  us  like  we  were  a  pair  of  idiots.  And  she wasn't  wrong  to  think  so.  I  was  always  taught  to  roll  with  the punches. Hell if I knew anything about traveling between worlds.

She  splashed  water  on  the  rocks  again,  bringing  the temperature to the point where we began to sweat, and stared until every drop of liquid evaporated into steam.

"Chika sent us here," Anya finally said.

I  replayed  that  line  several  times  in  my  head.  I  wanted  to laugh in Anya's face. Her expression wasn't that of someone setting up for a gag. She was dead fucking serious.

"How would you even know?" Yui asked. Her hands stopped reaching for the food and drinks. It went to show how attentive she had become to ignore the free stuff in front of her.

"She  always  talked  about  creating  a  playground  for  us.  I thought she meant Japan. Maybe she actually meant another world,"

Anya suggested.

It was unreasonable, yet… believable. Here we were after all.

What  we  didn't  think  was  possible—  going  to  another  world  with

magic  and  monsters,  all  turned  out  to  be  real.  Maybe  Chika  did know.

But…

"Screw  that…"  I  picked  up  one  of  the  rocks.  It  burned  my hand  so  bad  that  I  wanted  to  let  go.  Instead,  an  ounce  of  strength from  simply  flexing  my  fingers  crushed  it  into  a  hundred  smaller pieces. "If that's what she wanted to do, then where the fuck is she?

Why haven't we seen her yet? All of us were having the time of our lives in Tokyo, then Chika up and left. Who the fuck is she to make the call where we should or shouldn't go?"

Yui stood up to face Anya, too.

"Anego is right. I'm not going to be satisfied until I lay one into Chika.  Just  like  we  did  to  you.  That's  the  only  way  I'm  going  to forgive her for leaving. I had to face my brother alone… Do you know how  hard  that  was  for  me?"  Yui  clutched  her  head  as  she  fought back tears.

Anya stood up and put a hand on Yui's head, much like how Chika used to do for her way back when.

"I got nothing to say to take away that pain. I was a coward back  then.  You  two,  on  the  other  hand—  damn,  have  you  brats gotten  strong.  Ya  fucking  beat  the  sense  back  into  me!"  Anya squeezed Yui's head and ruffled her hair.

Yui responded by throwing her arms around the same woman who was just slaughtering us earlier.

"I miss being with everyone," she whimpered.

"We'll find Chika together and have a nice little chat the only way  we  delinquents  know  how."  Anya  sounded  so  sure  of  herself.

We  didn't  know  the  first  thing  about  where  Chika  might  be.  But listening to someone older than me speak with confidence, made me want to believe her.

When they finally parted, Yui socked Anya in the gut so hard it shook the room.

Anya was unfazed. "You're gonna have to hit harder than— H-Hey!"

"How  about  this!"  Yui  squirreled  around  and  groped  Anya's chest from behind.

"God damn it, you little runt!" They wrestled for a bit but Anya ultimately came out on top.

Both of them suddenly set their eyes on me.

"If you touch me, I'm going to ruin this building," I said.

"You know, I still haven't given you a title yet." Anya sat back down while grinding her knuckles on Yui's head.

"Come to think of it, who gave you a title?" I asked Yui.

She pointed to Anya and said, "First fight I ever really lost. But I got a few good hits off, and she said it was enough to earn me a name."

"Oh!"  It  looked  like  Anya  came  up  with  something  for  me.  It was hard to hide how excited I was. "How does the Gorilla of Chiba sound?"

"Hahh?  You  picking  a  fight  right  after  getting  your  ass whooped?" I felt a vein pop somewhere in my body.

"Hahaha!  I'm  kidding!"  Anya  put  her  hands  on  my  shoulders and grinned. "  Kaminari. That blow you delivered to me with Chika's old  bat  struck  me  like  thunder.  We're  not  in  Japan  anymore,  so…

From now on, you're the Thunder of Cynderace."

"Micchi,  the  Thunder  of  Cynderace,  Kaminari…"  the  name and title rolled off my tongue and tasted like honey.

If  I  was  still  in  Japan,  I  would  have  been   Chiba-ken  no Kaminari.

Shit.  That  sounded  so  good,  I  almost  want  to  go  back  to Japan and flaunt it.

The  festivities  in  Ash'tar  would  last  a  week,  but  we  were taking off early the following morning. Kain and Mildred had work to do, and Frey and Yui couldn't leave the guild unattended for too long.

Emir  Owyn  didn't  bother  us  ever  since  the  end  of  the Lannarkis Ring. According to Anya, he hid inside the palace, and she was holding him on a short leash from now on.

I  knew  Anya  used  to  rule  Motonari  with  an  iron  thumb alongside Chika. Someone could look at her wrong and they would be eating a knuckle sandwich. If she was back to the Anya I knew, Owyn wasn't going to act up anytime soon. Not anymore.

Bogart  had  her  things  packed  into  two  wagons.  Most  of  it were specialized tools and personal belongings. She didn't need to bring tools that were readily available to buy from any marketplace, and her remaining merchandise was sold off at a bargain.

Anya put a hand on the wagon I was sitting on.

"Don't worry about the Sultan coming after Loraine. He's got bigger things to deal with in the east," she said.

"East? What business does the Sultan have with the Empire of Jinwa?" Kain asked, taking interest in the sudden revelation.

"Word on the street is, someone new is pulling the boy-king's strings.  Making  all  sorts  of  weird  moves  like  moving  shipments  of magic  ore  to  the  border,  mobilizing  their  standing  armies  north."

Anya shrugged.

"You  don't  think…?"  Yui  trailed  off  because  Anya  already knew what we were thinking.

"Chika?" I said the one name that was on our mind.

"Dunno.  Doesn't  sound  like  something  Chika  would  do.  You brats  just  go  back  to  being  yourselves.  I'll  let  ya  know  if  anything comes up." Anya threw a thumbs up and started heading back into the city.

Leaving Anya like this after being reunited felt wrong. Part of me  wanted  to  ask  her  to  come  with  us.  Together,  we'd  form  the biggest, strongest gang this world would ever know.

Well… things weren't always that simple.

"Anya!"  I  tossed  my  two  knuckle  dusters  into  the  air.  She caught both of them and looked at me, surprised. "Next time we fight will be a one on one— Thunder versus the Dragon."

She  clenched  her  fist  in  front  of  her  and  said,  "Heh.  I'll  find time to visit you guys in Scoth."

As  we  rode  out  of  Ash'tar,  Loraine  clinging  to  my  arm  again and  Kawa's  head  on  my  lap,  Yui  and  I  felt  a  weight  lifted  from  our shoulders.

Suddenly, Frey turned to me and asked, "I just remembered…

we owe the Ramaleiks a thousand plat. I already spent four hundred from  the  guild  coffers  to  order  a  new  evaluation  stone,  so  we're running low on funds."

"Who said I was gonna pay them back?" I asked, grinning.

Chapter 8 - Home

The  warmth  of  Chika's  back  made  me  forget  how  freezing cold  it  was.  Snowflakes  fell  around  us  and  melted  as  they  touched ground.

"Anego?  Where's  Yui  and  Anya?"  I  asked,  trying  to  get  my bearings.

"Anya ran ahead to get Yui to the hospital," Chika answered.

She adjusted me on her back as I was slipping off. "Relax. She isn't too  hurt,  but  we're  taking  her  there  just  in  case.  Even  though  Yui likes playing around, she's sure got weak knees."

I  buried  my  face  into  Chika's  shoulders  and  felt  the  frozen streaks of tears crack on my face. Her scent made me feel safe. For how vicious she fought and trained us, she could be just as kind.

"Yui's  brother  used  to  stomp  on  her  legs…  I  don't  think  they ever fully healed," I said.

Chika's hand twitched and tightened briefly on my thigh. She stopped  walking  and  stood  in  place,  staring  into  a  cake  shop.

Looking at them got my mouth watering. I never had cake before, but whenever I saw other people eat them, they always looked so happy.


Somehow, I knew they tasted sweet.

"If you guys are ever in trouble. Just give me or Anya a call.

No one fucks with you without fucking with us," she said.

"Okay."  I  was  let  down,  and  she  opened  the  door  into  the shop.

"Let's get Yui a cake, yeah?" Chika said.

"But  I  don't  have  money."  I  pulled  out  my  empty  pockets  to nothing but lint.

A  heavy  hand  fell  atop  my  head.  "Anego's  gonna  teach  you what a five-finger discount is."



***


My  eyes  snapped  open  to  a  pillow  on  my  face,  and  a  wolf form  Kawa  lying  on  my  chest.  A  deep  red  tongue  hung  out  of  her

open mouth and smelled of something fierce. The window had been left  open,  letting  a  cool  breeze  blow  in.  If  it  wasn't  for  the  wolf,  I'd probably be freezing.

A week after returning to Cynderace, our daily life in this new world continued as usual. Even with Loraine back in my arms, it was hard  not  to  think  about  Chika.  She  was  somewhere  in  this  world.

Whether she was in danger or not, I wanted to find her.

I  wanted  to  know  why  she  abandoned  us.  Somewhere  deep inside, I knew the answer. I just needed to hear it straight from her mouth.

"Rrrr…. hawrhhh…" Kawa started kicking in her sleep.

"Alright, girl. Time to get out of bed…" I hoisted Kawa over my shoulders and went downstairs.

The sight of a giant wolf spooked the maids. They still weren't used  to  Kawa's  beast  form.  Since  this  was  her  natural  state,  she always reverted back to it in her sleep whether we liked it or not.

Loraine wasn't in the living room when I peeked in. The hearth was lit and warming up an empty room. Meanwhile, Ethel and Roma, the elf and feline beastling maids respectively, ran up and down the house to complete their chores.

The manor was originally a twelve-servant job. Because I had kicked most of them out, it left the remaining two a butt fuck ton of work.

"Ethel. Roma," I called out.

"Yes, ma'am!" Both of them presented themselves at once.

"Where's Loraine?" I asked.

Ethel wasn't sure, but Roma's ears twitched as she searched her memories.

"I think she went to the guild hall. Shall I fetch her for you?"

Roma offered.

I shook my head. "No, I'll head out. You two take the rest of the day off, too. Boss' orders."

"Thank you, ma'am!" they said, beaming.

Kawa  was  still  fast  asleep  even  as  I  got  to  the  guild  hall.

Behind the building, I saw the tower of smoke billowing into the sky.

Bogart's workshop must be up and running.

I kicked the door open, and dozens of guild members shot up from their seat and faced me with a bow.

"GOOD  WORK  AND  WELCOME  BACK  TO  THE  GUILD

HALL, BOSS!" everyone shouted.

"Yeah. Now shut up. My little girl's asleep," I said, flexing my shoulder.

Every  member  returned  to  what  they  were  doing  but  as silently as possible.

"I  will  never  get  used  to  how  weird  that  is,"  Frey  remarked without so much as looking up from her paperwork.

"I like it. Reminds them who's who around here." I then shot a glance  over  to  Oaks  and  his  cronies  who  sat  next  to  Frey,  their mountain  of  paperwork  was  much  larger  than  their  supervisor.  The many  white-out  blotches  were  a  testament  to  how  slow  on  the uptake they were in this line of work. "How's doing modest work for a change, huh?"

Oaks cleared his throat and answered, "I wouldn't want to be doing anything else, Boss!"

He swallowed hard, hoping the response was satisfactory.

Lucky  for  him,  Frey  gave  me  daily  updates.  He  had surprisingly turned over a new leaf. As long as I was around to keep him in line, he shouldn't feel incentivized to act out anymore. A good beating was all it took to reform a criminal.

I should do it more often.

"I'm  guessing  Yui  is  stuck  in  the  office.  Where's  Loraine?"  I asked.

"She came by a little while ago with an apple pie. Nyahaha~

boy was it a good pie! I think she's keeping Yui company in the guild leader's office. I'll take you there," Frey said. She unlocked the door into  the  clerical  office  for  me  to  come  through.  I  had  to  duck  and sidestep to get Kawa in. The guild leader's office was just beyond a short hallway. Frey knocked twice. "Yui, Loraine! You've got visitors!"

We  walked  in  expecting  Yui  to  be  buried  in  paperwork.

Instead,  she  was  laying  on  Loraine's  lap,  getting  her  ears  cleaned with a pick. A half-eaten apple pie sat on the table in front of them.

"All this damn work isn't going to finish itself!" Frey fumed.

"Five more minutes, and I'll get back to work. Just let Mama Loraine  do  my  last  ear!"  Yui's  begging  was  in  stark  contrast  to  the blissful expression on her face.

"Would you like me to do your ears, too?" Loraine asked Frey.

"That's….  tempting—  wait  a  minute.  You  said  'five  more minutes' half an hour ago!" Frey pinched Yui's cheeks while she was stuck in the uncompromising position of getting her ears cleaned.

Kawa  finally  awakened,  but  not  to  the  commotion.  Her  nose twitched,  it  sniffed  the  air  like  a  motor  getting  revved.  She  saw  the pie first, then me and started licking my face.

"No, yuck— Kawa, your breath stinks! Down!" I put Kawa on the ground, and she promptly transformed into her beastling form.

"Kawa smells Mama's cooking!" she exclaimed, running over to the pie and looked at each of us for permission. Her tail swept the floor with bated anticipation.

Loraine and I nodded. Kawa opened wide with every intention to consume it whole, but instead of chomping down, she came back to split the other half with me. There was such a big grin on her face I thought she'd wrinkle her cheeks.

"Well  ain't  you  a  charitable  one."  I  took  the  half  she  offered and stroked her head with my free hand.

Frey finally ripped Yui away from the couch to sit her back on the  desk.  I  took  Yui's  place  next  to  Loraine  and  she  immediately leaned her head on my shoulder.

"How'd your talk with Kain go?" I asked her.

Loraine frowned. "Anything before the age of ten was a blur to me. I don't even remember the Sultan being my uncle. King Allo said he was a fickle man, so attempts to kidnap me  aren't  out of the realm of  possibility.  In  order  to  prevent  that,  Prince  Kain  is  thinking  about assigning me guards."

"Wonder  if  me  being  champion  of  the  Lannarkis  Ring  will make people he hires think twice," I mumbled aloud.

"Speaking of us becoming champions, it's getting us a whole flood of personal requests. I wanna do the quests, not sign 'em off!

Ahhhhh!" Yui was at the edge of her seat, ready to rip out her hair.

"If… If you finish everything by today, I'll let you do the… the thing." Frey sighed.

"I  get  to  do  the  thing?!"  Yui  suddenly  got  right  to  working.  It was  like  magic.  One  moment  she  didn't  want  to  do  jack  shit,  then Frey offered her something that got her blood running.

"What thing?" I asked.

"Nothing! It's personal," Frey answered, blushing.

I  eyed  the  two  of  them  suspiciously  and  let  it  go.  Yui  would probably tell me later if I asked.

"Alright.  I'm  gonna  head  downstairs  to  check  out  Bogart's place. You staying here?" I asked Loraine, who started petting Kawa as she chowed ravenously on the pie.

"For a little while longer. Kawa and I will head back home with you after you're done," she said.

"Ah!  If  you're  quick  enough,  you  might  catch  Lars.  He's  also checking out our new armorsmith," Frey revealed.

The way to Bogart's workshop was through the same flight of stairs leading down to the evaluation room. The guild hall had a huge underground  I  didn't  even  know  about.  It  was  mainly  used  to  store equipment,  food  for  the  upstairs  tavern,  and  had  additional  guest rooms that had been collecting dust.

There  was  already  a  forge  down  here,  but  it  had  long  gone unused until Bogart took over. As soon as I opened the door to her workshop, I was blasted by a wave of hot air. It was like Amarinth—

worse, it was like Bogart's old place all over again.

"Holy  fucking  god,  it's  hot…"  I  wiped  the  sweat  already beading on my face.

The  coals  were  burning,  a  pile  of  mannequins  waited  to  be fitted with new armor, and the workbench was stacked full of magic ingots. Lars was inside watching Bogart bang out a metal helmet at the anvil. The workshop was plenty spacious and mostly empty— for now.  Since  Bogart  sold  most  of  her  merch  and  brought  only  the essentials, she had to start anew.

The  only  air  coming  into  the  place  was  from  a  vent  on  the ceiling. Even then, the gaps had been reduced to mere slits.

"Nice of ya to join us," Lars said.

"Likewise, Pint-sized. You know Bogart?" I asked.

"Aye,  I  knew  the   old  bastard.  Didn't  know  he  raised  an apprentice. Surprised me when lassie here introduced herself as so,"

he said.

"You  liking  it  here,  Bogart?"  I  shouted  to  her  over  the  ear-shattering hammering.

"I'll be right at home if it was another ten degrees hotter." She nodded and went right back to work.

The lizard was focused, I'll give her that.

"Since yer here," Lars began. "I put in a personal request from the guild. Something maybe only you can do."

"What's  that?"  I  asked,  intrigued  by  the  seriousness  of  his tone.

"Ya ever done any dragon-slaying, lassie?"

Chapter 9 - How to Hunt a Dragon, the Delinquent Way

"Alright. So, dragons. How the fuck do we kill one? Do I just hit it?" I asked the others around the table. We hadn't left the guild hall. Since most of the ones that mattered were still here, I thought we  might  as  well  hold  an  impromptu  meeting  about  Lars'  personal request.

It wasn't anything important. The dragon wasn't attacking any villages or laying waste to fields of land. Lars and Bogart wanted the scales  and  bones  to  make  gear  out  of  and  had  a  whole  lotta sponsors willing to pay to get it done.

I didn't know shit about dragons, not their habits, not how they fought.  As  far  as  my  knowledge  went,  I  just  knew  Mildred  soloed one. The smart thing to do would be to ask or bring her along, but I ain't  one  for  the  easy  route—  and,  I  wanted  to  face  this  thing  first hand. For now, all we knew was that a black dragon took residence on  a  bluff  in  Tamakanui,  where  the  orcs  of  the  Rolling  Plains  lived.

Could  be  a  good  chance  to  check  up  on  them  while  we  were  out there.

Yui waved her hand ecstatically and suggested, "We lure it to the ground with meat, then beat the shit out of it!"

I  stared  hard  at  the  guild  leader  who  was  supposed  to  be working in the back.

"Does Frey know you're playing hookie?" I asked Yui.

"Uguh... Why ya gotta bring Frey into this—"

"YUI!"  Frey  stomped  into  the  tavern  with  the  fury  of  a thousand fireballs in her stride.

"Oh,  crap."  As  soon  as  Yui  saw  Frey  coming,  she  lightning dashed past everyone and locked herself in the guild leader's office.

The only ones left were Loraine, Kawa lying on the ground in wolf form— and Anya.

"Wait, what the fuck— Anya?!" I choked on beer going down the wrong pipe. Loraine came to pat my back until I recovered.

"Yo!" Anya made a peace sign and grinned. "I wasn't enough of a dragon that you're itching to hunt a real one?"

"Never  mind  the  dragon.  The  hell  are  you  doing  here?"  I asked.

It  had  only  been  a  week,  and  although  we  resolved  our differences  with  our  fists,  seeing  her  again  so  soon  put  got  me  on edge.

"With  Owyn  taking  a  backseat  to  ruling—  the  guy  hasn't gotten over being humiliated in his own event— Sultan Yusef made me  viceroy  of  Ash'tar,"  Anya  answered,  then  tapped  the  table impatiently.

I snapped a finger and someone brought over a tray of beer steins for Anya. If I knew her drinking habits, drunk Anya was always better  than  sober  Anya.  She  accepted  my  tribute  and  drank  two hearty cups before she was satisfied enough to continue talking.

"The  one  thing  I  love  most  about  this  world's  beer  is  that  it tastes  like  shit.  Not  full  of  sugar  like  back  in  Japan.  The  bitter,  the better," she said.

"So you're buddying up to the same assholes who wanted to take  Loraine  from  me?"  I  tried  to  get  a  read  on  her,  but  she  didn't bother hiding her laughter.

Loraine  gave  my  hand  a  reassuring  squeeze  and  said,  "I asked  Anya  to  deliver  a  letter  to  my  uncle,  stating  my  intentions  to renounce any claims I have to the throne."

"You'd give up royalty just like that?" I gawked at her.

"I have all I want right here." Loraine's smile melted me.

"If you two start kissing, just let me know. I'll turn away," Anya teased, sipping loudly on her beer.

I gave Anya the bird.

"How did… my uncle respond?" Loraine was reluctant to ask.

Anya put the tankard down, sloshing the liquid inside it.

"Not  kindly,"  Anya  said,  shaking  her  head.  Loraine  cast  her gaze  to  the  table  and  sighed.  Neither  of  them  seem  surprised,  as though this was the answer they were expecting.

When  I  first  learned  from  Owyn  that  Loraine  was  royalty,  it never registered to me that it would amount to anything. Loraine was

Loraine,  no  matter  what  title  she  had.  Then  I  was  taught  the  hard way  that  this  world  didn't  give  a  shit  about  what  I  thought.  Earth wasn't going to stop spinning when I was transported away from it.

This  world  sure  ain't  going  to  stop  spinning  just  because  I  was dumped here, either.

If  I  wanted  to  protect  Loraine,  I  needed  to  learn  more  about their world.

"Why  does  the  Sultan  Yusef  care  that  Loraine  gets  to  roam free?" I asked Anya.

Anya picked up her cup and stared into it. "Her pops, Laeeq, was apparently well-liked. Enough that if Amarinth's inner court and nobility  knew  about  Loraine,  they  would  try  to  install  his  surviving daughter  as  Sultana.  Arranging  Loraine's  marriage  to  Owyn  was probably  the  Sultan's  way  of  securing  her  away  from  the  opposing faction.  Or  something,  I  don't  get  politics…  flunked  social  studies twice in Motonari."

I had the urge to ignore Anya's past warnings and go into the heart of Amarinth swinging. Right now, Sultan Yusef Arselios was the only  reason  Loraine  couldn't  live  in  peace.  Take  him  out  of  the picture, then none of us had to worry anymore.

Well…  I'd  have  taken  out  one  of  the  members  of  UKD  and weakened  this  alliance  as  a  whole  against  the  demons.  At  which point, we  still wouldn't be able to live peacefully. God, damn it. Life was easier when I didn't have to think for shit.

Either way, Anya warned me against making a move against the Sultan out of fear for mine and Loraine's safety. Coming from her, that was something I shouldn't shrug off.

"Anyway,  I'll  be  taking  a  hike.  Whether  I  like  it  or  not,  I'm viceroy of Ash'tar. Which means I gotta play politics with your friend, Prince Kain." Anya slapped the table with both hands, and took two full steins on her way out.

"How long are you gonna be in Cynderace?" I asked.

"A few days. Won't be able to kill the dragon for you, that's for sure," she answered.

"Wasn't  going  to  ask  for  help  anyway,"  I  chuckled,  watching her leave.

Loraine, Kawa, and I sat out to Tamakanui with a caravan of transporters Lars had hired. After killing the dragon, it would need to be diced up and carted back to Cynderace. Two large, flat wagons were  contracted  and  eight  burden  beasts,  brown  rhinocerous-like creatures,  pulled  the  vehicles  which  were  manned  by  Oaks'  former henchmen.  The  only  reason  we  hired  them  was  so  that  we  didn't have to pay too much for a professional crew.

Lars  was  at  the  foremost  wagon  searching  the  floating mountains for the dragon through a spyglass.

Loraine and I rode on Kawa in her wolf form. She was large enough  to  carry  us  comfortably.  It  wasn't  like  riding  a  horse  at  all.

When we started the journey, she zipped across the land like a cat getting out the zoomies. It took a good scolding from Loraine to get her to behave.

It  was  still  bright  out.  We  made  record  time  getting  here.

Clouds were sparse, so visibility was good. The only issue were the floating  mountains.  Because  they  were  suspended  in  the  sky,  we couldn't see the upper half to check if a dragon was behind it.

"Look  fer  claw  marks,  charred  bones,  and  even  palm-sized scales  on  the  ground.  Them's  the  only  signs  yer  getting  with  a dragon.  When  we  encounter  it,  be  careful.  They're  smart.  Some scholars  even  think  them  bigger  lizards  can  understand  us,"  Lars said.

"Have you ever seen a dragon before?" I asked Loraine.

"Only  once.  A  red  flew  overhead  in  Xatal'hakir,  but  it  was  a young dragon," she said.

We  fell  into  awkward  silence  again.  It  was  hard  not  to  think about the conversation we had earlier. At any moment, Loraine could be taken from me again. I didn't want that.

A pair of hands crept up and groped my chest, loosening the sarashi.

"W-What are you doing?!" I couldn't struggle too much, or the entire strip of cloth was going to come undone.

Loraine  laid  her  head  to  my  back  and  said,  "I  can  tell  you're tense  because  you're  always  worrying  for  my  sake.  While  I'm thankful, I don't think it should be one-sided. I may not be as strong

as  you  or  Yui,  but  you  can  still  let  me  be  your  strength  in  other ways."

My chest swelled with a joy that warmed me right up. It was her warmth. It hadn't occurred to me that Loraine did so much for my sake, too. Maybe more than I did for her. I rarely opened up to her. I didn't want to be vulnerable— I hated that.

The last time I opened up to someone, they left.

Would it be different now?

A  piercing,  high-pitched  screech  alerted  us  to  the  mountains above. A massive, black dragon the size of a mansion made a nose-dive for our caravan.

Loraine threw a barrage of devastating spells that exploded in the  dragon's  path,  causing  it  to  abandon  course  and  careen  to  our right.

"Lars, sit tight. Kawa, sic 'em!" We caught up to the dragon in no time— or rather, it slowed down but stayed just out of reach in the sky. We were being sized up. The dragon circled around us with its head lowered, a breath of fire ready to be unleashed from its mouth.

"An actual fucking dragon, huh."

Now that we found it, how the hell do we get it down?

"Normally a bombardment of magic can ground it, but I think I should  be  saving  my  magic  for  protection  instead,"  Loraine suggested.

"I'm  gonna  try  something,"  I  hopped  off  Kawa  and  shook Sacchan at it. "You shit-stain excuse of a dragon, get the fuck down here and fight like a— a man!"

"Wait,  you're  going  to  insult  it  down?"  Loraine  asked, appalled.

"Lars  said  it  might  understand  speech.  I  dunno  any  other way…"  I  said,  embarrassed.  This  shit  usually  worked  on  other delinquents.  I'd  badmouth  them  until  they  get  pissed  off  and  lose their cool.

The  dragon  breathed  fire  at  us.  Loraine  created  a  dome barrier  to  protect  us  from  the  flames.  When  the  breath  attack stopped, I ignited Sacchan.

"Oh,  big  fire  from  the  lizard.  Too  bad  mine's  bigger.  Watcha gonna do? Stare from up there like a little bitch? I thought you were a  dragon,  not  a  hummingbird.  How  about  you  chirp  me  a  song, because you can't roar for shit!" I shouted.

Even  though  I  was  insulting  it  so  confidently,  having  Loraine and Kawa watching from behind made me too conscious of myself.

"Uh…  You're  mom's  a  wingless  gecko!"  I  yelled  as  a  last resort.  This  one  worked.  Fed  up  with  my  taunts  and  its  own ineffective fire, the dragon landed a stone's throw away from us. "It…

It worked? I can't believe I resorted to a 'your mom' joke… my dignity as a delinquent is dropping."

It  had  rows  of  razor-sharp  teeth,  armored  scales  that  were resistant to magic and physical attacks, and claws that could spill my guts.  We  were  only  a  short  charge  away,  but  the  dragon  stood  its ground  and  stared.  Kawa  was  excited,  her  tail  wagged  as  she  ran behind the dragon, ready to pounce.

The dragon opened its jaws and unleashed an ear-shattering roar.

"I know another dragon that roars louder than that pitiful piggy squeal," I said, fishing earwax out of my ear.

An inferno poured from its mouth. Loraine erected a barrier in time to block the flames. When the dragon ran out of juice, it charged forward.  Just  before  it  could  get  its  jaws  around  me,  it  stopped  in place and struggled to get any closer. Kawa had bit down on the tail and  was  holding  it  back.  Powered  up  by  Loraine's  enhancements, Kawa was able to hold the dragon still.

I wound Sacchan up, the new power surged through my body in the form of electricity that gathered at the tip of the bat. Lightning, fire, and ice crackled in volatile harmony.

A  single  strike  to  the  head,  and  the  dragon  crumpled  to  the ground. Dead. Kawa chewed off the tail at the base, leaving a trench in  the  ground  as  she  dragged  it  back  to  us.  She  transformed  into human form, the appendage still in her mouth.

"Can Kawa eat the tail? Please?" she begged while sitting on her knees, her own tail wagging with eagerness.

Loraine  giggled  and  bent  down  to  scratch  Kawa's  head.  "It wouldn't hurt to reward Kawa, right?"

I  couldn't  resist  both  of  their  expectant  looks  and  rolled  my eyes.

"Fine, but just the tail," I said.

Chapter 10 - Ambush

"Ain't  bothering  you  we're  going  back  to  the  orcs  that kidnapped you?" I asked Loraine.

She  shook  her  head.  "I  could  care  less  about  the  orcs.  The women,  on  the  other  hand,  we  had  been  together  for  a  long  time.

Many of us became good friends."

Loraine  had  to  live  in  close  proximity  with  the  other  wives  in Bracca's harem. I shouldn't be surprised if she got close with some people. It was only natural.

Then why was anxiousness pricking at my chest?

"Er…  These  other  women,  how  close  were  you?"  I  asked while fiddling the collar on Kawa's neck.

Loraine gasped with surprise, then shuddered as she giggled.

"Are you wondering if I was  intimate with someone else?" She hugged me tighter from behind and buried her face into the back of my head. "Hehe. Did the thought make you… jealous?"

"You know what? Forget I asked!" I tried to shake her off to no avail.

The  sun  dipped  behind  one  of  the  floating  mountains,  and soon  it  would  set  completely.  Clouds  had  rolled  in  and  painted  an orange  glow  across  the  landscape.  Tumbleweeds  rolled  over  wild boar tracks until coming to a stop at a cluster of trees. I recognized these parts of Tamakanui despite how long it had been.

Other than roaming bands of less intelligent races, there was no  civilization  out  here.  Only  a  single  beaten  road  cut  through  the savannah.  Occasionally  we  would  come  across  an  abandoned  or broken wagon, likely from travelers who had taken their chances on foot.

Loraine  started  falling  asleep  with  her  chin  on  my  shoulder.

Looks like we were going to bunker down with the orcs again. I sure as hell came a long way since falling on my ass in this place.

I  was  about  to  direct  Kawa  off  the  road  towards  the  Rolling Plains tribe when a group of heavily cloaked dark elves, five total, on

horseback  flagged  us  down.  I  was  about  to  order  Kawa  to  book  it, but the riders got in our way.

"We  won't  take  up  much  of  your  time!  We  only  wanted  to know the direction towards Cynderace," a man's voice said.

"Pst. Loraine." I alerted her awake.

Kawa's  ears  perked  up  as  the  elven  man  came  closer.  I  put my hand on Sacchan thinking he was going to pull out a weapon, but it  was  a  map  he  pulled  out  instead.  The  others  behind  him  shifted uncomfortably on their horses, hands held reins underneath rolls of sleeves.  It  could  just  be  the  sight  of  Kawa  that's  got  them  pissed scared, or maybe I was overthinking it.

"If it's Cynderace you're looking for, head west. Can't miss it,"

I said.

As I turned Kawa to make a detour around them, I noticed two metallic  weapons  embedded  into  the  ground.  The  moment  they sparked with energy, I realized it was a trap.

"Kawa, go!" I shouted.

Everything happened so fast. A burst of lightning knocked us off  Kawa,  and  I  lost  hold  of  Sacchan.  The  elf  flipped  the  map  to reveal a magic scroll. A ring of fire enclosed around us.

"Stay close—" Loraine lifted her hands to raise a barrier, but nothing  emerged  but  cinders  flitting  across  my  face.  "Something's blocking my magic!"

The  glint  of  arrows  pierced  through  the  wall  of  fire.  I  put myself  in  front  of  Loraine,  but  Kawa  came  between  us  and  the arrows. She took all five shots, howled in agony, and then collapsed.

"No!" Loraine cried.

I  dove  to  pick  up  Sacchan  and  deflected  the  next  volley  of arrows  with  a  blast  of  lightning.  Whatever  prevented  Loraine  from using magic wasn't affecting Sacchan. When I darted through the fire they were just about to loose the next shots, saw me, and panicked.

The elf with the scroll tripped trying to get back to his horse.

His companions lost their cool and made a run for it.

"Fat fucking chance!" I willed a coat of ice over Sacchan, the tip of the bat crackled with energy, and swung hard in their direction.

Frozen projectiles sang through the air and exploded, catching one off the horse.

The  rest  of  them  got  away,  but  I  had  managed  to  bring  two down.

"Micchi!"  I  heard  Loraine's  desperate  scream  from  within  the burning ring that was now subsiding. "Something's wrong, she's not healing!"

I  ran  over  to  Kawa  to  inspect  the  puncture  wounds  from  the arrows. Along with her red blood, there was an inky blue substance on the arrowheads.

Was it poison?

Kawa was unconscious, her breathing shallow. What worried me was the suffocating whimper between each breath.

The  closest  dark  elf  who  attacked  us  tried  to  crawl  away.  I caught  up  to  him  and  laid  into  his  face,  beating  him  to  a  pulp.

"Where's  the  antidote?  Who  sent  you?  Who  fucking  sent  you?

Answer the fucking question, or I'm tenderizing your ass for a tribe of orcs!"

He  didn't  answer,  a  look  of  defiance  was  written  all  over  his face. I went to grab the other one and tried to shake her awake, but she wouldn't come to. The attack must have knocked her out.

"What  do  we  do?"  Loraine  asked,  tearing  up  at  the helplessness of the situation.

Night had already fallen. Lars' caravan was too far to catch up to.

I  stroked  Kawa's  trembling  head  like  I'd  done  hundreds  of times, her face was so contorted in pain that it hurt me to look at her.

"Stupid dog, had to go out of your way to protect us…" With no other choice, I hoisted Kawa onto my back. Her hind legs and tail dragged  on  the  dirt  as  I  walked  forward.  I  grabbed  the  other  two elves  by  the  collar  of  their  cloaks,  and  slammed  each  of  them  into the ground to make sure they were unconscious. Then I told Loraine,

"Grab the weapons they used. Maybe we'll find out if it was Owyn or the Sultan who attacked us."

"Where are we headed so late in the night?" she asked.

"Give us a haste enhancement. We're going to the only place we can go— back to our tribe," I answered.

"Chieftain returned!" an orc shouted.

A lot had changed since we left. Tents were built much larger, reinforced  with  lumber  for  more  stability  and  room.  Pens  were populated with boars and other livestock. The orcs were even eager to have me back. I tossed the two dark elves before their feet. The whole tribe was pouring out to see what the commotion was.

"What these elfs? Chieftain's friends?" another orc asked.

"String them up in the boar pens. I ain't done with them yet," I said. There were a whole lot of questions I wanted to ask, whether they were willing or not. But first thing's first. I faced the main camp and  shouted  at  the  top  of  my  lungs,  "Someone  get  me  a  healer!

Now!"

We  laid  Kawa  in  the  chieftain's  tent  which  hadn't  been touched since Loraine and I went to Cynderace. Of the entire tribe, only  two  people  versed  in  some  manner  of  healing  came—  two women,  a  light-skinned  elf  and  a  human  with  Jinwan  features.

Unfortunately,  neither  of  them  were  able  to  cure  Kawa  of  whatever was  killing  her.  All  they  could  do  was  temporarily  render  her impervious to pain, but that didn't stop the clock.

I  sat  by  and  watched  with  Loraine  in  my  arms.  She  was inconsolable, believing that this was her fault.

"If  it  weren't  for  my  lineage…  Kawa  wouldn't  have  been hurt…" she said, sobbing.

"It  ain't  your  fault  no  matter  how  you  spin  this.  Kawa  getting hurt is on those assassins." Even as I tried to console her, I couldn't help  but  feel  guilty  myself.  I  should  have  seen  that  coming.  Had  I been growing complacent?

I  waited  for  what  seemed  like  an  eternity.  Loraine  eventually cried  herself  to  sleep  on  my  lap.  I  put  her  to  bed  and  pulled  the sheets over her.

The Jinwan woman nodded to the elven colleague. They had been  inspecting  the  arrows  and  kunai-like  weapons  that  Loraine

collected.  Both  of  them  looked  to  have  come  to  some  sort  of conclusion, but it didn't sound like a cure.

"What'd you two find out?" I asked.

"Chieftain, you may not remember me, my name is Hurai. As someone who hails from the Empire of Jinwa, I know these weapons very well, and consequently familiar with the poison that was used—

azure  viper's  venom."  The  woman  who  introduced  herself  as  Hurai collected the venom from the weapons into a small vial.

Jinwa. Was she telling me this was a hitjob from those cunts back  in  the  arena?  Dark  elves  using  weapons  and  poisons  from Jinwa made for a strange combination.

"I don't care about any of that shit. I wanna know if you can make an antidote for Kawa," I said.

Hurai's  expression  grew  gim.  She  shook  her  head.  The  elf's eyes were cast down at Kawa like she was looking at a corpse.

"There are no known antidotes…" the elf said.

"Hey. Don't give me that shit like Kawa's a goner. Whatever it takes to save my girl, name it. Is there anything we can fucking do?"

I demanded, it was getting hard to keep my voice low.

"We  can  extract  the  poison  from  her  body,  but  it  will  take several days. She… may have lasting internal damage from it. Azure viper's venom shuts down the flow of magic inside a creature's body, causing a buildup of volatile energies. For an elemental wolf that is a death sentence," Hurai explained.

There was no other choice but to go to Jinwa and find a cure there.  If  what  Hurai  said  was  true,  Kawa  would  be  crippled  for  the rest  of  her  life  because  of  the  poison.  I  might  even  find  out  if  the Empress Consort bitch had anything to do with this.

"Take  care  of  Kawa.  Make  sure  Loraine  doesn't  come  after me," I said, making my way out the tent.

"Where will you go, Chieftain?" Hurai asked.

"Jinwa—" As I threw open the tent flap, someone tackled me from behind.

"You  promised  never  to  leave  me  again,  but  here  you  are going  off  on  your  own."  Loraine's  arms  wrapped  around  me  tighter than she ever did before.

I didn't want to face Loraine. If I did, I might stay. Then Kawa would suffer. She didn't hesitate to protect both of us, but now I was hesitating to do the same for her. What kind of pack leader was I?

"If  I  may,  Chieftain?"  The  elf  stood  up  to  bow.  She  wore heavier leather pelts than the other members of the tribe. When she first  approached  me  claiming  to  be  a  healer,  I  thought  she  was joking.  The  toned  muscles  and  face  paint  made  her  out  to  be  a hunter or fighter of some kind. "Before I was captured by the orcs, I was an A-rank member within the Cynderace Branch. My subclass is dragoon. As such, I can tether our life forces together."

"How would that help Kawa?" I asked, grasping for straws.

"Chieftain is clearly an extraordinary individual— if I tether you to the wolf, and transfer both her pain and venom to you, she may survive," the elf said.

"Similar to what Kain did… What's your name?" I asked her.

"Thelesia," she answered.

"Alright, Thelesia, do it."

"Chieftain,  I'll  remind  you  that  the  tethering  will  transfer  all pain  and  venom into your body. Once I begin, we cannot stop. There are no words to describe how painful this will be," the elf warned.

"Let me do it instead. This only happened because they were after me," Loraine pleaded, she was on the verge of crying. I didn't like that look. I missed that smile she always gave when I was down or losing my mind.

I pulled Loraine in for a kiss. She jerked back, surprised that I took the initiative— surprised myself, too. Any other day, I would be too  embarrassed,  but  I  couldn't  think  of  any  other  way  to  reassure her. When our lips parted, she wore a pout on her face.

"Just stay by mine and Kawa's side when I do this, alright?" I asked.

Loraine suddenly headbutted me. She staggered back a few paces clutching her forehead.

"Why'd  you  go  and  do  that?"  I  rushed  over  and  threw  my jacket over her, which quickly took the pain away.

"We're supposed to be in this together," she said.

"We are. So make sure you hold my hand tight." I grinned.

Hurai  instructed  me  to  lay  down  next  to  Kawa.  Seeing  and hearing her whimper crushed my soul. Loraine sat down next to me and took my hand, the smile I adored so much had returned.

Thelesia sat behind us, and had a hand hover between mine and Kawa's head. Hurai stood behind the elf to enhance her magic.

An ethereal tether just like the one that connected me to Kain, now  connected  me  to  Kawa.  I  took  deep  breaths  to  steady  myself.

My body tingled at first, like needles brushed against the skin. But as seconds went by, the needles began to scrape, then dig, until it felt like I was being stabbed by daggers.

"Nnnrgh…" My jaw clenched, vision went white. I couldn't feel Loraine's hand with all the pin pricks lighting up my nerves.

This was nothing.

Just endure it.

I had to save Kawa.

It was working. The strain on Kawa's face was subsiding, her breathing was returning to normal. Me, on the other hand, my entire body  was  on  fire—  not  the  good  kind.  The  blood  coursing  through my veins was like acid. Everything hurt so bad I wanted to claw my own skin off.

Before I blacked out, Kawa's relaxed face was the last thing I saw. I wondered what she was dreaming about?

Chapter 11 - Kawa, the Lone Wolf No Longer Kawa.

Somehow,  Kawa  knew  that  was  her  name  when  she  was born.

When Kawa could see, her siblings and her mama were still asleep. Sticky, red liquid fizzled on Kawa's fur and turned to steam.

Other  wolves  watched  from  a  distance.  When  they  showed  teeth, Kawa  showed  teeth,  too.  When  Kawa  chased  after  them,  they  ran away.

Kawa didn't know why they ran. She only wanted to play.

Her stomach would growl. Whenever it did, it hurt. Her family slept for so long, Kawa was getting bored of waiting for them to wake up.  They  started  smelling  bad.  Bugs  started  growing  on  them,  so Kawa licked them clean. Bugs didn't taste good, and Kawa wanted to eat meat.

Kawa didn't like being alone. It made her sad. Whenever she tried to meet with other packs, they ran. Kawa had no one to sleep with when it was cold. She had no one to hunt with when hungry and ate by herself.

Sometimes  people  on  two  legs  would  play  with  Kawa.  They threw  sticks,  chased  her,  banged  on  metal  boards,  and  threw  fire and  ice.  Kawa  threw  fire  and  ice,  too.  But  maybe  Kawa  played  too hard because their screams sounded painful, so Kawa stopped. She didn't want to hurt anyone.

Eventually no one played with Kawa anymore.

Kawa  spent  so  many  winters  alone,  she  wondered  why  she was  born.  Maybe  one  day  Kawa  should  stop  eating  and  just  sleep forever like mama.

One  day,  strong  people  on  two  legs  came  to  play.  One  of them  waved  a  big,  flaming  stick  around  and  talked  to  Kawa.  She didn't break like the other things. Kawa wanted to talk because they kept calling her a he. Kawa wanted to let them know she was a girl.

Then  a  miracle  happened.  Kawa  could  walk  on  two  legs.

Kawa  could  talk.  She  learned  their  names.  Micchi  was  Master.  Yui

was  Yui.  Loraine  was  Loraine,  but  started  calling  her  Mama  later.

Kawa always wanted a mama like her.

For once, Kawa wasn't alone anymore.

Kawa didn't know what happiness was, but this felt right and didn't want this to change. Her heart warmed up whenever she was around them. She was sad whenever they weren't around.

Everyone  was  fun  and  nice.  Yui  always  liked  to  play,  and would play with Kawa so much that Frey got mad. Kawa didn't really get it, but understood whenever Yui had to stop playing.

Mama  always  gave  Kawa  pets  and  kisses.  She  was  always warm like the sun. If it ever got cold or hot, Mama made sure Kawa was comfortable.

Master was Kawa's favorite. Master was the pack leader who promised  to  feed  Kawa,  and  always  gave  her  the  biggest,  juiciest meat. Master was also really strong, but for some reason really weak against Mama.

It  was  fun  seeing  Master  yell  at  people.  She  said  she  liked

'talking with her fists,' whatever that meant. Another favorite thing of Kawa's was Master's fiery stick, Sacchan. Master played with people using  Sacchan  a  lot.  But  whenever  Kawa  played  with  it,  Master would get mad.

Kawa loved everyone, but loved Master the most. Sometimes Master talked and cried in her sleep, so Kawa would sleep on her to comfort  her.  When  Master  hugged  Kawa,  she  hugged  harder  than the others. Kawa knew it wasn't just because Master was strong, but because she was angry at someone.

Kawa wanted to bite whoever made Master so mad.

Master always told Kawa to behave. It was so hard to behave when Mama was taken. Kawa wanted to bite the bad elf, but Master didn't  do  anything  even  though  she  was  angry.  She  promised  to bring Mama back, and she did.

One day, Kawa and Master were coming home from a hunt. It was  getting  dark,  and  Kawa  couldn't  wait  to  be  in  Mama's  arms again. Master looked like she wanted to say something.

"You know, Kawa… you're part of my gang now. That means I gotta watch over you, make sure you're good and got everything you

need. If there's anything you want, just let me know," Master said.

Kawa  wanted  to  answer,  but  because  we  weren't  in  the  city yet, had to stay as a wolf.

Kawa didn't need anything. Kawa had everything she always wanted, Master! 

"Well, ya don't gotta say anything now. But if something ever comes  up,  just  say  so.  I  just  want  one  thing  from  you  in  return."

Master stopped walking and faced Kawa, then said, "Don't leave me.

I  got  ditched  a  whole  lot  in  the  past…  fucked  up  and  ditched someone I cared about, too."

Master  was  getting  sad,  so  Kawa  licked  her  hand.  Then Master hugged Kawa hard again. Really hard.

Kawa would never leave Master. Never. 

"I'm  strong  as  hell,  but  I  almost  let  Loraine  slip  through  my hands."  Master  squeezed  harder.  She  started  crying  like  when  she slept, so Kawa licked her face.

Kawa would never let anyone take Mama away again. 

Master let go to wipe away the tears.

It's okay, Master. You could keep hugging Kawa if it made you feel better. It didn't hurt Kawa. 

Master  looked  up  at  the  sky.  It  was  getting  dark.  Mama  was probably home, excited to have us back soon.

"Don't  tell  Loraine  I  was  crying,  alright?  I  can't  look  weak  to anyone," Master said.

Kawa  didn't  understand.  But  for  some  reason  Master  was okay crying to Kawa.

Kawa really loved Master. 

Kawa would do anything to protect what she had. 

Kawa didn't want to be alone again. 

That  was  why,  when  Kawa  smelled  the  really  bad  poison, even  though  she  couldn't  use  magic  anymore,  there  was  no hesitating.  It  was  going  to  hurt  a  lot,  but  nothing  would  hurt  more than losing Master or Mama. 



***



What kind of dream was that? Not mine, but… Kawa's?

Loraine,  Hurai,  and  Thelesia  were  nowhere  in  sight.  All  I remembered was how much it fucking hurt. It still hurt, like my joints were constantly popping.

It  had  gotten  dark,  torches  lit  up  the  interior  of  the  tent.  The rug was moist and warm from my sweat. It was also hard to breathe.

Who the fuck put couch on top of me?

As my blurred vision cleared up, I saw that it was Kawa and not furniture laying on me. I scratched her head, but that proved to be a mistake. She woke up and started licking my face.

"Bleh—  Kawa…  down,  girl!  Stop!"  I  ordered  her,  but  she wouldn't stop no matter what I said.

Loraine  rushed  into  the  tent,  choked  up  when  she  saw  me and Kawa awake, then piled on top of us. Hurai and Thelesia came in  after,  followed  by  some  of  the  orcs,  all  of  whom  had  a  look  of relief.

"Thank  goodness.  Both  of  you  just  have  to  be  so  reckless,"

Loraine said.

Kawa transformed into her beastling form to hug us both.

"Ow  ow  ow  ow—  alright,  looks  like  you're  feeling  like  a hundred bucks better than me," I said.

"Hehe!  Kawa  had  a  really  nice  dream  about  Master  and Mama." She flashed a toothy grin.

Chapter 12 - Delinquent Training

"Lady Micchi, you can't just march a hundred orcs to the city gates  and  not  expect  us  to  react!"  Kain  rubbed  his  head  in  visible frustration.

"Ain't you the one who offered to take everyone back then?" I reminded him.

"I  believe  you  conveniently  forgot  that  I  offered  the   women safe passage. Not the  orcs," he said.

After I took the venom in Kawa's stead, I realized the potential the entire tribe had. Some of the women were powerful mages, and the  orcs  were  no  joke  when  it  came  to  raw  strength.  I  might  be stronger  than  all  of  them  combined,  but  if  we're  talking  sheer numbers, they were a sizable force. Bracca might not have known it at the time, but he kidnapped a lot of strong mages and a dragoon.

I did the only thing any smart leader would do— brought them with me. Keep the weak close as cannon fodder, and the strong to lend a hand. Chika taught me that. Unfortunately, Kain and the city guards  didn't  share  the  same  sentiments.  Especially  not  when  it looked like a band of vicious orcs were about to ransack the city.

Now  we  were  stuck  at  the  city  gates.  A  mixed  horde  of  orcs and other races behind me, with Kain and his army in front of me. It was our first meeting all over again.

"I'm  walking  through  that  gate  with  these  guys  one  way  or another. Hope you haven't forgotten you're my gofer," I said.

"I  haven't."  He  sighed.  "If  they're  coming  into  my  city,  then  I have several conditions to make."

Kain  and  I  compromised.  The  orcs  would  enlist  into  various posts  among  the  army  and  city  guards  within  Cynderace.  This served to achieve two things— the orcs would be closely supervised, and they bolstered the city's defenses since the army was stretched thin across the kingdom anyway. Most of the women weren't citizens of  Scoth,  they  were  kidnapped  from  places  as  far  as  Jinwa  and Amarinth.  Those  who  were  citizens  were  allowed  to  roam  free  as

they wished, but those who weren't had to choose to register to the guild or also serve as soldiers or guards.

"I  guess  that  solves  that.  Wouldn't  have  known  what  to  do with them in the first place," I said.

"You didn't even have a plan?!" Kain exclaimed.

The  orcs  whispered  and  grunted  among  each  other  to express their disapproval.

"Me no want to work."

"Little people tasty."

"Chieftain, what about boars?"

"Hahh? I don't give two shits about boars and their stinky milk.

This ain't a democracy, so when I say you're working for the kingdom now, you're working for the kingdom." I stuck my bat into the mouth of  the  first  orc  who  complained.  His  teeth  chattered  as  he  looked down  the  shaft  in  fear.  "Anyone  else  got  crap  in  their  mouths  that needs to be fished out?"

All of the orcs shook their heads, including the one who's got Sacchan  in  his  mouth.  I  pulled  it  out  and  wiped  the  spit  off  on  the orc's clothes.

"Alright.  So  who's  gonna  take  these  idiots  off  my  hands?"  I asked Kain.

"I've  sent  for  only  the  best.  Rugal  Clemence,  Grand Commander  of  Scoth's  armed  forces,  and  First  General  of  UKD's cavalry  brigade."  He  puffed  out  his  chest  to  introduce  someone, which was rare of him to do so.

"A hotshot, huh…" I murmured.

"Well… he may be a big deal, but you two share a lot more in common than I'd like," Kain said.

"RUUUUUUUUUGGGAAAAAAALLLLLLLL!"

A warcry was followed by a stampede of horses. At the head of the charge was a large, imposing beastling of the likes I'd never seen before. He got up on his horse, launched into the air, rolled up into a ball, and landed with a loud thud in front of me and Kain. The rest of his cavalry came to a halt. A unit of a hundred riders, armed with spears, bore the emblem of an armadillo on their banners and insignia.

Rugal  unrolled  himself.  He  stood  a  good  seven  feet,  wore nothing  except  for  leather  pants.  His  whole  body  was  made  of muscle  and  a  thick  leather  layer  of  armor  that  was  his  grey  skin.

Menacing  claws  that  looked  like  they  could  cleave  someone  in  two jutted out of his fingers.

He saw the orcs and wrinkled his nose.

"Are  these  the  ones  who  are  to  be  enlisted  into  my  unit?"

Rugal asked quietly.

I shared an uneasy look with Kain, then tried to answer, "Yeah

—"

"THEY LOOK WEAK!" he screamed into my face.

We  smashed  heads,  and  I  was  surprised  to  learn  it  was harder than I thought.

"HAAHH? I DIDN'T HEAR YOU THE FIRST TIME? WHAT'S

A  SPINELESS  HEDGEHOG  GOTTA  SAY  ABOUT  WEAK?"  I shouted.

"THESE MAGGOTS WOULDN'T LAST A DAY IN MY UNIT. I MIGHT  AS  WELL  CUT  THEM  DOWN  WHERE  THEY  STAND  TO

SAVE  MYSELF  THE  TROUBLE!"  he  shouted  so  loud,  spit  came flying out of his mouth.

"I'D  LIKE  TO  SEE  YOU  TRY,  YA  ARMORED  PIGLET.  NO

SKIN OFF MY BACK IF THEY BITE IT," I roared in return.

Rugal snorted. "You can vouch for these green piles of worm bait?"

"Damn  right.  If  they  ain't  up  to  snuff,  you  can  turn  them  into practice dummies for all I care," I answered.

Rugal  was  unflinching.  The  number  of  people  who underestimated me made a long list I couldn't bother to read. But I could count on one hand those who knew how strong I was and still didn't back down.

"You're  Micchi?  Prince  Kain  has  told  me  much  about  you,"

Rugal said.

"Takes balls to scream at me like ya got a deathwish," I said.

We took a step back and clasped hands.

"I  always  told  the  prince  if  we  had  more  folks  like  you,  the demons wouldn't be a problem," he laughed.

"Damn straight." I smirked.

"Oh, no… I don't need you two becoming best friends…" Kain groaned into his hands.

"I'll  take  it  from  here."  Rugal  put  a  hand  on  Kain's  shoulder, then  he  glanced  back  at  me.  "But  I'd  like  Micchi  to  provide  some instruction to my unit. A heavy hand goes a long way when it comes to discipline."

"Sure. Why the hell not?" I said.

"I'll  see  you  back  at  home."  Loraine  gave  me  a  kiss,  but  I grabbed her hand as she walked away.

"Er— sorry, I just…" I tried to let go of her hand, but she had mine clenched.

What  happened  out  in  Tamakanui  with  the  assassins  made me  realize  how  fragile  Loraine  and  Kawa  were  in  comparison.  My hand  instinctively  reached  out  to  her  like  I  was  afraid  to  lose  her again. Even though we were safe within the city, it's hard to get over how close I'd been to losing them.

Loraine sensed my anxiety and pulled me into an embrace. It was always a comfort to be enveloped in her arms.

There  was  another  thing  I  needed  to  do.  Lars  promised  to appraise and give me the most pristine dragon scale he could find off the  dragon's  body.  It  was  the  final  ingredient  Mildred  needed  to enchant the ring I wanted to give Loraine.

"I'll be back soon," I told her.

She  leaned  in  and  whispered,  "Maybe  we  can  have  some play—"

I quickly put a hand over her mouth.

"Not here!" I said.

Loraine giggled. She settled on kissing the palm of my hand.

"Alright, Kawa. What say we have Kain over tonight to help us cook dinner?" Loraine asked the wolf.

Kawa  barked  happily,  then  tackled  Kain  onto  her  back  and took off towards home.

"Whoa— Kawa, heel! HEEL! HELP!" Kain's voice grew more distant, and Loraine took his horse to follow after them.

"I was told you came from another world. How about showing my  boys  and  girls  how  you  handled  things  there?"  Rugal  asked, grinning.

"Heh. It'll be my pleasure," I said, cracking my knuckles.

The  barracks  was  a  two-story,  stone  building  constructed  in the  center  of  an  expansive,  flat  field  outside  the  city  limits  for  the purposes of quickly deploying their cavalry. This gave guards within the city time to corral citizens off the thoroughfare if the army needed to rush through. Or if they needed to make haste to another city or town, they wouldn't be impeded by Cynderace's natural congestion.

Rugal and his unit conducted exercises in that flat field, which had  seen  its  fair  share  of  use  by  horses.  The  area  was  split  into multiple training zones— a long stretch of land was cordoned off for spellcasters and rangers; foot soldiers trained within the walls of the garrison; and the largest tract of land was dedicated to training with horses.

Naturally, the whole place smelled of horse shit.

"Since  you  lead  the  cavalry  brigade  of  the  UKD,  that  means you're a dragoon class, ain't ya?" I asked Rugal as we rode closer to the field where a group of soldiers were waiting for us.

"My  files  within  the  Cynderace  Branch  listed  me  as  a berserker.  Prince  Kain  is  the  one  who  truly  leads  the  cavalry,  I merely  command  the  soldiers  in  his  place,"  Rugal  answered  with  a stroke of pride.

"Berserker,  huh.  Guess  that's  what  Kain  meant  by  us  being alike.  What's  special  about  our  class  anyway?"  The  subclass  didn't mean  much  to  me  at  the  time.  Barely  squeezing  out  a  win  against Anya,  who  was  an  enchanter  class,  opened  my  eyes  that  I  wasn't making  the  best  use  of  what  I'd  become.  Asking  Rugal,  who  I  was lucky enough to find out was also a berserker, gave me a chance to learn more.

Rugal  didn't  answer  immediately.  He  rubbed  his  chin  as though it was an awkward question to ask.

"Be careful who you tell others of your subclass. Our traits can easily be exploited. A berserker's strength is inversely proportional to

how weak they are," he said.

"Ain't got a clue what the fuck that means. I get stronger if I get  weaker?  I'm  dumb,  but  even  that  sounds  pretty  damn  stupid  to me," I said, scratching my head with Sacchan.

Rugal beat his fists together. I winced out of reflex. The fight with  Anya  got  me  expecting  things  to  explode  when  two  knuckles beat. Sometimes I forgot that we were the exceptions.

"In layman's terms: the more beaten and battered you are, the stronger your hits become," Rugal answered.

Wait.

That made sense.

When Yui and I fought Anya, my hits barely grazed her at the start. It wasn't until I was on the verge of passing out did I send her flying  into  the  wall.  My  final  hit  with  Sacchan,  even  though  it  didn't put  her  down  for  the  count,  would  have  shattered  a  mountain.  The fight  against  Mingba,  too—  since  Kain  absorbed  all  of  my  pain,  I wasn't  getting  any  stronger.  At  first,  I  thought  my  strength  came directly  from  my  emotions.  That  turned  out  to  be  false.  It  was Sacchan that reacted to my emotions— and somehow, we continued to get stronger.

We dismounted in front of Rugal's bundle of recruits. A mixed race of thirty soldiers in padded leather armor, spaghetti-armed and altogether  not  very  bright-looking.  It  occurred  to  me  from  a  glance, they  were  about  as  dumb  as  the  cannon  fodder  I  dealt  with  back home.  Maybe  not  even  fit  to  be  grunts,  more  like  another  set  of bricks to pave the road instead.

"There's something wrong with your recruits. They missing a brain?" I asked Rugal.

"You're  telling  me.  Most  of  them  are  either  bottomfeeding dregs of society, or from ultra-wealthy families looking for renown but too weak and incompetent to pass knighthood exam," he said.

One of them stepped out of formation, yawning into his hand.

He was a tall human with slicked-back, brown hair that had a sheen to  it—  a  look  that  reminded  me  of  Kain,  except  oozing  with  self-importance.

"Commander  Rugal,  how  much  longer  must  I  remain  out here? I'm covered in sweat, and I can't conduct a marriage interview my  family  kindly  put  together  for  me  tonight  at  this  rate,"  the  boy said.

"Fall back in line, Joriel. Day isn't over until she says it's over."

Rugal gave me a hard pat.

I walked up to the Pretty Boy 2.0 and tapped Sacchan on his chest.  The  bat  struck  his  leather  armor  with  a  light  thud,  and  he reared back in amusement of my audacity. Others behind him began to whisper among each other.

"That's the Cynderace Branch's strongest member, isn't it?"

"I  watched  her  in  the  Lannarkis  Ring;  she's  the  new champion!"

"  She's going to train us today?'

"I'm going to be sick…"

Joriel  looked  me  over  with  a  hand  under  his  smug  grin, unfazed by what his fellows was saying about me.

"You're  Micchi?  I  expected  a  large  and  brutish  woman,  but you  are  quite  the  beauty.  I  have  many  women  courting  me.  If  you would  like,  I  could  make  room  for  you?"  he  asked,  snapping  his finger at me like I was a whore to be gestured to.

"Who here knows healing magic?" I asked the others behind him.

A couple of hands went up.

"Alright.  Batter  up!"  I  smashed  Sacchan  into  the  side  of Joriel's head and sent him flying across the field. Everyone gawked at me, mouths hung so low they might dislocate. I picked out several of the lingering hands of people who were still processing what had happened. "You, you, and you. Bring him back and heal him."

As  three  recruits  ran  off  to  fetch  Joriel,  the  remaining  ones were now beset with a very visceral fear.

"Y-You  just  chucked  a  duke's  son!"  one  of  them  uttered  in horror.

"I missed the part where I'm supposed to care. All I see are a bunch  of  sorry  sacks  of  horse  shit.  If  you  ain't  good  for  anything,

maybe you're better off being tied to a wall to act as a meatshield? Is that what you want?" I yelled.

No one answered.

"I asked a fucking question! Are ya deaf?!" I yelled louder.

"NO, MA'AM!" they shouted.

Joriel was brought back to me, healed anew by magic.

"W-What  happened?  Where  am  I?"  he  asked,  glancing around as fear began to set in.

I  clobbered  him  a  second  time  and  knocked  him  to  a  new record distance.

"Bring him back," I ordered the three recruits.

"A  heavy  hand.  Heavier  than  I'd  like.  Being  who  I  am, attacking  a  member  of  nobility  is  a  treasonous  offense.  Not  even Prince Kain could defend me. I like your style, Micchi." Rugal gave me a nod, and I returned the smirk.

"You  roaches  are  missing  one  thing—  GUTS!  Without  it, you're a flea waiting to get swatted. I  should swat all of you, but I'm giving you all a choice. One of ya is gonna offer yourself as sacrifice to get the same treatment as Pretty Boy over there, and I'll spare the rest of you. Who's it gonna be?" I asked, clenching my hand around Sacchan.

No  one  approached  me,  as  was  expected.  They  all  looked ready  to  take  their  chances  going  down  with  a  fight  than  to  let  me take  a  swing  at  them.  I  half-expected  them  to  single  someone  out like  bullies  at  school.  There  was  always  a  fall  guy.  Someone  who would  take  the  brunt  of  a  gang  leader's  anger.  Back  then,  I  always offered myself to be the butt end of Chika's bad day. I wanted to be something to her, even if I went home sore.

Then, to my surprise, someone came forward on their own. A young,  beastling  boy  with  ears  of  a  rabbit  and  short  messy  hair  as white as snow.

"If… If you're going to hurt anyone, let it be me…" he said.

"My swings can kill dragons. You ain't scared, kid?" I asked.

"I'm terrified… I don't like pain, but if it spares the rest, I'll be fine."  The  beastling  screwed  his  eyes  shut,  resigning  himself  to  his

fate.  His  breathing  grew  hoarse,  bits  of  whimpering  escaped  his throat.

I  wound  Sacchan  up  and  swung,  but  stopped  short  of smashing  into  his  head.  Instead  of  hitting  him,  I  put  a  hand  on  his shoulder. His eyes opened wide with surprise.

"It takes guts to do what you did. What's your name?" I asked.

"P-Pino," he answered. His legs buckled. I helped him up as he held back tears.

"The one who trained me would've hit ya. I think she's wrong.

Hold this for me." I put Sacchan in his hand and pushed him towards Rugal.  The  others  began  to  breathe  a  sigh  of  relief.  They  clutched their hearts, held each other, and were glad that it was over. Too bad it wasn't. "What are you all hugging each other for? Rugal said the day ain't over until I say it's over."

Lingering  venom  still  coursed  through  my  veins,  but  these small fries shouldn't be a problem.

"Wait… but you said we would be spared if someone took the hit?"

"Yeah! Wasn't this a test?"

"You  all  really  are  stupid,  ain't  ya?  I  don't  recall  Pino  ever taking a hit," I said.

"That's not fair. You tricked us!"

"Hey, what gives?"

"You can't do this to us!"

"All this squeaking and groaning is getting on my nerves. You should be grateful I'm giving you a chance to defend yourselves. All of you versus me. Put me on the ground, and I'll end the day early. If you  can't,  well…  hope  you  like  your  dinner  cold."  I  cracked  my knuckles and grinned.

Chapter 13 - A Lovesick Maiden After  getting  to  know  Rugal,  I  could  rest  easier  knowing  the orcs  were  in  good  hands.  Better  his  than  mine,  since  I  might  have killed them out of frustration otherwise. Dealing with numbskulls ain't my color. It wasn't when I was in Japan, certainly not now either. The best  part  was,  I  got  their  muscles  on  standby  without  needing  to babysit them.

I wondered how those recruits were doing after I beat most of them up. They weren't weak, just pathetically indifferent like the guild members were before Yui became guild leader.

"That  Pino  kid  was  kinda  cute  though.  It  oughta  be  illegal  to be that cute. Ahh… get ahold of yourself, Micchi. You're turning into a shotacon at this rate," I scolded myself.

There were a few more things to take care of before heading home.

It was business as usual at the guild hall. Around the evening, members  were  returning  from  their  quests  to  collect  rewards  and wind down with a drink. The more exhausted ones went right to bed in the upper chambers.

Among  them  were  new  faces.  Namely,  Hurai  and  Thelesia, who  had  rejoined  the  Cynderace  Branch.  The  two  of  them  were enjoying a meal when they saw me come in.

"Chieftain!" Hurai waved.

"It's  good  to  see  you  well,  Chieftain."  Thelesia  stood  up  and bowed, then returned to her seat.

"Gonna  be  honest.  Feels  weird  to  have  you  guys  calling  me that here," I said.

"Calling  you  by  name  is  weird  for   us,"  Hurai  said,  trading  a glance with Thelesia and giggling. "We have learned real quick from the other members that they call you 'Boss'. Is this true?"

"It's a good way to remind them who's who around here. How are the two of ya settling in?" I asked.

"Hurai and I are the only ones out of the tribe that are with the guild.  I've  retained  my  status  as  an  A-rank  dragoon,"  Thelesia

answered.

"Just a C-rank here," the other groaned.

I  put  a  hand  on  both  of  their  shoulders  and  gave  a  gentle squeeze. "You saved mine and Kawa's life. I'm sure it's the same no matter where we come from, but I owe you big. Anything you wanna ask for, just let me know."

Both of them cast their eyes to the ground.

"More importantly, how are you feeling?" Thelesia asked.

I hadn't been letting it show, but I couldn't hide it from the two who basically watched it all happen. My fists couldn't clench all the way  without  shaking,  and  sometimes  I'd  get  random  pricks  of  pain running  up  my  arms  and  legs.  My  hands  were  trembling  from  just beating up a bunch of fodder.

The azure snake venom ran its course in my body, but I was still  suffering  from  its  after  effects.  Hurai  said  I  should  have  died.

That I lived was a testament to how strong my constitution was.

"Ain't nothing you guys gotta worry about," I assured them. It sucked,  but  I  didn't  expect  to  get  into  any  big  fights  like  Anya  any time soon. Though, I did need to get a little payback on the fuckers who did this to me. "I'll see ya around."

From behind the reception counter, Oaks leaned back on his chair  and  rubbed  his  eyes.  He  had  changed  so  much  from  the snarling  brigand.  Thick  spectacles  and  formal  work  clothes  made him appear like a respectable white-collar worker.

I smashed a fist onto the desk and startled him.

"B-Boss! What can I do for you?" he asked.

"I  need  all  the  names  and  places  operating  under  the Ramaleiks within Cynderace. Now," I said.

"Right away!" Oaks jotted into a piece of paper everything he recalled  when  dealing  with  the  Ramaleiks.  I  didn't  expect  to  get much out of him since he was just a third party peddler. However, the list amounted to almost 60 names and fourteen locations that were fronts  for  gambling  and  drug  dens.  "It's  all  I  know.  There  is  most definitely  more,  but  the  Ramaleiks  are  a  larger  syndicate  than  the one I led. Don't tell me you're going to take them on?"

"I'm gonna fucking bury them is what I'll do," I answered.

"Would…  it  be  alright  if  I  come  along  when  you  confront them? I have unfinished business to settle. Ties to cut." Oaks dared to  look  at  me  with  the  same  predatorial  eyes  he'd  shown  me  back then.  Not  an  expression  to  antagonize  me,  but  for  someone  else, and it sounded like he had another prey.

"Hmph. Suit yourself. I'll make sure to ring ya up." I nodded to him. It was then that I noticed Frey's seat was empty, and the door to Yui's office was left ajar and unlit. "Where'd your bosses go?"

"The  guild  leader  screamed  about  not  wanting  to  work anymore,  and  then  dragged  Frey  out  to  go  on  a  date—  I  think  she said?" Oaks relayed.

They  were  moving  about  as  fast  as  I  did  with  Loraine.

Couldn't let them outdo me. I still had that ring to get done.

"Ah. Before they left, Frey left me something. Said it was from Lars."  A  thick  paw  reached  under  the  seat  and  procured  a  box  the size of my chest. He opened it up to show me a glistening, dragon shell.  Pristine couldn't even begin to describe it.

"Ain't  that  a  beauty."  I  whistled  sharp  enough  to  make  Oaks'

ears twitch.

I  took  the  final,  prized  ingredient  necessary  for  Mildred  to enchant the ring to her workshop. Unfortunately, I might have come at a bad time. The sign at the door had been flipped to close. A little earlier  than  she  usually  closed  shop,  which  made  me  think something was up. Especially since the lights were still on.

When I kicked the door open, I saw Mildred laying face down on the counter.

"What the— Hey!" I raced over to check on her, but there was no response. "If ya die on me now, who the hell's gonna enchant my ring?"

"Uhh… my head…" Mildred croaked.

"Who  attacked  you?  An  assassin?"  I  asked,  shaking  her  to keep her conscious.

Mildred  clutched  the  collar  of  my  robes.  Her  eyes  were bloodshot, mouth hung low and drooling, she could barely keep her eyes open.

"Too much… Jinwan rice wine— urk!" I let her go just as she vomited  onto  the  counter,  then  struck  her  head  falling  down.  An empty bottle of wine rolled out from behind the counter and stopped at my foot.

"Great…" I mumbled.

I sat on Mildred's bed and waited for her while she bathed in another room. She left the door cracked open so we could talk, but every once in a while she'd go silent.

Her  bedroom  was  furnished  with  a  royal  treatment,  much more  extravagant  than  the  one  at  my  place.  It  was  definitely renovated  to  look  better  than  it  did.  The  bed  had  to  have  been assembled  inside,  since  it  was  too  large  to  fit  through  the  door.  A painting of Kain hung over a hearth, framed by satin loveseats and a low table whose legs were fashioned with the heads of a horse.

Then  there  were  the  weird  outfits  inside  her  wardrobe  which had  been  left  open  in  plain  view—  maid  robes,  peasantry  clothes, tavern dress, and more I couldn't make out. Was Mildred this world's version of a cosplay freak?

"I ain't waiting all day. Just wanted to drop off the scale so you could finish the enchantment," I called out.

Mildred  emerged  wearing  a  bathrobe  and  a  towel  over  her head,  with  blank  eyes  and  the  corner  of  her  lip  twitching.  She collapsed between my legs and grabbed a hold of my jacket.

"Just so you know, I don't see you that way." I stuttered.

"I  need  your  help…I  can't  work  like  this…"  she  cried,  then looked up at me like a child whose candy had been taken away from her. "I think my dearest Kain is having an affair!"

Goddamnit.

What did I get myself into?

"Normally,  I'd  send  thugs  to  scare  the  women  away.  If  that didn't  work,  threatening  them  myself  did  the  trick.  None  of  them worked this time, and when I confronted him about it, he yelled at me for the first time in… never!" Mildred wailed.

"I think your way of going about this is flawed… in more ways than one," I said.

She shot up from her seat, fists clenched together in front of her chest. "I can't take this anymore. If I can't have him, I'll end both him and myself—"

"Hold  it  right  fucking  there!"  I  pushed  Mildred  back  into  her seat, and then sat down next to her, rubbing my head. She slumped into the chair, looking no worse for wear. "Kain's still my gofer, and I need an enchantment from you. No one's offing themselves before I get what I came for."

Given how obsessively in love this bitch was, she wouldn't be getting anything done in this state. I was hoping to get the ring done as  soon  as  possible,  but  it  felt  like  the  universe  was  conspiring  to delay me.

Chika  always  said,  'If  things  ain't  getting  done,  get  it  done yourself.'

"I'll go find Kain. Where is he anyway?" I asked.

"Around this time, my dear would dismiss his guards and walk privately with that accursed woman in the residential quarters of the lower  districts."  She  blew  snot  into  a  handkerchief  and  fetched herself another bottle of alcohol.

"Alright.  Wait  here  and  don't  drink  yourself  to  death  yet,"  I said.

Wait.

It  occurred  to  me  as  I  stepped  out  of  her  workshop  and  into the night.

Kain was alone? He would usually be followed by his personal guards,  or  he  was  with  me  and  another  person.  Was  it  safe  for  a prince to be walking around at night without protection?

"Damn. It's getting late. All I wanted to do was drop off my shit for Mildred, now I'm going on another run. Did  I become the gofer?" I brushed off my hesitation. The quicker I got this done, the sooner I could get home.

It  was  surreal  going  from  the  nightlife  city  of  Ash'tar  back  to the tranquil streets of Cynderace. At this time of the night, there were three  types  of  people  out  and  about:  guards,  people  looking  for trouble, and idiots begging to get jumped.

Lampposts  set  with  magic  crystals  and  countless  stars  lit  up the  streets,  but  a  low-hanging  fog  gave  the  gothic  architecture  an eerie makeover. Buildings were much smaller on this side of the city, less  complex  shapes  and  attempts  to  be  showy,  more  simple  and practical. It wasn't as bad as the slums, no broken windows or holes in  the  rooftops.  The  only  similarity  Cynderace  shared  with  Ash'tar were that bars and taverns were loud and filled the brim.

I nearly gave up until I saw Kain and a woman coming out of a textile  store.  Kain  helped  her  carry  a  stack  of  vibrant  colored  cloth sheets.

The presumed paramour had short, wavy blonde hair, wore a plain  brown  tunic  and  a  long  peach-colored  skirt.  Something  about her appearance struck a chord with me, reminding me of someone I'd seen before.

"Well, well, Kain. Could it be you like girls that look like ya?" I mused.

After  tailing  them  for  half  an  hour,  I  was  beginning  to  think they were just friends. Nothing out of the ordinary like if he were to hang  around  me  and  Loraine.  Could  be  that  Mildred  was overthinking it.

Both of them stopped in the middle of the intersection to talk to a passerby. I dove into an alleyway and bumped into someone.

"Watch it, punk." I shoved a cloaked figure who staggered into two other people wearing the same dark clothing.

Their  appearance  screamed  suspicious,  especially  with daggers hidden underneath their robes. Loose hoods obscured most of their faces. Did Mildred send other people to find out about Kain's secret woman?

"The hell are you? Don't tell me you're after the prince, too?"

the larger of the three figures asked.

"You guys find out who the woman is yet?" I asked in return.

The  three  of  them  looked  at  each  other,  then  looked  at  me.

Without saying another word, they pulled out their daggers.

I  beat  up  all  three  to  a  pulp  and  left  one  conscious  to interrogate. Whatever their problem was, they picked the wrong fight.

"Tell me what that was all about, or I can shove your heads up each  other's  asses.  You  ever  seen  a  human  centipede?"  I  asked, slamming him into the wall. The hood fell away to reveal a man with asian features. Two short scars ran parallel just under his right eye, too deliberate to have been from natural causes.

"The  prince…  we  were  sent  to  assassinate  the  prince…"  he confessed, coughing up blood.

"Who  sent  you?  Jinwa?"  I  slammed  him  against  the  wall again,  but  too  hard  this  time  and  knocked  him  out.  I  clicked  my tongue, then threw all three of them out of the alley and in front of a pair of patrolling guards. "Assassins. Get rid of them for me, will ya? I got something to take care of."

Kain and the mystery woman had already gone. I managed to catch up to them further up the road in time to see them entering a modest house. The lights turned on as they entered, but the curtains were drawn to prevent me from peeping.

I  slipped  into  a  tight  corridor  between  two  buildings  when  I noticed  someone  running  up  to  the  house.  They  placed  a  dim glowing  stone  on  the  doorstep,  then  hid  behind  a  tree  across  the road.

"Hmmm.  You  don't  know  it,  Kain.  But  today's  your  lucky  day with assassins."

I  picked  up  the  coin-sized  stone  and  walked  over  to  the delivery person's hiding spot. She peeked out to check, only to see me instead and fell onto her ass. I lifted her up by the throat, shoved the stone into her mouth, then clamped my hand over it.

The dark elf was sweating bullets, violently shaking her head, and  pointing  to  her  mouth.  When  she  realized  I  wasn't  going  to budge, she put two hands together in prayer.

"I'm going to let you go. If you run, I'm shoving it up your other hole."  My  terms  were  met  with  the  hasty  nods  of  someone unprepared to meet their maker.

I let her down and put my hand in front of her mouth. She spat the  stone  into  my  palm  which  I  clenched  shut  right  before  it exploded, then used the same hand to grab her by the throat again.

"Ramaleiks?" I asked.

The elf nodded.

"Here's the deal. You're gonna turn yourself in, or I'll hunt ya down  myself.  Don't  run  back  to  the  Ramaleiks  because  they'll  be worse off by the end of the week. Capiche?" I growled.

"Y-Yes,  ma'am!"  she  shouted,  then  ran  away  in  terror  to  the nearest guard.

"I can't take this sneaking around anymore!" I stormed out of cover  and  banged  on  the  door  so  much  the  hinges  were  about  to come loose.

The door opened to a startled Kain and mystery woman.

"Lady Micchi? What are you doing out here?" Kain asked.

"More  like  what  are   you  doing  here,  sneaking  around  with  a girl?  Mildred's  got  me  following  you  like  a  stalker  because  she's afraid  to  get  on  your  bad  side.  All  I  wanted  was  a  stupid enchantment but now I'm running errands for her." I put a hand to my face and seriously considered bashing my own head with Sacchan.

"Mildred  put  you  up  to  this?"  He  traded  a  glance  with  the woman by his side and sighed.

"Maybe  you  should  tell  her,  Kain.  I  appreciate  everything you've  been  doing  for  me,  but  I  don't  want  it  to  be  at  the  cost  of hurting your relationships," she said.

"This is my older half-sister, Ellara. Before our mother married the man you know as King Allo, she had a child out of wedlock with another man."

"So… you two ain't porking it?" I asked.

"I don't know what that means, but coming from you it must be indecent. Whatever you are thinking, I can assure you that's not the case. I only recently found out about Ellara and wanted to make sure her family lived comfortably," he said.

"Well shit. She sent me on this wild goose chase thinking you were cheating on her." I sighed.

"Why would she think that?" Kain shook his head, then turned to  his  sister  who  returned  an  apologetic  smile.  "I'm  sorry,  Ellara.

Perhaps we should put this off to another time?"

"Think  of  yourself  first.  You  have  helped  me  plenty.  This Mildred woman sounds quite smitten with you. I would like to meet

her one day, maybe when you two marry?" Ellara giggled.

"If only time would permit," he grumbled.

I  wouldn't  admit  it,  but  I  was  relieved  Kain  sounded  genuine about  his  love  for  Mildred.  Despite  their  awkward  relationship  and vastly  different  social  standings,  he  still  cared  a  lot  about  her.  It reminded me of Loraine and her unconditional love for me.

Shit. Now I was the one getting embarrassed.

"Wait one moment, both of you." Ellara disappeared into her house, then came back a minute later with a woven basket covered in a light cloth in each hand. A sweet smell wafted from within. She gave  one  to  Kain  and  the  other  to  me,  but  took  my  hand  as  she handed it over. "Thank you for all that you do for my little brother."

"Y-Yeah."  I  was  left  speechless,  taken  aback  by  her  sudden gratitude.  No  one  had  ever  really  thanked  me  like  that  before.  At least, not without expecting something in return.

I  pulled  back  the  cover  to  see  a  dozen  baked  bread, decorated  in  confectionaries  and  glazing.  Some  oozed  a  jam-like substance and emitted a fruity smell. It got my mouth watering from just a whiff. Loraine and Kawa would like this.

As  we  left,  I  elbowed  Kain  in  the  ribs.  "I'd  feel  a  lot  better  if you didn't walk around alone from now on."

"Er…  Why  are  you  suddenly  worried  about  my  safety?  Is there something I should know?" he asked.

"S-She  was  your  sister…?"  Mildred  trailed  off,  slowly processing  everything  we  told  her  once  we  had  returned  to  the workshop.

"I'm sorry I made you worry, and I didn't mean to snap at you earlier. If anyone found out, Ellara and her family could be embroiled in politics she never asked for." Kain lifted a hand to reach out to her, but thought against it. His hand fell to the side, and he opted to let her think things through first.

Mildred gradually wrapped her arms around Kain's waist, then squeezed so hard he winced in pain.

"Thank goodness…" she whispered.

Kain's expression softened, and he returned the embrace.

The scene was getting too soppy for me, no room to chime in about my enchantment. I left the room and placed the dragon scale on the counter. Figured Mildred would just take care of it later.

Kawa  was  sleeping  belly-up  by  the  door  when  I  got  home.

The lights were off in the entire house, even the maids had gone to bed. I found Loraine nodding off on the living room couch in front of the  lit  fireplace.  She  snapped  awake  as  her  head  hit  my  shoulder.

Tired eyes looked up at me, and then a smile followed soon after.

"Sorry,  I  kept  you  waiting.  Had  a  lot  of  stuff  come  up  on  the way home," I said.

Our  roles  reversed.  Loraine  laid  her  head  on  my  lap.  I brushed the hair from her face to better see the blissful look on her.

"I had a really nice dream," she said.

"Oh, yeah? What was it?" I asked.

"You proposed to me with the most beautiful ring. We had an Amarinthian-style  wedding.  Oh!  You  don't  know  what  that  is.  It's where we rent a grand chariot and tour the country to announce our marriage  to  both  sides  of  our  family.  Sometimes,  that  would  take months  depending  on  how  many  places  we  have  to  visit,  and…"

Loraine  began  to  choke  up.  Tears  pooled  around  the  corner  of  her eyes. I wiped them away, but more streamed down her cheeks.

I only just remembered. Loraine lost her family. Mine were in another world. All she had left was an uncle who wanted us dead.

"Why not?" I said.

Loraine opened her eyes.

"When we get married, we'll visit the Sultan. Can you imagine his face after all of the failed attempts to kidnap you and assassinate me?" I chuckled.

She covered her mouth and started giggling.

"I  can't  imagine  it  will  be  a  warm  reception,"  Loraine remarked.

"That's right. It'll be with a bang," I said, squeezing her hand.

Loraine sat up and gave me a kiss. It lingered, tasted a bit salty from her tears, but I didn't mind. "We have a family right here. For once in my nineteen years of life, I like coming home… thanks to you."

"In my twenty-five years of life, I've never been happier," she said.

"Wait—  you're  six  years  older  than  me?"  I  asked,  genuinely surprised.

"You  never  asked  for  my  age.  What's  the  matter?  Older women  make  you  weak?  By  the  way,  you  promised  playtime  when you got home." Loraine grinned.

"B-But we're in the living room— shit!"

My sarashi was already unraveling.

Chapter 14 - Spring Cleaning

"Oaks'  a  pushover  now,  and  we  outnumber  them.  Gut  those fuckers!" the leader of the group of thugs shouted.

The  rundown  tavern  was  filled  with  hoodlums.  They  climbed over  tables,  picked  up  chairs,  and  pulled  out  whatever  small weapons  they  had  on  them.  No  doubt  they  didn't  expect  to  be attacked.

"Alright, Oaks. You're up." I gave him a hard pat on the back.

"Yes,  Boss!"  The  giant  beastling  met  them  head  on,  and slaughtered  everyone  that  thought  they  stood  a  chance.  Those  left standing  dropped  their  weapons,  then  proceeded  to  drop  to  their knees, realizing that they were outmatched. Nearly fifty more outlaws had been taken off the list, and soon the guards would be in here to take care of the mess.

We'd been at this all morning. Now it was getting well into the afternoon.

A groaning beastling crawled up to and clutched Oaks' ankle.

"Boss… why…?" he asked, peering up with a black eye.

"Things change, and I am an office worker now!" Oaks roared with pride. He then gave the beastling a card pulled from under his vest. "Here's the guild's business card if you ever have a change of heart."

As soon as the beastling took the card, he fell unconscious.

We  scoured  the  tavern  for  Oaks''  book   but  couldn't  find anything  related  to  him.  There  was  one  last  place  to  check  on  the other side of the city. An abandoned warehouse supposedly picked up  by  the  Ramaleiks  to  manufacture  chukashca  in  Cynderace.  A bold  move  likely  to  make  up  for  the  loss  in  profits  due  to  Oaks'

absence.

"What's so special about your book anyway?" I asked as we made our way to the final location on the list.

"It  has  sentimental  value  to  me.  I  wish  to  retrieve  what  was stolen from me," Oaks said.

I'd  been  in  the  business  of  cracking  heads  and  joints  long enough to know he was hiding more from me. The only way to find out was to get my hands on it first. Though I wasn't expecting him to betray me after coming this far.

A group of guards raced past us in the direction of where we had come from. Since I didn't want anyone escaping, I had a runner notify the guards everytime Oaks and I shook a place up. Kain might be getting swamped with work, but he was going to be thanking me for what we were doing.

The abandoned warehouse next on the list was on the same side of the city where Rohan and I roughed up a group of thugs. It was one of several old storage buildings belonging to the crown that had since gone into disrepair. Some parts of the roof were caved in, windows were cracked and boarded up, and any glass that remained intact were tarnished to the point that you couldn't see inside.

We were so far away from the residential area, guards would never  have  known  to  check  here  since  they  didn't  patrol  this  far.

There were other warehouses lined up down the road but appeared too broken down to be of any use.

Sounds  erupting  from  inside  clued  us  to  the  fact  that  it  was still in use. Someone peeking out from the second floor disappeared inside.  The  element  of  surprise  was  gone.  Looks  like  they  were going to prepare a welcoming party for us now.

An elf kid with dirty blonde hair ran out from behind a stack of crates between two warehouses.

"Give us twenty minutes minutes before you call the guards." I pressed a gold coin into his palm.

The kid nodded and then took off.

"It's  gotten  quiet,  Boss.  I  can  hear  the  heartbeat  of  maybe  a hundred people in there." Oaks had his ear pressed to the large, iron double-doors.

"Don't  get  me  too  excited,"  I  said.  Oaks  gave  me  room  as  I wound Sacchan up to smash the doors open. I struck so hard, one of the  iron  slabs  came  unhinged  and  flew  into  the  room  with  a  loud clash.

A few spells exploded on me, but they tickled at most. Oaks followed in close behind .

There  certainly  were  a  lot  of  people  compared  to  the  other locations, and they were prepared for a fight. Vats fed fire by mages bubbled  and  steamed,  conveyor  lines  were  manned  with  folks packaging  a  powdered  substance  into  parchment,  piles  of chukashca bricks sat along the walls.

"Alright, nobody panic! The Cynderace Branch sent us to do a safety inspection," I shouted.

A scrawny, bearded dark elf sprung from his seat in panic.

"Kill  them!  Kill  them  now,  or  I'll  have  your  heads!"  he screamed.

The  goons  stepped  forward  with  spiked  maces,  batons,  and other handheld weapons. Those that could do magic, conjured spells and readied to cast them.

"Losing  your  head  ain't  the  worst  I  got  for  ya.  Put  your weapons down, or I'll shove them down your throats and make you watch  yourself  shit  it  out!"  I  said,  cracking  my  knuckles  to  show  I meant business.

Those with more brutal-looking weapons like the spiked mace let go at once. A lot more people started putting their weapons down than I expected. Some spells even fizzled out.

"Why are you guys following  her orders? I'm the boss here!"

the dark elf demanded.

"W-Well,  her  threat  sounds  more  convincing…"  one  of  the goons said.

"I see some of ya holding what you're about to be constipated with. Ya got to the count of three until Oaks over here gets to work." I held  up  three  fingers,  but  everyone  else  dropped  their  weapons before I moved a finger.

"We'll do anything, please don't hurt us!"

"C-Cynderace isn't safe anymore with her here…"

Oaks  went  around  handing  out  the  guild's  business  cards since he had brought a fat stack of them.

"The Cynderace Branch is looking for more desk jockeys. Ten hours  a  day,  pays  a  livable  wage,  evil—  er…  great,  fantastic  guild

leader!"  His  attempts  at  advertising  were  met  with  incredulous stares.

I grabbed a brick of chukashca and walked up to the dark elf who backed himself into the wall.

"I'm  only  going  to  say  this  once—  open  your  mouth,"  I ordered.  The  elf's  mouth  shuddered  open.  I  cracked  one  corner  of the brick and powder began to spill out, then shoved the entire thing into  his  mouth  and  watched  as  he  sputtered  like  trying  to  swallow cinnamon.  "Change  of  plans.  We're  moving  on  from  safety inspection to trash disposal."

The entire warehouse fell into panic as the goons scrambled to  pick  up  their  weapons,  but  with  the  two  of  us  rampaging,  we knocked everyone out in no time.

"Watch  out!"  Oaks  dove  in  front  of  me  to  take  the bombardment of spells from two spellslingers across the room.

"I'm giving you a boost." I picked up Oaks and chucked him.

"W-Whoa!"

The  lion  beastling  twisted  himself  midair  into  a  leap  and buried his claws into the mages.

While  Oaks  was  finishing  up  the  beatings,  I  dug  through  the dark  elf's  desk  and  found  a  book.  It  was  a  ledger,  detailing transactions  of  drug  sales  made  in  the  past  year.  There  were hundreds  of  names,  money  owed,  debt  paid,  and  additional information pertaining to how to squeeze payment out of them.

"Boss, is that…?" Oaks trailed off as he realized I had looked over the ledger.

"There's  enough  to  put  you  away  for  life  in  Cynderace.  Kain won't be happy seeing this," I said.

"If… you wish for me to take responsibility for my crimes, I will turn  myself  in."  Oaks  looked  defeated.  His  ears  dropped,  his  eyes cast to the ground, but at the very least he sounded genuine. Shreds of burnt fabric clung to his chest after needlessly taking the spell hits for me.

I held Sacchan up to the ledger and lit the book on fire.

"B-Boss?" He gasped.

"As  far  as  I'm  concerned,  you're  paying  up  for  a  lifetime  of fuckups right now. Where I come from, we look after our own. I can turn the other way,  if you continue proving you deserve it." I let the ledger burn to ash in my hand, then pat the cinders away from my jacket. Any evidence that could incriminate Oaks was gone. The law had nothing to pin on him now that it was gone.

Oaks was on the verge of tears. He sucked in a deep breath to steady himself.

"I am in your debt, Boss!" he shouted.

Guards  poured  into  the  warehouse.  Kain  led  them  from  the front.

"Lady Micchi…? Don't tell me you're the reason the dungeons are reaching maximum capacity?" Kain asked.

"You're  damn  right.  We're  cleaning  house,"  I  said,  tapping Sacchan on the desk.

As  a  pair  of  guards  carried  the  dark  elf  away,  the hallucinations began to take effect on him.

"Oh…  no—  no,  no,  no!  Not  four  more  of  you!  Get  me  away from her, I beg you!" the elf screamed in terror.

"I  don't  know  how  you  keep  doing  this,  but  you  have  my thanks. For whatever reason, crime shot up a week after you came to the city. Then it went down, then it went up again! Hopefully this will  put  a  massive  dent  in  criminal  activity  going  forward,"  Kain explained.

The uptick in crime was most likely because I took out Oaks and accidentally let his underlings run rampant. But Kain didn't need to know that.

"Is there anything else to be found here?" he asked.

"No, I think I went through—" The papers on the desk caught my attention now that I was reading it over. They were assassination orders, sanctioned not just by the Ramaleiks, but also from Jinwa's Court of Eunuchs.

The  three  of  us  mulled  over  the  concerning  papers.  This explained  why  I  ran  into  so  many  assassins  the  day  I  was  tailing Kain.

"Jinwa's part of the UKD, right? Why would they paint a target on your back?" I asked him.

"I'm not sure. Just as concerningly, why is the Empire of Jinwa conspiring  with  criminal  syndicates  like  the  Ramaleiks?"  Kain muttered.

Chapter 15 - Clothes Shopping with Loraine

"Remind  me  again,  why  are  we  out  here  buying  clothes?"  I asked.

Loraine  held  up  to  my  body  a  white  blouse  tied  above  the midriff, paired with tight brown, leather pants.

"Because after you wore that dress in Ash'tar, I couldn't stop imagining you wearing other outfits." She put the outfit back on the rack, and then picked a dress with so many frills it looked like a pink marshmallow.

"What's wrong with what I've already got on?" I flared out my jacket which I'd worn since the start of high school.

She  stared  long  and  hard  at  me,  unimpressed  by  whatever she found lacking.

"It's not lewd enough," Loraine said.

"That's what you're going for?!" I was about to march out the door, but she grabbed my hand and dug both heels into the ground.

"Pleeeaaasseeee! Just choose one out of the many I picked out!" she pleaded.

Loraine had taken me out to an upscale tailor to buy both of us new clothes. While she had an assortment of outfits to fill a walkin closet to wear, all I had was my jacket, sarashi, and pants. Thanks to  Mildred's  enchantment,  my  clothes  rarely  got  dirty.  Even  if  they did, a quick rinse did the trick. So I had no reason to wear anything else.

The store's front door suddenly burst open and in came Yui.

She didn't see where she was going and flew into me.

"Owow…"  Yui  staggered  back,  clutching  her  nose  in  pain.

When  she  saw  who  she'd  run  into,  threw  her  arms  around  Loraine instead  of  me  and  received  a  pat  on  the  head  in  return.  "Anego!

Loraine! Hi, hi."

"What? You here to buy new clothes, too?" I asked her.

She  shook  her  head  and  pulled  out  a  piece  of  paper  that looked like an order form.

"Nope, not for me. Guild's set out a new outfit design for the desk  workers.  I'm  here  to  put  in  a  requisition."  Yui  handed  the documents to the tailor at the counter, who nodded and disappeared into the back.

I hadn't noticed it when she came in, but Yui was wearing her old school uniform instead.

"What happened to Bogart's clothes? We basically pinched a thousand plat from the Ramaleiks to get that for you, ya know?" The moment I asked that, light spilling in from the window shone a very distinct, crystalline shimmer on the fabric of Yui's clothing.

"I  got  a  contact  to  spin  the  threads  into  my  uniform!  Missed this  old  thing  too  much  to  stop  wearing  it.  But  damn  did  it  cost  a lot…" Yui's eyes went blank.

I  grabbed  her  by  the  collar  and  asked,  "How  much  did  you spend?"

"I'm  the  guild  leader.  I  get  to  spend  however  much  I  want!"

She  slipped  out  of  my  grasp,  hid  behind  Loraine,  and  stuck  her tongue out.

Loraine showed Yui the selection of outfits she had picked out earlier.

"Don't you think these would look nice on Micchi?" she asked.

"I  used  to  always  tell  Anego  that  her  tits  are  too  delicious  to cover up with a sarashi," Yui said, and held out an outfit that was just a single band across my chest.

Her  compliment,  if  it  could  be  considered  that,  sent  a  shiver up my spine.

"Don't  call  my  tits  delicious.  What  the  fuck."  Then  I  faced Loraine to scold her, "And don't bring Yui into this!"

Yui ran back to the front and dropped a fat sack of gold on the counter.

"We'll take 'em all!" she exclaimed.

"We'll see how Frey likes it when she finds out where all the gold is going!" I shouted.

Thanks to Yui sticking her nose where it didn't belong, Loraine and I went home with armfuls of new clothes. Most of which Loraine explicitly chose for less than wholesome reasons.

We  had  to  race  home  because  it  started  raining.  The  days were  getting  colder.  Occasionally  specs  of  white  fell,  but  always melted  by  the  time  they  touched  ground.  Somehow,  the  cold reminded me of the months leading up to Chika's disappearance.

Every year it came around to winter, I'd get anxious. I couldn't shake the feeling like someone was going to up and leave me. Yui must be feeling the same way. She had been sticking around Frey a lot more than she did around me lately.

It  was  even  more  distressing  that  my  strength  hadn't  fully recovered from the venom yet. If I couldn't be at my peak, how was I going to protect what I got around me?

Ethel  and  Roma  had  lit  the  fireplace  anticipating  that  we would  come  back  cold.  Loraine  threw  the  stack  of  clothes  on  the couch to dry them, but I had half a mind to throw them into the fire instead to spare myself of the embarrassment later.

"We'll prepare some warm soup in a bit!" Ethel said from the kitchen.

"Kawa  still  out?"  I  asked  Roma,  who  was  just  entering  the living room to get to the kitchen.

"She  isn't  due  back  for  another  few  hours."  Roma's  ears twitched anxiously.

It was probably going to take some time before the beastling got  used  to  being  around  an  elemental  wolf.  Frey  warmed  up  to Kawa real quick, so it might not take Roma much longer.

After  the  foiled  assassination  attempts  on  Kain,  and subsequent  discovery  of  a  paper  trail  revealing  Jinwa  and  the Ramaleiks' collusion, we agreed to giving her a part-time job in the prince's security detail. This was a kill-two-birds-with-one-stone type of  deal—  Kawa  got  to  play  with  new  chew  toys  in  the  form  of assassins and kept Kain safe. From what I've heard, her nose sniffed out  ten  assassins  since  she's  started,  and  only  one  meat  shop suffered collateral damage.

We  went  upstairs  with  a  few  dried  clothes  for  me  to  try  on.

Loraine wouldn't take no for an answer. The first she had me wear was a green silk dress that exposed my shoulders and back, rubies on a sash wrapped around my body.

"I feel like a fucking Christmas tree," I groaned.

Next was the white blouse and leather pants.

"This one really brings out your cool side," Loraine said.

"Not bad. I feel like I could at least wear this around." I took a look  at  myself  in  the  mirror  only  to  hear  Loraine  breathing  deeply behind me and realized she was staring at my ass.

"The  tight  leather  shapes  your  behind  so  nicely!"  she squealed.

"Pass!" I said.

"This  one  next!"  Loraine  shoved  the  band  Yui  was  holding earlier in my face.

"Not  that  one!"  In  spite  of  my  protests,  Loraine  had  me  try every  single  piece  of  clothing  we—  scratch  that—  Yui  so  kindly bought for us.

As embarrassing as it was, I got to see Loraine have fun and laughing so it wasn't all bad. I never owned more than two different outfits before. It used to be all I had was my uniform, and whatever stained  and  tattered  hand-me-down  my  parents  gave  me.  Didn't matter that I'd grow out of it. I either wore it, or I went naked.

This was… liberating.

The  last  outfit  she  made  me  wear  took  some  time.  It  was  a vest  over  a  long-sleeved  white  shirt,  ribbon  on  the  collar,  and  with black pants. This was more formal than the others, and it made me look the part of a guild receptionist.

"Micchi, look. Your outfit suits me nicely!" Loraine was wearing my  jacket  and  sarashi.  The  bandages  were  poorly  done,  and  hung loosely  to  her  chest.  She  even  completed  the  look  with  Sacchan.

"Grr… I'm going to beat you up for lookin' at my girl funny."

Her attempts to mimic me was somehow more embarrassing than wearing any of the previous clothes.

"I— I don't sound like that…" I mumbled, glancing away.

Loraine lifted my chin and said, "Welcome back, babe."

It was the very same line I said when I caught her falling from the Emir's booth. Hearing it made me want to die. I couldn't believe I said something like that in the moment.

She, too, turned red and tried to keep a straight face and not giggle.

"Okay,  you  had  your  fun.  Now  give  me  back  my  clothes,"  I said.

"No!  I  want  to  wear  this  for  a  little  while  longer!"  Loraine  ran for the door but tripped on the loose sarashi at her feet.

I dove just in time to catch her, and crashed to the floor with her on top of me.

"You're a handful." I sighed.

"Are  you  feeling  better?  You've  been  looking  down  lately.  I know you don't like talking about your problems, so the least I can do is try to cheer you up," Loraine said.

"You're throwing me a curveball while you're on top of me?" I asked.

Truthfully, I was feeling better. If it wasn't for Loraine, I didn't want to imagine what sort of dark place I'd be in right now.

Being tough didn't mean I had to be afraid of being weak. At least, not around her.

"Well…  our  current  position  does  reflect  how  we  are  in  bed, with you being the bottom and all." She grinned.

"You—" The rest of what I had to say was cut off by the door creaking open.

Ethel and Roma were peeking in.

"We wanted to let you know that your meals are ready," Ethel said.

"Take as long as you need." Roma shut the door as they left in giggles.

"L-Loraine, get off me! You girls get back here!" I shouted.

Chapter 16 - An Invitation to Jinwa Today,  an  envoy  from  Amarinth  would  be  arriving  in Cynderace to answer a summons by both King Allo and Prince Kain.

The  assassination  attempts  and  proof  to  the  kill  orders  weren't something  they  could  ignore.  Especially  when  they  were  supposed to be allies to a greater threat.

I  was  asked  to  receive  the  Amarinthian  envoy  at  the  city entrance. Accompanying me was Yui, due to her status of being the Cynderace Branch guild leader, and little Theo, who came in place of Kain so the eldest son wouldn't be put in harm's way. Behind us, a group  of  guards  carried  banners  of  a  prowling  lion,  the  Clineredell royal family heraldry. They were just here for show.

Felt  kind  of  bad  for  the  kid.  He  couldn't  be  more  than  ten years old, and was asked to be his brother's stand-in. I had to give Theo props though. Kid didn't shake in his boots and looked like he'd rather be anywhere else.

Theo was given Kain's horse, which I learned in their culture meant  that  authority  had  been  passed  to  him.  If  anything,  it  gave Theo the advantage of being taller than everyone else.

"You ever played politics, Theo?" I asked.

Theo shook his head.

"Yeah.  Me  neither.  We'll  see  how  this  is  gonna  go  down.

Maybe  Yui  and  I  will  show  you  a  different  kind  of  diplomacy."  I grinned.

"It  would  be  a  lot  more  fun  if  we  sent  them  home  with  a broken jaw. Gotta teach 'em a lesson for fucking with us," Yui said.

The  envoy  was  made  up  of  three  carriages,  pulled  by bullmors, wide enough to take up the width of the road. I counted at least forty riders made up of dark elves and beastlings on horseback.

Regular folk trying to get by had to pull their wagons off the road and wait for the parade to pass.

Theo,  who  had  been  putting  up  a  brave  front,  was  shaking now.  Hands  held  the  reins  so  tight  his  knuckles  turned  white.  I

grabbed the reins under his hand to steady the horse, but Theo took my hand instead.

"Your  old  man  and  brother  put  you  here  because  they  trust you. Here, take Sacchan. If there's someone you don't like, hit them with the thick end." I put the bat in his hands as he let go of me. He stared at it in confusion, but having it in his grasp lifted some of the fear in his eyes. "Don't worry. You got two big sis here watching over ya."

The  carriages  rode  up  to  the  front  gate  where  the  path widened to a flat field for vehicles to park during high traffic.

I was surprised to see yet again, kicking out the carriage door and  knocking  the  beastling  who  was  about  to  open  it,  was  none other than Anya.

"Senpai!"  Yui  raced  up  to  Anya  and  threw  out  a  fist,  but  our guest stopped her hand and gave a bone-crunching bear hug.

"Where's  the  other  one?  Get  over  here,  Kaminari!"  Anya shouted as she squeezed the life out of Yui before letting her down.

"Pass." I rolled my eyes.

Anya  was  still  wearing  the  desert  bikini  she  had  on  back  in Ash'tar.  A  stark  contrast  to  the  people  traveling  with  her  who  were bundled  up  in  thick  leathers  and  pelts,  with  scarves  around  their necks. At least she had some pants on so she was only half naked.

The  other  one  who  came  out  that  I  recognized  was  Owyn Medir,  former  ruler  of  Ash'tar.  As  soon  as  we  locked  eyes,  all  I needed to do was glare and he cowered away. Kain told me the title of Emir was reduced to a vanity title after Anya was made viceroy.

I expected another dark elf to emerge from the final carriage, but what we got instead were two geezers from Jinwa. They looked like  twins.  Bushy  eyebrows,  thick  beards  that  grew  down  to  their chest, and eyes closed like they were asleep— feels like they would fall over if I sneezed on them.

All I knew was they were the fuckers who poisoned Kawa.

Theo ordered his horse forward a few paces.

"W-Welcome  to  Cynderace.  I  am  Theo  Clineredell,  son  of King  Allo,  second  prince  of  Scoth—"  He  clutched  Sacchan  to  his chest as he lost the rest of his words.

"Does  King  Allo  think  so  lowly  of  us  that  he  sends  his youngest?"  Owyn  scoffed.  He  glanced  to  Anya  who  didn't  care  to pay  him  any  mind,  then  to  the  geezers  who  laughed  under  their breaths with him. "As honored guests from Amarinth and Jinwa, we demand proper welcome."

Theo bit his lip and was on the verge of tearing up.

I stomped up to Owyn and grabbed him by his collar.

"What are you doing? If you hurt ambassadors on a peaceful mission,  it  will  be  seen  as  an  act  of  war.  You  wouldn't  want  that.

Would you?" Owyn smirked.

"This isn't an act of war." I swept his feet out from under him and pinned him to the ground. Then smashed a fist down next to his face. "It's called negotiations."

"Anya…  you  can't  possibly  let  them  insult  me  like  that?"  He threw her a pair of pleading eyes.

"Didn't  you  hear?  We're  negotiating!  My  favorite  kind  of diplomacy." Anya laughed out loud.

The  meeting  was  held  in  one  of  the  large  conference  rooms within  the  guild  hall.  A  hearth  sufficiently  lit  and  warmed  the  room.

Frey  served  us  drinks—  well,  she  served  everyone  tea  while  Anya had  to  have  beer.  Both  sides  sat  across  from  each  other  on  the rectangular table. A scribe sat by the hearth to watch and record our meeting for the king and prince. Theo sat between me and Yui, and was  still  holding  my  bat.  It  seemed  to  make  him  a  lot  more comfortable, so I didn't think to ask for it back yet.

We  were  an  hour  into  the  discussion,  but  talks  were  going back and forth with Jinwa denying any responsibility.

"Anyone could have written that note. I could forge a letter of an assassination attempt on my emperor and claim it was carried out by  a  citizen  of  Scoth.  How  would  you  react?"  the  geezer  named Honwu said.

His brother, Ranyi agreed. "For all we know, this was the city's own criminals attempting to sow discord and chaos to drive attention away  from  them.  In  which  case,  it  seems  like  it  has  succeeded, seeing as you have invested resources to interrogating us."

"Nah.  I  took  care  of  that.  Ain't  no  organized  crime  going around  the  city  other  than  pickpockets  this  past  month.  Even  took care  of  the  Ramaleiks."  I  shot  a  look  at  Owyn  who  quickly  cast  his eyes to the table.

Thanks to me and Oaks, the city had to build new dungeons to fit all the criminals we fucked up.

"Good  thing  about  being  the  new  leader  of  Ash'tar,  the Ramaleiks have been sending folks to pay me off. I take the money, follow  them  back,  then  bust  up  shop.  Still,  the  city's  too  damn  big, and so are they. All I'm doing is splashing water," Anya said.

One thing was for sure. Anya had no hand in it. As guesses went,  the  Sultan  of  Amarinth  and  the  Emperor  of  Jinwa  were  in cahoots  to  throw  us  off,  and  were  confident  that  we  couldn't  pin  it back on them. The twins from Jinwa definitely knew something. They were being too nonchalant about this meeting.

Theo was trying to appeal to their better nature when I noticed Yui shaking her in seat.

"Why the hell are you shaking so much?" I asked her.

"This  meeting's  boring.  I  really  want  to  flip  the  table,"  she replied.

"Don't flip the fucking table," I whispered.

"Your  Highness,  perhaps  we  may  demonstrate  to  you  our commitment to the alliance. Emperor Yonnu would like to extend an invitation to you personally, Prince Theo. As I understand it, the two of  you  are  of  similar  age."  Ranyi  passed  an  envelope  across  the table to Theo, who read the contents of the letter with interest.

"Jinwa  is  fine  this  time  of  year.  Arcano-geothermal  activity beneath the surface of our lands provides warmth, even in the most frigid winters," Honwu said.

Is this a trap? It sounded like a fucking trap.

"I  will…  confer  with  King  Allo  and  the  first  prince."  Theo slipped the letter into his pocket. "It seems we have invited you here on a misunderstanding, but I appreciate your answering the call. My people will continue to investigate this further. Please, enjoy the rest of your stay in—"

Yui slammed her fists onto the table.

"THE TABLE IS MINE!" she yelled, then proceeded to flip the table and knock out the men from Jinwa in the process.

Anya leaned back on her seat enough to avoid the table and save her glass of beer.

"God fucking damn it, Yui!" I grabbed her by the neck.

We reported to King Allo and Prince Kain in the throne room right after the meeting.

"Emperor of Yonnu wishes to meet? He has never personally invited  anyone  to  or  left  the  Scarlet  Palace.  Yet  he  wishes  to  meet with  my  youngest  son."  King  Allo  tapped  the  armrest  of  his  throne thoughtfully while reading the transcript from the scribe.

"Perhaps  this  is  a  good  opportunity  to  strengthen  our  bonds with  Jinwa.  Lady  Micchi,  was  there  really  nothing  to  indicate  they orchestrated the assassination attempts?" Kain asked.

"Well… I'm pretty damn sure Jinwa did it. I just can't prove it,"

I answered.

"What do you think, Theo?" the king asked.

"I  want  to  be  useful  to  my  kingdom,  too.  If  meeting  with Emperor  Yonnu  benefits  Scoth,  then  I  will  go."  Theo  then  took  my hand with his tiny fingers. "B-But I want Micchi to come with."

"What?" I was caught off guard worse than whenever Loraine asked for playtime. Theo's bug-eyed look made it hard to say no.

This whole invitation screamed of a trap. But what better way to have fun than to take the bait and roll with the punches? After all, the antidote to azure venom was in Jinwa. I also needed to find out who this Empress Consort was to pay her back for siccing her dogs on us.

"Shucks. Alright, then. We'll check out Jinwa." I nodded.

"Leave the preparations and arrangements to me. It will be a few  days  before  you  set  out,  and…  thank  you,  Lady  Micchi,  or looking after my little brother." Kain bowed.

I gave him a thumbs up.

"Someone  explain  to  me  why  at  the  end  of  the  meeting,  the guild leader… flipped the table?" King Allo asked as he read off the transcript.

Chapter 17 - Anya, the Big Bad Softie Loraine  and  Kawa  threw  a  fit  when  I  told  them  they  couldn't come with me to Jinwa. It wasn't often Loraine pouted so much she looked like a chipmunk. I normally wouldn't be able to turn her down, but this time was different.

"I thought we were going to be together. Now you just want to leave  and  do  your  own  thing?"  my  dark  elf  partner  asked,  more displeased than I'd ever seen her before.

"These  are  the  same  guys  who  ordered  a  hit  job  on  us  with the  Ramaleiks.  You're  safer  here.  Especially  with  Kawa  to  sniff  out anyone suspicious," I said.

Taking  Loraine  with  me  would  be  like  dragging  her  into  the lion's  den.  The  Ramaleiks  supposedly  operated  in  Jinwa,  too.  Who the fuck knew if they would try to kidnap her there. With what it being a new place I'd never been before, we would be at a disadvantage.

And not to mention, I was weakened.

"You  know  I  can't  protect  you  if  anything  happens  while  I'm like  this."  I  took  Loraine's  hand  to  show  that  I  had  a  hard  time squeezing.

"Not with that attitude you won't." Anya, hidden by the raised backrest of the couch, threw a hand up and waved.

"How  long  have  you  been  there?  Why  the  hell  do  you  keep showing up outta nowhere?" I asked.

"Anya  came  by  while  you  were  meeting  with  King  Allo  and Prince Kain. She brought us something to eat!" Loraine said, holding up a tray of cream-filled pastries..

"Don't let people bribe themselves into our house. Especially Anya." I squinted at the suspicious food.

"Come  on,  Micchi.  Heard  ya  got  a  swank  bath  upstairs.  Let me wash your back like old times." Anya waltzed around like it was her own home.

I  thought  she  and  her  entourage  had  already  left.  Looks  like Anya, at the very least, stayed behind for a little while longer.

Yui and I had renovated the bath to be more like the ones we were familiar with back in Japan. Three showerheads were installed which drew water from the main pipeline that fed into the bath, and fitted  with  enchanted  metal  that  combined  wind  and  fire  magic  to provide  the  heated  spray  of  water.  That  cost  a  pretty  penny  from Mildred, but being able to shower before bathing was nostalgic and worth every cent. Yui even visited more often because of it.

Having  Anya  wash  my  back  was  weird.  She  had  done  this plenty of times before when we were kids. After getting beaten up by Chika or fighting our fill for the day, Anya took us back to her house to wash off. Sometimes she would even let us sleep over.

Damn, were those simpler times.

I hadn't completely gotten over the fight Anya and I had back in  the  Lannarkis  Ring.  My  mind  was  still  on  edge  even  though  we were at our most vulnerable while naked. As she scrubbed my lower back, a tingling sensation rushed up my spine. Anya started tickling and made me jump out of my seat.

"Q-Quit  it!"  I  raised  a  fist,  but  Anya  was  no  more  afraid  than Loraine when she teased me.

"I couldn't help myself! You two had the smallest backs. Used to  be  I  could  see  your  spine.  Now  it's  all  muscle  and  ink."  Anya laughed.

I  sat  back  down,  and  she  began  to  trace  the  outlines  of  my tsunami tattoo. I knew Anya was thinking of Chika, who had the full piece.  Yui  had  the  other  half.  Together,  it  was  supposed  to  form  a surging storm over crashing waves. We swore to get it finished once we  became  strong  enough  to  confront  Chika.  Not  sure  if  it  was possible to get the tattoo finished anymore in a world like this.

A  particular  thought  weighed  heavily  on  my  mind.  Anya  was one of two people who we vowed to pay back for leaving us. At the time,  Yui  and  I  were  so  angry.  It  hurt  to  think  about  how  much  we cried. That same person who left was behind me right now, both of us naked. How much more vulnerable could we be?

"Do you regret leaving us?" I clenched my teeth to ask her.

Anya didn't say anything. Instead, she poured water over me to rinse off the soap and walked herself into the bath to soak. It was

almost poetic. Even after so long, Anya was still avoiding us.

Why did that hurt?

More importantly, why did I care?

It was almost as though I wanted her to validate me.

I worked  hard to earn the life I had now in this world. Harder than any effort I put in while living in the other world.

I came into the bath after her, but sat on the opposite corner of  the  rectangular  pool.  It  was  hard  to  meet  her  eyes.  It  wasn't  as though Anya was looking at me either.

She suddenly stood up. The look on her face looked like she had resolved to do something. Her eyes were screwed shut, brows pressed together so hard her face wrinkled like she was constipated.

She  scratched  her  tangle  of  hair  and  marched  right  up  to  me, towering over me as she always had.

"W-What?  You  trying  to  have  a  go  in  a  place  like  this?"  I asked, my muscles tensing up in case a fight was going down.

"Sappy  shit  ain't  my  thing.  Whenever  I  say  something,  I always think back on it later and realize how stupid I sound. Just like during the ring— god, I'm embarrassed just remembering. Stand up, Micchi." Anya was staring me right in the eyes now.

For some reason, I obeyed. The me who used to follow Anya and Chika around, heard one of the two most important lessons, and my body just moved.

So I stood up.

Anya  hugged  me.  Her  arms  wrapped  around  my  back  and squeezed.

"What  are  you—"  No  amount  of  struggling  would  break  free from  her  grasp.  The  more  I  tried  to  push  her  away,  the  greater  the urge to cry was.

"Of course, I regret it." Anya's voice quivered just as much as she was shaking. "Nothing I do or say now is going to change that I was a shitty friend for abandoning you. Hate me all ya want. I won't ask you or Yui to forgive me."

I eventually stopped struggling and returned the embrace.

It was warm, like Chika's back.

It was warm, like when Yui and I first found two big sisters to look up to.

It was warm, like sleeping together in a futon with bedsheets and pillows.

All I wanted was for things to go back to what it used to be.

Warm.

As Anya pulled away, I almost didn't want to let go. Some part of  me  was  scared  she  would  somehow  disappear.  She  wiped  her eyes  and  sniffled,  then  clamped  down  on  my  face  with  blistered hands.

"You  and  Yui  got  a  lot  stronger.  I'm  proud  of  you  two,"  she said.

I  swallowed  hard  and  choked  up.  Anya  held  my  face  so  I couldn't wipe my own tears. This bitch wanted to see me cry.

"Aahhhh! Maybe I did fuck up by leaving. You're all grown up and not cute anymore," she whined while smushing my cheeks.

"Sorry. I got someone I like," I said.

"Hah. Me, too. But I gotta find and beat her into submission to get through to her thick skull." Anya grinned.

We reminisced in the bath for a while longer until our fingers pruned up.

Loraine and I saw Anya out the door. We offered her to stay for dinner, but she refused.

"I'll stick around until ya leave for Jinwa," Anya said.

"Where are you off to now?" Loraine asked.

"Got some skinship to do with Yui. That little lion's a handful.

Can't  imagine  how  the  kitty  girl  handles  her  all  day."  As  Anya vanished  into  the  crowds,  I  didn't  feel  the  same  unease  about  her disappearing anymore.

My  body  was  a  lot  lighter.  I  felt  stronger  again  already.  My hands were able to clench all the way, and the fogginess in my head cleared up a little.

Anya  must  have  put  an  enhancement  on  me  without  even letting me thank her.

Loraine took my hand, and I was able to intertwine our fingers to hold it at last.

"What did you two talk about up there?" she asked.

"Nothing much. Just finally settled an old score," I answered, feeling a weight lift from my shoulders at long last.

Chapter 18 - Departure

On  the  day  I  was  supposed  to  leave  for  Jinwa  with  Prince Theo,  I  ended  up  with  a  few  familiar  tag-alongs.  We  were  just outside  of  the  guild  hall,  loading  arms  and  equipment  onto  the wagons, when Bogart emerged wearing a thick woolen jacket with a request.

"Some  of  the  best  craftsmen  in  the  world  reside  in  the Blossoming City. While you're off conducting politics, I'd like to polish my craft there." Bogart was determined to come with. Even if I said no, she would probably hire her own escort to get there.

"Fine. Get the fuck on," I said.

Who was I to say no? She had been pretty damn useful fitting the  guild,  and  even  the  city  guards,  with  better  armor  at  a  bargain price. Taking her from the Ramaleiks was the best thing I could have done for any of us. And all Bogart asked for was a warm place to live

— which she built herself anyway.

Our  caravan  consisted  of  twelve  wagons,  mostly  filled  with weapons like swords and spears. The kingdom of Scoth sat on rich deposits  of  ore,  magic  and  non-magical.  This  gave  them  the resources to make  a lot  of  weapons,  of  which  they  were  in  surplus of.  It  was  mainly  how  they  cut  deals  with  other  kingdoms.  Traded weapons and metal for food.

"Anego!  I'm  coming  with!"  Yui  tackle-hugged  me  in  the stomach.

"Why the hell are you?" I asked, prying her off.

"Believe  it  or  not,  guild  business.  Some  hotshot  guild  leader wants to 'talk' about why I've been using my members like a personal army. Among other things." She sighed.

Yui  did  order  Cynderace  Branch  members  to  come  to  our defense in the Lannarkis Ring. Sure as shit wasn't subtle. Everyone saw that.

"You guys going to be cool by yourselves?" I asked Frey, who emerged  from  the  building  with  a  less-than-amused  frown.  Yui  hid behind me to avoid her wrath.

"I  suspected  all  the  hijinks  the   guild  leader  of  Cynderace would  reach  the  other  officers  eventually.  Better  clear  up  the misunderstandings now rather than later," Frey said.

"With yankee diplomacy, right?" Yui shouted.

"Absolutely not! Nnnnghh…." The beastling stomped up to Yui who  flinched  as  two  clawed  hands  squeezed  her  shoulders.  "B-Be safe out there, okay? Some guild leaders aren't where they are just to play around or work for the greater good."

Yui wrapped her arms around Frey, then ruffled the beastling's hair.

"I'll be okay. Thanks for worrying about me." Yui grinned.

It  wasn't  often  Yui  dropped  the  Lion  of  Saitama  persona.  I didn't  think  she  was  ever  cut  out  to  be  a  delinquent  to  begin  with.

Maybe  none  of  us  were.  You  could  catch  yourself  slipping  on  the stairs. Couldn't do shit if someone shoved you. Thanks to Anya, we were  able  to  settle  some  past  ghosts,  but  there  were  still  plenty  to face going forward.

"Lady  Micchi!"  Kain  galloped  down  the  street  with  Theo, flanked by a large number of cavalry soldiers I recognized were from Rugal's unit.

"Damn. It's like you're sending us to war," I remarked to both princes.

The elder brother dismounted and clasped my hand.

"Rugal insisted. Only half of these will go with you. The other half had been assigned to my security detail," Kain explained.

A  timid  rider  emerged  from  the  group  that  was  coming  with.

He was short, had long ears and tufts of white hair.

"Pino?" I squinted.

"Rugal said this was a good chance for me to lead a unit on my own. I'll do everything in my power to keep you safe, Micchi! And of course, ensure Prince Theo arrives in Jinwa unharmed." Pino was looking a lot more manly since we last met. A heaping dose of guts shaped him up.

However…

I glanced between Pino and Prince Theo, both of whom were young  and  green  around  the  ears.  They  tried  to  exude  an  aura  of

masculinity by putting up a brave front, but their youthful faces made me want to smother them with headpats instead.

"One  more  thing,  Lady  Micchi…"  Kain  pulled  me  off  to  the side to talk privately.

"What's up?" I asked.

"My  guards  have  reported  that  they  keep  finding  profanity spray painted into former criminal hideouts that you broke up. Words like, 'go die', 'fuck off', 'you're mom's a slut' were written all over the place. That wouldn't happen to be your handiwork?" Kain glared.

"No idea what you're talking about. You got plenty of people in the  city  who  were  unhappy  with  those  guys  anyway.  Couldn't  have been me." I stuck my hands in my pockets and glanced away.

"Well, you see. The one that gave it away was 'I'll stick my bat up your ass if you come back.' I don't know anyone else who has a weapon like that," he said.

"Alright,  it  was  me!"  I  put  my  hands  in  the  air.  "Cuff  me.  But you won't get rid of them for good unless you leave some nice little words behind."

"It's not that I don't appreciate what you did. The profanity just makes  it  less  welcoming  to  our  citizens."  Kain  shook  his  head  and groaned. Then he chuckled, probably remembering something funny I had written in one of the places.

"Be honest. Which one are ya laughing at?" I nudged his arm.

"The…  'I'll  piss  on  your  shoes  and  stuff  them  in  your  mouth'

was not only gross, but oddly specific." Kain couldn't stop giggling to himself.  He  then  shook  my  hand  again,  and  grabbed  my  shoulder with  the  other,  looking  me  right  in  my  eyes.  "I  treasure  my  little brother. It scares me to see him off at such a tender age. I leave him in your capable hands."

"I  ain't  letting  anything  happen  to  him,"  I  answered  with determination.

Kain took off after speaking with Theo alone. I helped the kid prince onto the frontmost wagon where Yui was sitting, and she put him on her lap.

Loraine and Kawa were the last ones to meet with us before we  left.  They  had  a  basket  of  homemade  food  in  each  hand.  The

potsticker dumplings inside were piping out and smelled great. Just looking at them, knowing that Loraine made these with me in mind, tempted me to stay.

"One  day,  you  better  take  me  to  Jinwa  to  make  up  for  this."

Loraine pouted.

She didn't know it yet. But Mildred had finished the ring, and it was  sitting  right  in  my  pocket.  I  planned  to  propose  to  Loraine  as soon as I got back. If Jinwa turned out to be a nice place, I wouldn't mind going back with her for a honeymoon.

Well, shit. I already couldn't wait.

"I'll come back with a surprise. Count on it." When I leaned in to  kiss  her,  Loraine  grabbed  my  face  and  stuck  her  tongue  in  my mouth. "Mmrphh?!"

My  face  heated  right  up.  Yui  covered  Theo's  eyes,  and  Pino looked  away.  Kawa  was  in  her  wolf  form,  sitting  patiently  and wagging her tail as if waiting her turn.

When  Loraine  finally  pulled  away,  she  was  beaming.  It  was hard to meet her gaze.

"Okay. I'm satisfied!" she declared joyfully.

"You could have warned me first…" I mumbled.

Kawa nuzzled her head between the both of us.

"Look after her, Kawa." I grabbed the large wolf and wrestled her to the ground. Kawa had fun struggling and licking my face. Then she transformed into her beastling form to hug me.

"Kawa  still  smells  poison.  Will  you  be  okay?"  she  asked, looking up at me with puppy dog eyes.

"You know I'm stronger than that. Don't worry about me. I hear some  places  in  Jinwa's  popular  for  their  spiced  meat.  I'll  bring  the biggest hog I can find," I said, scratching her behind the ears.

We rode out, waving goodbye to our friends.

Though  it  turned  out  there  was  one  more  person  waiting  for us.  Anya  was  at  the  front  gates.  I  stopped  the  horses  when  I  saw her.

"Once I finish business in Ash'tar, I'll catch up to ya in Jinwa.

Something's  got  my  attention  over  there.  Need  to  confirm  it  for myself," she said.

"The  Emperor  and  Prince  Theo  are  just  having  a  playdate.

You might miss the fun." I grinned.

Anya rolled her eyes and shrugged.

"Yui. Micchi. Be careful. Chika's in this world somewhere. Us being here's gotta mean there are others, too. Not everyone's got a soft  spot  for  you  two  like  I  do."  The  implications  Anya  made suggested there could be another one of us in Jinwa.

Might be what she wanted to confirm, too.

Either way. Bring it on.

"See you there!" Yui shouted.

"You  guys  are  gonna  leave  without  giving  me  a  kiss?"  Anya asked.

"Fuck  off,  Anya."  I  gave  her  the  bird  and  kicked  the  horses back into gear.

Chapter 19 - The Road to Jinwa Our  destination  was  Taiq'ae,  also  known  as  the  Blossoming City of Jinwa. It was the seat of Emperor Yonnu, whose family had ruled for thousands of years. However, circumstances had led to the death  of  the  current  ruler's  parents,  the  previous  emperor  and empress before Yonnu became of age.

The journey was a lot less sweaty than the last trip. Kain told me  that  the  inland  empire  was  a  massive  valley.  Cold  winds  often battered them due to the frigid mountains to their north.

Once  we  entered  Jinwa's  domain,  it  was  going  to  be  mostly mountainous terrain. The green plains I saw now were the only flat pieces  of  land  that  sandwiched  the  sole  rode  into  a  mountainous pass that led into the eastern empire. We had a few farmers pass by making offerings to Prince Theo. The escorts were always on guard when that happened.

In the wagon in front of me, Bogart was shivering like a snake rattle.  Even  bundled  up  in  all  those  clothes,  she  was  still  cold.

Looking at her pitifully rubbing her hands together made  me think I was freezing.

"How are you holding up over there?" I asked Bogart.

"It's… cold," she replied.

Meanwhile  the  rest  of  us  were  perfectly  fine.  The  sky  was cloudy  and  only  a  little  chilly.  Occasionally  the  sun  would  be obscured for a few minutes but came right back out.

Pino rode up next to my wagon. He looked puny on his horse, his  feet  barely  reached  the  foot  loop  and  instead  dangled  to  the sides. But he was determined to look his best in front of us.

"Reptilian  beastlings  have  a  hard  time  generating  their  own body  heat  and  rely  on  other  sources.  Without  the  sun  constantly shining, Bogart must be freezing," Pino explained.

"Bogart put herself in this situation, so she's gotta deal with it.

What about you, kid? My little pep talk got you going?" I asked, but he was reluctant to answer and turned red in the face.

"When I heard you and Prince Theo were going to Jinwa and needed an escort, I volunteered myself. Rugal said he could make it happen. Leave it to me to protect everyone!" he exclaimed.

"How  can  you  protect  me  if  you  can't  protect  yourself?"  I gauged the gap between him and the wagon, then reached forward.

"I might be small, but I— ah!" Pino wriggled uncomfortably as I  pulled  him  onto  the  wagon.  A  nearby  rider  took  the  reins  of  his horse.  With  the  kid  in  my  lap,  I  dug  my  fingers  into  his  hair  and scratched his scalp. "W-What's going on? Is this another test?"

Pino's  head  was  as  soft  as  it  looked.  Scratching  his  ears caused him to grind his teeth together and coo.

Damn. Why did this beastling have to be so fluffy? I couldn't stop  my  hands.  It  was  like  petting  an  actual  bunny,  except  he  was human-sized.

Yui snapped awake.

"Are we there yet?" she asked groggily.

"Not  yet.  Take  him."  I  pushed  Pino  into  Yui's  arms,  and  she took over petting him.

"Awww, cute bunny!" Yui exclaimed.

"I'm  not  enjoying  this  at  all!"  he  complained,  but  the  blissful expression showed otherwise.

I needed to stop before I awakened something.

Theo  was  in  a  carriage  at  the  center  of  the  caravan  for maximum protection. Probably shouldn't bother him. I vaulted over to Bogart's wagon instead, startling her enough to knock the earmuffs from her head.

"You wouldn't last a minute in Tokyo during winter," I said.

"I  don't  know  where  that  is,  but  it  doesn't  sound  like  a  very pleasant  place."  Bogart  wrapped  her  coverings  tighter.  I  threw  my jacket at her, but she hesitated to take it. After staring at it for a few seconds,  Bogart  draped  it  over  herself  and  immediately  looked better.

The wagon jerked to a stop. I almost fell out if Bogart hadn't grabbed my hand. One of the guards galloped up to me.

"There  appears  to  be  a  blockade  in  front  of  us.  Bandits, perhaps?" he said, keeping his hand firmly on the hilt of his sword.

I  followed  his  gaze  to  two  overturned  carriages  blocking  the road into the mountains. A large number of thugs were leaning and sitting on top of the vehicles, weapons already in their hands.

To  the  left,  tall  grassy  foothills  gradually  rose  to  mountain peaks painted white with snow. On my right, a mild incline drop led into a shallow river with fish swimming upstream.

"I'll take care of them. You guys guard the carts in case we got some hiding in the grass," I said.

The guard nodded and returned to relay the information to his unit.

"Will  you  be  okay?  I'm  no  fighter,  but  I  can  breathe  fire."

Bogart was about to leave the wagon, but I pushed her back in.

"Nah.  You  stay  here  and  watch."  I  hopped  out  to  face  the bandits.

There were maybe thirty in total that I could see. All of them were  mixed  races  of  elves,  beastlings,  humans,  and  dwarves wearing leather armor scraps and whatever they found to throw on at a moment's notice.

A human with a thick, red beard and cloudy right eye stomped up to me with a warhammer in his hand.

"It ain't often we get a noble audience. Fancy you's gotta have some money to pay for the toll, eh?" He leaned down and exhaled a breath stinking of beer.

"You got some shit on the road. Either you move it, or I will," I said.

"Maybe  ya  got  wax  in  yer  ears,  girly.  This—  hey!  Where  ya going?" he shouted to my back.

I walked up to the two carriages that blocked the road. Some of  the  thugs  glared  down  at  me  and  brandished  their  weapons.  A good kick sent both vehicles, including the men on it, tumbling into the river below.

"You bitch!" Their leader turned to the grassy side of the hills and called for help. "Get out here and gut these bastards!"

No one responded.

"I dealt with the trash!" Yui skipped up and high-fived me.

Two  dozen  pillars  of  smoke  billowed  from  the  tall  grass,  the sound of their groaning could be heard from down here..

The few that remained standing around me gawked in horror.

I  pressed  Sacchan  up  to  the  bandit  leader's  chin.  Despite  the  cool air, his forehead was covered in sweat.

"Ora  ora!  Kick  their  ass,  Anego!  Shove  your  foot  up  their asses!" Yui screamed with anticipation.

"I  got  a  better  idea.  They  just  earned  themselves  a  job.  Pro bono." I grinned at them.

We  collared  the  forty  bandits  with  rope  and  leashed  them  to the wagons alongside our horses. And just like that, we were moving twice as fast as before.

"How  do  ya  like  that,  Pino?"  I  asked,  tossing  a  half-eaten apple  at  the  bandit  leader  who  was  pulling  my  wagon.  He  kept  his head low, not wanting to draw anymore attention. Not that he could talk, since I put rags in their mouths.

"I feel like Prince Kain has said this before, but the things you do, Lady Micchi… they're tantamount to tyranny…" Pino said.

"If  only  Anego  was  as  serious  about  her  relationship  with Loraine as she was about beating people up." Yui shrugged.

I felt the heat rise to my face.

"W-Where the hell did that come from? I take my relationship with  Loraine  seriously.  Keep  your  nose  out  of  it…"  I  hugged  Pino tighter and caused him to squeak.

"She's  always  complaining  to  me  that  your  mind  is somewhere  else.  Like,  have  you  told  her  about  your  past  yet?"  Yui asked.

I  thought  back  to  all  the  times  I  had  a  chance  to  but  didn't.

Instead, the answer was always some rephrasing of 'later' but never an  exact  time.  Was  I…  avoiding  Loraine?  My  fingers  thumbed  the ring that was secured within my jacket's inner pocket.

"What  about  you  and  Frey,  huh?"  I  tried  to  steer  the conversation on Yui, but she was prepared for it.

A  smug  grin  flashed  across  her  face,  and  she  rubbed  her nose with a finger.

"We're  going  steady!  After  talking  to  Anya—  man,  she dragged me out of the guild hall and took me to a bathhouse just to talk— she beat into me about opening up to Frey. I'm already ahead of you!" Yui said.

"O-Oh,  yeah?  Well…  Loraine  and  I  had  sex  already!  How about that?" My head was scrambling for anything to one-up Yui, but even this didn't faze her.

"Should  I…  really  be  here  for  this  conversation?"  Pino hesitated to ask.

"Frey  wears  the  pants  in  the  guild.  But   I'm  the  beast  in  the bedroom!" Yui exclaimed proudly.

"Awawawa—  I  don't  think  I  should  be  here  for  this conversation!" the beastling whimpered, his ears drooping.

The  sun  was  setting  quick.  Pino  and  the  soldiers  under  his command agreed that traveling through the mountains at night was dangerous. One of the bandits I put to work recognized the road and suggested a town to make a pit stop at. We gave him the benefit of the doubt since he near shit his pants when we thought he was lying.

Lucky for him, he wasn't. The place in question was a sizable town of lumber mills called Ou'waeka. Most of the inhabitants were lumberers, and they harvested wood day in and day out. It was one of dozens on this mountain range, but one of the few that was built on  the  main  road  leading  to  and  from  Jinwa.  The  passage  of countless  travelers  from  the  other  kingdoms  allowed  this  village  to prosper,  making  it  the  premier  stopping  point  to  hunker  down  mid-journey.

"Damn, Yui. Doesn't this place remind you of home?" I asked as we rode into town.

The many lantern lights reflected off of Yui's eyes. She took in the sights around us and inhaled deeply of fresh mountain air.

"Kinda reminds me of the Hokkaido countryside. It's chilly, but not quite cold yet," she said.

"Please,  stop…"  Bogart  pleaded,  clutching  tighter  on  my jacket. "Hearing you say that word makes it  feel colder."

It definitely was feeling like winter, but this was our element.

Weather aside, the familiarities ended there once we laid eyes on the architecture.

Houses  here  were  different  than  the  ones  back  in  Scoth.

Instead  of  thatched  roofs,  they  were  tiled  and  made  of  smooth lumber. Roads were paved in layered stone and asphalt, not left as beaten  dirt  paths.  Paper  lanterns  embedded  with  a  magic  crystal hung on wooden posts, illuminated Ou'waeka at night.

A  lot  of  the  human  folks  shared  similar  features  to  people back in Japan. They wore robes and sandals, grew their hair long to shape  into  buns  and  ponytails—  even  the  non-humans  dressed  in the same way.

The sight of them pricked the back of my mind with nostalgia.

It reminded me of home… at least, from the few fond memories I had of home.

"Hold!"  A  group  of  guards  wearing  what  looked  like  wooden tiles  laced  together  to  form  a  suit  of  armor  galloped  up  to  our caravan.  One  in  particular,  an  elf  with  a  red  bandana  on  her  head, and armor painted in red and black, led the charge with a halberd.

"Wherever  we  go  the  welcoming  committee  is  looking  for  a fight." I slammed my fists together.

"Oh, no. Kain told me about how you 'handle' things! Please, stay in the wagon and let me handle this." Pino rode forward alone to meet them.

"You're lucky you got fluffy ears, kid." I sat my ass back down next to Yui and Bogart.

"We are the envoy escorting Second Prince Theo to meet with Emperor  Yonnu,"  Pino  said.  He  looked  especially  small  next  to  the much taller guards. There were inaudible whispers among them, but I could feel their eyes burning into me as I glared back.

Even gossipy high schoolers were more subtle than that.

"If ya got something to say about us, ya might as well say it loud  enough  so  I  can  hear."  I  couldn't  take  it  anymore  and  leaned forward to size them up.

A  few  of  them  didn't  take  kindly  to  that  and  reached  for  the weapons at their waist.

Suddenly, two small arms wrapped around my waist in a vain effort  to  pull  me  back  in.  Theo  had  exited  his  carriage  and  jumped into  my  wagon,  his  personal  guards  watched  by  the  edges  with worry.

"You  don't  wanna  be  here  if  things  get  ugly.  What's  the matter?" I asked the second prince.

"N-No  fighting…  we're  here  on  a  diplomatic  mission,"  Theo stuttered.

I sighed and settled on spitting at the Jinwan guards' feet.

"Alright, you can let go now. I ain't getting into trouble. Not yet anyway." I picked Theo up and returned him to his personal guards who were overwhelmed with relief.

"What  are  we  going  to  do  with  the  fodder?"  Yui  asked, climbing onto my back.

"Ah. Right." I tapped on the bandit leader's bald head. He was sandwiched  between  two  pull  horses,  panting  like  a  dog  after  a whole day of tugging the wagon. "What's your name?"

"Huann… b-boss." The guy looked like he was going to keel over  from  exhaustion,  if  he  wasn't  going  to  be  trampled  on  by  the horses first.

"Get your goons outta here. But be back first thing tomorrow morning  to  get  us  to  Taiq'ae."  I  grabbed  his  collar  and  brought  him close  to  my  face.  "Ain't  no  place  in  this  mountain  you  can  hide  if  I burn it all down, ya hear?"

"Yes,  ma'am!"  Huann  untied  his  ropes,  gathered  his  people, and made for an inn on the other side of town.

The  caravan  started  moving  again.  The  elf  who  had  been talking  to  Pino  was  escorting  us  now,  but  the  rest  of  her  guards raced out of town. Presumably in the direction of Taiq'ae.

I shouldn't forget. The empress of this place was a bitch with schemes.  This  whole  meeting  was  probably  a  setup  from  the  start, so I gotta be on my toes the whole way tomorrow.

There was a stable at the eastern side of Ou'waeka where we checked  in  our  horses  and  wagons.  The  elf  guard-captain  referred us to the slightly better tavern in town, but that wasn't saying much.

Lumberers  drank  their  lives  away  after  a  day  of  work.  Didn't matter where you went. Where there was alcohol, there were going to  be  people  who  couldn't  control  themselves.  One  guy  got  too handsy and copped a feel of my ass. Now he and his friends were sleeping on the streets with a broken nose.

"I'll take the rooms of the guys I just kicked out," I said to the tavernkeep.

Most of us split into groups for each room. Instead of bunking down  with  me  and  Yui,  Bogart  stayed  downstairs  to  sleep  by  the hearth, citing that it was a lot warmer.

"Ahh,  man.  I  miss  home  already!"  Yui  threw  herself  onto  the bed, which was a layer of cushions and sheets laid out on the floor.

The  first  thing  it  reminded  me  of  was  a  futon,  but  it  was  a  lot  less comfortable.

"Which one?" I instinctively tried to take off my jacket only to realize Bogart still had it.

A quiet knock alerted us to the door before Yui could answer. I grabbed  Sacchan  and  cracked  it  open.  It  was  Theo's  beastling guard, and the prince was between his legs.

"Prince Theo said he couldn't sleep," the guard explained.

"You having nightmares, or you missing home, too?" I opened the door and kneeled down to face him.

Theo shook his head, jostling his already messy hair. "I-I just want to make sure you stay out of trouble."

I put a hand on his head and chuckled.

Sending him back to his room wouldn't do him any good. Sure as hell didn't do me and Yui any good when Chika disappeared. I'd feel  bad  kicking  him  out,  but  we  all  need  to  get  some  shut-eye  for tomorrow.

"Why not just let him sleep in here? A couple of big sisters will protect him tonight!" Yui said.

Theo's eyes lit up, he looked to his guard for permission, who was reluctant to agree.

"In  that  case,  we  will  stand  guard  outside  if  you  need anything.  Prince  Theo,  Lady  Micchi,  Lady  Yui,  we  bid  you

goodnight." The beastling ushered Theo in and shut the door behind him.

Yui gave the prince a piggyback ride and ran around the room like an idiot. Theo was terrified at first, but he gradually got used to her playful antics.

"Bet you don't get to stay up a lot. Is this your first time up so late?" Yui asked.

Theo shook his head.

"Oooh. Me, too. I like staying up late a lot. Plenty of trouble to get  into  at  night.  Nighttime  is  also  when  he…  isn't  awake…"  she trailed off.

"He?" Theo asked timidly.

"A  good  for  nothing,"  I  answered  in  Yui's  place.  "You  don't wanna  grow  up  to  be  a  good  for  nothing  right?  You  told  me  you wanted to be useful to Kain and your old man."

Theo shook his head again.

"I want to grow up strong like my brother," he said.

"Heh.  Screw  brothers.  Grow  up  strong  like  your  sisters instead!" Yui got onto all fours and tried to buck him off like a bull.

Chapter 20 - Diversion

I woke up to Yui kicking me in the face. If it weren't for Theo laying  right  next  to  her,  I  might  have  slammed  her  into  the  wall.

These two idiots played way late last night, and kept me awake with their shenanigans. Yui was pretty taken with the kid. I'd never seen her  act  like  a  doting  older  sister  before,  but  I  could  probably  guess why.

Yui was fighting her own battles.

If we were still in Japan— if Yui hadn't moved, would I have had it in me to confront her brother? It was easy to tell myself yes, but… would I?

I decided to let them sleep a while longer. It was going to be another  bumpy  ride  the  rest  of  the  way.  The  guards,  an  elf  and  a human who were different from the ones last night, nodded to me on my way out.

"We'll  leave  in  two  hours.  Get  some  grub  before  leaving because  we  ain't  stopping  until  we  get  to  Taiq'ae,"  I  told  the  two guards.

"Understood, Lady Micchi. Is that all you're going out in?" the elven  guard  asked,  taking  note  that  I  was  only  wearing  the  sarashi and  pants.  "The  inn's  hearth  keeps  us  warm  plenty,  but  the mountain's morning chill cuts into the bone."

Bogart, that bastard. She still had my jacket.

"It ain't the cold that gets me." I shrugged.

I'd gotten so used to the Cynderace Branch's rowdy members in  the  tavern,  nothing  could  have  prepared  me  for  what  I  saw downstairs.  Imagine  my  surprise  when  I  came  down  to  a  floor  of people quietly sipping tea and playing board games.

"S'matter, young one? Normally the young're still passed out

'round this time." A geezer who only had hair left on his upper lip was wiping down empty tables. He wore an apron over his green robes, and a fur cloak rested over his shoulders. If I remembered right, he was the innkeeper.

"Wasted  ain't  my  color.  But  if  you're  offering  a  drink,  hit  me with  the  strongest  you  got."  I  leaned  against  the  counter  and  put down a gold coin.

The  old  man  went  to  the  shelf  behind  him  and  instead  of bringing me alcohol, he poured tea onto a mixture of dried bark and leaves. It smelled bitter and would probably taste even worse.

"Can't tell if this is a joke, old man." I reached for the teacup, but he put a hand over the cup and asked me to wait.

"This is best drunk with fermented Jinwa plum." He dropped a red  fruit  the  size  of  a  grape  into  mine  and  his  cup,  then  nodded  to me.

I  drank  it  in  one  gulp,  but  as  soon  as  I  bit  into  the  plum,  a splash  of  sweet  and  hard  alcohol  assaulted  my  throat.  My  body instantly warmed up. It was like I had drunk an entire bottle of wine in a single gulp, then chewed the hottest chili pepper in the world. If it wasn't for the round of enhancements Anya put on me, I'd be tipsy right now.

That  beer  guzzler  would  probably  like  this,  and  Yui  would probably get herself wasted on it.

"Hit  me  with  one  more  for  the  road."  I  flicked  a  coin  a  little harder than I should, but the geezer caught it between two fingers.

He slid it back across the counter to me and shook his head.

"Once per visit," he said.

I  didn't  question  it.  I  left  the  coin  there  as  a  tip  and  left.

Something about him struck me as odd, and it wasn't just the speed he demonstrated. A regular innkeeper wouldn't say no to making an extra buck.

Bogart  wasn't  hard  to  find.  Instead  of  lying  by  the  hearth, there was a large fire pit in the center of the room filled with burning coals.  It  was  what  really  kept  the  whole  place  warm.  Lying  spread eagle on top, using my jacket as a blanket, was none other than the lizard.

"Really  picked  a  place  to  sleep.  Not  afraid  some  creep  is gonna mess with ya?" I asked.

"Just who is going to burn their hands trying?" Bogart sat up and returned my jacket. I shook loose the ashes and put it on. The

whole thing was toasty, but didn't burn like I would have expected it to.

The  moment  I  walked  outside  to  take  in  the  fresh  air,  a rumbling at my feet took me by surprise. The entire mountain began to shake. Horses reared and whinnied, folks fell to the ground racing back to their homes, and the innkeeper stumbled out to check on the commotion.

Pino and the elven Jinwan guard-captain galloped over, worry written on both of their faces.

"Was that what I think it was?" I asked.

"It felt like a monolith." Pino nodded.

"Here I thought it was going to be a boring morning. Give me your horse, Pino. You stay behind with the others and guard Prince Theo,"  I  said,  to  which  Pino  agreed  and  dismounted.  As  soon  as  I climbed  onto  the  horse,  the  elf  made  a  suspicious  glance  towards the inn. "Where are you looking, knife-ears?"

"It  may  be  best  if  I  stay  here  to  protect  the  citizens  of Ou'waeka as well," she said.

I shook my head. "Nu-uh. You're coming with me.

"You're ordering  me?" Her eyes narrowed.

"Either  that,  or  we  let  demons  run  rampant  in  your  city.  This ain't  my  home,  I  could  care  less.  You,  on  the  other  hand…  you gonna let this place go up in flames?" I asked.

"Very well. But my guards stay behind," she declared.

The elf was good at keeping a straight face. She didn't slip up anymore after making that suspicious look.

I  made  a  quick  stop  around  town  to  gather  the  bandits  we picked up yesterday. They followed after me and the guard-captain to the western edge of the town, where an obsidian monolith could be seen jutting out of the canopy. Snarling bloodhounds with fangs as large as daggers poured out of the swirling portal.

"Y-You  can't  expect  us  to  fight  those?"  One  of  the  bandits clutching a cudgel to his chest was about to piss his pants.

The rest took a step back.

"There's  no  way.  We're  not  trained  to  fight  those!"  Huann cried.

"Hahh? You take one more step back, and I'm breaking those legs  and  leaving  ya  for  dead.  Then  after  those  dogs  are  done chewing on your bones, I'll be using whatever's left of your body as a training dummy." I tapped my bat on my shoulder and waited for their answer.

"On…  On  second  thought,  we'll  take  our  chances  with  our legs intact." All of them turned back to face the demon dogs.

At  the  end  of  the  battle,  the  worst  the  bandits  got  away  with was  a  couple  of  gashes.  The  bloodhounds  could  hardly  be considered  smallfry.  They  were  a  fucking  afterthought.  I  knocked them out of the park with a better record and Barry Bonds.

Throughout  the  fight,  the  elf  captain  kept  looking  over  her shoulders in the direction of town. She clicked her tongue, and was about  to  get  back  onto  her  horse  when  I  dragged  her  down  and kicked her weapon away.

"What do you think you're doing?" she screamed. I pulled her towards  the  monolith  that  began  to  sink  and  wedged  my  shoulder underneath to keep it from closing shut. The damn thing was heavy as hell.

"You been acting weird all day. Tell me what the fuck you got scheming, or I'm throwing you into the portal." I put half her head into the portal. Her hands vainly tried to pry my fingers open, shaking as much as the bandits were when they first saw demons.

"No— stop! The empress ordered us to capture your second prince and cavalry-captain! That's it, I swear!" she begged.

"Why  the  fuck  for?  We're  heading  there  anyway…  shit!"  I tossed her to the ground and set my eyes on the bandits. "Change of plans.  Get  your  sorry  asses  into  gear  and  make  way  for  Taiq'ae.  If you don't catch up, you're all dead meat."

Without  turning  back,  I  rode  as  fast  as  I  could  back  into Ou'waeka. Bogart was outside of the inn helping our escort guards up. A struggle had taken place here, one which we had lost. Theo's five personal guards were unconscious on the ground.

"Where's the prince and Pino?" I asked Bogart.

"Right  after  you  left,  some  people  came  in  to  take  them.  I didn't see their faces, but one of them was the innkeeper. Yui went

after them, but…" Bogart trailed off.

Fuck. Shit. Fuck.

"Get  to  the  wagons,  Bogart.  The  rest  of  you—  I  don't  care  if you  got  a  broken  bone.  Get  the  fuck  up.  We're  leaving  now!"  I shouted.

Bogart and I caught up to Yui, who had been giving chase on foot.  As  fast  as  she  was  in  battle,  there  was  no  way  in  hell  she'd catch up to the kidnappers who had a head start.

"Yui! I shouted to her back. She clasped my hand as I rode by and swung her behind me onto the horse.

"Sorry. They got the jump on us back at the inn," she said.

"The  ones  who  attacked  us  were  well-trained.  Shouldn't  we regroup with the others?" Bogart asked.

"Fuck  that.  I  got  a  stupid  plan.  Get  your  horse  over  here, Bogart."  I  was  surprised  to  see  her  listen  so  quickly.  Both  of  our horses were right next to each other. Any closer and they might butt heads. I gave Yui the reins, and we made an awkward transition to trade places. "Keep the horses steady."

Carefully,  I  got  to  my  feet  and  stood  up  on  both  horses'  ass end. Trees and hills zoomed past me. Cold winds stung my eyes. It was  a  bumpy  ride,  and  one  wrong  move  would  throw  me  to  the ground.

"Just what are you planning to do?" Bogart glanced over her shoulder with a look of absolute shock.

Hell if I knew. I just had one thing on my mind— to get Pino and Theo back before we lost track of the fuckers.

"Show me what you've got, Sacchan!" I channeled what little magic  I  had  into  the  bat,  causing  it  to  react  violently  to  the  influx.

Fire,  lightning,  and  ice—  these  elements  surged  along  the  wood.  I thought  of  a  ball.  I  thought  of  it  being  pitched  right  to  me.  Then  I swung.

A massive fireball soared across the sky in an arc and landed with a thunderous explosion. Trees toppled and combusted, smoke billowed from where it fell. It was like a meteor had landed.

"Holy crap! Do it again!" I heard Yui shout.

Too bad I didn't stop the riders.

"You can do that?" Bogart asked, choking on her spit.

"I  can  now,"  I  said.  Half  a  dozen  more  fireballs  launched forward  each  time  I  swung  Sacchan.  They  materialized  at  the moment  I  envisioned  a  ball  being  pitched.  Unfortunately,  I  was shaping up to be a shitty batter. None of my hits made their mark. All I  succeeded  in  doing  was  setting  the  hillsides  on  fire.  An  inferno raged behind us.

"You didn't hit shit!" Yui laughed.

"Yeah, I fucking know! I can't aim right with all this bouncing around— Wait. I just got another stupid idea." I had Yui and Bogart stop the horses from chasing any further.

We  all  dismounted.  The  kidnappers  were  gaining  distance fast, so I didn't have much time.

"You remember when we first met Kawa and she bit down on Sacchan?" I asked Yui.

There were some fireworks going off in her head as the look of confusion quickly turned to that of excitement.

"We  have  a  better  chance  on  the  horses.  Just  what  are  you two thinking?" Bogart asked.

"Awwww,  shit!  Anego's  gonna  yeet  me.  That's  the  plan!"  Yui spat  into  both  hands,  gripped  tight  her  nunchuck,  and  wrapped  the chain around the tip of my bat.

"Give 'em hell," I told her as I spun in place.

Bogart had to step back to avoid getting struck by Yui's legs.

We picked up speed, the world around me became a blur the faster I spun. The only thing I could make out was Yui's shrill laughter. She was having way too much fun with this.

I had one shot. Now wasn't the time to fuck up.

"There!" I stomped my foot on the ground, pivoted, and flung Yui into the air.

My head was spinning. I felt Bogart prop me up from behind.

"You two are nuts," she said, scratching her scaly cheek.

"Heh.  We've  been  called  worse."  I  shook  the  dizziness  and squinted, just in time to witness Yui zap the ground like lightning.

A massive surge of energy burst out from where she landed, sending dust and bark flying past us.

"Oh,  no.  She  discharged  electricity  again."  I  bit  down  on  my lip.

Hopefully she didn't hurt the ones we're trying to save.

Bogart and I caught up to Yui a second time further down the road. This time, she had the kidnappers by the collar in each hand.

An  unconscious  human  and  elf,  charred  and  smoking  just  like  the earth around us after the discharge.

"Hehe!  I  call  that  the  Micchi-Yui  Lightning  Special!"  She dropped the two to the ground and held a hand up expecting a high-five. I clobbered her head instead. "Owow— What was that for?"

"Pino and Theo got caught in that blast, ya idiot." I bonked her again.

"Doesn't look like she did," Bogart said. We followed her voice to  find  her  kneeling  by  the  paralyzed  horses.  Two  large  sacks contained an empty basket inside them to give it volume, and pants stuffed with hay were sewn to make it look like a person's legs were sticking out.

"You're screwing with me… We sure these were the guys?" I asked.

Yui nodded. "I remember their faces. But they were only two of like ten. I swore it was these two that nabbed our little buddies."

I grabbed the unconscious elf and stuck his face next to the horse's ass that was shitting out its stomach. He woke up, gasping for  air.  A  mistake  he  paid  sorely  for  as  he  started  coughing  and barfing at the same time.

"You have one chance to tell me what you did to Prince Theo and  Pino,  or  you're  about  to  see  what  the  inside  of  a  horse's  ass looks like." I put him closer to the butt, but he stuck out both hands on the cheeks to keep from getting smeared.

"I  answer  to  no  one  but  Empre—  mmmpprghh?!"  His  whole head slid into the crack. After a few moments, his struggling stopped.

Guess he ran out of air.

I pulled him back out and laid him face down in the pile of shit.

"That poor horse didn't deserve that." Bogart shook her head.

"Anego, I woke this guy up for ya." Yui held the other guy in a chokehold.  He  kept  throwing  glances  at  his  friend,  gagging  every time he took a breath.

I  put  both  hands  on  his  shoulders  and  grinned.  "So  ya  saw what I did to your pal, yeah? Don't worry. I ain't sticking your head up a horse's ass. I like to be original. If you don't tell me what I wanna know, you're going up your friend's ass."

The  guy  caved  and  spilled  the  beans  right  away.  Theo  and Pino were long gone. The ten who were sent to kidnap them acted under orders to operate independently, and those who didn't get their hands on their targets were to be used as distractions.

I  didn't  know  how  much  of  that  was  true.  One  thing  was  for sure— that bitch of an empress called the hit. Whoever the hell she was had another thing coming.

But things didn't add up. We were heading to Taiq'ae anyway.

What  the  hell  reason  did  they  have  to  kidnap  those  two  anyway?

Was there something I missed?

The  guards,  bandits,  and  caravan  finally  caught  up  to  us.

They  were  sweating  bullets  after  running  through  the  wildfire  I accidentally set behind us.

"We came as fast as we could, but trees started falling around us  and  some  even  blocked  the  roads,"  the  second  in  command guard after Pino said. He surveyed the two men we captured, but fell somber  when  he  didn't  see  what  he  was  looking  for.  "The  second prince and cavalry-captain are gone?"

"Don't  sweat  your  messy  little  heads.  We're  heading  straight to Taiq'ae to pick them up." I climbed onto the frontmost wagon and helped Bogart and Yui up.

"What are we going to do with these two?" the guard asked, pinching his nose.

"Get a mage to heal the horses and add them to the caravan.

Tie the two fuckers up in the front of the wagon. We've got a delivery to make!" I ordered.

Chapter 21 - Taiq'ae, the Blossoming City of Jinwa

We  arrived  in  Taiq'ae  by  nightfall,  and  I  quickly  understood why this place was nicknamed the Blossoming City. The tall pagodas could  be  seen  from  miles  away.  Wide  rooftops,  like  oversized  kites blanketed  the  sky.  Bridges  as  wide  as  roads  connected  tower  to tower with carts racing by from above. Balloon lanterns filled what's left  of  the  empty  space,  many  dangled  under  said  bridges  and rooftops,  others  floated  listlessly  in  the  air  powered  by  whatever magic fueled them.

Which was strange from our point of view. The strong, biting winds kicked my hair into a mess, but the lanterns in the city remain undisturbed.

"Bogart,  you  been  here  before?  What  the  fuck  is  with  all  of this  wind?"  I  asked  the  freezing  lizard,  who  had  wrapped  herself  in more layers than an onion.

"G-Geothermal  heat  from  the  ground…  warm  air  is  p-pulled up,  and  then  b-back  down  when  cooled.  It's  a  cycle.  Makes  for strong winds in the v-v-valley." Her teeth chattered so much I thought they were going to shatter.

I didn't understand jack shit what she just said, but it seemed like  something's  blocking  the  wind  inside  the  city.  Faster  we  get  in, the better. But I doubt it was going to be that easy.

As  soon  as  we  got  to  the  gates,  a  large  group  of  guards poured out of the city to surround our caravan.

A  decorated  human  guard  whose  outfit  was  similar  to  the guard-captain  back  in  Ou'waeka  positioned  himself  in  front  of  the horses.  His  nose  wrinkled  when  he  laid  his  eyes  on  the  two  men strung up on my wagon.

"Halt!  I  don't  know  who  you  are,  but  we  do  not  parade  the living  like  scarecrows  around  here.  All  of  you,  dismount  so  that  we may thoroughly inspect your caravan!" he ordered, and brandished a

large halberd in my direction. The rest of his unit marched closer with weapons drawn, getting the guys on my side antsy.

"What do you wanna do, Anego? Pick a fight?" Yui asked.

"Don't tempt me with a good time. We already fucked up one place. Kain ain't going to be happy with me if I don't bring Theo back in  one  piece.  Might  wanna  play  it  safe  until  Anya  gets  here,"  I warned.

"If  you  do  not  heed  my  orders,  we  will  have  to  act accordingly."  The  tone  in  his  voice  wasn't  interested  in  playing games.

"Ah, fuck it." I jumped out of the wagon and thumbed the two meat  sacks  behind  me.  "Those  guys  up  there  are  bandits.  What better way to teach 'em a lesson, right?"

What  I  really  wanted  to  know  was  how  far  up  the  chain  of command was in on the kidnapping.

"Devin? Why is he up there?" One of the guards fell out of line and inched toward the elf.

"Hey! Get back in formation!" the captain screamed.

There it was. That's what I needed.

"You  know  this  elf?"  I  asked  the  guard.  "Guy  was  in Ou'waeka. Attacked my caravan."

"O-Ou'waeka?  That's  impossible.  Devin  was  stationed  under the  empress—  "  The  rest  of  his  sentence  was  cut  off  when  the captain shoved him back.

"Devin, huh? Poor Devin. I wonder why the fuck your empress would  send  your  fellow  man  all  the  way  out  there!"  I  shouted  loud enough for the others to hear.

There  were  whispers  amongst  the  guards.  The  hands clenching the weapons loosened, and the captain was having trouble controlling them. The disconnect of information between a boss and underling sowed distrust, and what followed was insubordination.

I tapped the captain's shoulder plate. He spun around looking ready  to  hit  me,  but  was  taken  back  by  my  indifference.  I  grabbed the bladed edge of his halberd and crushed it like tin foil.

"What say I leave  Devin and the other guy to you, and I head right into the city?" I grinned.

"The empress will have my head if she knew I let you pass,"

he whispered through gritted teeth.

"I got you guys figured out. First ya kidnap Prince Theo from us.  When  we  get  here  empty-handed,  you  spin  whatever  story  you got that we ain't who we say we are. Then you'd put us in chains and get  a  fat  bonus.  Am  I  right?"  I  waited  for  his  response,  but  the grinding teeth and pained expression told me everything. Instead of antagonizing  him  any  further,  I  went  for  the  friendly  approach  and patted him so hard on the shoulder the metal bent. "Hey, I get it. Just a  misunderstanding.  Devin  got   kidnapped  by  some  shitty  folks,  so we went to save him!"

Yui  undid  the  ropes  on  our  captives  to  let  them  down.  The other  guards  rushed  in  to  help,  and  those  who  could  use  magic administered healing.

"Get these wagons inside, Yui. I got something to iron out with the tough guy over here," I said.

"Oooooh. Someone's in trouble! Hehe~" Yui hopped back on to the front wagon and ordered our caravan forward. The escorting guards who were with us made their way into the city unsteadily.

I  kept  my  hand  on  the  captain  until  the  last  wagon  passed through the gate, then squeezed the armor down to the meat of his shoulder.

"You send anyone after us, and the empress is the last thing you  gotta  worry  about."  Sacchan  ignited,  the  flames  licked  at  his armor and charred the adornments.

Yui  and  I  had  stars  in  our  eyes  stepping  into  the  city.  The winds had ceased. It was like walking through Tokyo, except all the skyscrapers were pagodas, and cars were all carriages and wagons drawn by weird beasts. Food stalls were set up along street corners.

Merchants  sat  on  the  floor  and  laid  their  goods  out  on  sheets  of cloth.

Bogart  threw  herself  flat  to  the  stone  paved  street.  "At  last.

Warmth…"

The  ground  was  warm  to  the  touch  and  seeped  into  my shoes.  Further  into  the  city  we  went,  steaming  footbaths  were

erected  in  every  intersection.  People  took  a  dip  with  drinks  in  their hands, robes pulled up to their knees.

"Anego.  I  think  that  eyesore  over  there  is  the  emperor  and empress' place." Yui pointed north to a raised, walled off section of the city surrounding a castle, with a tower higher than the rest in the city.

The  acting-captain  in  place  of  Pino,  an  older  fair-skinned  elf with graying hair, began to direct the caravan west of the city, along a road that widened up and followed a river to a less crowded area.

Even if their prince and the cavalry-captain were gone, they still had a shipment to deliver. Admirable of them, since the folks they were delivering to were the same ones that kidnapped our guys.

"We  will  drop  off  the  shipments  and  check  in  the  wagons.

Where shall we meet up with you after, Lady Micchi?" he asked.

"Don't bother. Find a place to stay, and I'll find ya later," I said.

Of course, he was going to be uneasy about that. For all they knew, I'd turn this whole city upside down to find Theo and Pino.

"I suppose we couldn't stop you even if we tried." He sighed.

"We  beg  you  to  please  bring  Second  Prince  Theo  and  Cavalry-Captain Pino back to us."

"Count on it."

As they left, Bogart, too, had other places to go.

"Fair warning, if you actually plan to besiege the castle, many of  Emperor  Yonnu's  inner  castle  guards  commissioned  from  old Bogart. They will be quite resilient with Jinwan crystal threads woven into their armor," the beastling warned.

We  didn't  have  Anya  to  break  us  out  this  time,  but  I  wasn't going to let myself get screwed over by the same trick.

"Maybe  I  can  rip  them  off  their  clothes  for  you  to  make  us something nice," I said.

Alright. This wasn't going to be like Ash'tar. Loraine and Kain weren't here to hold me back. Chances were, the two I was looking for  were  held  up  in  that  castle  over  there.  Maybe  I  could  just  let myself in.

"Let's  get  a  move  on,  Yui."  I  called  her  name  a  second  time and received no answer. "Goddamn it. Where the hell did you go!"

I  kept  my  eyes  open  for  Yui  as  I  made  my  way  towards  the castle pagoda. The further into the city I went, the less people there were. Crowds thinned to a meager trinkle, until eventually there was no  one  left  on  the  roads.  Nothing  but  dust  blowing  past  me  and windows  and  doors  shuttering  close.  The  only  soul  in  sight  was myself,  and  the  punks  thinking  they  could  ambush  me  from  the shadows.

They thought they were subtle. They were. But none of them knew  I  had  a  field  of  static  around  me  thanks  to  Sacchan  rippling with  a  low  current  of  electricity.  It  was  weird.  I  didn't  know  how  to describe it other than spidey-senses.

I thought I could mimic Yui's electric discharge and take them all out at once. Unfortunately, I couldn't. Instead, my new control of the  element  could  only  do  two  things—  empower  Sacchan  like  fire and ice, or diffuse to give people a static shock.

As soon as I got onto one of the many interconnected bridges, a group of cloaked and masked figures blocked my way from going across.  Another  group  blocked  me  from  behind.  They  had  me surrounded on both sides. No escape unless I jumped off the bridge and into the canal below.

"Finally decided to show yourselves, huh? What the fuck did you do to Yui?" I shouted, but it was a waste of breath trying to talk to them. "You're about to attack a member of the Cynderace Branch.

Your empress know that? But… If you ain't under her orders, I guess no one will miss ya."

They  charged  in  all  at  once,  throwing  chained  weapons  and lances in my direction.

"At least I can tell Kain I didn't make the first move." I grinned.

Sacchan coated over with a layer of ice and swung to create a frozen barrier around me.

"Going down!" I smashed the bridge beneath my feet and took a  running  jump,  vaulting  over  their  heads  and  landing  on  the  other side.

Most of the guys who were after me lost footing, fell into the river, and were swept away by the current. The ones that were trying

to climb up my side of the bank, however, left their heads open for a good whacking.

"Perfect. I needed some batting practice. Try not to move too much, alright?" I pulled my sleeves back.

After  getting  my  fill  of  smashing  heads  like  melons,  I continued on my merry way.

"Ahh,  man.  It's  too  bad  that  the  bridge  collapsed.  Talk  about shitty  construction  jobs  in  the  city,  am  I  right?  Come  on!  Don't  you guys have more to give?" I shouted as loud as I could.

They  took  the  bait  and  showed  themselves.  Mages  on  high ground, rogues behind alleys, beefcakes in front of me, and a whole lot  of  people  looking  to  get  their  asses  beat.  The  empress  really pulled out all the stops to fuck with me, going as far as shutting down this side of the city and hiding any traces that could link back to her.

I  laid  waste  to  every  single  one  of  them,  paving  the  road leading up to the castle in blood and bodies. My face was coated in sweat  and  fists  were  aching,  but  damn  was  this  fun.  I  didn't  get  to beat  this  many  people  in  a  short  span  since  Motonari  when  I dethroned the bancho.

Sacchan  took  a  rest  in  the  sling  while  I  dragged  two ambushers  with  me  right  up  to  the  gate  of  the  castle.  The  large pagoda  tower  pierced  the  sky  as  if  puncturing  heaven  itself.  Six guards stood their ground at the gate. A mage descended from the tower. He put a hand on the stone tiger statues, coaxing them to life.

"The  empress  was  right.  You  are  incredibly  strong,  but  mark our words— she is someone to be feared. We would rather give our lives than to face her wrath. Attack!" he ordered.

I dropped the guys in my grasp and smashed a fist into each of the statues that lunged at me, shattering the stone into hundreds of  smaller  pieces.  The  rest  of  the  guards  faltered,  dropped  their weapons, and ran away, leaving the mage the only one left to guard the gate.

He tried to cast a spell but I dashed forward and plugged his mouth with a rock.

"Keep that in there, will ya?" I slammed his head into the wall over  and  over  again  until  his  teeth  fell  out.  Blood  poured  from  his mouth like a waterfall. The rock fell out last. He was barely conscious by the end of it. I brought his ugly mug up to my face. "Your empress did me dirty. I'm here to pay her and anyone trying to fuck with me back. Consider your payback paid in full."

I flung him so hard against the iron gates that it cracked and caved inwards.

As I climbed the steps to the top, my lungs heaved. A wave of lightheadedness  assaulted  my  head.  Anya's  enhancements  were finally wearing off, and the damage done to me by the azure snake venom was wracking my body again.

"Shit… Yui… I could use your help about now, buddy." I barely caught  myself  from  falling.  My  hands  made  purchase  on  a  statue crafted from stone that looked newer than the ground I walked on. It had  a  strikingly  similar  appearance  to  a  certain  god  I  recognized back in Japan— clad in armor, holding a spear.

To  be  honest,  it  could  have  looked  like  any  old  soldier  from Jinwa. But what gave it away that it was from my world was the ring of  fire  behind  its  head.  I  knew  the  name,  and  I  damn  well  knew  in that  moment,  as  tiny  pink  petals  shook  loose  from  the  trees, scattering across the courtyard and past my face  who the empress was.

"Here I was hoping to see Chika. You came a long way from Kyushu." I muttered as I continued my march up the stone steps to the pagoda. The winds were present here, but only calm enough to make the trees sway and petals come loose.

The first floor of the pagoda was wide open. Massive columns propped  up  the  tower,  but  the  top  of  the  stairs  was  already  higher than  most  of  Taiq'ae.  The  open  chamber  was  framed  by  cherry blossom  trees.  Small  canals  with  vibrant-colored  fish  swimming  in them split the floor into six sections.

Two  people  sat  on  an  oversized  throne  with  another  set  of stairs  leading  up  to  it.  They  glanced  down  at  me,  a  boy  and  a woman,  both  of  whom  looked  like  they  could  be  siblings  if  I  didn't know better.

"I knew by the time I got to the statue. Gotta say, the cherry blossoms  were  a  nice  touch.  Gave  me  some  hardcore  nostalgia.

This world doesn't have any of that, so it must have been your doing.

Ain't that right, Bishamonten?" I smirked.

Bishamonten's  resting  bitch  face  was  unimpressed  as  she looked  down  her  nose  at  me.  The  red  kimono  with  cherry  blossom print she wore fitted right into the scenery she made here. Her hair was tied up and held together with a sheathed dagger.

My eyes twitched with impatience. It was like she didn't even care I existed.

The  kid  on  her  lap  couldn't  have  been  older  than  ten,  ate strawberries from a bowl. He lifted one up to Bishamonten's mouth, and she ate it without hesitation. She smiled and patted his head. I noticed a part of her pinky was missing up to the first knuckle.

"When  I  first  arrived  here,  a  hundred  eunuchs  crowded  the throne room whenever the emperor was present. Fifty on either side of where you're standing," Bishamonten began. She swirled a goblet of  wine  in  her  hand,  stroking  the  kid's  head  as  she  drank.  Her expression  softened  everytime  she  looked  at  him.  "Whatever  they said,  the  Emperor  of  Jinwa  parrotted.  Parasites.  Well…  they  called themselves  'eunuchs'  but  weren't  really,  until  I  had  them  fulfill  their roles.  Now  it's  quiet,  and  only  myself  and  Yonnu  are  here.  It  has been like a paradise."

"Those  assassins  your  way  of  making  sure  I  don't  fuck  up your  paradise?"  I  asked,  recalling  when  Kawa  and  Loraine  were almost gravely injured.

"That was an invitation. You came straight here, didn't you?"

She finally locked eyes with me, sending a chill up my spine.

"Here  I  am.  You  wanna  get  rid  of  the  kid  so  we  can  get started?"  I  pulled  Sacchan  out  of  the  sling  and  propped  it  on  my shoulder.

Bishamonten  kissed  the  kid's  head  and  whispered  just  loud enough for me to hear, "Yonnu, dear. Go to bed. I'll be there shortly."

Emperor  Yonnu  threw  his  arms  around  her,  then  skipped down the many steps and darted to a back exit, presumably leading

up  to  the  pagoda.  She  watched  him  go  with  a  warm  smile  that  I wasn't used to seeing.

I knew little about her. A girl who was tempered by the yakuza and fell into delinquency. Chika and Anya used to tell me about her.

Something  had  changed  that  set  her  on  a  path  away  from  her family's criminal syndicate, for better or for worse in Kyushu.

"Cute kid," I remarked.

Bishamonten rose from her seat, shedding the kimono down the  right  side  of  her  shoulder  and  cracking  her  neck.  The  long ribbons  that  tied  her  hair  burst  into  flames  and  wreathed  a  halo behind her head.

"Get on with it," she said.

"Heh." I was about to do battle with another Queen of Japan, a pillar that propped up the Kyushu region as a major player in our power struggle. Sacchan ignited with blue flames as though to mirror the fire inside me, and I pointed it right at her. My excitement was at an  all  time  high.  "Bishamonten  of  Kyushu,  Kaoru  Sensoukouji,  it's about time I kicked you off your high horse!"

Bishamonten sneered. "  Kaminari, Michiru Tokiwa, allow me to teach you why in all of heaven and earth, I alone stand at the top."
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