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Prologue - The Delinquent Yakuza The  cherry  blossoms  bloomed  that  day.  Blood  smeared  the side  of  your  casket,  and  all  I  could  think  about  was  how  unfair  this world was to you.

Kyushu, Fukuoka City.

My  right  leg  had  grown  sore  from  bouncing  restlessly  since the start of class. I watched the clock with bated breath. Any second now and the bell would ring to signal the end of school. Classmates around  me  probably  thought  I  was  going  nuts  or  something.  The glasses girl kept throwing glances at my leg, but stopped when she saw that I was glaring back at her.

Everyone was scared of me. I didn't blame them. They should stay away from me if they know what's good for them. Not that I'd do anything about it. My  family, on the other hand...

Ding. Ding. Ding. 

The bell finally rang.

I  was  the  first  to  leap  out  of  my  seat  and  first  out  the  door despite sitting the furthest away. The teacher shouted something at me, but I couldn't be bothered to listen.

As  soon  as  I  got  to  the  shoe  lockers,  a  student  from  class caught  up  and  blocked  my  way.  I  didn't  recognize  her.  Not  that  I could  put  a  name  to  any  of  the  faces  from  my  class  anyway.  She was  out  of  breath,  her  previously  pristine  uniform  and  hair  was disheveled.

Her actions took me by surprise. For an uppity all-girls school, it  was  uncommon  for  someone  to  just  race  down  the  hallway.

Appearances were valued above all. I was an exception.

"Kaoru…  I-I  didn't  mean  to  stop  you.  I  only  wanted  to  make sure you received this." She had a form in her hands, a career sheet of  what  we  wanted  to  do  in  the  future.  It  was  probably  what  the teacher was trying to get my attention about.

I snatched the paper from her and wrinkled it up into a ball.

It looked like it was her heart I crushed. My classmate bowed and joined her friends out the door.

"You  shouldn't  have  bothered.  She  didn't  even  say  thanks."

One of them looked over her shoulder and frowned at me.

"That's  right.  Even  the  teachers  tell  us  not  to  associate  with her," another said.

It  wasn't  until  they  were  gone  that  I  remembered  her  name was Tamako. Well, not that it mattered. It was better this way.

I changed out of my shoes and found my ride waiting for me at  the  front  of  the  school  as  usual.  The  black  limousine  that  never failed  to  draw  attention,  and  my  chauffeur  who  always  opened  the door when I could have done it myself.

"Good  work  today,  Lady  Kaoru."  My  driver,  who  was  a  bald middle-aged  man  with  a  dark  tan,  bowed  at  a  perfect  90  degree angle.

"Take me to the hospital, Kanda," I ordered.

"I'm afraid I can't do that. Boss wants you home," Kanda said.

I clicked my tongue.

"Again?"

Kanda nodded.

We  drove  directly  to  my  father's  home  which  was  more  of  a castle than a mansion. A gate surrounded the building, and between here and the front door was a needlessly large courtyard furnished with a koi pond and sand garden. Parked along the roundabout past the gate were a dozen other black SUVs.

Another clan meeting? So soon?

"This way, Lady Kaoru." Kanda opened the door.

As  we  made  our  way  in,  other  members  of  the  clan  bowed and bid me well.

"So  he  wants  me  in  the  meeting.  Shouldn't  I  be  dressed  for this?" I asked Kanda.

"No  time,"  he  said  and  opened  the  door  into  the  main chamber.

The large tatami mat room was usually reserved for important meetings. If we're using this room, then it could only mean one thing.

I took a deep breath and entered.

Two intimidatingly large men sat across from each other at a low  table,  drinking  sake  from  cups  too  small  for  their  hands.  My father wore a simple blue yukata. His long, black hair draped down his  shoulders.  The  look  on  his  face  was  filled  with  elation  until  I entered the room. This was in stark contrast to the man across from him, whose robes were black and white, and was still giggling from something they were just talking about.

"Kaoru. Take a seat." My father gestured to the cushion next to him. I swallowed hard and obeyed. He looked to the man across the table and asked, "Do you know who this man is?"

I  bowed  my  head  so  low  it  touched  the  table.  "Yes,  Father.

Kenshiro Sensoukouji, Chairman of the Tono Clan."

"Ogi,  you  don't  have  to  make  your  daughter  be  so  formal about this!" Kenshiro filled his and my father's cup with more sake.

Father  shook  his  head.  "It  has  to  be  this  way,  Ken.  As patriarch of the Makinohara Family, I have to teach Kaoru the proper etiquette if she is to take my place."

It was like someone had taken a bat to my head. Did I hear that right?

"Me? I thought Ryou was going to take your place—" A sharp glare from my father silenced me.

"Ryouichi is still too young. If his health was in better condition and time would have permitted, then perhaps we could have waited,"

he said.

"He's getting better. I visited him yesterday. We talked a whole lot. You'd know if you paid him a visit."

When  my  father  exhaled  through  his  nose,  it  was  as  though he breathed a frigid gale that chilled me to my bones.

I sat as still as a statue. Already I'd spoken too much, enough to earn a scolding later. Or worse.

Fortunately,  the  chairman's  presence  was  like  a  pacifying effect on my father. They continued to drink and trade whispers, but never touched on the subject of my little brother. I was being ignored.

Why was I even here? I could be spending time with Ryou. He must be so lonely right now, and I even promised to visit him again today.

"If  I'm  taking  over  your  position  so  soon,  what  about  you?"  I dared interrupt to ask, keeping my eyes cast down at the table.

The chairman burst out laughing, so hard that he snorted like a  pig.  He  reached  across  the  table  and  planted  a  hand  on  my father's shoulder.

"Be proud of your old man. I will be naming Ogi Makinohara the  next  chairman  of  the  Tono  Clan  when  I  retire,"  he  said,  still laughing.

My  whole  world  became  smaller.  This  piece  of  shit  dad  of mine wasn't passing down his mantle to me out of the goodness of his heart. He wanted to hop into the seat of chairman as fast as he could.  If  I  was  left  to  handle  the  family  in  his  absence,  I  wouldn't have time to go to school anymore let alone visit Ryou.

"Oh!  What  about  the  other  thing?"  the  chairman  asked, leaning over the table with a grin. "I still remember Kaoru in diapers.

It  would  be  great  to  see  her  in  a  wedding  dress  before  I  bite  the bullet!"

"Wedding dress…?" I looked to my father for answers.

Father  sighed.  "I  was  saving  the  talk  for  later,  but  since  the chairman brought it up— Kaoru, when you become Matriarch of the Makinohara Family, you will marry Hokuto of the Shinguji Family to bring them into the fold."

I choked on my own spit.

"No," I said.

"What?" Father's tone took a sour turn, but I didn't care.

If  I  didn't  take  control  of  my  life,  I  never  will.  When  Father becomes chairman of the clan, it would just be more orders.

"I don't want to be married. I'm only 16. I don't even know who the hell Hokuto is! I want to— " A hand flew across my face, leaving me with a stinging cheek and a loose tooth.

I  brushed  my  tongue  against  it,  and  what  little  flesh  was  still attached to it snapped. The broken molar rolled around in my mouth.

I was too scared to spit the tooth or the blood out for fear of further angering  my  father.  His  wrath  radiated  at  me,  and  I  didn't  need  to look up to know how angry he was.

"You will do as I say for the family. Is that understood, Kaoru?"

The same hand came down on my head as though to comfort me.

"I understand," I answered monotonously.

"Good. You are excused," he said.

"Chairman, Father." I rose from my seat, bowed, and left.

Kanda was waiting for me outside. I spat the blood and tooth into an empty vase, much to his horror.

"Lady Kaoru?" He hovered over me to see if I was alright.

I  grabbed  him  by  the  tie  and  yanked  him  down  to  my  eye-level. "Take me to Ryou. Now."

Ryou  didn't  notice  me  coming  into  the  room.  His  eyes  were glued to the window, staring at whatever had his attention outside.

"He's  been  looking  outside  a  lot  recently.  We  leave  the curtains  open  otherwise  he  spams  us  with  the  emergency  button,"

the nurse leaned in to say.

"I'm  sorry  for  the  trouble."  I  bowed,  maybe  deeper  than  I should, which put the nurse in a difficult spot.

"It's  no  trouble!  If  anything,  Ryou's  been  really  sweet.

Whenever I do my rounds in here, he's always talking about how he couldn't wait to grow up to protect his big sister." Her smile waned a bit,  but  the  muscles  drew  back  to  a  more  staged  expression.  She suddenly  noticed  the  bruise  on  my  cheek.  "Are  you  alright?  Would you like me to check on that?"

I  brushed  her  hand  away.  "No,  please.  I'd  like  some  privacy with my brother."

The nurse apologized and shut the door behind me. It wasn't until  I  took  a  seat  next  to  Ryou  that  he  finally  acknowledged  my presence.

"Kaoru! Wait, you're hurt? What happened?" Ryou brought a hand  up  to  my  cheek.  It  stung.  I  couldn't  even  feel  his  touch.  But  I didn't want to stop him.

"This is nothing. Just a scuffle at school," I answered.

My brother frowned. He scooted closer to me on the bed, and I did the same on my seat. Only, it wasn't because he wanted to get closer— he flicked my forehead and pouted.

"You  won't  make  any  friends  if  you  keep  picking  fights  at school," he scolded.

"Heh. The only friend I need is you." I grinded my fingers into his  scalp  where  he  used  to  have  a  full  head  of  hair.  Not  a  single strand  was  left  after  chemotherapy.  And  even  then,  he  still  wasn't getting  better.  "So  what  do  you  want  to  do  today?  I  brought  some manga if you—"

Ryou  shook  his  head.  He  scooted  further  from  me  to  make room on the bed and patted the space next to him.

"I wanna hear about your day at school instead," he said.

Now I wished I had taken my school life seriously. What would I even tell him? It was going to be more lies at this point, but…

His  beaming  smile  and  eagerness  to  hear  about  a  life  he couldn't live— I was in no position to say no. I climbed onto the bed, and  he  settled  on  top  of  me.  His  body  had  become  scrawnier, cheeks sunken, and eyes without the same light they used to have.

"Alright. I'm warning ya, my life isn't all that interesting," I said.

"Hmmm.  Tell  me  about  your  friends.  Have  you  been  making friends?" he asked suspiciously.

"O-Of course, I do! There's this girl in my class— her name's Tamako," I began.

Over the next few weeks, I became increasingly involved with my father's 'business dealings'. Debts, protection money, partnership fees, casinos, brothels, cabaret clubs… I was made to be a part of it all. People who owed the Makinohara Family money paid it one way or another. Growing numb to other people's misfortunes was par for the course.

Then one day, I had a change of heart.

I was sitting on a lounging chair while my men roughed up a salaryman  in  his  home  for  racking  up  a  gambling  debt,  when  his daughter  came  home.  Her  school  bag  slipped  from  her  shoulder.

She gasped as our eyes met.

"K-Kaoru…?" the girl uttered my name.

It was Tamako. A few days earlier and my blood might have frozen up within the veins. Seeing her shocked expression while her

father  groaned  and  begged  on  the  ground  with  a  bloodied  face,  I hardly felt a thing.

"Heya, pops. If ya can't pay, we got a few ideas how your girl might help with that." One of the guys shoved her to the ground next to her old man.

"One month— I can pay it all back once I get my paycheck at the  end  of  the  month.  That's  all  I  ask  for.  Please!  Don't  bring  my daughter into this," the man begged, prostrating in front of me.

Tamako was speechless. Maybe it dawned on her who the girl she gave the career plans handout was.

That's right. The student you sat next to in class wasn't just a good-for-nothing  delinquent.  She  was  a  yakuza,  a  member  of  the Makinohara Family of the larger Tono Clan. So stop… please, stop looking at me with those eyes. Why did it look like  you were pitying me?

"We  gave  you  three  fucking  months,  ya  shit!"  Another  guy stomped on the father's head, yet despite all that was going on, the humiliation  and  the  pain,  he  pleaded  for  Tamako's  safety  instead.

"Hey! Are you listening or— "

I drove my fist so hard into my guy's gut, he staggered back and fell onto the couch. The rest of my crew gawked in silence.

"One month. That's all you've got," I said.

Everyone  followed  me  out  of  the  house,  while  two  helped carry the unconscious man.

Kanda  looked  especially  troubled.  "Lady  Kaoru,  if  we  don't collect that money, your father will be furious."

"I'll take responsibility."

It wasn't just responsibility I had to take. I took a beating from my own father. Parents beat their kids all the time. It wasn't anything new  or  profound.  Mine  didn't  care  that  I  was  born  without  a  dick.  I was made of flesh and bone. As far as he was concerned, I was a punching bag for him to blow steam off.

By the time he was done with me, I had bruises all over my body except for my face. He wanted that part of me pristine for when

I went to school. A servant came in to pour both of us tea like it was business as usual. I had to crawl just to get to the table.

"I've  been  put  in  charge  of  making  a  move  into  Kansai,"  he began, rubbing his fists with ointment and wrapping it up with cloth bandages.  "Specifically,  Kyoto.  Unfortunately,  a  gang  of  miscreants have  been  running  amok  of  our  shipments,  and  we  can't  get  past Kobe Port."

"Why… are you telling me all this?" I asked, trying to keep the pain from showing in my voice.

"You will be going down there to take care of the problem as punishment," he said.

I choked on my next words.

"But Ryou is—"

"In  the  hospital.  He's  not  going  anywhere.  Get  the  job  done, come  back.  Is  that  understood?"  Father's  glare  left  no  room  for discussion.

"Yes, Father…" I answered meekly.

He sneered. "Hmph. How can you live up to the tattoo on your back,  if  you  can't  even  lead  a  family  of  your  own?  I  wouldn't  be caught  dead  leaving  the  Makinohara  Family  in  your  hands  as  you are now."

I  was  made  to  set  off  for  Kyoto  City  immediately  without  a chance to tell Ryou. The faster I got this done, the better. Hopefully, things would go smoothly and without issue.

Just get to Kyoto, drop the drugs off, and return to Ryou.

My father granted me five vans full of men armed with knives and  batons.  It  was  all  it  should  take,  so  why  did  he  give  me  a handgun? I could be locked up for life if I was caught with it.

Teach  whoever  is  their  leader  a  lesson  to  take  into  the  next life, was what he said.

Did he actually expect me to pull the trigger?

"Is there construction on the bridge?" Kanda asked.

We stopped in front of a construction crew that blocked off the riverbank bridge. Why was there construction all the way out here in the  boonies  and  this  late  at  night?  Whatever  the  case  was,  we needed to get back on the main road or—

Dozens  of  thugs  crawled  up  from  beneath  the  bank  and blocked both sides of the bridge. Various junk and furniture had been thrown  in  to  block  our  way  out  from  where  we  came.  An  ambush?

Out  here?  It  had  to  be  a  rival  faction  or…  the  ones  who  had  been attacking the shipments to Kyoto.

"Should  I  run  them  through?"  Kanda  gripped  the  steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white.

"If  you  end  up  driving  into  the  river,  we'll  have  a  lot  more  to worry about than my old man. Get everyone out of the car. It's time to get our fists bloodied," I ordered.

I  thought  the  fight  was  going  to  be  cake.  So  where  did  I  go wrong? I had the strength of a family of yakuza at my back. How the hell did a group of teenage hooligans with bats and crowbars get the jump on us?

As I kept my back pressed against the car, my vision blurring, the masked gang of half a dozen parted ways to let one through. I was going to die. I couldn't die here. I had to get back home to Ryou.

A  girl  about  my  age,  who  looked  to  be  the  leader  of  them, walked forward to confront me.

"This is my territory," she said.

My hand went for the gun at my waist, only to find it missing. I met her cold eyes and stared down the barrel of the handgun.

This was the end for me. I fucked up, Ryou.

Just as I thought she was going to pull the trigger, she flipped the gun over to hand it to me. I stared in disbelief, unsure if it was a bait.

"You came here to kill me, didn't you? But it's not me who you want to kill. There's someone else," she said.

I took my chances and snatched the gun from her. My shaking hands  held  the  weapon  and  aimed  directly  at  her,  finger  on  the trigger, but no strength to pull it.

The  streetlights  finally  flickered  on.  She  had  a  mane  of  jet black hair, a face that had seen shit just as bad if not worse than I have— and I thought I had it bad. Somehow I knew she, like me, had people she wanted to protect back home. In that moment, I felt a sort of kinship with her.

Before  I  got  a  chance  to  ask  for  her  name,  she  turned  her back to me and left. The rest of her crew followed after her. My hand holding the gun faltered.

Someone else… I wanted to kill? 

Only one person came to mind.

I returned to my city the morning after. Our cars were beat to hell and back. The thugs took all our money and stash, so I had to hitchhike  the  rest  of  the  way.  If  any  of  my  men  had  come  to consciousness,  I  wouldn't  know.  My  first  stop  was  the  hospital,  but when I checked in, Ryou wasn't there.

"I'm  sorry,"  the  nurse  began  in  the  most  professional  way someone  in  the  medical  field  could  be.  "Your  brother,  Ryouichi passed away two nights ago. We did everything we could."

"I  see…  Thank  you,"  I  quietly  said,  then  marched  out  of  the hospital like a robot.

As soon as I reached the streets, I was inconsolable. I cried my  heart  out  right  then  and  there.  There  was  nothing  fair  about  a world that lets a kid die before they could have a childhood.

"I…  I  couldn't  even  be  there  for  him…"  I  banged  my  head against the nearest utility pole until blood trickled down my forehead.

When  I  got  home,  several  cars  were  parked  in  front  of  the mansion's  roundabout.  There  was  a  commotion  going  on  around back at the outdoor ceremony patio. A couple of my father's security details were guarding the door.

"I'm sorry for your loss, Lady Kaoru," both of them said, then opened the door into the back patio.

It was a funeral service. A large picture of Ryou sat above the coffin  and  laid  around  him  were  bouquets  of  flowers.  The  cherry blossoms were blowing, petals picked up by the wind scattered past my face and across the ground. Like I was walking through a dream.

No one else was here but myself and my father standing next to Ryou's open casket. My brother's face was so at peace. Mine, on the other hand, raged with an unquenchable fury.

My  father  turned  around,  looking  no  different  than  when  he sent me out. It didn't even look like he had shed a tear.

"What  happened  to  Ryou  was  unfortunate,  but  not unexpected."  That  was  all  he  said  of  his  son.  Then  he  asked,  "Did you take care of those bastards?"

I looked my father right in the eye.

"I'm about to." I pulled the gun out and shot him three times in the chest. He collapsed a second later. The guards came running in and gasped.

"Lady Kaoru… what have you done?" one of them asked.

"Starting today, I am the Matriarch of the Makinohara Family.

Is that clear?"

Chapter 1 - Bishamonten

A bead of cold sweat trickled down the side of my cheek.

Holy shit, was my heart racing. What was I even doing here again? Facing  the Bishamonten of Kyushu alone? None of the pillars were people you fucked with. But among them, there was one that all of us small fries knew not to fuck with. I gotta be crazy.

"What's  the  matter?"  I  asked,  cracking  a  strained  smile.  "Ya sca— hnngh?!"

Bishamonten  torpedoed  right  towards  me.  I  barely  swung Sacchan out in time to meet her knee. An explosion centered around us  rocked  the  surroundings.  Every  floating  paper  lantern  in  the chamber  blew  outside.  Many  of  the  cherry  blossom  petals  were knocked loose and showered around us.

It was like pushing back against a solid wall. I had both hands on  Sacchan,  but  she  blocked  my  blow  with  just  a  raised  knee.  Her arms  were  down  to  the  sides,  like  she  couldn't  be  bothered  to  use them.

"What are you doing here, Micchi? Ruining the little paradise I have  created  for  myself?"  Bishamonten  asked,  glaring  at  me  like  I had kicked down her sandcastle.

"My pals, ya fucking shotacon. Hand them back, and I'll come back for a throw down later." I growled.

"I don't think I will." Kaoru kicked me into a tree. I dove away as a foot shattered the trunk into bark and splinters.

There was no getting a read on her. I couldn't tell if she was physically enhancing herself like Anya. She certainly fought like her though.

Every  barrier  of  ice  I  created,  she  tore  through  it  like  tissue paper. Every hit I tried to land, she blocked with her legs. The longer this  fight  went  on,  the  more  my  torn  up  body  was  exhausting  me.

That fucking azure snake venom sure did a number on me if I could barely stand.

"Must be easy to act tough after you sent assassins after us.

Can you really even call this a fight?" I asked.

Kaoru crossed her arms. "A path paved in blood is no path at all—  it  is  just  a  pool  of  destruction.  The  road  must  always  have  a beginning and an end. Where does your path end, Micchi?"

"Spare  me  your  bullshit  sayings.  The  fuck  is  that  even supposed to mean?" I fired back.

"I  was  raised  to  lie,  cheat,  and  steal  to  get  what  I  want.  No trick is too cheap. No bar too low. My father wanted me to lead my family.  Instead,  I  killed  him  and  chose  to  demolish  the  Tono  Clan.

What  am  I  trying  to  say?  I'm  telling  you  that  my  path  has  already been paved, and now I will fill an ocean to keep what I've created."

Her piercing eyes froze me in place.

Or maybe, I was too petrified with fear to move.

Bishamonten walked up to me, leaned in close to my ear and whispered,  "Tell  me.  What  are  you  fighting  for  now  that  you  have come  to  this  world?  Are  you  trying  to  throw  everything  away  for some petty revenge?"

"You got that right!"

I thought I swung Sacchan. But instead of my bat connecting with  Bishamonte's  face,  I  was  flying  through  the  air.  A  dark  sky dotted with hundreds of stars and paper lanterns flew past my vision.

The pagoda was getting further away and smaller from view.

I  crashed  in  the  middle  of  the  street,  the  impact  leaving  a crater  in  the  ground.  An  old  man  pulling  on  a  small  cart  peeked down.

"My man, ya wanna get out of here fast…" I warned him.

The  geezer's  attention  was  stolen  by  a  glint  in  the  sky  flying towards me. I quickly got to my feet only to be knocked onto my back again.  Bishamonten  stood  over  me  and  grinded  a  sandal  onto  my shoulder.

"Maybe you could be putting up a fight if you had just let the mutt die," she taunted.

I grabbed her ankle and squeezed as hard as I could. It was probably  in  vain.  There  was  no  strength  left.  My  arms  were  limp noodles, and my consciousness was slipping.

"I ain't in the business of letting those close to me die," I said.

"Life isn't so fair as to let you decide who lives or dies. It takes from  you  until  there  is  nothing  left."  Bishamonten's  fists  clenched.

Her nails dug so hard into her palms they began to bleed.

That definitely hit a nerve, but I didn't know if I pissed her off or what. She jumped out of the crater, leaving me lying there hurting like a truck had hit me.

The Kaoru from my world wasn't always called Bishamonten.

She got that title sometime in her third year of high school. Everyone knew  about  the  yakuza  delinquent  who  dropped  out  of  an  all-girl's school. There were even rumors that she lost someone close to her.

I wondered if that was why she turned into this monster.

"I  get  it.  You  wanted  someone  I  cared  about  to  die  just  like you,  huh?  Ya  wanted  me  to  feel  that  same  pain.  Then  what?

Become like you? Give me a fucking break." I got to my feet to face her. If I was going down, I'd go down standing and not on my back.

Loraine was waiting for me back home. She'd scold me for taking too long.

"It may come as a surprise to you, but I wasn't the one who called the hit. Though I suspect you will be surprised to know it was Ashura."

Her words took the breath right out of my lungs.

"Ashura—  That's  Chika's  title…  What's  she  got  to  do  with this? You telling me she tried to kill Loraine and Kawa?!" I screamed.

"I think it's about time I end this. After you, the Lion is next."

Bishamonten raised her unclothed arm to the sky. A bolt of lightning struck the ground next to her and left behind a savage-looking spear that  had  a  blade  on  both  ends.  Black  flames  consumed  her  entire arm as she wielded it, changing the color of her burning ribbons as well. "Behold, the Tono Clan's most prized heirloom that came with me to this world— Kamigoroshi. A reminder of what I lost, and what I will gain using it."

Damn. You couldn't leave a girl hanging like that. I gotta know.

I  fucking  missed  and  hated  Chika  so  much  that  I'd  kill  to  see  her again. But before that…

There was one thing I wasn't going to forgive.

"Beat me to a bloody pulp all you want. I don't care. You lay a finger on Yui, or anyone I know without my permission, I wiIl fuck you up!" I lifted Sacchan and summoned all three elements to empower it.

"Brave,  for  someone  who  looks  like  they  could  barely  take another step," she said.

"Shut  your  resting  bitch-faced  trap."  I  raced  out  and  put  all  I had  into  an  overhead  swing  and  slammed  Sacchan  down  on  her head. She blocked the blow with her spear, but the force created an impression into the ground at her feet.

"Who are you to tell a god to stop talking?" The blade of her spear  passed  through  Sacchan.  A  chill  ran  up  my  spine.  I  broke away from the deadlock just as she carved the space in front of us.

I  looked  at  Sacchan  to  see  if  any  damage  was  done,  but  it was perfectly fine. Her Kamigoroshi went through my bat like it was a ghost  or  something.  I  got  a  bad  feeling  if  that  thing  nicked  me,  a paper cut was the least of my worries.

How the fuck was I supposed to fight her? There's got to be some way to—

"I~ came~ to~ plaaaay!"

My  ears  twitched.  A  high-pitched  screech  I  couldn't  pinpoint was growing louder. Bishamonten heard it, too. She glanced around, keeping her eyes peeled.

The  whole  street  exploded  with  a  thunderous  crash,  forcing Bishamonten  to  dash  back  to  avoid  the  attack.  From  the  dust,  Yui somersaulted back to my side and threw her arms around me.

"Hiya,  Anego.  I  missed  ya.  Sorry  I  got  caught  up  in  some traps." Yui grinned, looking just as roughed up as I was.

Unable to contain my own smile, I bonked her on the head.

"Took ya long enough."

"Whoa!" Yui pointed at Bishamonten like she was reacting to a  hyped-up  character's  entrance  from  a  movie.  "What's  with  that whole  cliche  villain  vibe  she  got  going  on?  I  wanna  look  that  cool when I come into the scene."

"Careful. Her spear can pass through objects. Almost cut me in two," I said.

"The  two  runts  of  the  litterbox  are  together  at  last.

Unfortunately,  I've  played  around  for  too  long.  Yonnu  is  waiting  for me."  Bishamonten  changed  her  stance.  The  black  flames  on  her body created a projection of the actual god behind her as she reared back to throw her spear.

Yui and I stood our ground, but we weren't sure if it could be blocked.

"Can we dodge that?" Yui asked.

"You  can't,"  Bishamonten  answered,  then  threw  the  spear, breaking the sound barrier and tearing a trench into the ground as it fired towards us.

I tried to carry us both away, but my legs locked up from the venom, and we were both caught by the blast.

Chapter 2 - Cutting it Close

For what good it was going to do, I threw myself over Yui to protect her from the attack.

But it never came.

Instead  of  getting  speared,  a  powerful  gust  of  wind  knocked us off our feet. I was left awkwardly hugging Yui who started fondling my sides.

"Stop that!" I pushed her away rolling, then climbed to my feet to see who had saved us.

"Looks  like  I  got  here  in  the  nick  of  time."  Anya  gripped  the spear  like  the  dragon  tattoo  had  it  clenched  in  its  jaws.  The  black flames  fizzled  out,  and  the  weapon  vanished  from  her  hand  to reappear in Bishamonten's grasp.

"Anya?  What  happened  to  going  back  to  Ash'tar?"  I  asked her.

"I  said,  fuck  it.  A  certain  busty  dark  elf  chick  begged  me  to watch over ya. Gotta say, wish I had a babe worrying about me like she does with you," she said.

Loraine did? It must have been right after we left. I got to be doing something wrong If I made her worry.

But that worry just saved mine and Yui's lives.

"Awww.  Anego's  blushing.  You're  so  cute  when  you  blush,"

Yui said, rubbing her cheek against my stomach.

"Will you get off of me already?" I couldn't fling or pry her off, and she ended up on my back.

"You hugged me first. No takesies-backsies! I'm staying on for as long as I can!" she exclaimed, arms wrapping tighter around me.

I  gave  up  trying,  picked  Sacchan  from  the  ground,  and brushed  the  dirt  away.  Anya  and  Bishamonten  stared  each  other down like two predators. One was a god and the other was a dragon.

I'd seen first hand what they could do. If a fight between them broke out here, this city would crumble.

Then Anya, grinning from ear to ear, waved both hands in the air and shouted, "Kaokao! It's been a while!"

Yui  and  I  bit  back  our  laughter.  On  the  other  hand, Bishamonten  wasn't  amused  and  neither  did  she  humor  the nickname. One glare shut us right up.

"Anya.  Just  like  you  to  always  barge  into  things.  I  guess  we were  bound  to  meet  up  sooner  or  later."  Bishamonten  stabbed  her spear into the ground and crossed her arms.

"What can I say? I love making an entrance," Anya said.

They regarded each other in a way I couldn't put my tongue on.  Not  quite  friends.  Not  quite  enemies  either.  Before  Anya  and Chika  split  after  middle  school,  it  was  the  only  time  I'd  personally seen two top dogs together. But neither of them were ruling their own big territory at the time or at each other's throats.

Kaoru  and  Anya  were  rivals,  of  course.  I  didn't  often  hear about them coming into fights with each other back in Japan, seeing as  Kyushu  was  as  south  as  you  could  get,  and  Anya  was  way  up north. Bishamonten also wouldn't dare push into Kansai because of who controlled it.

"She knows something about Chika," I told Anya.

"That right, Kaokao? Or are you screwing with my juniors? If you know anything about Chika, you better cough it up." Anya took a step forward, fuming and smoking from her jaws.

Bishamonten didn't so much as flinch.

"Enjoy the rest of your stay in Taiq'ae. If you ever set foot in my castle again— you will not leave it alive. That's your fair warning,"

Bishamonten said.

"Ora ora! Who are you to say what's fair after what you did to Anego and Kawa!" Yui shook her fist.

The  empress  of  Jinwa  vanished  her  spear,  the  wreath  of flames subsided, and she began to walk away. Now it was my turn to hold Yui still as she tried to vault off my back.

"That bitch ignored me! Lemme at her!"

There was an urge to go after her, too. But Anya stuck an arm out to stop me from going. She shook her head, those eyes of hers warning me not to even dare.

"No. I ain't fucking done." I pushed Yui into Anya's arms and barely held Sacchan up. "Let me get one hit off, or your precious kid

is gonna wake up to his city on fire."

Anya came between me, hoping to get me to stand down. "Oi, Micchi!  I  wanna  take  the  fight  to  her,  too.  But  you  aren't  in  any condition right now."

"She sent assassins after my girls. That's unforgivable," I said.

Before  I  knew  it,  Bishamonten  appeared  in  front  of  us.  She was  unarmed  but  was  fast  losing  her  patience.  She  pointed  to  the side of her head.

"You  get  one  hit,  then  quietly  off  you  go.  I  won't  block  it,  so make it count."

"That's  all  I  need…"  I  wound  up  Sacchan  and  put  every  last ounce of strength I had left into the swing. A spark lit my bat up like a christmas tree, filling with magic I didn't know was in me.

For  a  brief  moment,  Bishamonten  gasped  and  showed  fear.

Just  as  Sacchan  was  about  to  make  contact  with  her  head,  she materialized her spear to block my blow. Her eyes went wide, staring at the bat that nearly smashed her head in. The paper lanterns that previously  drifted  untouched  by  the  wind,  were  blown  away  by  an intense gale.

"Heh…  Chicken…"  I  tried  to  grab  her  kimono  but  lost consciousness.



***


"Micchi…"

Someone was calling for me. Who was it?

"Micchi…!"

She sounded familiar.

"Micchi, run!" Chika shouted at me.

My legs sprung into action. We were being chased down the city by a bunch of thugs Chika had just stolen from. She grabbed my hand, rounded a hard corner, and threw us both into the bushes.

"Where the fuck did that bitch go?" one guy asked.

"Check  across  the  street.  Maybe  they  went  into  a  store,"

another said.

Their  hurried  footfalls  gradually  grew  further  until  I  couldn't hear them anymore.

"Whew. Close call," Chika said, taking her hand off my mouth so I could finally breathe.

Chika had me sitting between her legs. Her arms came over my  shoulders  and  emptied  three  wallets  onto  my  lap.  A  sharp  chin grinded the top of my head as she began to count the money under her breath.

"We could've beaten all of them. Why did we run, Anego?" I asked,  staring  at  the  haul  we  pinched.  She  would  usually  clobber people and then shake them down. Other times like today, though it didn't happen often, we chose to run instead.

"Not  every  encounter's  got  to  end  in  a  fight,  ya  know?  Have you  been  hanging  out  with  Anya?  I  bet  she's  putting  those knuckleheaded thoughts into you." She grinded her chin harder into my head and it started to tickle. Her phone beeped, then she texted something  into  it  that  I  couldn't  see.  "Oh,  see.  Anya  and  Yui  are already waiting for us at the crepes stand. If we spent the whole time fighting, we would've kept them waiting. So, what's the lesson to be learned here?"

"Sometimes fight. Sometimes run?" I answered unconfidently.

Chika sighed.

"Close enough!"

After checking if the coast was clear, we caught up with Anya and Yui outside an arcade center. Vendors and stalls liked to line up at this time to earn pocket money from students dropping by. Their food was always good, but we had to be frugal so as to not blow all our money off at once.

Anya only got so much allowance, and it wasn't like we could always  ask  her  for  money.  Which  was  why  we  shook  people  down instead.  It  was  mostly  money  from  good-for-nothings,  and  they probably stole it from someone else anyway. All we were doing was redistributing  the  wealth  to  people  who  needed  it  the  most—  us.

Chika always made sure to spoil me and Yui every chance she got.

"Yo!  Took  you  guys  long  enough!"  Anya  heaved  a  sigh.  She was carrying Yui on her back, who threw her arms out towards Chika like a baby exchanging parents to hold.

"Anego! I wanna play games already!" Yui shouted.

"Heya,  squirt."  Chika  took  over  for  giving  Yui  a  piggyback.

"Sorry. Micchi and I got a little greedy."

The only crepes vendor tended to run out fast. People really liked what the old guy made. When we got to the front of the line, we each made our order. I asked for one with extra fruits, but it seemed like he was out of fresh fruits and had only nuts and pocky sticks left.

"Hahh?  Ya  gotta  be  stowing  some  more  back  there.  Who comes  out  here  with  so  little  in  stock?"  Anya  reached  over  the counter to grab the crepe maker by his shirt.

"I'm sorry! Fruit toppings are the most popular so they run out fast," he said, shielding his face.

Chika stepped in to wave her off. "Save it. Beating him up isn't going to magically make the ingredients appear."

Yui tried to offer me some of hers, but I had suddenly lost my appetite.

"It's cool. We can just save the money for the arcade instead,"

I offered.

"I  got  an  idea.  You  guys  head  in  first.  I'll  get  ya  something."

Chika put Yui on the ground and took off running.

"Wait—" I tried to call to her, but she was already gone.

"When Chika sets her mind to something, she'll see it through no matter how much you yell at her." Anya picked up Yui and held the  door  open  to  the  arcade.  "Come  on.  She'll  be  back  in  a  jiffy anyway."



***


"Chika—  Ah,  fuck!  Shit."  I  woke  up  to  a  massive  headache.

Yui was sleeping by my side and rolled over onto her stomach. We were  both  in  the  same  futon,  in  a  small  room  with  knee-high furniture, a sliding door left ajar, and paper sheet walls surrounding us on all four sides.

A single, red paper lantern floated above my head.

I only got to my feet when the door slid open and Anya came flying into the room yelling, "Dogpile!"

"Anya, wait!"

She slammed into me and knocked us both on top of Yui.

Chapter 3 - Licking Wounds

Yui  wasn't  fully  awake  yet.  She  was  nodding  in  and  out  of consciousness  sitting  upright,  while  Anya  and  I  ate  whatever  these fluffy  white  pancakes  she  brought  back  were.  The  sweet  smell  of food didn't seem to be enough to wake the lion.

"I  almost  forgot  this  cub  has  a  hard  time  waking  up  in  the morning," Anya said, giggling at Yui teetering back and forth.

We had taken a bet which side she would fall on. I bet onto her food, and Anya bet she'd fall onto her back. The results had yet to be determined, but it was anyone's money.

"You  forgot?"  I  scoffed.  "I  was  always  the  one  carrying  her unconscious ass out of your house whenever we slept over."

I stuffed the rest of the pancakes into my mouth and chased it down with tea. The food here was pretty good. It was like a little taste of  home.  Taiq'ae  gave  me  a  real  good  dose  of  nostalgia  to  begin with,  like  a  whole  big  melting  pot  of  Asian  cultures  from  our  world mashed  together.  The  low-to-the-ground  furniture  was  also reminiscent of traditional aesthetics.

But it wasn't Japan. To be honest, I was okay with that.

"Did you know Bishamonten would be here?" I asked Anya.

"I'd  be  lying  if  I  said  I  didn't  have  my  suspicions.  Couldn't know for sure, but seeing Kaokao with my own eyes, I'm almost sure of it. Might be that Chika dragged us all here— which probably also includes the Blizzard of Hokkaido," she answered thoughtfully.

So  all  four  queens  of  Japan  were  gathered  here.  Well,  they weren't 'of Japan' any longer in this world. Why us, though? Was it just because Yui and I were close to Chika that she brought us here, too?

More  importantly…  how  the  hell  did  she  get  the  power  to transport us here to begin with?

I  had  so  many  questions  with  no  answer.  It  seemed  like Bishamonten might be our best lead yet.

"So, we gonna storm the fort again after this or what?" I beat my fists together to show Anya I was ready.

Anya erupted into laughter.

"Kaokao's  way  out  of  your  league.  She  creamed  you  harder than a bukkake could, and you wanna go back for more?"

The anger inside me lit up again, and Loraine wasn't here to extinguish it. I shoved Sacchan in her face.

"I  almost  scored  a  homerun  with  her  head.  You  saw  that!"  I exclaimed.

"After seeing how hard you can hit, she ain't gonna leave any more  openings.  Besides…"  Anya  grabbed  Sacchan  and  turned  it over to show me a crack along the wood. It was about an inch long, snaking  up  the  side  of  the  bat.  "You  think  Sacchan  can  survive against Bishamonten's Kamigoroshi?"

I wrenched Sacchan out of her hands to inspect it closer. No matter  how  much  I  didn't  want  to  believe  it,  no  matter  how  much  I tried  to  rub  it  away  hoping  it  was  just  a  smudge,  there  it  was—  a fucking crack.

Ever since I got here… No, ever since I got it from Chika, this bat's  been  knocking  out  teeth  and  cracking  skulls  without  so  much as  a  whimper.  It  even  took  a  beating  from  Anya  but  was  only  now showing signs of wear?

"I  don't  get  it.  Wasn't  Sacchan  getting  stronger?"  I  asked myself more than anyone.

"Nnh…"

Yui was leaning so far back, it looked like Anya was going to win the bet. Then out of nowhere, Yui snorted and startled herself so hard, she rebounded back and slammed her head into her pancakes and through the table.

"I'm  awake!"  she  yelled  as  a  piece  of  pancake  slipped  from her face.

I reached across the broken table with a hand out to Anya and said, "I'll take that fifty gold."

She clicked her tongue.

"Shark."

It turned out Anya had taken us to an inn on the opposite side of the city, as far away from the pagoda palace as possible. I guess it

was  her  way  of  telling  me  to  forget  about  settling  the  score  with Bishamonten  for  now.  The  tower  she  and  Emperor  Yonnu  lived  in, where  Pino  and  Second  Prince  Theo  were  likely  being  held,  was always within sight being the eyesore that it was.

Unlike  the  area  of  Taiq'ae  when  we  first  entered  it,  there weren't any interconnecting bridges that served as roads here. It was all  paved  in  stone  and  a  layer  of  soot  and  ash  from  all  the  forges working overtime. I didn't get a chance to really feel how warm it was beneath  my  feet.  Those  geezers  that  visited  Cynderace  weren't kidding. Geothermal heat emanating from beneath the city really was a treat.

Bogart was probably liking it here.

"Where the hell is that lizard, anyway?" I asked out loud.

Yui  came  running  back  from  a  street  food  vendor  with  two handfuls  of  skewers  and  one  in  her  mouth.  She  shoved  two  meat skewers into my hand, another two into Anya's, and greedily kept the remaining ten for herself.

"Aww,  look  at  you.  I  used  to  be  the  one  feeding  ya."  Anya made a mess of Yui's hair after I had carefully brushed and tied up her pigtails.

"If its Bofart, mmh faw fer—"

"Chew,  swallow,  then  talk."  I  plucked  the  skewer  from  her mouth.

Yui swallowed hard and sucked in a deep breath. "I saw her at a blacksmith workshop by the canal!"

"Alright.  Lead  us  there,"  I  said,  stuffing  the  skewer  back  into her mouth.

Yui's  eyes  darted  between  me  and  Anya.  She  raised  her hands  toward  us  while  still  clutching  the  oily  skewers.  She  was asking for a piggyback ride, but I turned the other cheek.

"Okay, fine. You better not get any of that shit on my clothes, kiddo." Anya knelt low enough for Yui to climb onto her back.

It wasn't hard to find Bogart, seeing as she attracted a crowd of admirers that surrounded an outdoor forge. She was hammering away at a shoulder plate and occasionally breathed fire on the metal before  hitting  it  again.  Weaponsmithing,  armorsmithing,  whatever-

smithing— I didn't understand any of it. What I did understand was people like Lars and Bogart were masters at their professions. You didn't  have  to  know  the  ins  and  outs  of  what  someone  did  to appreciate their work.

Once  she  was  done  abusing  the  metal,  she  dunked  it  into  a water trough. Steam hissed for only a moment, then it was replaced with  ohs  and  ahs  as  she  pulled  it  out.  Bogart  set  the  finished shoulder plate on the anvil for everyone to marvel at.

A  couple  of  cloaked  dark  elves  with  twitchy  eyes  watched Bogart from behind the main crowd. I excused myself from Anya and Yui to sneak up behind them.

"Red-scaled  beastling  lizard.  That  her,  isn't  it?"  one  of  them asked the others to confirm.

"The  boss  wants  her  alive.  We'll  move  in  when  there's  less people," the larger of the three said.

"I got a better idea," I said.

They  spun  around  and  reached  for  their  weapons  too  late.  I had already chucked two of them into the canal. The third I punched in the gut. He fell to his knees and squealed.

"How many are ya?" I slapped his face hard enough to knock out a tooth.

"Th-Three!" he cried.

"How many?" I slapped him again.

"I told you, it's just— oof!"

This  went  on  for  a  few  more  rounds  until  he  was  a  sobbing mess, but he continued to repeat the same number.

"There's only three of us, I swear! I beg you… please, let me go…" he pleaded.

"I believed ya a couple of molars ago," I said.

"Then… why did you keep slapping me?" he asked.

"I'm done with the Ramaleik's shit. You can tell your pals I'm coming for them next. You think about coming after Bogart, I suggest you get some dentures ready." I threw him into the canal so that he could join his pals.

Anya and Yui, who had both seen what I did, gaped at me.

"What? I was just venting." I shrugged.

The  number  of  onlookers  dwindled  as  Bogart's  public demonstration came to an end. She caught sight of us and waved.

"Come to see for yourself what I can do, eh?" Bogart flashed a toothy smile.

"I've come by the guild forge plenty of times, ya damn lizard.

You just never noticed," I said.

"That so? I get too absorbed. The sound of the hammer, the roar of fire— it's all I hear when I zero into my work." She fixed the shoulder  piece  onto  a  mannequin  to  complete  the  armor  set,  then admired her own handiwork with a purr.

I hatched an idea.

"Bogart. You ever worked with weapons before?" I asked.

The beastling paused. She put the hammer away and licked her teeth. Sharp, reptilian eyes settled firmly on the bat in my hand as she realized what I was really asking.

"After  seeing  what  that  thing  can  do  in  Ash'tar,  how  can  I decline?" she said.

Chapter 4 - Repairing Sacchan

The  four  of  us  sat  around  the  anvil  where  Sacchan  was  laid on top of. In the single night Bogart had spent here, she claimed to have learned all she needed to know from the master weapons and armorsmiths  in  Taiq'ae.  When  it  came  to  my  Sacchan  and  Yui's nunchucks, the beastling was stumped.

"Thought of something yet?" I asked impatiently.

"I'm still thinking," Bogart said.

"You  said  that  three  fucking  hours  ago!"  The  urge  to  flip  the anvil was rising. I was beginning to understand why Yui flipped the table  back  during  the  meeting  back  in  Cynderace.  All  this  waiting around made me want to bash my brains out.

When  Bogart  sighed,  a  breath  of  flame  spewed  out.  "I  can't work  with  something  if  I  don't  know  how  it  was  made.  You  told  me your  weapons  came  enchanted  when  you  entered  this  world.  It sounds like a god of some sorts blessed them or something."

"Tell me what god it was, and I'll make 'em fix this," I said.

"Coming from you… I'm inclined to believe you could make it happen." She grimaced.

My restless leg syndrome beat a crater beneath my foot from waiting so much. Yui and Anya were dozing off. When we got here, there  was  a  crowd  watching  Bogart's  smithing  demonstration.

Because we'd been doing nothing but sitting and staring at the grass grow, the peanut gallery had all but left.

"I have noticed something. Tell me, have you ever let anyone else wield your club?" Bogart asked, picking up the weapon.

"No,"  I  answered,  after  searching  to  the  best  of  my  memory.

"There was one time fucks-his-name orc who threw it at me, but that was it."

The beastling swung Sacchan like she was holding a sword.

Then gripped it with two hands and swung again with poor form. She brought it overhead, readying herself to hit the anvil.

"What do you think will happen if I swing down?" she asked.

"This  a  trick  question?  Of  course,  Sacchan  will  crack  that hunk  of  iron  in  two."  I  crossed  my  arms,  trying  to  figure  out  where she was going with this.

Bogart  sucked  in  a  deep  breath  and  slammed  down  on  the anvil with everything she had. She recoiled on impact, put Sacchan down,  and  blew  on  her  hands.  The  face  of  the  anvil  was  no  more dented than it was before.

"You try," she said as she shook her arms.

I spat into my hands and wound Sacchan up for an overhead smash. When Bogart saw that I was using both hands, she backed away.

KANG! 

Sacchan shattered through the anvil and created a fissure in the  ground.  Yui  and  Anya,  snapped  awake  by  the  ear-splitting clamor, fell out of their seats.

"So, what? You gonna give me the cliche talk about how I'm the only one who can draw out Sacchan's power?" I shrugged.

Bogart rolled her eyes. I had taken the words right out of her mouth.

"You're the only one who can draw out Sacchan's power," she said anyway to spite me. The lizard stood over the broken anvil and licked the fangs in her jaws. "In our world, an enchanted sword is an enchanted sword. Your club is just a club in my hands, but a weapon of incredible destruction in yours."

The  bat  Chika  handed  down  to  me  saved  my  ass  countless times. It felt wrong to leave it cracked.

"What you're saying is, you can't work on it because it might break in your hands. What if I hold it?" I asked.

Bogart  shook  her  head.  "Too  risky.  We  don't  know  how  that might turn out."

I took one step back to return to my seat when my whole body suddenly seized up. My arms and legs tensed so hard, I thought they were  going  to  break  my  bones.  The  muscles  in  my  chest  were squeezing the air out of my lungs.

"What's wrong?" Yui asked, holding me up.

Anya  put  a  hand  to  my  head.  Her  magic  seeped  into  me, forcing the muscles to relax. I was able to breathe properly again.

"You did this last time… The hell did you do?" I turned to Anya for answers.

She  held  up  four  fingers  and  dropped  them  as  she  listed  off enhancements.

"Exceptional Fortitude, Exceptional Magic, Resistance,  Exceptional  Poison  Resistance,  and  Dulled  Pain.  Don't think  you  understand  how  nutty  that  venom  is  if  it  takes  these  four buffs to keep ya up."

Some of that sounded familiar. I thumbed Loraine's ring inside my pocket and considered putting it on myself.

No— I couldn't just use that. It was supposed to be for her. If I became reliant on it, what good would that do me?

People keep telling me what a miracle and how lucky I was to survive.  All  I  could  think  about  was  how  that  poison  was  aimed  at Loraine and got Kawa hurt in the process.

Kaoru, I didn't care what Chika had on you to make you pull this shit. You fucked with me, so you're going to get yours.

"Bogart,  anything  you  got.  I'll  take  a  chance  at  it.  I  need Sacchan back in top shape if I wanna beat that bitch," I said.

Her  reptilian  tail  swung  rhythmically  between  her  legs  like  a pendulum.  "There  is  one  thing  we  can  try.  It  will  take  some  bit  of digging around."

Any relic of the gods and a forest spirit's sapling.

Those  were  the  two  things  I  needed  to  find  in  order  to hopefully repair Sacchan. It was as good a shot as any, but… easier said  than  done.  Where  the  hell  was  I  going  to  get  either  of  those things out here?

It  was  then  that  we  noticed  people  gathering  at  the  edge  of the  thoroughfare,  making  a  wide  berth  to  give  space  to  a  group  of monks marching through the streets. They were bald, and wore red and  black  robes  that  dragged  behind  their  feet.  The  monk  at  the head  of  the  parade  occasionally  struck  a  small  bell,  sending  a melodic chime loud enough to hear despite how light it was hit.

"Check out the bowling pins parade!" Yui giggled.

"Bowling pins, huh. You want me to chuck ya to see if I can make a strike?" Anya asked.

"What's  going  on  there?"  I  asked  a  man  who  had  his  eyes shut like he was enjoying the sound.

"Every morning, the Kesai Monastery leads a march through town, ringing the Celestial Bell to bless the subjects of Jinwa and his majesties, Emperor Yonnu and the Empress Consort," he explained, then cupped a hand over his heart in prayer.

The  Celestial  Bell  was  a  golden  cup-shaped  instrument, decorated with red and green gems. Its ornate designs appeared too intricate  to  have  been  carved  by  human  hands.  Though  it  had  a handle, the monk didn't ring the bell, he hit the side of it with a small spoon to make noise.

"Guys, I think we found a relic—" I turned around to see Anya about to launch Yui into the monks. "Hey, hey, hey! Don't fucking do that!"

Instead  of  making  a  commotion  in  the  streets  outright,  we followed  them  back  to  their  monastery  at  the  edge  of  the  city, accessed  by  three  bridges  that  connected  different  sections  of  the neighboring wards. The temple itself was built with many painted red columns,  with  roofs  laid  with  staggered  tiles  that  were  more decorative than practical.

Two  large  doors,  with  eighteen  golden  orbs  on  each  door were  arranged  in  a  formation  that  reminded  me  of  a  solar  system, were  opened  when  we  got  there.  Jinwan  folks  prayed  alongside other  monks  inside  a  large,  open  chamber.  They  all  faced  and prayed in the same direction. Towards the center of the room was a massive set piece of statues, depicting eighteen gods in battle with one another.

The  parading  monks  had  their  heads  down  as  they  walked, making  it  easy  to  join  without  their  notice.  Some  people  threw  us curious  glances,  but  Yui  snarled  at  them  to  make  them  think  twice about being nosy.

We entered a low-candlelit chamber that was a fraction of the other room. Anya closed the door behind us. At the front of the room, was a smaller version of the statues outside. While the other monks

took  their  seats  on  the  neatly  ordered  cushions  and  bowed  their heads to the floor, the one with the bell placed the relic on top of the statue and assumed his own bowing position.

I  put  a  finger  up  to  my  lips,  and  we  slowly  crept  forward  as they prayed.

"For all that you have given us, thank you. For who you have delivered to us and to his majesty, Emperor Yonnu, thank you. Her majesty,  the  Empress  Consort,  shall  guide  us  to  a  better  path.  We walk  with  the  eighteen  gods,  and  we  shall  walk  with  her,"  they  all chanted in unison.

Yui was the one who plucked the bell from its pedestal. "How do we test if it's a relic again?"

The entire congregation of monks raised their heads from the ground and gasped. They gawked at us like a bunch of prairie dogs.

"Excuse  me,  who  are  you?  You're  intruding  on  an  important prayer  session,  and  I'll  have  to  ask  for  the  Celestial  Bell  back,"  the chief monk, who was visibly shaken, said.

"Bogart said ya gotta hit it," Anya reminded us.

All  the  monks  must  have  turned  their  heads  in  unison between me and Yui a hundred times in the span of two seconds.

"Hit  what?  What  are  we  hitting?  Please,  don't  hit  anything!"

the chief monk begged frantically.

"Hold it still," I said to Yui, who was bouncing with excitement as she raised the bell.

"Wait, what is it that you are planning to do?" the chief monk asked, falling into sudden panic mode.

"This."  I  swung  Sacchan  with  all  my  might  at  the  Celestial Bell.

Anya  was  the  only  one  fast  enough  to  plug  her  ears.  The impact  sent  powerful  shockwaves  out  that  knocked  the  seated monks  onto  their  backs  and  blew  the  door  open.  Yui  and  the  chief monk's face briefly looked like they had stuck their heads in a wind tunnel. The color drained from his face when he came to his senses.

"WHAT DID YOU DO?!" he screamed at me in panic.

"Nothing, look. The bell's a bonafide relic of the gods since it didn't break," I said.

It remained untarnished and pristine as ever, not so much as a scratch was on it. The chief monk placed a hand over his heart and another over his head as his face filled with color again.

"Oh, thank goodness." He sighed with relief.

"Right,  then.  We're  gonna  be  taking  this.  Hope  ya  have  a spare!" Yui said.

It looked like he was going to suffer a heart attack next.

"Excuse me— What?"

The monks weren't happy we wanted the Celestial Bell, so we ended up having to take it by force. Poor chumps were in over their bald  heads  and  didn't  last  more  than  a  second.  We  did  promise  to return  it  afterwards,  but  they  might  not  have  heard  over  their  own groaning.

"This thing's gotta be broken. We sure it's what we're looking for?" Yui asked, flailing the bell around to get it to ring.

"It  ain't  ringing  on  its  own."  Anya  snatched  it  from  her  and tapped its metal surface, causing the bell to vibrate and let loose a high  pitch  ring.  She  showed  us  the  mouth,  inside  of  which  was missing a clapper to strike the bell with.

"What's it supposed to do?" I also gave it a tap but instead of a ring, I thought I heard a whisper.

"Can't find out anymore. We beat up the guys who could tell us," Yui said.

Before  I  could  get  another  tap  off  the  bell  for  another  listen, Anya tossed it back to Yui for safekeeping.

"I  don't  get  how  Bogart's  supposed  to  fix  Sacchan  with  that, but  I'm  down  to  try  anything  at  this  point.  All  we  need  now  is  a dryad's seed. The hell's that?" I asked.

Both of them shrugged.

Well, shit.

Bogart  said  something  along  the  lines  of  a  tree  nymph  that has a humanoid form. My first guess would be to search a forest, but we were in the middle of a city.

"So,  what?  We  take  some  horses  out  and  see  what  we  can find?" Anya suggested.

"That'd take too long," I said, shooting her down.

"Excuse  me…"  A  hooded  man,  shadier  than  a  beach umbrella, approached us with his hands in his pockets and a smirk on  his  face.  "I  heard  you  ladies  were  looking  for  something  in particular. Perhaps I can… interest you in my wares?"

The three of us traded dubious glances and scoffed.

"I got a better idea, old man. How about we talk over there in that dark alley where no one can see or hear us, yeah?" I threw an arm around his shoulder while Yui and Anya flanked me.

The guy suddenly had cold feet, not realizing what he'd gotten himself into. "Er, wait… uh… W-We can just speak in public…"

When  we  were  out  of  sight  and  between  the  privacy  of  two buildings,  I  shoved  the  guy  against  the  wall,  pressing  my  forearm against his throat.

"Alright,  Shady  Jim.  What  were  you  trying  to  sell  us,  huh?

Better make it worth my while." I sneered.

"J-Jim? My name's Quan— " The rest of his name was cut off by  a  hard  gulp  as  I  put  Sacchan  up  to  his  face.  "I  sell  trinkets  and baubles! Nothing more!"

"Oh,  why  didn't  ya  tell  me  sooner?  I'm  looking  for  a  dryad seed, not trinkets and baubles. What I'm hearing is, you wasting my time, Jim?" I asked him, pushing my bat to the tip of his nose.

"No! I, uh… most certainly am not wasting your time, ma'am!

Dryad seeds are extraordinarily rare. But I know a place to acquire such an item!"

His legs were shaking so much I thought he was going to piss his pants.

I  picked  him  up  by  the  collar  and  tossed  him  to  the  ground.

"Looks  like  we  got  us  a  tour  guide.  Better  not  be  a  trap,  or  you're gonna find yourself crawling on your hands and knees for the rest of your life."

Jim led us under a bridge where he unlocked a metal grate.

The  entrance  was  cramped  at  first,  but  widened  as  we  continued further in. We were right under Taiq'ae. It didn't stink like I expected

an  underground  sewer  system  to.  Instead,  it  was  fragrant  with  a heavy floral scent.

We  reached  a  bolted  iron  door  that  was  only  accessible  by casting  magic  onto  the  rune  lock.  The  door  swung  open  to  a sprawling, underground bazaar. Like the surface, the place was lit up by paper lanterns, but the similarities ended there.

Floating,  red  flowers  in  the  sewer  water  looked  like  bloody claws  trying  to  escape  the  depths.  Brothels  had  women  soliciting customers outside, with collars on their necks that led back into the building.  Most  of  the  'markets'  were  stalls  lined  up  along  corridors, selling exotic animals, jewelry, weapons, and more.

It was surprisingly crowded for an underground market.

"Taiq'ae  is  called  the  Blossoming  City,  down  here  is  the  dirt and roots of it all," Jim said.

We passed by a fighting pit where two beastlings were duking it out. Anya, unable to turn down a chance to paint her knuckles red, ditched us to get a bout in.

"Just holler when you're done!" Anya said, taking off.

"Aw, man. I wanna play, too." Yui moped.

Someone  walked  into  me,  and  I  felt  their  hand  go  for  the pouch of gold at my waist. The elven man was startled that I grabbed his wrist.

"Let go, bitch!"

"Ain't your lucky day, pal." I kicked his legs out from under him and tossed him over the guard rails into the sewage.

Jim's mouth hung open.

"You're  next  if  we  don't  get  what  we're  here  for,"  I  said, nudging his ribs.

He cleared his throat. "Right this way!"

I  expected  a  stall,  but  it  was  a  caravan  of  four  wagons manned by beastlings that he introduced me to. They occupied one of  the  alcoves,  and  were  in  the  process  of  unloading  slaves  from cages and chains.

"I  hear  they  work  for  the  Ramaleiks.  Wait  here.  I'll  speak  to them first," Jim said.

I patted him on the shoulder to keep him back.

"Nah. I don't think so." I grinned.

A couple of goons moved in quick to block our way.

"Relax. We're buyers from Cynderace," I said.

One  of  them  grunted  in  response,  then  a  low  growl  from behind them diminished their aggressive composure.

"If they have gold to spend, let them through," a familiar voice said.  By  their  invitation,  we  came  into  a  makeshift  camp  that  used the wagons as a perimeter. A single dark elf sat at the campfire with his  back  turned  to  us,  skinning  an  apple.  "You  know,  there's something therapeutic about removing the skin off what you're going to eat. I rather—"

As soon as Yui and I sat down across from him, all the blood drained  from  his  face.  A  giggling  Yui  put  a  finger  to  her  lips  and shushed him.

"Sorry to cut your cliche villain speech short. Bet you've been working on that all day. Ya miss me, Haqin?" I leaned forward to offer him  a  handshake  over  the  fire,  but  his  words  only  came  out  as  a squeal.

"W-Why  are  you  here?"  Haqin  asked,  eyes  bulging  so  much they might fall out of their sockets

Yui pulled out her nunchuck.

"What if I said we're here to do some yankee diplomacy?"

"N-No! May we conduct normal diplomacy?" He gulped.

"I'm looking for a dryad seed. If you don't got one, maybe you got a dryad locked up in one of your cages," I said.

Haqin  whistled  for  one  of  his  goons  and  ordered  them  to quickly check the wagons for a dryad. Yui and I kept our eyes on our old dark elf friend with a smile on our faces. His hands hadn't moved an inch, and the apple was already discoloring. Might have been for the  best  if  he  didn't  eat  that  apple,  seeing  as  he  was  about  to  barf out of nervousness.

I almost thought this was a set-up because it took so long. He sensed my impatience and tugged uncomfortably on his collar. Lucky for him, a beastling returned to tell him the news.

"As  it  turns  out,  my  dear  friend,  we  are  in  possession  of  a dryad!" Haqin jumped from his seat and asked us to follow him.

The dryad was in the only cage that had yet to be unloaded.

She had wilting flowers in her hair, dried leaves that cracked and fell from her body, and green skin that looked sickly.

"How much for her?" I asked.

"For you? Free of charge! Please, just take her and leave," he begged.

"Aw!  You  shouldn't  have!"  Yui  climbed  onto  the  wagon  and broke the lock on the cage with her bare hands.

"S-So… is our transaction… complete?" the sniveling dark elf asked.

"Not  yet."  I  knocked  out  the  two  goons  behind  me  and grabbed Haqin by his neck. "I feel like we made a connection doing business  with  ya?  Too  bad  the  Ramaleiks  crossed  me  a  second time. So you're just unlucky enough to run into me again."

Chapter 5 - How to Get a Dryad Seed After  acquiring  everything  needed  to  begin  the  process  of repairing  Sacchan,  we  returned  to  Bogart's  temporary  lodging  at  a communal workshop called the Everburning Forge. It was a building with  five  wings  shaped  like  a  star  when  looking  down  from  a  high place.  It  got  its  name  from  the  central  chamber  where  a  massive forge,  powered  by  magic,  allowed  the  smelting  of  almost  any  ore known to this world.

I might have caught sight of it when Bishamonten kicked me from her pagoda. Each of the Forge's wings served as a dormitory, ranked similarly to the Guild to differentiate the wheat from the chaff, for  in-training  journeymen  and  beginners  polishing  their  craft,  to masters all over the world.

Bogart  was  at  the  second  highest  of  five  ranks,  a  Kan-skirt.

This  meant  she  was  given  free  reign  to  use  the  highest  quality enchanted  tools,  priority  use  of  rare  ores  and  minerals,  and permitted access to all facilities within the Forge.

"God damn is it hot in here." I brushed the sweat from my face only for my forehead to quickly form droplets again.

"Over here!" Bogart sat in front of the mouth of a roaring forge framed with the stone statue of a dragon's open mouth. It looked as though it was breathing fire from the glowing coals inside. She pulled out  a  piece  of  metal  from  the  forge's  jaws  that  was  shining  bright orange and began hammering it flat on top of an anvil.

"We  got  your  shit!  What's  next?"  I  yelled  over  the  banging metal.

Satisfied with having beaten it into a metal band, the reptilian beastling set it aside with two others and finally turned her attention to  us.  However,  the  surprised  look  on  her  face  was  not  what  I expected.  Particularly,  the  look  she  gave  the  short  dryad  girl clutching my jacket behind me.

"Now  where  in  the  eighteen  gods  did  you  find  her?"  Bogart asked.

"You said you needed a dryad," I said.

"I said I needed a seed, not a whole dryad!" she complained, scratching the back of her head.

"Thought maybe we could get one out of her." I turned to face the dryad girl who was a head shorter than Yui. "You got one on ya?"

She shook her head, knocking loose a few dried petals from her hair.

Anya and Yui didn't have a clue either, offering me a useless shrug instead.

"What are we supposed to do then? Can I wring it out of her?"

I asked Bogart.

"Uu…" The dryad began to whimper and tear up.

"Aww, Anego. You made her cry!" Yui hugged the dryad, who was now clinging to her instead.

I threw my hands in the air.

"Why am I suddenly the bad guy?"

"Bogart, what do you guys have there?" a gruff voice asked.

Everyone spun around to a much older fair-skinned elf, whose graying  hair  was  tied  to  a  thick  braid  that  laid  over  his  barrel  of  a chest.  His  arms  were  no  less  thick,  almost  like  a  caricature  of  buff cartoon  dudes.  He  looked  down  at  us  through  one  eye  since  the other  was  cloudy,  likely  blinded  from  an  injury  working  near  the forge.

"They are the ones I came with from Cynderace that I told you about. It's appropriate to say I work for them now," Bogart said. She then  beat  a  fist  into  his  chest  with  a  thud.  "Allow  me  to  introduce Slayn  Klainel.  One  of  eight  Don-skirts,  the  highest  of  five  ranks,  of the  Everburning  Forge.  A  master  of  masters  when  it  comes  to armorsmithing."

Slayn  stuck  a  large  hand  out  to  me.  I  clasped  his  hand  and shook,  but  it  was  more  like  his  hand  consumed  mine  whole  and flailed it around.

"You have my thanks for looking after Bogart in Old Bogart's stead," he said.

"She works to earn her keep." I nodded.

Bogart explained our predicament to Slayn. Even though she was under him in terms of rank and experience, he listened with the

discipline  of  a  student.  That  was  what  differentiated  a  master  from everyone  else.  They  were  still  humble  enough  to  know  there  was more to learn, and I thought that was pretty cool.

"Dryads  are  a  fickle  race,"  Slayn  finally  said  after  a  long, contemplative  moment  of  silence.  "However,  they  are  quick  to respond to kindness."

Yui  started  pinching  the  dryad's  cheeks  like  a  mother  would their baby.

"So, we gotta pamper 'em?"

"Or hug them. Like this!" Anya scooped Yui and the dryad into her arms in an attempt to show affection, but all she was doing was squeezing the life out of them.

"No, I don't think that's right…" Slayn furrowed his brows.

How was I going to show a dryad kindness? I already made her sad by suggesting to choke a seed out of her.

A water trough caught my attention. Dryads were tree spirits, and the one we had looked dehydrated. Maybe giving it some water would do it some good.

"That water over there clean?" I asked Bogart.

"Aye." She tossed me a bucket that was laying underneath a workbench.

I  went  to  fill  the  bucket  full  of  water  and  came  back  to  the dryad staring expectantly at me.

"Bet  those  bastards  kept  you  locked  up  and  didn't  give  you anything  to  drink,  huh?"  I  cupped  my  hands  into  the  bucket  and splashed water onto the thick roots that were her hair.

Immediately,  they  began  to  soak  up  every  last  drop  like  a towel  and  the  dryad  was  looking  happier  already.  The  leaves  that covered  her  body  filled  with  a  deeper  green.  Fresh,  new  buds appeared on her head.

She smiled and lowered her head for more.

"Oh, oh! I wanna try!" Yui said. She grabbed the entire bucket and slowly emptied it onto the dryad's body.

At first, the dryad was enjoying it. But then…

"Uh. Yui… I think you're drowning it," I warned her.

"Auu…"  The  dryad's  eyes  were  spinning  in  her  sockets,  and she was wobbling back and forth.

"Whaddya mean drowning? Plants can't drown," she said.

I snatched the bucket from her hand which had been emptied out.  "You  said  the  same  thing  about  the  vegetable  garden  in elementary school. Then they died from being overwatered!"

"Urk—" The dryad's cheeks puffed up, but she couldn't hold it in anymore and vomited half the water she was fed. A tiny seed the size of my fingernail fell out of her mouth. It was already beginning to grow, with tendrils emerging from the shell.

"That's  it!"  Bogart  exclaimed.  "Now  we  have  everything  we need to repair the bat."

Chapter 6 - Fade

Bogart  needed  me  to  hold  Sacchan  while  she  and  Slayn worked on repairing it. The first thing they did was fasten the three metal  bands  she  was  banging  earlier  onto  the  bat.  Slayn  gently pressed  the  dryad  seed  into  the  crack,  careful  not  to  break  it,  and then tightened the last band over it. Nothing they were doing made any sense to me even though Bogart explained it before starting.

The  seed  was  supposed  to  repair  the  crack  by  embedding itself into Sacchan and regrowing the wood. The magic ore that the metal bands were made of was supposed to stimulate the growth. All the while I held Sacchan to make sure it remained strong and sturdy enough so as to not break during the process.

It  fucking  hurt  my  soul  to  see  Chika's  gift  manhandled  like that. But all of this was to save my only memento of her. If it made Sacchan stronger in the process, then even better.

"How  about  the  bell?  Where  does  that  come  in?"  I  asked Bogart and Slayn.

"Any  number  of  things  can  happen.  Godly  relics  contain magic that can create miracles," Slayn said.

"We're  in  luck  because  it's  the  Celestial  Bell.  They  say  the vibrations it emits can resonate with enchanted items to temporarily empower them," Bogart added.

Sitting on an anvil behind me, Anya and Yui were bored out of their minds. The dryad girl sat on Yui's lap, and had roots from her legs dipped into a bucket of water to slowly drink from.

"I ain't the religious type, but I can't imagine a god is going to be happy we stole from his worshippers," Anya chimed in.

Slayn  chuckled.  "The  gods  have  taken  a  backseat  for centuries.  Their  relics  have  swapped  hands  more  time  than  an Ash'tar prostitute is passed around."

"Whichever god the Celestial Bell belongs to can suck a dick for  all  I  care.  If  we  need  its  magic,  I'm  taking  it  to  fix  Sacchan whether they like it or not," I said.

At  the  end  of  the  day,  this  was  all  to  get  back  on  my  feet  to face Bishamonten again. Once Sacchan was all fixed up, there was still the issue of finding a way to cleanse my body of the azure viper venom's  effects.  I  didn't  want  to  rely  on  Anya  forever  with  her enhancements. Fighting with this god damn crutch would just end in the same way as last time.

Bogart  wiped  the  sweat  from  her  forehead  and  said,  "We're just about done. Just need to strike the Celestial Bell a few times and

—"

"Who  dares  to  defile  my  sacred  relic?  You  mangy  mutts  are unworthy  to  even  lay  eyes  upon  the  Celestial  Bell,  let  alone  make use  of  it  for  your  own  ends!"  a  deep  voice  bellowed,  spooking everyone inside the forge.

A gust of wind swept through the room even though we were indoors.  Flames  gushed  from  the  five  faces  of  the  central  forge, licking the ceiling and almost incinerating a nearby worker. Then, as though  turning  into  molten  sludge,  the  fire  dripped  from  the  ceiling and formed a small pool of lava from which someone emerged from.

Bogart  and  Slayn  backed  away  in  terror.  Other  workers  fled from the room.

"You're  joking…  The  relic…  contained  a  god?"  Slayn muttered.

The  tall  man  was  bald,  but  had  a  full  white  beard  that  was braided  and  decorated  with  gold  bands  draping  over  his  chest.  He was  dressed  in  purple  and  gold  robes,  like  some  god  right  out  of greek  mythology.  All  I  could  make  from  his  face  were  two  golden eyes and his bulbous, rosey nose.

"And who the fuck are you supposed to be?" I asked him.

"Little  mortal,  I  am  Fade.  One  of  the  eighteen  gods  that preside over this plane.  You insulted me by desecrating the sacred grounds that worship my kin, as well as stealing my divine treasure from my devotees!" the god boomed.

It  felt  like  I  should  be  trembling  and  bowing  for  forgiveness.

But the tone of his voice was getting on my nerves.

"Look,  buddy.  I  don't  see  the  big  deal.  We  just  need  to  ring your  dinner  bell  once  or  twice,  and  we'll  give  it  back  to  your  baldie

followers," I said.

"Dinner  bell—  baldie  followers?  The  offenses  continue!  Your transgressions  will  not  go  unpunished.  I  shall  smite  you  where  you stand!"  Fade  pointed  a  finger  and  unleashed  a  thunderous  shock that bounced off my body.

"That all ya got?" I brushed the dust from my jacket.

The  surprised  god  stared  at  his  own  finger,  wondering  what went wrong.

It  was  always  the  cunts  who  talked  a  big  game  that  couldn't back up their bark. That or we really were cut from a different cloth if gods couldn't hurt us.

"I  can  shock,  too!  Let  me  show  you  how  it's  done."  Yui discharged a localized, electric explosion at Fade's feet, causing him to  jump  and  yelp  in  pain.  She  continued  her  onslaught  of  ranged attacks while cackling. "Ahahaha! Dance! Dance!"

One shock knocked him to the ground. Anya was cracking her knuckles and standing over him when he looked up.

"You know what time it is?" Anya asked.

Yui  put  her  nunchuck  away  and  pounded  her  fists  together.

"Yankee diplomacy, banzai!"

"Wait a minute— you can't do this. I'm a god!" Fade cried.

The two of them started wailing on the god, kicking him in the stomach and chest while he was down. There was nothing he could do except crawl into the fetal position and shield his head from the unrelenting blows. I gave Sacchan to Bogart so I could join them in the beatdown.

"Ya got something to say, ya pitiful shit?"

"Groveling is a good look on you!"

"Ora ora ora! Where's all that grandstanding now, huh?"

After  beating  him  up,  we  forced  Fade  to  sit  on  his  knees  on top of a pile of hot coals. He cast his head down, nose bloodied, and clothes  dirted  from  all  the  soot  and  ash,  looking  more  like  a homeless man than a god now.

"That's what ya get for being a little bitch. Coulda just turned a blind eye and let us work," I said, shaking my head.

"I'm going to be honest… This is not how I expected things to turn  out  when  a  god  appeared  before  us  today."  Bogart  walked  no further  than  up  to  my  back  as  she  stared  at  Fade  with  pity  in  her eyes. "Believe us, we won't do anything more than we need to with your relic."

"Oh,  go  on.  It's  not  like  the  world  cares  about  the  eighteen anymore. All we wanted was to be revered again…" Fade grumbled.

Bogart  and  Slayn  went  on  to  finish  repairing  Sacchan.  The beastling  breathed  magical  fire  onto  it  to  soften  the  metal  bands, then  dipped  it  into  a  bath  of  water,  causing  them  to  tighten  and clench.

"Strike the bell!" she yelled.

Yui  tapped  the  bell,  causing  it  to  create  visible  ripples  in  the air.  The  metal  bands  on  Sacchan  shattered.  The  seed  inside  the crack began to grow, filling the space until it looked like an old scar on skin.

"Is that it?" I asked Bogart.

"It should be," she answered.

Nothing  felt  different.  However,  when  I  squeezed  Sacchan  it was like a heartbeat responded to me.

"Well. Only way to find out is to go all out with it, and I got just the target dummy." I pressed the bat right against the side of Fade's head.

"Uh. Hold on— I didn't consent to this! No, please, no—"

Fade fell to the ground unconscious, passing out from shock.

"I thought gods were supposed to be almighty and powerful.

This Fade guy is just a chump. What gives?" I put Sacchan back into my sling, disappointed that he passed out before I could hit him.

We dragged Fade into one of the Everlasting Forge's private chambers in the Don-Skirt wing quarters, courtesy of Slayn. It wasn't another  forge  or  bedroom,  but  a  workshop  to  work  on  finer  details that required tools like chisels and magnifying glasses. Trinkets and armor,  even  unwieldy  shield  plates,  sat  unfinished  on  worktables waiting to have symbols and engravings etched into them.

"Since he's a god, you think he had a hand in transporting us to this world?" Anya asked

"Think so? But he can't even defend himself," Yui remarked.

Fade  came  to  consciousness  with  a  start  after  Yui  splashed him with a bucket of cold water. He groaned in terror when he saw us, realizing he was tied to a chair and his torture had just begun.

That  fear  was  quickly  replaced  with  a  brave  mask.  "Foul evildoers! What's next? Do you plan on draining my power for your perverse  plans  of  world  domination?  Do  your  worst!  I  shall  never yield—"

I backhanded him across the face, but his head went limp.

"Ah,  shit.  I  didn't  mean  to  him  that  hard.  Just  wanted  him  to pipe  down  from  all  the  screaming."  I  put  a  hand  to  my  head  and sighed.

"It's  starting  to  feel  like  we're  waterboarding  him,"  Yui  said, splashing another bucket of water on him.

"You  monsters  are  worse  than  demons!"  Fade  reawakened, gasping for air.

I yanked him by a handful of his beard and snarled. "Bet you eighteen  gods  had  something  to  do  with  us  coming  to  this  world.

Hahh? Spill the fucking beans, ya old fart!"

"We didn't have anything to do with it, I swear! If anything, our power  had  significantly  diminished  some  time  after  the  first  of  your kind arrived here," he explained, cowering like a cornered animal.

Anya threw me a knowing look. We knew it had to be Chika.

How  she  came  to  this  world,  or  knew  how  to  come  here  for  that matter,  was  still  a  mystery.  For  gods  to  not  even  be  sure  what  the hell happened in their own world, must meant they were useless or just plain stupid.

Maybe I could squeeze a little more out of Fade.

"I  thought  it  was  weird  you  only  appeared  when  we  were about to use the Celestial Bell. If the other seventeen cared so much about  being  feared  and  revered,  they  would've  come  with  ya  to confront  us.  You  gods  are  connected  to  your  relics,  aren't  ya?"  I asked.

Fade  gulped  hard.  I  was  onto  something  he  didn't  want  to confirm.

"Whatcha getting at, Anego?" Yui asked.

I laid the Celestial Bell on the floor, gripped Sacchan with both hands,  and  took  a  smashing  stance.  "What  I'm  trying  to  say  is,  the reason  he's  so  antsy  about  us  taking  the  bell  away  from  those monks—"

"NO!  DON'T!"  Fade  screamed  just  as  I  was  about  to  hit  the bell with Sacchan.

"Bingo.  I  break  this,  you  go  poof.  Then  the  eighteen  gods become the seventeen gods. Ain't that right?" I smirked.

Like  a  kid  whose  favorite  toy  was  about  to  be  smashed  in front of his face, Fade let out a quivering breath and nodded.

When  I  hit  the  bell  the  first  time  at  the  monk's  temple,  I thought I felt someone bitching and moaning.

Anya threw a thick arm around my shoulders and gave me a noogie.  "Micchi,  you  brutal  bitch!  That's  some  strong-armed detective work you got there."

"Heh.  Chika  used  to  do  it  all  the  time  with  people  who  were tough nuts to crack. I'm just glad I got to learn a thing or two," I said, scratching my cheek.

The  irony  was  if  Fade  just  kept  his  mouth  shut  and  didn't show  himself,  we  would  have  just  returned  him  to  the  monks afterwards. This idiot gave me a reason to keep using him.

"You  learned  a  secret  about  the  eighteen.  So  what?  Don't think the others will bow to you, fiend!" Fade said defiantly.

All three of us glared and shut him right up.

"You ain't understanding your situation right. As our hostage, we  can  do  whatever  we  want  and  you  have  to  listen.  I  happen  to have a little problem with my body. If you're such an all-powerful god like  you  claim  to  be,  it  should  be  a  piece  of  cake  for  you  to  fix.

Whaddya  say?"  I  ignited  the  repaired  Sacchan  in  my  grasp,  and Fade was powerless to refuse.

Removing the azure viper's venom from my body was nothing to a god. I could breathe again. I didn't need Anya's enhancements to keep from keeling over just walking. In return, we let Fade return to  the  Celestial  Bell  for  now,  but  we  weren't  done  with  him  yet.  I might have promised to give the monks back the bell, but what's one

little lie to someone like me? Besides, Fade made for a great asset.

Couldn't wait to see what more we could squeeze out of a god.

Bogart was waiting in the hall just outside the room. She had the dryad girl by her side who looked happy to see us again.

"Heard  him  screaming  while  I  was  in  the  antechamber.

Starting to make me wonder if we're the villains here," Bogart said.

"Never  said  we  were  the  good  guys  either,"  I  replied  with  a grin.

All  five  of  us  went  out  to  eat.  This  empire  was  the  closest thing to Japan I got, and the others agreed. The restaurant we came to  was  by  Slayn's  recommendation.  We're  seated  on  the  wooden floor  of  the  establishment,  around  a  table-sized  hole  in  the  ground.

Cooks prepared food with magic in the basement below, allowing the scent to waft up. When the food was done cooking, they were lifted on a plank by a pulley until it was leveled to the floor and perfectly filled the hole.

Pretty neat if you asked me.

The  ribs  slipped  off  the  bones  and  melted  in  my  mouth.  Yui engorged herself in a large bowl of gooey cheese. Anya didn't care for the food, and went for the alcohol and snacked on salted peanuts instead.

"Say,  aahhh! " Yui scooped a handful of cheese and dribbled it into  the  dryad's  mouth,  who's  eyes  sparkled  as  she  tasted  it  and begged for more.

We were going to have to do something about the dryad. She didn't talk but did seem to understand us. Maybe I could bring it back to the guild and see if Frey had any ideas.

"Your  appetites  are  something  to  behold,"  Bogart  ironically said, while holding a comically large drumstick that could have been from a dragon's leg.

"That's because we ain't done growing yet!" Yui exclaimed.

Our  peaceful  dining  didn't  last  long.  The  restaurant  patrons gasped and stood up as the door swung open behind me. Anya and Yui were the first ones to see, and they stood up like boxers ready to throw down.

I  nearly  choked  on  my  food  when  I  turned  around  and  saw who  it  was—  Bishamonten.  Her  eyes  were  red,  fists  clenched  and trembling.

"You came to finish the job?" I asked.

Kaoru  Makinohara  dropped  to  her  knees  and  prostrated, surprising us all.

"I… have come to beg for your help," she said.

Chapter 7 - Turn of Events

Fear of retaliation didn't register in my head. I'd been cured of the  venom  and  Sacchan  had  been  fixed.  So  when  Bishamonten started groveling on the floor, I did what any sane person would have done— I stomped on her head.

"The  fuck  do  you  mean  you  need  our  help?  Where'd  those balls go? Get up so I can hit ya properly," I said, grinding my feet like squishing a bug.

"Calm down there, tiger. Why don't we hear her out first? Yui, give  me  a  hand!"  Anya  put  her  arms  under  my  armpits  to  pull  me away.

Yui  didn't  care  for  anything  else  other  than  the  food  on  the table."I'm not getting in the way of an angry Anego."

The  only  thing  going  through  my  head  was  to  get  a  slug  off Bishamonten.  Seeing  her  in  that  pitiful  state  made  me  want  to humiliate her more than she'd done to herself. There were dozens of people in the restaurant. They saw their empress, the most powerful person they ever laid eyes on, licking the floor for help.

"Anya, let her go." Bishamonten stood to her feet.

"If I do that, Micchi here ain't stopping until you're tenderized."

Anya clicked her tongue and released me.

I  couldn't  recall  what  happened  next.  My  fist  was  pulsing.

Bishamonten  had  crashed  into  a  vendor  stall  and  was  laying  on  a pile  of  wooden  rubble.  I  laid  into  her  like  it  was  no  one's  business, but she wouldn't fight back or defend herself.

"Why? Fight back, you bitch! Ain't this what you wanted? You hurt my girls, at least commit to it!" I raised a fist with every intention of hitting her again, but it wouldn't come down. The old me wouldn't have stopped. What changed? I lifted her by the collar of the kimono.

"What gives you the right to ask for our help?"

The  girl  who  was  titled  after  a  god  looked  me  in  the  eyes.

Despite how much of a beating she took, seeing her almost unfazed by it all dawned on me how much weaker I was in comparison.

"Nothing," Bishamonten answered.

"Then why the fuck do you think we'd help you?"

"Yonnu… has been kidnapped. It is no secret you came on a diplomatic mission. You have every right to care, if it matters to the kingdom of Scoth," she said.


I clicked my tongue

"Forget it. You're on your own." I let go of her collar to make my  way  back  to  the  restaurant  where  Anya,  Yui,  Bogart,  and  the dryad were waiting at the hole in the wall.

Anya  and  Yui's  eyes  went  wide.  They  got  into  a  defensive stance  just  as  I  heard  fire  igniting  behind  me.  Bishamonten transformed  into  god-mode,  with  the  flaming  right  arm  carrying Kamigoroshi, and ribbons wreathed behind her like a halo.

"It's  a  fight  after  all?"  I  pulled  Sacchan  from  the  sling expecting a fight, but Bishamonten flew off towards her pagoda like a meteor instead.

"Micchi!"

"Lady Micchi!"

Two  familiar  pipsqueaks  raced  down  the  road.  Theo  tackled me with a hug, and Pino bent over catching his breath.

"Why  am  I…  the  one  out  of  breath…  Second  Prince  Theo, how are you so fast?" Pino sat himself on the ground.

"The hell's going on? You two got out on your own?" I asked.

"Empress Kaoru let us out," the cavalry-captain said.

All of us scratched our heads in confusion.

"She kidnapped you guys. Weren't you being held prisoners?"

Yui knelt down and put a hand on Theo's head.

Theo shook. "I was playing with Yonnu the whole time."

"Well… They were playing… she did other things to me," Pino said, casting a sidelong glance and blushing.

"Someone mind explaining to me what's going on?" I shouted.

We  went  our  separate  ways  from  Bogart.  She  wanted  to return to the Everburning Forge to continue working. We returned to the  inn.  Pino  gave  us  a  detailed  account  of  what  happened  after being  kidnapped  in  Ou'waeka.  He  made  sure  to  omit  most  of  the bedmanner escapades and was red up to his ears avoiding the topic.

"Pino, you dog. I bet you made her squeal like a pig," Yui said, nudging him with her elbow.

"I-I'm a hare, not a dog!" He pulled his ears down to cover his red face.

Anya couldn't stop laughing from all the teasing they're giving him. "I knew Kaokao was a brocon. Guess her being a shotacon is just  two  feathers  of  the  same  bird.  You  should  be  proud,  kid.  She likes 'em young!"

"I'll have you know, I'm the youngest to ever become cavalry-captain at eighteen. It's just… I didn't know the empress had those sort  of  predilections…"  he  said,  eyes  beginning  to  spin  and  trailing off.

"Okay,  let's  rewind  a  bit.  Bishamonten  kidnapped  you  guys just  for  the  hell  of  it,  but  she  didn't  do  anything  bad.  Then  this morning, Emperor Yonnu got himself kidnapped?" I asked.

Pino  nodded,  his  demeanor  turning  grim.  "This  has  the potential to cause a great political upheaval within the UKD, having lost a primary member of the alliance. Certainly you understand the ramifications, Viceroy of Ash'tar?"

"Ah, man. Fuck politics. But the kid's right. Kaokao alone ain't enough to influence the UKD since she's an outsider. Yonnu's got a thousand  year  lineage  worth  of  influence.  For  him  to  go  missing pretty  much  means  there's  no  leader  in  Jinwa  right  now,"  Anya explained.

"I'm missing the point where it concerns me," I said.

Yui, who had been giving Theo a piggyback ride, walked close enough up next to me for him to chop my forehead.

"Yonnu is my friend. We have to help him," Theo pleaded.

"You  got  a  bowling  ball-sized  sack  to  do  that,  kid."  I  sighed, rubbing where he had hit.

I  guess  the  whole  point  of  coming  here  was  to  break  bread with  Jinwa.  The  idea  of  helping  that  bitch  left  a  sour  taste  in  my mouth.  Maybe  if  I  think  about  it  another  way  I'd  feel  better  about myself.

Help  Theo  to  help  Yonnu  to  help  Kain.  Yeah.  That  sounded about right. Fuck everything else. And especially, fuck Bishamonten.

"Fine. We'll help 'em. I ain't gonna like it, but I'll do it for you." I ruffled  Theo's  hair.  He  and  Pino  both  looked  relieved  despite  my reluctance.  "Pino,  take  Theo  and  the  dryad  girl  to  the  Everburning Forge."

"Are you going to speak with the empress?" Pino asked.

"Bishamonten  probably  ain't  in  the  right  mind  to  think  things though, but I got a feeling whodunnit," I said.

We dropped the three of them off like parents taking their kids to daycare. The safest place for them was probably with Bogart and Slayn. I doubted the same people who kidnapped Yonnu would think to search for a couple of rugrats at a forge.

"You  know  who  did  it?"  Yui  ran  back  to  me  and  Anya  after seeing them off at the door.

"Just an idea. What better way to smoke 'em out than some good ol' fashion yankee diplomacy, right?" I smirked.

Chapter 8 - Conspiracy Within the Blossoming City

Just like anywhere you lived, rich folks were just as rich as the poor were poor. Estates were gated and walled off, with buildings in competition with each other over which was taller and whose garden was greener. People with no better way to flaunt their money wear it on  their  skin  in  the  form  of  blinding  clothes  and  jewelry.  Upturned noses  got  me  wanting  to  smash  their  faces  in  and  decorate  their clothes with a nosebleed.

Fu'in  was  an  elevated  district  at  the  northeastern  section  of Taiq'ae, overlooking the rest of the city. The tallest building was only a  fifth  of  the  size  of  Bishamonten's  pagoda.  It  was  no  mystery  that the people here tried to imitate their ruler, and that was clear in the streets polished to a gleam, statues of gods and fountains at every intersection,  and  the  jewel-encrusted  plating  of  roof  tiles  that  were miserable to look at.

Guess  I  couldn't  blame  them  though.  The  strong  want  to  be strong.  The  weak  want  to  be  strong.  Even  Yui  and  I  were  imitating Chika. It only seemed natural.

"Oooh.  Pretty!"  Yui  had  her  face  plastered  against  the storefront of a bakery, staring at the masterfully crafted decoration of baked goods. A pair of elven customers inside grimaced at her like they saw an insect land on the window. Just looking at them made me want to wipe the looks off their faces.

"So, what are we doing up here? Trying to shake some saps down for information?" Anya asked just as the chime of the store bell alerted us to Yui racing into the bakery.

I  kept  my  eyes  peeled  for  anyone  staring  at  us.  "S'bout  it.

Before Bishamonten gave me an ass-whooping, she said something about castrating a bunch of eunuchs. I ain't seen a single eunuch in the pagoda when I visited her. Which means…"

"If they're living anywhere, it's up here. I get it. You think they kidnapped the emperor kid out of revenge," she said.

It  was  what  happened  when  you  kicked  someone  off  their high chair. They would start kicking back. My uneducated ass guess was that they were getting back at her. Who the hell else could get into the pagoda anyway?

There was probably more to it than that, but I got nothing else for  now.  No  one  that  could  come  and  leave  that  tower  as  they pleased without already knowing the ins and outs of it.

It  put  a  shit  taste  in  my  mouth  helping  Bishamonten,  but  I gotta swallow it for my own good.

The window to the bakery shattered in a spray of glass, and one of the elves flew out into the streets next to our feet. Anya and I turned our heads in time to see Yui walk out the door, dragging the other elf and eating a pastry with jelly slipping off the end of it.

"What? They called me urchin. It's not my fault my nunchuck came to life on its own," Yui said, her face smeared with purple jelly.

"Come  here,  kiddo.  You  got  some  on  your  cheeks."  Anya pulled a handkerchief from the elf at our feet and went to wipe Yui's face.

I picked him up by the collar. Poor guy was groaning in pain and had lost a couple of teeth. I felt a little bad. But if he had gotten this exorbitantly rich, he must have deserved it at some point.

"I'm  looking  for  some  people.  You  better  have  an  answer  if you  know  what's  good  for  you,"  I  said,  slapping  him  to consciousness. The man woke up with a start. I stuffed Sacchan into his mouth before he could start screaming. "When I pull this out, you won't want it to go back in a second time. Capiche?"

He  nodded  so  hard  his  silken  blue  scarf  unraveled  from  his neck.

"Alright, Mr. Punchable-Face, do  you know any eunuchs who used  to  serve  the  emperor?"  I  asked,  pulling  Sacchan  out  of  his mouth.

"I… I don't…" he said.

"Oh. Is that so? Too bad." I raised my bat.

"WAIT,  WAIT!  But  I  know  someone  who  does!  I  can  tell  you where  he  lives…"  He  put  his  arms  up  like  they  could  stop  what's coming.

I pushed him forward.

"Good. Start walking."

"Eh… Huh?"

I'd been tricked plenty of times before.  Go to this place, go to that place, they'd say. I wasn't going to have any of that. This way, either  we  were  led  to  what  we're  looking  for,  or  we  got  to  beat  our frustration away with a good wailing.

A  lot  of  people  gave  us  dirty  looks.  Our  appearances  didn't exactly  scream  that  we  belonged  here,  and  shoving  an  injured citizen of the city around was a sure way to attract attention. Luckily, most  people  here  were  reserved  and  not  looking  for  trouble.  They turned a blind eye despite our glorified tour guide throwing begging glances for help.

The  way  his  eyes  darted  and  head  fidgeted  looked  like  he considered  taking  off  running.  He  was  probably  searching  for  a chance to escape. Not that he'd get very far.

"Here… here it is…" the elf said.

We  stood  in  front  of  a  manor,  modest  in  comparison  to  the rest  of  the  buildings  in  Fu'in.  No  gate  or  walls,  but  the  door  was crafted with the chiseled face of one of the eighteen gods. A heavy ring served as the knock.

The  elf  tried  to  tiptoe  away,  but  Anya  grabbed  him  by  the scruff of his neck.

"You ain't going anywhere yet."

I knocked hard. No one answered, but I heard shuffling from the  other  side.  The  door  opened  a  crack.  A  squirrely-looking  man with a monocle stared hard at the four of us. Then slammed the door shut.

"The fucker's got balls after all." I clicked my tongue.

"I'll  get  him!"  Yui  blasted  open  the  door  with  her  nunchuck, breaking  it  off  the  hinges.  She  disappeared  inside  and  returned  a moment later, dragging the monocled man in tow.

We tossed him into the middle of the street.

"Take your pants off," Anya said.

"W-What did I do?" he asked, choking back a whimper.

I bashed Sacchan against the side of the elf's head, knocking him unconscious in front of the old man.

"You heard her," I said.

The man took his clothes off in the middle of the streets. Our bullying was beginning to attract a lot more attention than before.

"What gives? I thought the guys we're looking for didn't have their cojones?" Yui asked.

"I'm  not  a  eunuch…  I  only  served  them  as  a  mere chamberlain in the pagoda!" he said as he wept.

Well, shit.

I  was  about  to  hit  the  elf  again  but  realized  he  was unconscious.

"You're a lot closer to the mark than that guy on the ground.

We  think  those  guys  you  served  kidnapped  the  emperor.  Tell  me where  they're  hiding  or  you're  headed  for  an  early  grave,"  I threatened.

"Y-You…  knew?  I  tried  to  dissuade!  Truly!  But  they  wouldn't listen—  Hoomei  and  Yunjin  are  the  masterminds.  They…  They wanted to teach the empress a lesson after what she did to them,"

he said.

Figured  as  much.  Castrating  a  bunch  of  cosplaying  eunuchs who were in power and leaving them alive was a mistake. Of course they were going to get back at Bishamonten. That bitch was so used to  being  in  power  she  let  herself  get  blinded  by  her  own overconfidence.

Maybe we weren't so different.

"If you know where they are, you better tell us now. We been running  around  the  city  this  whole  time  and  getting  real  angry,"  Yui said.

"But—" The guy wanted to refuse. There was a hint of fear in his voice, but not of us.

When  the  three  of  us  towered  over  him  and  cracked  our knuckles to show we meant business, he finally fessed up.

As  it  turned  out,  Yonnu's  kidnappers  were  not  in  the  Fu'in district. They had come by earlier, but left some time around noon.

The  big  surprise  was  that  we  were  led  underneath  the  emperor's

pagoda,  right  under  Bishamonten's  nose  thanks  to  our  new  guide, Mr. Chamberlain.

The  underground  chambers  once  served  as  barracks  long since abandoned, but maintained their larger armory chambers that housed  a  lack  of  weapons,  armors,  and  equipment  that  Cynderace had  plenty  of.  It  seemed  this  was  why  Jinwa  needed  to  maintain  a good relationship with Scoth to be provided arms.

In  which  case,  were  the  eunuchs  trying  to  undermine  that alliance?

We  reached  the  end  of  the  hall  that  opened  into  a  massive chamber. Three incredibly large statues were carved into the walls to appear as if they were holding up the ceiling, which I assumed was right  underneath  the  pagoda.  Furniture,  empty  weapon  racks,  and naked mannequins were haphazardly piled together and pushed up against the statues' feet.

Our coming here didn't go unnoticed.

Twenty eunuchs in total, beastlings, humans, and elves alike, one  of  them  held  Yonnu  with  a  knife  pressed  to  his  neck.  Behind them  was  a  strange  magical  device.  A  life-sized  crystal  floated  in place, with iron bands going around it like on a barrel.

"Where's our invitation to the party?" I asked.

One of them was especially angry. "Kimo, you sold us out—"

"Uh-uh. Don't look at him. Look at us. Hand the kid over, and I'll make sure you get away with a bit of amnesia," I said.

"Don't  step  any  closer…!  The  device  behind  us  is  rigged  to explode. The whole tower will come crumbling down, along with that bitch!" another shouted.

"What device? This one?" Yui had picked up the large crystal and zoomed back to us in an instant.

It  whirred  to  life  and  glowed  bright.  The  disgraced  eunuchs squealed, thinking it was going to explode. Most I could sense out of this  didn't  seem  to  be  a  lot  of  magic.  Sure  it  could  cave  the underground  in,  but  the  three  of  us  would  get  out  unhurt.  Emperor Yonnu, on the other hand…

"Wait a minute… Yui, if you were able to grab this so fast, why didn't you grab the emperor instead?" I asked her.

She  was  dumbstruck.  "Oh,  haha!  But  this  thing  looked  a  lot more fun! I could fetch him if ya want."

The  next  moment,  Yonnu  was  right  next  to  us  and  being cradled in Yui's arms.

"How the…" The lizard beastling who was just holding Yonnu now only held the wax paper wrapping from the pastry Yui had eaten earlier.

"Then  how  do  we  diffuse  this?"  Anya  asked,  tapping  the crystal.

"There  is  no  diffusing!  The  empress  ruined  our  lives.  We'll take everything from her in return!" one of the eunuchs shouted.

I wound Sacchan up to hit the bomb, but Anya and Yui both clutched onto my bat to stop me.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa! You're just going to hit it?" Yui cried.

"You got any better ideas?" I asked.

"I  dunno.  Maybe  an  idea  that  doesn't  involve  hitting  the bomb!" Anya said.

"Fine." I put my bat down, but as soon as they let go, I swung hard and impacted the crystal with a sickening crack.

Everyone  in  the  chamber  dropped  to  the  ground.  Yui  threw herself on top of Yonnu. But nothing happened. Instead of exploding, the crystal shattered into a hundred smaller shards.

Anya clocked me over the head.

"You idiot!"

"What  was  that  for?  I  diffused  it!"  I  said,  rubbing  the  back  of my head.

It was either we did  something or let it go boom. The eunuchs were still on the ground, eyes screwed shut and clutching her heads, waiting for the explosion.

"You wanna take 'em? Or should I?" I asked Anya.

"Nah. She's got it." Anya thumbed behind us.

"Kaoru!" Yonnu broke free from Yui's grasp and raced into the arms of Bishamonten, who was just now entering the chamber.

If  I'd  ever  seen  a  resting  bitch  face  break  character,  there  it was.  The  delinquent  yakuza,  known  for  her  cold  persona  and ruthlessness, was shedding tears as she wrapped her arms around

the emperor. She hugged him so tight, I thought she'd squeeze the life out of him.

"Please,  don't  ever  leave  my  sight  again,"  Bishamonten  said through quivering lips.

"Shotac—"  Yui  was  about  to  say  something  to  ruin  the moment, but Anya was fast enough to shut her mouth.

Bishamonten's gaze fell on the three of us. I didn't expect any word of thanks, and she wasn't expecting to give any either. Instead, she ushered Yonnu back to us and turned her eyes on the traitors.

"Empress Kaoru, wait— it wasn't our idea!" The whole crew of eunuchs groveled on the ground, the terror palpable even from here.

"Be  quiet."  Bishamonten  went  god-mode  and  summoned Kamigoroshi.

Chapter 9 - Emperor and Empress

Days after Bishamonten did a 'cleansing' of her former inner circle, we were invited to the pagoda once she deemed it safe. We were  also  asked  to  bring  Pino  and  Theo.  I  didn't  need  to  bash  a hundred  heads  to  get  there  this  time  around,  and  neither  did Bishamonten look like she wanted to fight. She sat atop the throne with Yonnu on her lap, the frown on her face flipped to a subtle smile when she saw her eye-candy.

"Theo!" The emperor waved ecstatically from above.

Second Prince Theo was just as excited to see his friend safe and  sound.  It  was  kind  of  heart-warming  to  see  kids  act  like  kids.

Something Yui and I didn't often get a chance at.

"Can  I  show  Theo  the  new  sword  you  gave  me?"  Yonnu asked of Bishamonten.

"Of course," she said.

Before hopping off the throne, he leaned up to kiss her on the cheek.  Yui,  Anya,  and  I  had  to  turn  away  and  swallow  the  urge  to laugh.  The  rumors  about  Bishamonten  being  a  shotacon  was  true, but I guess even the most vicious girl in the world has a soft spot for something.

Yonnu raced down the steps and bowed to us. "Thank you for saving  me.  I  thought  you  were  bad  people  at  first,  but  I  know  now you're all very kind. So please, don't think bad of Kaoru for what she did last time."

"We'll see about that, kid." I pushed Theo forward.

Both  of  them  took  off  in  the  direction  of  the  stairs.  A  tall, muscular  man  I  recognized  was  waiting  for  them.  Mingba.  He regarded me with a respectful nod, then led the two kids upstairs.

"Yo,  Kaokao.  Betcha  didn't  expect  to  see  me  in  this  world.

Gotta say, I'm hurt you didn't think to bring out some drinks for us,"

Anya said.

Bishamonten rolled her eyes and scoffed. "I'll have you know, I've abstained from alcohol in anticipation of being wedded to Yonnu

— as is tradition for consorts in Jinwa."

"Whaaaaat? You're gonna marry that kid? But he's so young, and you're so ol— mmph!" Yui couldn't finish her sentence thanks to Anya putting a hand over her mouth.

"It's  unfortunate  that  I  have  to  wait  until  he's  of  age.  Yonnu insists  we  follow  tradition  and  even  challenged  that  if  I  truly  loved him, I would wait. Sometimes it's so hard to resist…" The shotacon empress cleared her throat and recomposed herself following a deep breath.

Yui  broke  free  from  Anya's  grasp  and  asked,  "But  didn't  you badink Pino? So aren't ya cheating on the emperor?"

"Jinwan  imperial  culture  encourages  the  empress  and emperor to seek multiple concubines. Yonnu pledges himself only to me, but has given me… permission to pursue others. That's why… I shall create for myself a harem." She clenched a fist in front of her, eyes glinting.

This  bitch  was  whack.  Just  yesterday  she  was  about  to outright  murder  me  and  Yui.  This  morning,  she  pretty  much slaughtered  a  bunch  of  traitors  herself  and  tortured  the  rest.  Kaoru Makinohara was a delinquent yakuza who climbed the ranks of the Tono  Clan  and  became  feared  throughout  Kyushu—  was  a  fucking shotacon.

I lost to  this?

"With that being said… Pino, it's a pleasure to see you again.

Could  I  persuade  you  to  be  in  my  company  again  tonight?"

Bishamonten asked.

The cavalry-captain turned bright red and hid behind me.

"Likewise,  b-but  I  think  I  shall  pass  on  that  offer,  your  m-majesty!" Pino stammered.

"Alright,  we  didn't  come  here  to  play  matchmaker  for  your shotacon  ass.  Your  people  invited  us  here,  then  you  sick  your  lap dogs  on  me  for  a  welcoming  party—  poisoning  me  ain't  enough?

What  the  hell's  your  game?"  I  fought  back  the  impulse  to  walk  up those steps to slug her with Sacchan.

I  probably  could.  The  venom  was  out  of  my  system  and Sacchan  had  been  repaired.  Even  got  a  little  upgrade.  I  still  might not be as strong as her, but I could sure as hell put up a better fight.

While still in her seat, Bishamonten summoned Kamigoroshi.

The  three  of  us  tensed  up.  She  struck  the  ground  with  the  base  of her spear three times, the harsh clattering echoed across the throne room until a shuffling of footsteps filed in.

A  group  of  guards  paraded  four  men  before  us  and  the throne.  What  were  once  colorful  textiles  decorated  with  gemstones and beautiful stitchings that they wore, were now ruined and stained like they were picked up from a dump. They reeked of shit and piss, faces bruised just barely beyond recognition. But I knew them alright.

Hoomei  and  Yunjin  were  among  the  eunuchs  below  the pagoda.  The  other  two  were  Ranyi  and  Honwu,  the  geezers  who came to Cynderace as envoys.

"These four plotted to usurp me, and used you as an unwitting pawn. They thought to set the new champions of the Lannarkis Ring on the tyrannical empress," Bishamonten explained.

I  stared  at  the  four  of  them  with  the  fury  of  the  sun  burning inside me. "The azure venom? The ambush with the Ramaleiks?"

"Conspired with the very four men before you. I suspect they had  stolen  some  from  Yonnu's  vault  in  their  previous  tenure  here.

Pino and Anya should know very well that the Sultan and Ramaleiks are not on good terms with me. Especially not at the moment," she said.

"Oh,  yeah!  Ya  got  a  fat  army  mobilizing  in  the  north,  and you're buying up all the magic ore. Ash'tar's black markets've been emptied  out  because  of  you.  So  what  the  hell  are  you  planning?"

Anya asked.

Bishamonten  glared.  "That's  for  me  to  know,  Viceroy  of Ash'tar."

Anya clicked her tongue.

There  was  some  political  power  play  going  on  behind  the scenes  I  didn't  want  to  get  involved  with.  But  if  Anya  and Bishamonten  were  part  of  this  shit,  it  was  going  to  affect  Scoth whether  I  liked  it  or  not.  Which  meant  I'd  get  roped  into  it eventually…  whether I liked it or not.

The  four  men  who  were  responsible  for  almost  killing  Kawa and  ruining  my  body  whimpered  as  I  walked  up  to  them  with

Sacchan  in  hand.  It  felt  like  just  yesterday  I  was  traveling  through Tamakanui with Loraine and Kawa. Everytime I thought back to how much  danger  they  were  in—  for  a  lack  of  a  nicer  way  to  say  it—

fucking pissed me the fuck off.

"I hope you got a healer ready for them," I told Bishamonten.

"I don't, but do as you like."

By  the  time  I  was  done,  the  guards  carried  the  limp  bodies away. A fresh coat of blood on Sacchan lasted only a minute before it  was  soaked  into  the  wood.  It  seemed  alive  now,  after  infusing  it with the power of Fade's relic and a dryad seed. Even though I got my revenge, nothing could describe how disappointing it was to no longer have a reason to square off against Bishamonten.

No— It wasn't over. Not by a longshot.

I  walked  forward  until  I  was  right  next  to  the  steps  to  her throne.

"Micchi, you can't be serious?" Anya asked.

Bishamonten, who had been looking painfully bored this entire time, at last took interest in me.

"Yesterday was a fluke. You know something about Chika that I  don't.  We  need  answers."  I  pointed  Sacchan  at  Bishamonten  and was met with the Kamigoroshi's speartip in return.

"Very well. But it shall be a battlefield of my choosing. Are you ready? Kaminari?" she asked.

"Bring it on." I grinned.

I sat across Bishamonten on a small table with a shogi board between us. She was deep in thought, considering her next move.

"What the fuck is this?!" I flipped the table, board, and pieces all together.

"What do you mean? This is shogi. You agreed to a battle, so here we are." Bishamonten went to pick the fallen pieces back onto the board.

"I  didn't  agree  to  a  board  game.  We  were  supposed  to  beat each other up!" I yelled.

The  woman  who  was  supposed  to  be  my  opponent  glanced across the room where Yonnu was playing with Theo. Pino watched

over  them,  making  sure  they  didn't  hurt  each  other  with  the enchanted  sword.  She  smiled  warmly  at  them,  an  act  which  made me instinctively click my tongue.

I  knew  she  had  a  soft  spot  for  them,  but  I  didn't  think  it  was this bad.

"The  truth  is,  Yonnu  forbade  me  from  doing  battle  with  you and the others. He wanted us to be friends instead," she said.

My  teeth  grinded  against  each  other,  and  untrimmed fingernails dug into the palm of my hands. Beating up those old shits felt good, but this was too fast of a change in tone. I still wanted to fight. Though, like Yonnu with Bishamonten, Theo wouldn't be happy with me going wild.

I shut my eyes and thought of Loraine. She wouldn't want this either.

The  tension  in  my  shoulders  vanished,  and  my  fists unclenched. Instead of my chest being hot, it was my face because the first thought that popped into my mind was that dark elf. To think, I almost considered using the ring to fight Bishamonten. It definitely would have given me a fighting chance, but… it wasn't for me. I had to get home to give it to her.

"I dunno about the whole friend thing, but fine. We don't have to fight  today," I replied, feeling like I somehow got cockblocked.

The  bedchamber  was  unnecessarily  large.  One  side  of  the wall was missing in favor of heavy curtains, currently drawn to reveal a  view  of  the  city  and  mountains  in  the  distance.  Every  piece  of fabric  in  the  room,  from  the  bedsheets,  curtains,  cushions,  and furniture, was embroidered with gold and red stitchings.

I took a long gander of the room until I locked eyes with Pino and smirked. "So, you really fucked Pino, huh?"

"L-Lady  Micchi?!"  The  cavalry-captain  blushed  and  made  a face.

"He may have been reluctant at first, but beastlings of his kind have  quite  a  voracious  appetite,"  Bishamonten  explained  like  she was recounting the conquest of a trophy.

"I  knew  I  should've  waited  downstairs…"  he  said,  ears drooping.

Pino  might  be  outwardly  upset  about  it,  but  he  was  too obvious  staring  at  Bishamonten,  and  had  been  particularly  eager about  coming.  If  there  was  one  way  to  placate  the  war  goddess, some sacrifices needed to be made.

With  UKD  politics  out  of  the  way,  there  was  still  one  more issue to tackle even if we weren't going to fight.

"Hope you're not thinking about getting out of telling us about Chika.  I  went  through  the  trouble  of  repairing  Sacchan  after  you cracked  it,  cleaned  up  your  sewage  system,  and  even  beat  up  a fucking god expecting to get a second round to punch that info outta ya. If we're sitting here over some tea and board games, there also better be some damn answers," I said.

Bishamonten glared at me like I had talked out loud during an important  scene  in  a  movie.  In  this  case,  I  took  her  attention  away from watching Yonnu and Theo playing.

"She's  right,  Kaokao.  We  deserve  that  much.  Otherwise, things might get a little hairy… whether or not your husband said you couldn't fight." Anya walked up from behind to back me up.

Yui  sat  up  on  the  bed  now  that  our  conversation  broached something she wanted to know.

I  didn't  get  my  answers  immediately.  Bishamonten  marched over to the edge of the room and set her eyes on the city of Taiq'ae.

"Have you ever given it some thought why the demons are so feared,  yet  they  are  so  weak?"  Bishamonten  asked  with  her  back turned to us.

Now that I thought about it, those punks in the Lannarkis Ring were  a  bigger  challenge  than  any  army  of  demons.  Anya,  Yui, Bishamonten,  and  I—  just  the  four  of  us  could  probably  conquer every single kingdom in this world if we put our heads together. The leap  in  strength  between  us  and  the  demons  was  pretty  big.  I'd gotten a lot stronger since coming here. A demon giant wouldn't so much as land a hit on me anymore.

"From  what  I  remember  in  my  short  stint  with  the  demons, those  monkeys  were  pretty  disorganized  at  first.  Something  shook

'em up, and they got right to working like an army of ants," Yui said.

"Almost as if they had a change in leadership," Bishamonten added, which sent a chill up our spines.

Was she saying what I think she's saying?

"You're  telling  me  Chika's  the  demon  lord  everyone's  been barking about?" I asked.

The  timing  didn't  make  sense.  Then  again,  Anya  had supposedly been here for a year now even though I remembered her being active in Tohoku.

"That  can't  be!  I  didn't  hear  anything  about  that  among  the demons! I would have heard something, right? Graahhh!" Yui tugged on her pigtails as she searched her memories.

"I  wouldn't  have  believed  ya  if  the  Sultan  of  Amarinth  wasn't acting so strange. They're in cahoots. That's why you're moving your forces to the border. Ain't that right?" Anya asked.

All  eyes  fell  on  Bishamonten.  Even  Pino  and  the  second prince  were  paying  attention  now.  She  turned  around  to  face  us again, eyes closed and in thought.

"Yes. My former eunuchs acted under her orders to dethrone me, and she likely orchestrated your attempted assassinations. I first met  Chika  in  this  world  when  she  came  to  Emperor  Yonnu  with  a proposition of joining forces. His refusal must have left a bad taste in her mouth. Chika gave me a warning— our power struggle in Japan was  just  the  beginning,  it  will  continue  in  this  world  when  Yui  and Micchi finally arrive."

Chapter 10 - Delinquent in Love

We reunited with our escort we had come to Jinwa with. They distributed  the  equipment  and  ore  directly  to  the  city's  military bastion, enough to arm thousands. Though we were departing with a much lighter load, we would also be leaving someone else behind.

"Am  I  really  staying  here?!"  Pino  asked,  trapped  in  the embrace of Bishamonten's arms.

"Think  of  it  like  a  political  marriage.  You'll  be  doing  your country a service. I'll make sure to tell Kain and Rugal." I grinned.

Bishamonten handed me a scroll and said, "See to it that King Allo receives this."

"What is it?" I asked.

"A  proposal  to  King  Allo  asking  for  Second  Prince  Theo's hand in marriage," she answered unabashedly.

"You're rotten to the core. I'll get it to him, but you better take care of Pino," I warned.

"Ahh… I can't wait to bring you to bed with me. When I have you tonight, I shall not let you sleep." The empress of Jinwa rubbed her  cheek  against  Pino's  head,  causing  him  to  shudder  in embarrassment.

I gave him a half-hearted salute. "Good luck, soldier."

"Nngh… I'll do my best…" he groaned.

Giving  them  shit  was  fun,  but  I  gotta  admire  Bishamonten's resolve.  She  wasn't  afraid  to  express  herself  to  people  she  liked.

Meanwhile, I was a middle schooler experiencing Valentine's Day for the first time whenever Loraine was near.

Forget  Chika.  I  almost  died  fighting  Bishamonten.  If  I  had,  I would never have gotten my feelings across to the one who did care about me.

In the backmost wagon, Anya helped Bogart into the cart and gave  a  thumbs'  up  that  we  were  ready  to  go.  Yui  was  hugging  her knees, hiding behind barrels of Jinwan wine. I tapped her head with Sacchan.

"Chin  up.  I  hate  it,  too.  But,  hey,  we're  a  lot  closer  to  Chika now than ever," I said.

"You know, Anego... No one's probably ever told you this, but you're bad at cheering people up." Yui stuck her tongue at me.

I shrugged.

"I'm a bruiser, not a guidance counselor."



***


Anya ditched us at the border between Jinwa and Amarinth to catch a ride back to Ash'tar. Prince Kain and King Allo were waiting for me in the throne room. News of our return traveled quick, and I had already sent a rider ahead of our caravan.

Theo jumped into his older brother's arms.

"Brother, Father! I hope I did well!"

"You're  much  more  lively  than  when  you  left.  Did  something good happen?" King Allo asked of his youngest son, who nodded so much he made a mess of his hair.

"About  that…"  I  began,  then  I  recounted  to  them  what happened in Taiq'ae. Both of them nearly fainted at multiple points of the story.

Kain heaved a sigh at the end of it.

"Well…  We  should  be  very  fortunate…  to  have  left  such sensitive diplomatic matters in your capable fists— hands!" King Allo quickly corrected himself.

"Oh, speaking of which. Got a letter from the empress here." I handed the king the scroll and his eyes widened upon reading it.

"What is it, Father?" Kain asked.

"For one, our alliance is secured. It also seems the empress of  Jinwa  has  taken  an  interest  in  marriage,  such  is  their  culture  of taking multiple spouses," he said.

Even  though  Kain  had  Mildred,  he  relished  in  the misunderstanding that it was meant for him.

"Ah-ha!  It  is  no  question  that  my  charm  had  reached  the empress. Alas, I must decline—"

"No,  Kain.  It  is  for  Theo,"  King  Allo  said,  breaking  his  eldest son's heart. "She is quite smitten with him. Her…  ahem— language

is  rather  flowery,  but  I  approve  as  it  will  strengthen  our  friendship with Jinwa."

Prince  Kain  turned  white  as  a  ghost.  Meanwhile,  Theo hummed happily to himself in his brother's arms, blissfully unaware of his better fortune.

"Sometimes your younger sibling outdoes you. Theo wins out on this one, though." I teased.

"As  long  as  Theo  is  alright  with  it.  I'm  glad  he's  enjoying himself."  Kain  chuckled  to  himself,  then  sent  Theo  away  to  find  his mother and sisters. "Onto more important matters. Father?"

King Allo nodded. "Indeed. If someone with the strength of the current and previous champions of the Lannarkis Ring has assumed the  mantle  of  demon  lord…  this  is  troubling.  Even  more  so  if Amarinth is involved."

"Yeah. I want you guys to keep me in the know," I said.

"It will be for another time. You have something important to take care of, don't you?" Kain asked.

When I got home, the maids and Kawa were gone just like I planned.  Yui  was  taking  Kawa  for  a  walk,  and  she  also  told  the maids to scram for the night under my orders.

Loraine  was  in  the  kitchen  fixing  something  up.  It  smelled savory. Damn did I miss her cooking. She pulled a roasted boar out of the oven and was shocked to see me standing in the middle of the kitchen.

"Hey. I'm back," I said, scratching my cheek with a finger. She looked  left  and  right,  searching  for  a  place  to  put  the  boar.  The counters  were  still  a  mess,  and  the  stove  was  crowded  with steaming pots. The only open space was the tables behind me, and I was blocking the way. She looked at me with a pout until I told her,

"Just drop the damn thing and get over here."

So she did, and jumped into my arms before the roast boar hit the floor.

"Yui came by, and I figured you were reporting to Prince Kain.

I  didn't  want  to  interrupt  and  things  were  already  being  cooked,"

Loraine said, pouring me a cup of tea.

It was warm, but extremely bitter.

Loraine  suddenly  kissed  me  on  the  lips,  taking  me  by surprise.

"W-What was that for?" I blushed.

"The look on your face told me you wanted something sweet to go with the tea." She winked, pressing a finger to her lips.

Come on, Micchi. Now was the time. Strike while the iron was hot. Kawa and the maids were gone, this was peak privacy for me to do it.

Damn it.

Why was this so hard?

I should have hit myself with Sacchan to psyche up.

"Loraine!"  I  shot  up  from  my  seat  and  startled  both  of  us.  In the palm of my hand, held outstretched to her, was a small felt box. I opened it for her to reveal the beautiful, three-jewel studded ring, the center of which was an opalescent crystal that glistened with power.

"Is this… what I think it is?" she asked quietly.

"We're only… considered married in orc culture, but I wanted to make it official. Like real official. Sign papers, ceremony, ring, all that  jazz.  I  want  everyone  to  know  how…  erm,  happy  you  make me…  I  also…  you  know…  want  nothing  more  than  to  make  you happy… God, I just want to crawl into a hole now— What I'm trying to  ask  is,  will  you  marry  this  good-for-nothing  punk?"  I  asked  and realized that Loraine was in tears.

Did I mess up? How was this supposed to work again? This fucking  world  didn't  have  internet,  so  it  wasn't  like  I  could  look  shit up.

Loraine stuck her left hand out. She wore a smile that I would go to hell and back for. Seeing her tears started making me tear up.

"Yes!"  she  exclaimed.  "But  you're  not  just  any  good-for-nothing punk. You're my Micchi."

Chapter 11 - A Good Hit

Things were going good lately. Loraine and Kawa were happy.

The child dryad we named Tulip was being looked after by the guild.

Scoth  wasn't  on  the  brink  of  war  with  Jinwa  or  Amarinth  after clearing up the assassination attempts. Demons had been no show for  weeks  now.  Neither  the  guild  nor  criminal  underworld  were causing any problems.

It was peaceful. Too fucking peaceful.

"Aaaargghh!  I  can't  take  this  shit  anymore!  It's  too  quiet!"  I yelled  from  the  kitchen  table,  startling  both  Ethel  and  Roma  who fumbled plates in their hands.

"Oi, oi! You're screaming is gonna ruin my breakfast!"

Behind me, Yui was lounging on the couch.

The  irresponsible  guild  leader  of  the  Cynderace  Branch  had been chilling at my place a lot more often lately to avoid work. Right now,  she  had  both  legs  kicked  up  on  Kawa's  back,  enjoying  the crackling fire while being served food by the housemaids.

"How  the  fuck  do  you  keep  sneaking  into  my  house?  Don't you have guild work?" I asked.

"Oaks'  handling  it  for  me.  He's  a  whole  lot  better  at  it  than  I am," Yui said.

Cynderace's  once  feared  drug  lord,  reformed  into  a  pencil-pusher for the guild, and now the workmule for its guild leader. If that wasn't the tale of a successful character arc, then I don't know what was. Good for—

"No, wait just a damn sec. It should be you in that chair. You really trying to test Frey's patience like that?" I picked Yui up by the scruff of her neck and dragged her out the door.

"Ehhh? I don't wanna—"

I  slammed  the  door  on  her  and  returned  to  finishing  my breakfast.  When  I  lifted  a  spoonful  of  food  to  my  mouth,  an  itching sensation compelled me to glance over my shoulders.

Yui was back on the couch.

"Heh. Too fast for ya." Yui grinned.

"I can't get rid of you…" I sighed.

"What were you crying about anyway?" she asked.

"The longer nothing's going on, the weaker I feel." I grabbed Sacchan and picked Yui off the couch a second time to bring her out to  the  courtyard.  "Slug  me.  You  get  to  hit  me  for  free  without retaliation today."

"Seriously?" Yui beamed.

Without  even  waiting  for  confirmation,  Yui  launched  into  a flurry of blows at my stomach. I flexed against her sudden onslaught of attacks. Each hit seemed to get faster and faster, but something else was happening, too…

"Ora ora ora ora ora ora ora ora!"

Yui  conducted  electricity  in  each  strike.  Her  fists  became  a blur.  Tendrils  of  lightning  sparked  all  around.  They  hurt,  but  not  as much as I wanted them to. All this endless punching kicked up a dust cloud in the courtyard and electrified it to the point of disintegrating some of Kain's hard work.

"Alright,  that's  enough  outta  ya."  I  stomped  the  ground  once and separated the two of us

"Ehhh? That's all?" Yui's shoulders dropped.

"If Loraine asks for me, I'll be back later."

There had to be stronger people in this city. Anya and Kaoru were back at their pads, and I can't have them waltzing over without sounding warning bells.

I got to the guild just as Kain was exiting it.

"Micchi! Where is the guild leader, and why is a former drug lord handling executive guild paperwork?" Kain asked in a panic.

"Wait  a  minute."  I  grabbed  his  shoulders.  "You're  not  a  bad fighter. I need you to hit me."

"You  want  me  to  do—  what?"  He  blinked  absentmindedly  at me.

"Shut  the  fuck  up,  man.  I'm  actually  about  to  hit  myself  with Sacchan if I can't find a good fight."

Kain  spent  a  few  seconds  resolving  the  outrageous  request made to him.

"Ah. You fear complacency. Such a thing is indeed dangerous in  times  of  peace.  I  shall  indulge  you!"  Kain  declared,  drawing  his beloved rapier named Dawnbringer that I had once destroyed.

A  high-pitched  hum  filled  the  space  as  his  weapon  gathered energy  at  the  tip.  This  was  looking  like  it  might  do  some  real damage. I waited for the strike… and waited…

"Ha!  Hup!  Ei!  Take  that!"  Kain  stabbed  my  chest  repeatedly, but all it did was cause wrinkles in my jacket.

I  swatted  his  rapier  aside  and  almost  knocked  it  out  of  his hand. "This ain't doing it for me. I'm going to Mildred."

"W-What? Is my Dawnbringer not even tickling you?" he cried.

In the early afternoon, Mildred should still be at her workshop.

When  I  arrived,  she  had  a  line  of  people  waiting  outside  with  a number of equipment in hand, armors and weapons of all sorts.

"The  hell's  going  on  here?"  I  asked  a  random  guy  in  line, himself holding a well-crafted dagger.

"Don't  you  know?  Today  is  Mildred's  50%  off  enchanting services! She does this once a year," he explained.

Sounded  neat.  Too  bad  I  didn't  need  any  enchanting.  A couple of guildies were here, too.

As  I  walked  to  the  front,  someone  planted  a  meaty  hand  on my shoulder.

"No cutting in line!"

"Hahh?"  I  scowled,  causing  him  to  retract  the  hand  and almost piss himself.

"S-Sorry!  Didn't  know  it  was  chieftain!"  A  large  club  slipped from his other hand and clattered on the ground.

When  I  turned  around,  I  was  surprised  to  find  that  it  was  a member  of  the  Rolling  Plains  tribe.  A  lot  of  them  were  slowly adjusting  to  life  in  the  city,  much  to  the  local  inhabitants'  dismay.

Orcs probably made for an eyesore in their 'resplendent' city. At least Kain was a good sport about them being here.

I pushed my way through the crowds until I finally got into the workshop. Mildred was inside taking orders like an upright merchant.

When  she  lifted  her  head  to  see  me  coming  in,  a  smile  flashed across her face.

"Why,  hello  there!  Do  you  have  any  need  for  my  enchanting talents?" Mildred asked in the most patronizing manner possible.

"I ain't here for that. I need your magic for training. That crazy amount of power you showed at the Lannarkis Ring? Let's put that to the test against me," I said.

That caught Mildred's attention right away. She became more interested  in  my  suggestion  than  the  once-a-year  enchanting business and was ready to cast it aside at a moment's notice.

"Oh,  am  I  intrigued.  Very  well."  Mildred  clapped  her  hands twice.  "Forgive  me,  everyone.  Engagements  have  been  made, please vacate the premises at once before I vacate you myself."

Everyone  let  out  a  groan  that  they  couldn't  get  their  stuff enchanted  by  the  master  enchanter  herself.  As  soon  as  we  were alone, Mildred sat atop the counter to go over the list of equipment she had received already.

"Explain  yourself  in  detail.  What  exactly  do  you  mean  by

'test'," she asked.

"I know I'm weakest when it comes to fighting magic. All I got going for me is relying on Sacchan to hit 'em back. Which is where you come in. Hit me with your best shots, I'm gonna stand and take

'em," I explained as best I could.

The mage squinted, staring me right in the eyes.

"You know… you're a lot dumber than you look," Mildred said.

"If you're looking for a fight instead, you got one!" I growled.

"Now, now." She put both hands up in resignation. "Surely you can see through my lens, having someone asking you to hit them is a very strange request. That isn't to say I'm not inclined to help you."

"Where I'm from, the quickest way to get stronger is to throw down.  Get  hit,  get  back  up,  get  hit  again.  You  got  some  of  the strongest magic I know. So, you in or not?"

Mildred rubbed her chin and smiled.

Both of us went to a remote field outside of the city where no one but a bunch of trees and grass would get hurt. There, I prepared myself to get my shit kicked in by Mildred.

"Just  a  fair  warning,  my  magic  can  be  rather  potent.  I  ask again— are you absolutely sure about this?" Mildred asked.

This had to be the third time she brought it up.

"We're  here,  ain't  we?"  I  tossed  Sacchan  over  to  her  which she  caught  gingerly  in  both  hands.  "No  point  going  back  without getting some blows in."

"Very well," the mage said with a sigh.

From what I remembered, Mildred dealt some serious magic at Ash'tar. What really stuck out to me was when Anya entered the ring, forcing the mage to go all out.  That was some serious firepower I wanted to see.

"Hm?" The second I looked up, a fireball slammed into me.

Aside  from  a  little  scorching,  it  didn't  do  jack  shit.  The  spell was so weak, my enchanted jacket absorbed most of it.

"Come on! I know you can hit harder than that! Put everything into it, you puny whacko!" I shouted, hoping to tick her off.

"Puny…?"

The comment must have struck a nerve. I might have seen a bulging vein on her forehead if I was close enough. Mildred rose into the air, blue lightning zapping the dirt beneath her, and eyes glowing with pure magical power.

"That's it! Hit me, you crazy bitch!" I grinned, tossing my jacket away to shed most of the magical defenses I had.

"You want power? This is pure, unrestrained power!" Mildred roared, launching a massive cackling ball of volatile energy at me.

"Holy shit, this is a big one— uh… uh, oh—" My smile faded away  right  before  it  exploded  and  left  me  at  the  bottom  of  a  deep crater, the exposed parts of my body charred black and left coughing from the smoke.

Everything  was  aching  down  to  a  toenail.  If  I  shut  my  eyes right now, I'd probably pass out.

"Are  you  alright  down  there?"  Mildred  peeked  over  the  edge of the crater.

Mustering  what  little  strength  was  left  in  my  arm,  I  raised  a hand to give her a thumb's up. "Nice… hit…"

Mildred  fished  me  out  of  the  hole  and  plugged  a  potion  into my  mouth.  The  juice  tasted  like  crap,  but  I  healed  up  quickly  and regained most of my strength.

"Damn,  you  could  have  leveled  the  entire  arena  with  that spell…" I said, gawking at Mildred's handiwork behind us.

The  crater  looked  a  hell  of  a  lot  smaller  inside.  She terraformed the fucking field and left a massive hole in the earth with most  of  the  trees  blown  naked  down  to  their  bare  branches.  Me being  alive  was  something  of  a  miracle.  Despite  the  destruction,  it looked like Mildred didn't come out all that peachy. Well, given that she  was  SS-ranked  in  the  guild,  it  was  no  wonder  she  could  do something like this.

"Don't  get  used  to  it,"  Mildred  said,  appearing  winded  and demeanor  strained.  "I  typically  don't  resort  to  that  unless  I  have  to.

Well? Why did you suddenly have suicidal tendencies today?"

My shoulders slackened, and I got up to crack my neck.

"Last few big fights got me thinking— I ain't all that strong like I hoped. If I'm weak, I start losing people around me. That's how it works.  How  it's  always  been.  And  it's  what  happened  to  me  in  my world.  I  don't  want  to  start  losing  things  again,"  I  quietly  explained just as the wind picked up.

"This came right off the tail end of you finally giving that dark elf the ring, hm?" Mildred asked.

"Wait. How do you know about that?"

"Loraine  came  straight  to  my  workshop  to  thank  me.  She wasted little breath about how much she adored it, especially since it came from you," the mage said.

It was enough to know that Loraine liked it, but I already knew as  much.  The  point  was  to  keep  her  safe  with  its  powerful enchantments.

"If you're looking for strength and defenses, you could always take your patronage to my workshop. Just make sure you have the money to spend after that pricey commission." Mildred smirked.

"Yeah, yeah." I snatched Sacchan back from her.

"Perhaps in your efforts to strengthen yourself, you may like to know  I've  caught  wind  of  a  rumored  artifact  that  might  empower

you," she said.

An artifact that could make me stronger? If it was anything like the  Celestial  Bell,  I  didn't  want  it.  Last  thing  I  needed  was  another complaining god to pester me.

On the way back to Cynderace, Mildred explained that it was an ancient tome locked away in the depths of an ancient civilization's dungeon.  Word  on  the  street  was  that  it  granted  divine  strength  to those  who  laid  eyes  on  its  pages.  Might  be  something  worth checking out. I had to get stronger if I wanted to face Chika.

Upon returning to the city, Mildred and I ran into Kain leading a large number of knights. It looked like they were on their way out.

"Ah, my dearest Kain! Are you here to carry me back home to our lovenest?" Mildred fluttered her eyelashes at him.

"Mildred, now isn't the time or place…" Kain stammered, then quickly regained his composure. "I'm actually going to investigate a large  explosion  off  to  the  west.  It  isn't  a  monolith,  but  a  massive spike of magic was detected there."

Mildred  and  I  tensed  up,  then  threw  each  other  a  look.  We had  just  come  back  from  that  direction.  Telling  him  we  destroyed  a large chunk of land probably wasn't going to fly well.

"Uhh… Hey, no need to check it out. We already took care of it! Just a big monster that was out there," I said.

"Th-That's right. A fearsome battle was fought. We were just heading  to  the  guild  to  report  our  completion  of  the  quest,"  Mildred hastily added.

"If  you  say  so…  I'll  take  your  word  for  it."  Kain  eyed  us suspiciously,  then  let  it  go  to  turn  his  cavalry  around.  "Back  to  the garrison, you lot! Rugal's training doesn't end just because it was cut short!"

As Kain rode away, the two of us shared a relieved laugh.

Chapter 12 - Misadventures of Micchi and Kain

"Uhm…  Lady  Micchi?  Please  explain  to  me  again  why  we have  come  out  here,"  Kain  requested  as  the  two  of  us  dismounted from our horses.

"Traps, ancient monsters, and a ruined city? I sure as hell ain't putting Loraine or Kawa in danger. Couldn't bring Yui on account of her getting chained up at the guild," I explained.

That's  what  she  gets  for  skipping  work  and  tempting  Frey's wrath.

"So you brought me, the crown prince of Scoth instead?!" He sighed.

The  secret  that  Mildred  told  me  about  was  an  ancient  portal that some self-important mage created out in the middle of nowhere.

Apparently it took you to a place in dedication to one of the eighteen gods, where experiments of some kind were supposedly conducted on an artifact.

Inside  a  small  den  on  the  side  of  a  mountain,  pillars  were spaced  out  to  box  the  portal  in.  Sigils  were  carved  into  them  and hummed with magic.

"Ah!  No  wonder  I  recognize  this  place,"  Kain  suddenly exclaimed.

"You been here before?" I asked.

"We  uncovered  this  portal  a  few  years  ago."  He  grew increasingly more terrified as the explanation went on. "Attempts to lead  excursions  into  it  proved  far  too  dangerous,  so  I  ordered  our most  powerful  mages  to  seal  it  until  a  time  came  that  we  could properly  explore  it.  To  be  honest,  I've  almost  completely  forgotten about it. We're not… seriously exploring this without help, are we?"

Goosebumps  danced  up  my  arms  as  I  got  closer  to  the entrance  of  the  cave.  When  I  poked  Sacchan  through  just  to  be careful, it hit an invisible barrier and sent ripples across the surface.

"You're in luck. That time is now." I smashed a nearby pillar, causing the barrier to fizzle out.

"I have a very bad feeling about this…" the prince groaned.

As soon as we touched the portal, a strange force swallowed us in and spat us out onto one end of a stone cold bridge. Braziers lit up with blue fire on their own, leading up to a massive underground castle.  It  was  built  inside  an  even  bigger  cavern.  The  black  towers and spires were like stalagmites.

I  recoiled  glancing  over  the  edge  of  the  bridge.  A  long  way down, that was for sure. Couldn't even see past the murky fog. The old  mage  who  owned  this  place  had  a  weird  sense  of  aesthetic  to build it all the way down here.

"Micchi!" Kain called out to me in panic.

A large construct in metal armor and brandishing a heavy club materialized  in  front  of  us.  It  looked  like  this  was  the  welcoming party. The golem let loose a metallic screech as it charged us.

I  sidestepped  the  big  guy  and  clocked  its  knee  in  with Sacchan.  It  hobbled  forward  unsteadily,  flailing  both  arms  in  an attempt to regain balance. A good kick to the back of the other leg sent it tipping over the edge and crashing into the depths below.

Kain  watched  with  his  mouth  hanging  open  in  both  surprise and awe.

"How far did you guys get before giving up anyway?" I asked.

"Well…  The,  uh…  monster  you  just  threw  over  the  bridge—

Ahem! I mean, we snuck past and couldn't get through the door," he hastily replied.

We  walked  the  rest  of  the  way  with  Kain  keeping  his  eyes peeled. My foot, however, stepped onto a tile that gave way.

Kerchunk! 

"Micchi, watch out!" Kain warned and dove flat to the ground.

An  enormous  metal  ball  swinging  down  from  above  came crashing towards me.

"Fucking  traps!"  I  headbutted  the  trap  back  to  where  it emerged from, destroying whatever mechanism caused it to spring.

The rest of the apparatus fell onto the bridge, and others slipped into the chasm.

"You bring literal meaning to the phrase 'hard-headed'," Kain remarked, glancing over the edge.

I cracked my neck to work out the crick. "Take everything out at once so you don't gotta deal with it later. Words to live by, Pretty Boy."

Large  ornate  doors  stood  in  our  way  from  getting  into  the castle.  They  were  sealed  with  a  magic  enchantment  to  keep  us locked  out,  and  no  amount  of  bashing  was  going  to  get  through  it.

Kain cautiously walked up to a small stone monument and brushed aside the moss.

"It appears to be a riddle?" Kain said, trying to make sense of it.

"What are you acting surprised about? Thought ya hightailed it after sneaking past?" I sneered.

"I,  eh,  uh…  the  etching  appears  to  tell  a  story!  Let's  try  to figure it out, shall we?" he stammered, putting a finger at the top of the  paragraph.  "  A  heart  grieves  for  lost  love.  Only  from  death  may two suns unite from the nebulous…"

As  Kain  recited  the  riddle,  I  started  tapping  along  the  walls adjacent  to  the  door  until  the  barrier  ended.  One  hard  hit  broke  a hole into the castle. The prince stared at me with his finger only halfway through the riddle.

"Do you solve everything with violence?" Kain asked, appalled by the now broken wall.

"Hasn't failed me yet." I shrugged.

We walked into the castle's foyer and were surprised by how tidy it was. Red carpet extended from the door to other rooms and up the stairs. Floating candles provided a surprising amount of light.

"Not really what I expected. The hell is this place?" I asked.

"An appraiser might be able to give you a clear time of when this  place  was  built,  but—"  Kain  was  inspecting  one  of  the  vases when  a  painting  of  a  man  dressed  in  regal  clothing  caught  his attention  instead.  "I  recognize  him!  Lord  Phineas  Clineredell,  the youngest of three Clineredell sons who founded Scoth. An ancestor of  mine.  The  woman  next  to  him…  I'm  not  sure.  From  what  I understand, Phineas sired no children."

A pretty woman sat next to him, their hands held together on a table. Was Phineas the mage?

"Your people really know how to pick places to live in," I joked.

"The thing is I've never heard anything about an underground castle  before.  Family  records  described  him  as  a  reclusive  man.  If this  castle  belonged  to  him,  then  it  dates  back  almost  300  years ago," he explained.

This  place  was  less  of  a  cathedral  dedicated  to  a  god  and more of someone's resort home. The weirdest thing here had to be that  magic  was  still  active  all  over  the  place  after  three  centuries.

Was someone shacking up in here?

Get out…

"Hm?" I spun around thinking Kain said something, but he had his eyes shut and was deep in thought.

Without  any  other  clue  to  go  by,  I  started  exploring  on  my own. One foot onto the stairs, and I knew something wasn't right. It creaked  way  too  much  when  it  should  be  sturdy.  In  fact,  the  top  of the stairs didn't seem to line up right with the second floor.

Poor construction? Or…

One of the busts at the bottom of the stairs' handrail was off centered.  When  I  twisted  it  to  face  forward,  a  crank  began  to  turn somewhere.

"What's going on?" Kain cried.

The stairs shifted and led downstairs instead of up.

"Did… Did you do that?" he asked.

"See?  I  can  do  it  without  violence  every  once  in  a  while,"  I said.

The  bottom  wasn't  anything  like  a  basement,  but  a  musty crypt  with  two  alcoves  and  a  tomb  in  each.  Many  withered  flowers were  laid  on  the  left  one  even  though  it  was  empty  and  without  a stone lid.

"This must be where Phineas is interred. The other one might have been meant for the mysterious woman," Kain said, then put a hand above his heart. "May the gods keep you at rest."

"I  came  here  looking  for  an  artifact,  not  some  dead  folks.

What gives?" I sighed.

"Please, have some respect for my—"

A chill ran up both our spines. We turned around to a ghost in the  form  of  the  same  man  from  the  painting,  his  face  contorted  in anger.

Blood drained from Kain's face.

"G-G-G-Ghost…"

"Get  out  of  my  castle,  intruders!"  The  ghost  of  Phineas growled.  "This  place  belongs  to  me  and  my  beloved!  You  have  no business invading my final resting place."

"Hahh?  The  fuck  are  you  to  tell  me  to  leave?  I  ain't  going anywhere  until  I  get  what  I'm  looking  for.  Where'd  ya  hide  them artifacts at?" I stomped over to size him up.

"L-Lady  Micchi,  are  you  shaking  down  my  ancestor?!"  Kain flinched at my audacity.

"You will not lay your filthy paws on my possessions. Begone!"

Phineas  bellowed,  producing  an  ethereal  staff  that  sparked  with energy.

I  swung  an  empowered  Sacchan  at  the  ghost,  but  the  bat went through him and did nothing.

Maybe I should have expected that.

Phineas  casted  a  powerful  blast  that  sent  me  skidding.  Not quite as bad as Mildred, but if he kept that up when I couldn't do jack shit to him, then I certainly wasn't winning. I reached back, grabbing onto the empty coffin to steady myself.

"Get  away  from  that!  It  is  meant  for  my  beloved  Rosaline!"

Phineas cried.

I  glanced  over  my  shoulder  to  look  inside.  "There  ain't  even anything inside, freak! Who the fuck are you waiting for?"

"O-Oh! Rosaline? As in Rosaline Melarusce?" Kain asked.

The ghost beamed, his ectoplasm seemingly glowing brighter.

"Yes,  that  Rosaline!  The  sun  of  my  skies!  Her  beauty  knows  no bounds. How I long to reunite with her in the afterlife!"

"I had no idea Phineas Clineredell was in love with Rosaline Melarusce. She was the wife of the eldest brother, Oteus—"

"Don't  say  that  cur's  name!"  His  fury  returned  ten  folds  over.

"Oteus took her from me. Rosaline and  I were meant to be together.

She  even  promised  to  elope  with  me  after  fulfilling  her  duties  as

Queen of Scoth. I built this castle in anticipation to be with her one day. Glorious, isn't it?"

Kain and I traded awkward looks.

He pulled me aside and whispered, "History books described Oteus  and  Rosaline  as  madly  in  love  with  each  other…  I'm  pretty sure she had no feelings for Phineas."

"You telling me Phineas is a cuck?" I asked.

The prince choked on his spit.

"That's a bit harsh to call my ancestor, isn't it?"

Everything was starting to make sense.

This whole castle was built underground for Phineas' delusion to  be  with  her,  away  from  the  rest  of  the  world.  Those  paintings  of them  together  were  just  his  fantasies.  No  wonder  the  other  coffin was empty and only flowers were inside of it.

"Look, lover boy." I faced the ghost to give it to him straight.

"It's  been,  what?  Over  300  years?  Rosaline  never  loved  you.  She promised  to  elope  with  you  so  you  could  get  out  of  her  way  to  be with  someone  else.  Simp  all  you  want  by  building  a  big  castle,  but she  ain't  coming.  The  only  glorious  thing  about  this  is  that  you  got cucked for the last 300 years. You're a cuck, man. Move on already!"

Phineas'  smiles  flipped  into  a  frown  as  realization  slowly  hit.

He lifted a finger to make a retort, but no words came out. I nudged Kain to back me up, but he was just as stunned. Eventually the ghost sat down against the wall in the fetal position and started crying.

I put a hand to my face and groaned. "Oh, for fuck's sake…

Hey, it's not too late to get your revenge!"

"It isn't?" He glanced up at me with ectoplasm tears streaming down his cheeks.

"The  three  of  you  are  dead.  They're  probably  up  in  heaven having a grand old time together. You gonna just let them get away with that?" I asked.

"No,  you're  right.  I  have  to  pass  on  in  order  to  give  them  a piece of my mind! Oteus! Rosaline! Here I come!" The ghost sprung to his feet with renewed vigor and promptly vanished.

Phineas  Clineredell's  presence  had  disappeared,  but  his magic still remained to keep the castle alive.

All's well that ends well.

"I can't believe you just shamed my ancestor into passing on."

Kain glared.

"No violence again." I put two fingers up.

The  dangers  within  the  castle  were  gone  when  the  ghost  of Phineas  Clineredell  was  put  to  rest.  Kain  called  a  number  of  his soldiers,  mages,  and  scholars  to  comb  through  the  entirety  of  the place.  It  wasn't  until  one  of  them  discovered  a  hidden  lever  behind Rosaline's coffin did we get a breakthrough.

Pulling it revealed a chamber behind the crypt. The room was empty with the exception of the statue at the center, presiding over a tome levitating on top of a pedestal.

"Fascinating,"  Kain  said.  "It  seems  Phineas  really  did  keep hidden an artifact in here."

"Which god is this?" I asked.

"Lyria,  the  goddess  of  battle  and  glory,"  an  old  scholar answered.

Sounded like my kind of woman.

Opening  the  tome  just  showed  a  whole  bunch  of  jargon  I didn't  understand.  Neither  Kain  nor  the  scholar  knew  what  it  said either.  Not  wanting  to  lose  brain  cells  over  trying  to  figure  it  out,  I pulled the Celestial Bell out of my bag to the scholar's surprise and struck  it.  Fog  seeped  out  of  it,  then  coalesced  to  form  one  of  the eighteen, Fade.

"Why  have  my  worshippers—"  Fade  looked  me  in  the  eyes and his jaw dropped. "W-What happened? Why am I here? I thought we agreed you would return me to my devotees after helping you!"

"Lady  Micchi,  is  that  who  I  think  it  is?  Why  do  you  have  the Celestial  Bell  in  your  possession?  Did  you  steal  it  from  Taiq'ae?"

Kain tugged hysterically on my sleeve.

"Figured  having  a  god  in  my  pocket  will  come  in  handy  one day."  I  grinned,  then  kicked  Fade  up  to  the  pedestal.  "What's  the tome say? Hurry up or there's gonna be another ass kicking."

Fade bit back the urge to protest and reluctantly looked over the tome.

"This  is  written  in  godspeak.  Lyria  penned  this  thousands  of years  ago.  It  details  the  location  of  a  Trial,  one  of  her  many  pet games for mortals who seek to become stronger. Complete her trial and gain the Goddess of Battle's boon," he explained.

"Where's the trial?" I tapped the god's shoulder with Sacchan.

"At the frigid edge of the world, Mou'nan."

Chapter 13 - The Excitable Guard Dog A whole bunch of us gathered in one of the guild's conference rooms to talk about what Kain and I found.

"So,  what's  the  deal  with  Mou'nan?"  I  asked.  "If  they're  too chickenshit to be at the Lannarkis Ring, then what do I gotta worry about?"

Kain  furrowed  his  brows.  "To  understand  Mou'nan,  you  must know  that  the  edge  of  the  world  is  home  to  some  of  the  most dangerous  monsters  known  to  Dysentia.  It  is  no  easy  living  there, and  its  people—  mostly  populated  by  beastlings—  are  shaped  and chiseled…  to  be  great  warriors…  Why  does  that  appear  to  excite you…?"

Hearing him describe all that only got my blood boiling.

"How  the  hell  am  I  supposed  to  feel  if  you  tell  me  there  are strong things to fight?" I smirked.

"F-First of all, Mou'nan is a member of the UKD! You can't just go  in  there  swinging  your  fists!"  the  prince  cried,  fearful  of  the mounting political tensions from recent events.

I clicked my tongue.

"Oi, oi! It's not our fault people picked a fight with us first!" Yui exclaimed, leaning forward on the table with a face smeared of pie.

"Don't pretend like you aren't also at fault for raising tensions, Guild Leader!" He pointed a accusatory finger at her.

Yui clicked her tongue.

It seemed no matter where we went, a fight would always go down. Ash'tar, Taiq'ae… Not that I minded, but apparently each time left  Kain  with  a  mountain  of  political  de-escalation  to  handle afterwards.

"Regarding  Mou'nan's  absence  at  the  Lannarkis  Ring,"  Kain continued, "it has less to do with their hesitation in fighting, and more to  do  with  what  had  gone  on  internally  at  the  time.  A  coup  had transpired. The elected leaders have been replaced with a monarch for  the  very  first  time  in  its  history.  This  is  very  concerning  to  the UKD."

"Someone  stronger  got  to  rule  because  the  punks  before were weak. I don't see a problem." I shrugged.

"Well,  their  upheaval  has  led  them  to  becoming  reclusive.

They haven't reached out to the allied nations either. In the current climate  where  demons  may  emerge  at  any  moment,  we  need  to know  if  Mou'nan  is  still  committed  to  the  UKD.  And…  I  dread  to wonder what it might take to restore the alliance…" he shuddered.

I  couldn't  tell  if  that  hesitation  of  his  was  out  of  fear  or something else.

Man. Anytime politics were brought up, my brain just tuned it out.

"My word." Fade, who hadn't returned to the Celestial Bell yet, was  also  at  the  table  and  feasting  on  the  pie  that  Loraine  brought.

"This  pie  is  absolutely  heavenly.  I  cannot  remember  having  eaten something  as  delicious  as  this  in  an  eternity!  My  lady  Loraine,  you must be an angel cut from the cloth of the gods to make something as divine as this!"

"I'm glad you're enjoying it." Loraine smiled.

I threw a glare across the table at Fade who froze in terror.

"You gawking at my woman?"

"P-P-Perish the thought… I would never!" He swallowed hard.

I  hopped  out  of  my  seat  and  stood  behind  the  seated  god.

Just being next to him made the guy shrink in size, and he squeaked the moment I put my hands on his shoulders.

"Whaddya  know  about  the  Trial  and  Lyria?  She  weak  and jumpy like you?" I asked.

"On the contrary, Lyria is perhaps among the strongest of the Eighteen! The Goddess of Battle is not a title of vanity. I wish I could tell you more, but her trials are a well-guarded secret even amongst gods. I know little about it," Fade hastily answered.

"There's  something  about  seeing  you  torment  a  god  that makes me very worried about the future of our world." Kain sighed, then got up from his seat to nod at each of us. "I shall be taking my leave here. Lady Micchi, if you do intend to make way for Mou'nan, please consider carefully the ramifications it may lead to."

Yui and I traded glances as soon as the prince left.

"Too bad we ain't much of a thinker." Yui grinned.

Fade shot out of his seat.

"Wait, you're not seriously thinking about tackling one of these trials? They are incredibly dangerous—"

"Back  to  the  bell  with  you."  I  struck  the  Celestial  Bell  which absorbed the god back into the artifact, then took his seat.

Loraine sat down next to me and grabbed my hand. "Not that I  intend  to  stop  you,  but  Goddess  Lyria's  Trials  are  rumored  to  be deadly.  Few  people  in  history  have  attempted  and  succeeded.  Are you sure?"

"I  have  to.  As  I  am  now,  I  ain't  shit  compared  to  Anya  and Kaoru.  I'm  willing  to  bet  Chika  hasn't  shown  herself  yet  because she's waiting for me to get stronger. Don't worry. Nothing's catching me by surprise again," I assured her.

It  would  probably  take  some  time  before  we  were  ready  to leave for Mou'nan. Unlike Amarinth and Jinwa where we had reason to  go,  it  wouldn't  be  the  case  this  time.  Kain  wanted  to  try  and  at least reach out to them first, so I had to chill out in the meantime.

I  was  also  wracking  my  head  over  whether  bringing  Loraine and  Kawa  would  be  a  good  idea  or  not.  After  the  Ash'tar  incident, leaving  them  behind  in  Cynderace  was  the  safest  bet.  Who  knew what would have happened if they came with me and Yui to Taiq'ae.

At  the  front  courtyard  of  our  mansion,  Kawa  sat  patiently waiting for our return like a good guard dog. Her wagging tail swung harder upon seeing us come back. She went straight to Loraine and for headpats, then rolled over onto her belly for me.

"Why don't you play with Kawa for a little while to work out her energy? I'll help Ethel and Roma start cooking dinner," Loraine said.

I knelt down and patted the wolf's bulging belly. "Either you're pregnant or you're getting fat. Which is it, Kawa? Maybe we should start cutting back on all the treats."

The elemental wolf lowered her head and whimpered.

Lately, Loraine had been feeding Kawa more and more. I got that  it's  hard  to  resist  the  wolf  when  she's  begging,  but  this  bugger was a little too spoiled.

When I stroked Kawa's head, my hand came back with a tuft of fur that set alight. The wind quickly picked them up into the sky.

"You're  shedding,  huh?  Alright,  dinner's  gonna  take  a  while.

Let's work out some of that weight. We'll pay Rugal's cavalry a little visit!"  I  climbed  on  top  of  Kawa  and  went  straight  to  the  training grounds outside of the barracks.

Commander  Rugal  and  Cavalry  Captain  Pino—  who  had come  back  after  'smoothing  out'  a  friendship  with  Bishamonten—

were leading their recruits on a training exercise when we got there.

Right  away,  all  the  beastlings  cowered  at  the  sight  of  the  apex predator  that  was  Kawa,  who,  despite  her  playful  demeanor  and swaying  tail,  struck  terror  into  their  hearts.  She  wanted  to  play,  but they wanted to run.

The only one who wasn't spooked was Rugal.

"Oh? Well if it isn't Micchi. Come to give my worthless soldiers another  lesson?"  the  commander  asked,  almost  eager  to  see  them suffer more.

"Wawawawawa… C-Couldn't you have left K-Kawa at home?"

Pino was on the verge of throwing himself to the ground in deference to the predator.

I  hopped  off  Kawa  and  held  onto  her  collar  so  she  wouldn't run  off  yet.  "Figured  she  needs  some  exercise.  What  better  place than the training grounds and a whole bunch of grunts that need to learn to run faster?"

"Ehh?"

"Huh?"

The  battalion  of  tired  and  weary  recruits  turned  their  heads our way. They were met with Rugal's nodding approval.

"Then your arrival is timely," he said, then faced his unit. "You have a ten second head start!"

"That's terrible!" Pino was the only one concerned for them as everyone took off running.

"Relax,  Pino.  Kawa  ain't  gonna  hurt  'em  too  bad.  Besides, what better way to train harder than when your life's on the line?" I let  go  of  Kawa's  collar,  and  she  immediately  chased  down  every single one to bring back to us like sticks in a pile.

It took less than an hour. Kawa had the biggest smile on her face  with  a  bunch  of  groaning  recruits  in  multiple  body  piles.  Pino had to get the church to send their healers to help everyone. All that running did help the wolf shed most of the loose fur.

With some daylight left to kill, Kawa and I rode into the forest to play. She stopped abruptly and even took a step back, something I  never  expected  her  to  do.  When  I  raised  my  head  to  see  what  it was, they turned out to be a pack of gray wolves behind the cover of some bushes, clearly cautious of the elemental wolf. I thought they were going to pounce us, but they ran away instead.

"What's wrong, Kawa?" I hopped off to task.

Kawa transformed into her human form for the first time today, ears dropping and tail tucked between her legs.

"Kawa feels bad for scaring wolves," she whimpered.

"Even  though  you  scared  Rugal  and  Pino's  soldiers  shitless not five minutes ago?" I scratched my head and sighed.

Seeing  the  wolves  take  off  reminded  me  that  Kawa's  birth caused her mother and siblings' death. She was also abandoned by her own pack, left to fend for herself. Poor girl just wanted a family.

While struggling to find something right to say in that moment, distant bells from the city echoed out. The ground began to rumble.

This familiar sensation couldn't be anything else. It was a monolith.

"Kawa! Let's go!"

We double-timed it to where the quakes were greatest.

An obsidian monolith sprung from the ground and all sorts of demons poured out of it. The wolves we saw earlier were guarding an  injured  member  of  their  pack,  growling  at  the  much  larger demons.

Kawa  didn't  hesitate,  charging  straight  in  to  intercept  the demon  giant  and  slamming  it  away  in  wolf  form,  then  let  loose  a piercing howl that gave the ones coming out of the monolith pause.

She  turned  around  to  check  on  the  wolves  she  saved,  and  they appeared to regard her respectfully by lowering their heads.

The past wasn't going to change, but that didn't mean Kawa couldn't move forward.

"Attagirl!" I whooped, then smashed a fist into my palm at the horde of approaching demons. "I didn't bring Sacchan, so it's gonna be a good old fashioned beat down."

Rugal,  Pino,  and  a  large  number  of  guild  members  arrived after  Kawa  and  I  had  already  bloodied  the  floor  with  the  demons.

Leaving the tidying up to them, we headed home all sweaty, bruised, and dirty from fighting so much.

By  then,  however,  it  was  already  dark.  Loraine  opened  the door to us with her hands on her waist, frowning because dinner was cold.

"Sorry, we got a little sidetracked," I said, scratching the side of my cheek.

"Kawa had lots of fun today!" Kawa exclaimed.

Chapter 14 - Kidnapped

While preparations to go to Mou'nan were still being made, I didn't  have  much  to  do  except  wait  on  Kain  to  give  me  the  green light.

Lately, Loraine had been practicing a lot of baking recipes in hopes  of  one  day  opening  up  her  own  shop.  Me  being  me  and wanting  to  support  her,  I  ate  everything  she  made  without complaining, but apparently that wasn't what she wanted at all.

"Try this." Loraine placed a twentieth cookie on my plate and waited eagerly for me to try it.

"I,  uh…  don't  think  I  can  eat  another  bite  here…"  I  said, feeling like this next one was the biggest challenge of my life.

It  wasn't  that  Loraine's  cooking  was  bad.  Hell,  she  could probably  make  a  killing  off  all  this.  The  problem  was  my  stomach couldn't  handle  all  this  damn  food,  and  both  Ethel  and  Roma  were already the first casualties from helping this morning.

"You  promised  to  taste  test  my  cooking  for  me!  You're  not going back on your word, are you?" Loraine pouted.

Shit. When Loraine made that face in that tone, it was game over.

"H-How  about  this:  we  take  the  cookies  over  to  the  guild?

Those guys could use something nice to eat, right? Ain't fair to just let me stuff it down all by myself." I said.

She beamed. "Good idea! In that case, I'll go grab something to put everything in!"

As soon as she left, Ethel and Roma, who were KO'd in the first hour and had cookie crumbs all around them, raised their heads to thank me.

"You guys did good hanging in there." I nodded.

Loraine  and  I  carried  the  large  batch  of  cookies  to  the  guild only to come into the middle of a commotion. Over at the reception area, Frey and Oaks were trying to calm down a mob of angry rich-looking people.

"Please,  stop  talking  over  each  other!  I  can't  write  all  this down otherwise!" Frey shouted over them.

"Where is Prince Kain?"

"Or the guild leader?"

"We need help, damn it!"

I was about to go over when Yui kicked open her office door, sending it crashing into the side of the building.

"Ora  ora  ora!  I'll  never  get  anything  done  with  all  of  you blabbering!  Shut  up,  or  I'm  sticking  my  nunchucks  up  your  asses!"

Yui yelled.

That shut them up for a second if not the entire guild.

"Th-This is a dire matter, and we won't be bullied into silence!"

A brave human man foolishly confronted Yui.

"What  the  hell's  going  on  here?"  I  asked,  stepping  in  before things got any more out of hand.

"I am Lord Aralorn Winthorn, first son of and head of the—"

I rolled my eyes. "Next!"

"Wait, wait, wait!" Aralorn got right up in my face. "There has been a recent string of kidnappings. My daughter— the daughters of the  other  nobles  have  been  kidnapped.  King  Allo  and  Prince  Kain haven't  been  able  to  answer  our  requests  for  audiences.  We're  at our wits' end!"

"The  kidnappers  sent  the  guild  ransom  letters,  but…"  Frey sighed.

"We  do  not  negotiate  with  criminals!  That  is  why  we  have come to the Cynderace Branch. The entire guild must be mobilized.

The  armies  of  Scoth  as  well  should  it  come  to  that!"  the  noble declared.

As  if  Kain  would  do  something  like  that.  Princey-boy  was probably  too  busy  to  be  able  to  help  if  he  wasn't  even  hanging around the guild.

"Alright.  If  ya  won't  negotiate  with  criminals,  how  much  ya willing  to  pay  me  to  get  the  job  done?"  I  asked,  rubbing  my  thumb and index finger together.

The group of nobles recoiled.

"S-Surely you must be joking. Who are you to make monetary demands of us?" a woman clutching her pearls asked.

Yui  came  over  to  my  side  and  grinned  "It's  money  you  were gonna  fork  over  anyway  if  you  want  to  see  your  loved  ones  back.

Now how about we step into my office to discuss terms?"

"Preposterous! I will go straight to King Allo if I must!" Aralorn said before storming out of the guild.

With  nowhere  to  turn,  the  ones  who  remained  followed  Yui into the guild leader's office. Oaks had to go retrieve the door.

"Ransoms and kidnappings. Those poor girls must be scared out of their minds." Loraine frowned.

"Cases  like  these  are  unfortunately  not  an  uncommon occurrence," Frey added. "In a city as big as Cynderace, it's easy for bandits  and  syndicates  to  conduct  kidnappings  on  people  in  the higher echelons of society."

Even  though  petty  crime  was  at  an  all  time  low,  it  seemed there  were  some  people  who  still  wanted  to  fuck  around.  Well, they're about to find out what happens mucking up my turf. First, we needed  someone  who  had  connections  to  the  underworld  to  get some sort of clue— and I had just the guy.

"Oaks!"

"Yes,  Boss?"  Oaks  returned  to  the  counter  after  fixing  Yui's door.

"What  do  you  know  about  kidnappings  in  Cynderace?  Think these are your old boys?" I asked.

"Hmm…"  The  giant  lion  man  rubbed  his  chin.  "We  pretty much wiped out my syndicate a few months back. It's possible this is by  a  group  from  outside  the  city  and  likely  aren't  amateurs.  Maybe we can glean something from the descriptions in the ransom?"

Frey  showed  us  the  multiple  ransom  letters.  All  of  them,  as the nobles described, were young women from affluent families. The amount of gold being asked wasn't an absurd amount. Those stingy bastards could probably pay it, but doing so might encourage more kidnappings in the future.

Aside  from  that,  we  didn't  know  much  else  like  who  the kidnappers were and how they operated from just the letters alone.

"Think we can get Kawa to sniff them out from the letters?" I asked.

"Oaks  and  I  already  tried  that,  and  our  noses  are  pretty strong." Frey shook her head.

"I  have  an  idea,  Boss.  These  are  all  young  women  around your age. What if you dressed up as a noble lady and bait them to—"

"Micchi in a dress?" Loraine exclaimed, her eyes sparkling

"Wait! Shut up!" I dragged Oaks down by the collar of his shirt, then threw a look over to Loraine who was fidgeting with anticipation of putting me in a dress. "You piece of shit. I'm getting you back after we're done."

"S-Sorry, Boss…"

That was the plan everyone agreed with.

Loraine  took  me  straight  home  to  coordinate  my  entire  outfit with the help of Ethel and Roma. A stupid, frilly red dress with floral patterns  and  a  wide  brim  hat  that  flopped  around  as  I  walk.  If  that wasn't  bad  enough,  high  heels.  Holy  fuck,  high  heels  suck  shit  to wear.

"Ooooh! Lady Micchi, I never knew you could wear dresses so well!" Roma exclaimed.

"You're like a princess!" Ethel chimed in.

"Guh… Why the hell am I wearing this? Why can't we just get someone else to wear it, and I tail 'em?" I asked, red in the face and reevaluating my life choices.

"Because then I wouldn't get to have fun dressing you up. You look so pretty like this! I wish you would wear dresses more often!"

Loraine smiled.

Grit  your  teeth  through  it,  Micchi.  Channel  the  frustration  on those kidnappers and Oaks later instead. 

We went to a park at night where the latest of the kidnappings took  place  a  few  days  before.  So  as  to  not  bring  suspicion  to  me, Loraine stayed at the guild, but I was followed by the two maids to give the impression of a spoiled, rich girl.

The three of us were the only ones around. Frey informed the guards  posted  here  ahead  of  time  of  our  plan,  so  it  would  be  less defended and more enticing to kidnappers.

"Uhm… Lady Micchi, it might be best not to look so angry. You might terrify the kidnappers before they even attempt to kidnap you,"

Ethel warned.

"That's  right,  that's  right!  You  should  act  more  refined  and regal! Smile with your nose in the air," Roma urged.

"Like… this?" I forced myself to smile.

"Geh," they uttered together.

"Maybe  the  haughty,  no-smiling  demeanor  is  better,"  Ethel said, stifling a laugh.

Roma,  the  feline  beastling  maid,  cocked  her  head  in  the direction of nearby bushes.

"I  think  we're  being  followed."  She  grabbed  my  hand  and feigned panic. "My lady, I don't think it's safe to stay here. Let's be on our way!"

We  didn't  get  more  than  a  few  steps  before  armed  thugs shrouded in cloaks and masks jumped out to surround us.

"Not  so  fast,  ladies!"  A  scarred  elven  man  brandished  a dagger in our faces.

"Hahh? The hell do you think you are?" I snarled.

"E-Eep!" He almost lost grip on his weapon.

"L-Lady Micchi, you shouldn't antagonize them!" Ethel tugged on the back of my dress.

"Don't  scare  them  off.  We're  supposed  to  be  captured  on purpose," Roma whispered.

"Ah, shit… Acted on instinct." I cleared my throat to put on a distressed  voice.  "Please,  don't  hurt  me  or  my  maids.  We'll  do anything…"

The elf backed away to one of his companions, and several of them huddled up to talk amongst themselves.

"S-Something's off about this chick."

"Who  cares.  They  ain't  taking  us  seriously.  Show  'em  we mean business!"

They  came  back  to  us,  pointing  whatever  weapons  were  in their hands.

"Alright, get a move on. Don't make any sudden movements and don't make any sounds lest you wanna get gutted."

They  tied  our  hands  behind  our  backs,  gagged  our  mouths, and then led through the back alleys of the city. Oaks' instincts were right  on  the  money.  These  guys  weren't  amateur.  They  had  clearly done this many times and became efficient at it. Only, their biggest mistake was being new to this city and not knowing who I was.

A  dilapidated  house  in  the  slums  just  outside  the  city  gates was our end destination.

"My lord!" The elf rapped his knuckles on the door.

Lord? 

It was the human nobleman Aralorn who answered it, dressed in a heavy cowl to cover his face.

"What took you?" Aralorn asked impatiently. "The longer you stay outside, the greater you risk being caught."

"Sorry,  but  you  will  be  glad  to  see  that  we  captured  another well-to-do. She has a bit of a feisty side to her though."

When  the  noble  raised  his  head  he  was  met  with  my  glare and choked on his spit.

"Yo.  Fancy  meeting  you  here."  I  broke  the  rope  bindings  on my wrist and threw the hat away.

"W-W-What are you doing here?" he stammered, then turned to his accomplices. "You idiots, restrain her!"

Everyone tried to mob me, but I laid a smackdown so hard no one was getting up tonight. Aralorn was the last one left. He tried to run away, but Ethel stuck a foot out to trip him.

"Trying  to  scam  people,  huh?  No  wonder  you  didn't  care  to pay to find your missing daughter." I grinded my heel into his back as he tried to get up.

"Wait, please! I'm the first son and head of the—"

Ignoring  Aralorn's  cries,  I  picked  him  up  and  slammed  him against the decrepit shack he came out of.

"Okay, I'll tell you where the girls are… just don't hurt me!" he cried.

"Oh, you're gonna tell me where they are alright. But first, I'm beating you into a mess of piss and shit."

After  getting  my  hands  soaked  in  blood  and  tears,  we  found the captured women in a locked room behind the house. The maids

fetched a wagon to wheel the unconscious thugs and Aralorn back to the guild, where he fessed up to everything to escape my wrath.

Apparently, the Winthorn estate went broke. In order to make money,  he  used  what  little  wealth  he  had  left  to  hire  some  foreign goons to kidnap noble families' daughters for ransom.

"  Formerly  Lord  Aralorn  Winthorn  will  have  to  answer  to  the king for his crimes of treason. I don't know how you came to unravel this plot, and quite frankly, I rather not know, but thank you for doing so  nonetheless."  Kain  bowed,  then  departed  with  the  disgraced noble in custody.

Yui  exited  the  guild  hall,  clapping  her  hands  clean  after  a day's worth of office paperwork.

"Anego! We got a fat paycheck from all the rich daddies and mommies!" she said, clamoring down the steps.

Loraine  emerged  as  well,  seemingly  disappointed  that  my dress  was  gone.  "Aww.  The  dress  is  gone?  At  least  I  still  have  the memory burned into my mind."

"Oh,  you  guys  just  reminded  me—  Oaks!  Get  your  ass  out here for your ass whoopin'!" I shouted into the guild.

"Uh…  Boss."  Oaks  peeked  out  of  the  building  just  as  I  was storming up to him. "Can't we just call this a job well done? Boss—

wait!"

Chapter 15 - An Invitation of Queens This  morning,  while  Loraine  and  I  were  outside  playing  with Kawa in the courtyard, Kain came riding in on a horse and was out of breath.

"Lady Micchi, Lady Loraine. Sorry to bother you two so early in the morning, but… we appear to have sudden guests who request your  presence  at  the  gate,"  the  prince  explained  with  a  troubled expression.

We hopped onto Kawa and rode with him to the front gate of Cynderace.  There,  surrounded  by  heavily  armed  escorts  of  Jinwan guards  and  sitting  on  top  of  a  luxury  carriage  furnished  with  velvet cushions, was Anya and Bishamonten. They were sharing a bottle of wine and chatting it up.

Well,  Anya  was  chatting  it  up,  and  Bishamonten  sat  quietly with  her  eyes  shut,  cheek  on  her  fist,  and  occasionally  nodded  in response. Their presence drew a massive crowd of onlookers from the windows and streets.

While  the  citizens  of  Cynderace  regarded  them  with  awe  as leaders of their respective kingdoms, I couldn't help but feel my hair stand on end.

The last time I fought Bishamonten, she literally mopped the floor with me after all.

"What  the  fuck  do  you  guys  think  you're  doing  in  my  city?  If this  was  back  in  Japan,  we'd  be  throwing  down  right  now!"  I  yelled up at them.

"  Your city?" Kain squinted at me.

"Oh!  Hey,  Micchi!  Loraine  and  Kawa,  what's  up!  We're  here like ya asked!" Anya waved from above, slightly red in the face from drinking.

"You  asked?"  Kain  and  I  faced  each  other,  not  a  damn  clue what the hell she meant.

"It seems there has been a misunderstanding," Bishamonten said,  finally  opening  her  eyes  to  regard  us.  "Perhaps  we  should speak in a more private setting?"

We led the Jinwan-Ash'tar caravan to the Cynderace Branch and occupied one of the conference rooms to talk in. Apparently both kingdoms  received  an  emergency  summons  request  from  Mou'nan to meet in Scoth, but neither Kain nor the king were aware about any such thing.

"What?  You  telling  me  someone  brought  you  all  here  on purpose like a trap? Cause I didn't hear anything about it. If I did, I woulda set up a nice trap for you guys!" Yui laid herself on the table, seemingly disappointed that she couldn't play a silly prank.

Kain fell into thought and furrowed his brows. "The only ones not  in  attendance  are  representatives  from  Mou'nan.  Maybe  they had something to do with this."

Someone  tricked  Anya  and  Bishamonten  to  come  to Cynderace for a reason. It was clear that their intention was to get us all together. For what? To go to Mou'nan? The timing was too much of a coincidence when I'd already been planning to go there.

Bishamonten sat at the other end of the table, with the young emperor Yonnu sitting on her lap. The door to the conference room opened and Theo peeked in.

"Theo!" Yonnu waved to his friend.

"Hi, Yonnu! Hi, Kaoru!" Theo skipped up to them and received a pat on the head from Bishamonten.

"Why don't you two go play outside together? Stay within the guild," she said.

"I'll supervise them." Frey grabbed each of their hands to go outside.

Kain gritted his teeth and clenched both fists. "I… I find it hard to believe that my adorable baby brother is a consort to the Empress of  Jinwa.  He  grew  up  so  fast.  I  still  remember  holding  him  as  an infant  in  my  arms—  No!  As  Theo's  elder  brother,  I  cannot  keep sheltering him."

"What are you, a brocon?" I brushed him aside and got up to address the others. "Let's quit beating around the bush. There's two people who got the balls to fuck with us like this— Chika or the fourth queen."

"The  Blizzard  of  Hokkaido,"  Anya  said,  slamming  the  empty bottle on the table and raising her head.

"Ririko Minami. If we're here, it would make sense that she is also in this world." Bishamonten scowled.

The  way  they  regarded  Ririko  Minami,  the  Blizzard  of Hokkaido,  was  filled  with  such  scorn  and  unease  that  it  got  me shaking in my boots for once. I'd never seen her before. Stories were all I've heard.

Hokkaido  was  one  of  the  harshest  places  in  all  of  Japan  to live  in.  They  produced  some  of  the  toughest  delinquents  and gangsters  ever  known.  In  a  way,  and  according  to  Kain,  just  like Mou'nan.

"What's Ririko like?" Yui gulped.

"That  bitch  is  1000%  more  brash  than  you  two,  that's  for sure."  Anya  sneered.  "We  were  lucky  Ririko  and  Chika  were  on opposite sides of the country. It would have been a bloodbath if they were next to each other."

"Doesn't matter. We're going to Mou'nan to have a chat with her. None of us are any closer to finding Chika, and Ririko's the last one who might have any clue," I said.

"I  can  already  see  this  turning  into  another  diplomatic upheaval. As prince of Scoth, I shall be accompanying you this time.

Securing  political  relations  with  other  nations  is  my  duty  after  all."

Kain sighed.

The  meeting  ended  with  Bishamonten,  Anya,  and  I  agreeing to leave for Mou'nan tomorrow morning.

Outside  the  guild  hall,  I  found  Kain  speaking  with Bishamonten.  An  odd  pair  at  first  glance,  then  I  was  reminded  that they were allies under the UKD anyway.

"Taiq'ae  is  not  exactly  the  safest  place  to  keep  Yonnu  while I'm  gone.  Bringing  him  with  me  to  Mou'nan  is  also  not  an  option,"

Bishamonten said.

"W-Worry  not,  Empress!  Yonnu  will  be  guarded  by  Scoth's best. He will also have Theo to play with while we're gone." Kain was sweating bullets under her glare.

When  the  prince  rode  off  back  to  the  royal  manor, Bishamonten turned her attention to me.

"Kaminari."

"Shotacon."

"Circumstances  have  led  to  us  fighting  on  the  same  side."

Kaoru Makinohara walked up to my side, but didn't offer the respect of  looking  me  in  the  eyes.  "I  owe  you  a  great  deal  of  gratitude  for saving my Yonnu. However, that does not make us allies."

"Heh.  I  was  thinking  the  same.  As  far  as  either  of  us  are concerned, we haven't finished our fight yet," I taunted.

For  the  first  time,  Bishamonten  flashed  a  small  yet  genuine smile at me.

"I  would  appreciate  it  if  you  called  me  Kaoru  from  now  on, Micchi."  Without  another  word,  the  former  queen  of  Kyushu,  now Empress of Jinwa, returned to the guild hall.

As  soon  as  she  was  gone,  I  was  able  to  breathe  again  and gasped for air. Just being near that bitch took everything I got to stay calm and collected.

I  was  about  to  go  back  in,  too,  when  Anya  kicked  the  door open  and  sent  me  flying.  She  was  carrying  Kawa  on  her  shoulder and holding Yui under her other arm.

"Anego, let's play!" Yui exclaimed.

"Yo,  Micchi!  Let's  go  fuck  some  shit  up  before  tomorrow morning!" Anya grinned like a kid at an amusement park.

Lying in a demolished pile of crates, I stared blankly at them.

"The  hell  are  you  saying?  I  ain't  got  time  to  play  around.

There's so much shit I gotta get in order before we leave. And Yui—

don't you have guild work?"

"Why are you always telling me to do things for the guild?" Yui wrenched  away  from  Anya  and  pouted.  "It's  always  work,  work, work,  work!  I  can't  take  it  anymore.  I  wanna  go  with  you  guys  to Mou'nan tomorrow!"

"No,  definitely  not.  You  won't  be  coming  with  us  tomorrow.

You're staying here where it's safe. Protect Kawa and Loraine while you're at it," I said.

The atmosphere between us suddenly grew ten times thicker.

Even Anya and Kawa fell silent.

"You're  making  me  stay  because  you  think  I'm  weak,  huh?"

Yui asked.

"What? It's got nothing to do with—"

"Ever  since  you  fought  Anya  and  Kaoru,  it's  like  you  think you're better than me. Now you're telling me what to do and how to act? I was there for you at every fight! Even I… I want to find Chika.

I'm  going  with  you  guys  tomorrow  and  that's  that!"  she  cried,  then disappeared like a bolt of lightning faster than I could give chase.

"Yui! Shit…"

"How come you don't want the little lion coming along?" Anya asked, putting Kawa down so the wolf could lick my hand.

Harsh memories of when Yui took a punch from Anya at the Lannarkis  Ring  and  when  Kaoru  threw  Kamigoroshi  hit  me  all  at once like a smackdown. I wouldn't say it to her face, but Yui was my best friend— my childhood friend. I didn't like seeing her get hurt. I saw enough of that when we were kids.

If  Ririko  was  as  strong  as  Anya  and  Kaoru  suggested,  there was a good chance Yui would get caught up in it.

Damn it.

When did I start getting so worked up about her? We used to beat each other up so much anyway. We did back in Japan, and we did again when we got sent here.

"Yui  was  never  meant  to  be  caught  up  in  this.  It's  only because of me that she got dragged in," I said, recalling the day we met Chika.

"If  you  put  it  that  way,  neither  of  you  rugrats  were  meant  for this kind of life. Too cute and emotional for it." Anya messed up my hair until I pushed her hand away.

"Kawa, be a good girl and stick with Yui for today," I ordered.

The elemental wolf took off running after her. If anyone could sniff out and catch up to Yui, it was Kawa.

"Since it looks like you have things to deal with, I guess I'll go bother Kaokao instead." Anya headed back inside the guild hall.

I walked back home with Loraine to get things in order before tomorrow. No surprise that she was just as peeved that I wanted her and Kawa to stay in Cynderace.

"I'm  beginning  to  understand  why  Yui  is  feeling  the  way  she does," Loraine said.

"And  why's  that?"  I  asked,  fully  expecting  to  be  scolded  by her.

"You  told  me  about  your  circumstances  before  about  how Chika  left  you  two.  Don't  you  think  it's  unfair  to  Yui  to  leave  her behind, too? I'm angry that you want me and Kawa to stay behind, too! We're supposed to be in this together, but it's like you're doing everything you can to keep us at arm's length. I'm not trying to say you're wrong, just try to think about it from our perspective."

Was I wrong to leave the people I care about behind so they wouldn't  be  in  harm's  way?  Kaoru  did  the  same  with  Yonnu,  Kain with Theo, parents when it comes to their children, collectors about their precious relics… Chika with…

"Micchi?" Loraine walked in front of me to hold my face. "Why are you crying?"

Wiping  the  tears  from  my  eyes  I  said,  "Shit.  That's  what  I wanna know."

Chapter 16 - Detour

"Make  sure  to  protect  everyone  while  I'm  gone,  Kawa."  I grabbed the elemental wolf by the snout and grinned.

Kawa returned a disappointed whimper that I was leaving her and Loraine behind for the second time. I had no choice. We didn't know what was in Mou'nan. Just like if I had brought them with me to Jinwa, there was no telling how Kaoru could have used them against me.

Although the two of us were chill for now, I still didn't know if the Bishamonten could be trusted. Didn't know if Mou'nan was going to have their fair share of surprises either.

Loraine  pulled  me  in  for  a  hug  and  sighed,  sharing  Kawa's sentiments.  "Don't  forget  what  we  talked  about  last  night.  Yui  has been your friend for as long as you can remember. You can't always just leave her behind like you do us."

"I know, but…" I glanced over to the carriage where Yui was inside, giving me the cold shoulder since this morning.

As soon as everyone said goodbye to their respective family and friends, we wasted no time setting off. I watched from the back of  the  wagon  both  Kawa  and  Loraine  growing  smaller  and  further away from me.

Whatever  was  going  to  happen,  I'd  come  back  to  them  no matter what.

"I hope you have brought extra layers of clothing," Kain said, riding  up  alongside  the  wagon  on  his  trusty  horse  with  Mildred behind him.

"Mou'nan  is  mostly  mountains.  Our  destination,  the  city Grishant,  is  actually  built  into  a  mountain  and  can  get  very  cold.

Though I don't suppose that will be a problem for the brute." Mildred smirked.

"Cold ain't ever bothered me." I thought back to all the times Chika made Yui and I fight in the winter.

Like the journey to Amarinth and Jinwa, a well-traveled road leading north would eventually get us to Mou'nan. After all, they were

a major ally and trading partner to Scoth, importing the most lumber and animal meat. Their sudden reclusion put a stop to all that, which was a big reason why Kain was coming along in hopes of restoring trade.

It took a whole week's worth of travel before we entered some gargantuan  jungle.  A  dinosaur  could  pop  up  any  second,  and  I'd think  it  would  be  a  normal  thing  with  how  big  the  place  was.  Trees were  so  tall,  I  had  to  crane  my  neck  up  to  see  the  top.  The vegetation  was  inconsistent,  and  we  could  pass  by  a  whole  clear field or have to cut our way through every other kilometer.

"Where  the  hell  are  we?  I  thought  we  were  going  into mountains, not some giant's hairy armpits," I groaned out loud.

"We're  actually  in  the  jungles  of  Kazaar,"  the  caravan  driver began,  "which  means  Mou'nan  is  only  a  few  more  days  away.  Just hang in tight, missy. Be there soon."

Kazaar? Feels like I heard that name from somewhere before.

We  passed  under  brush  growing  out  of  an  enormous  tree.  I plucked a round fruit from it that had green and black dots all over the skin.

"I  wouldn't  eat  that  if  I  were  you.  It's  a  toxic  fruit  that  even native  beasts  of  this  jungle  avoid.  Paralyzes  you  in  seconds,  then causes  pain  that  makes  you  wish  you  were  dead,"  the  man explained.

I looked him dead in the eye and chomped into it.

"Miss, please!" he cried in horror.

Aside from a tingling sensation on my tongue, I got nothing.

"Relax. I got juiced by azure viper's venom before. This ain't shit to me. What doesn't kill me only makes me stronger, right?"

The driver's jaw dropped.

In the wagon ahead, Kaoru briefly glanced over her shoulder at me before facing straight again.

This  whole  ride  had  been  one  whole  borefest.  There  was nothing to do except sit around. Why couldn't I have been sent to a world  with  teleportation  magic  instead?  Well,  I  guess  if  I  went somewhere else, it wouldn't have Chika and all of them there, too.

"Hey,  I  heard  there  are  giant  monsters  around  these  parts.

How come we ain't seen any yet?" I asked.

The  driver  beamed,  like  a  tour  guide  ready  to  share  some secrets.  "Ah!  I'm  glad  you're  interested.  If  you  look  hard  enough  at the trees, there are lanterns attached to the trunks every few miles.

They  emit  a  mixture  of  scents  that  repel  monsters  away.  The Semaris Clan shamans created them so that caravans like ours can venture safely—"

I used Sacchan to zap one lantern down and caught it in my hands. Twisting it shuttered the openings that stopped a weird smell from coming out.

"WHAT  DID  YOU  DO  THAT  FOR?!"  the  driver  screamed  in panic.

"What?"

Something large started stomping our way.

Kain and Mildred pulled up next to me.

"Be  on  your  guard,  Micchi.  It  appears  the  Semaris  Clan's lantern might be broken here and—" Kain finally noticed the closed lantern in my hand. "WHAT DID YOU DO THAT FOR?!"

"Leave  it  to  someone  like  you  to  do  something  so  reckless.

Do  you  have  any  idea  what  bringing  that  down  means?"  Mildred asked.

"Fun, right?"

"No!" Kain and the driver shouted at the same time.

A  massive  dinosaur  on  two  legs  bursted  out  from  the  trees and let loose a deafening roar.

"Holy shit. It's a real dinosaur!" Yui exclaimed with glee.

"Eh… What happened?" Anya drowsily sat up and rubbed her eyes.

"It's a saurak! We're doomed!" the driver wept.

The  saurak  charged  the  caravan  and  knocked  over  two wagons. I picked up the scared old man before he got crushed, then leapt away as their vehicle flipped.

"Finally some excitement!" I smashed my fists together. "Bring it on, you prehistoric dog bone! I'm bringing Kawa home a souvenir!"

It  swung  a  meaty  tail  at  me,  but  I  caught  the  thing  and stopped it in its tracks. Pulling on the tail dragged the saurak down to its knees.

"I wanna take it for a ride!" Yui said, clinging to the base of the dino's neck.

"Hold  on,  you  monkeys.  Don't  you  dare  have  a  good  time without me." Anya hopped out of her wagon to join in.

The three of us wailed into the saurak until it went still.

"Well, that didn't last long at all." Yui poked at it with a stick.

Unimpressed,  Kaoru  walked  up  to  us  with  her  arms  folded across  her  chest.  "If  you're  done  bullying  the  wildlife,  I  think  we should be on our way."

"I don't mean to be the bearer of bad news, but after that little stunt, I don't think we're going anywhere," Kain said, gesturing to our caravan.

The  three  wagons  flipped  over  by  the  saurak  were  in  bad shape.  Their  wheels  had  come  off,  the  spokes  were  cracked,  and supplies spilled all over the ground.

Everyone turned their eyes on me.

I threw my hands in the air. "Alright, my bad! Shit, we've been sitting on our asses for an entire week. I'm close to ripping my hair out."

A  whole  bunch  of  shadowy  figures  started  moving  around  in the branches above and behind the bushes around us.

"Looks  like  it  wasn't  the  only  one.  We  got  more  company"

Anya shouted.

The  caravan  gathered  up.  Those  of  us  who  could  fight, including  some  Cynderance  Branch  guild  members  and  Kain's personal guards, encircled the ones who couldn't.

"Halt!  Identify  yourselves  if  you  don't  wish  to  be  harmed!"  a voice told them.

"More  like  show  yourself  before  I  drag  you  out  of  there myself!" I yelled back.

"It… It can't be…"

That was the fastest 'oh shit' moment I ever heard come out from  someone.  What  emerged  wasn't  more  dinosaurs.  They  were

beastlings. Almost a hundred of them, tatted up and looking as wild as this forest.

"I  recognized  that  voice  anywhere.  You're  the  Lannarkis champion!"  a  pint-sized  woman  with  the  bestial  traits  of  an  orange fox exclaimed.

"Sorry, who the fuck are you again?" I asked.

"I'm Breila, Chieftain of Semaris! We fought at the Lannarkis Ring!" she cried, seemingly insulted that I didn't remember.

"Oh!"

The fox girl lit up. "You remember now?"

"Nope, sorry. Doesn't ring a bell." I shrugged.

"Uuh…  Somehow,  this  feels  like  a  worse  defeat  than  at  the tournament." She sighed.

"Chieftain  Breila?  It's  me,  Prince  Kain  of  Scoth!"  Kain  shook hands  with  the  chieftain,  both  of  whom  recognized  and  were oppressively polite to each other.

Un fortunately  for  me,  a  fight  wasn't  going  to  break  out.

Everyone put their weapons away, and the Semaris Clan lent a hand to our predicament.

"A shaman notified me that one of our lanterns shut off, so we came  to  investigate.  Didn't  expect  to  run  into  familiar  faces,"  Breila said.

Kain and Mildred glared at me, but I avoided eye contact.

"Our caravans have been totaled. I would be greatly indebted to  your  clan  if  you  could  help  us."  Kain  worked  his  diplomatic etiquette and secured us passage to Breila's main village of Yowan.

It  wasn't  exactly  a  sprawling  metropolis  like  Cynderace  or Taiq'ae. Cabins and huts were built elevated along the length of the trees,  connected  by  thick  vines  from  one  another  that  served  as bridges.  At  ground  level,  there  were  longhouses  where  many beastlings  hung  out.  Everyone  seemed  to  have  a  role,  even  kids were helping their families skin animals, carrying bows and knives of their own.

Instead  of  magic  lamps  to  light  up  the  streets,  natural  light was produced by football-sized fireflies clinging to trees and torches at every nook of the village.

We were brought to an unoccupied longhouse furnished with beds and a cooking area.

"You  may  lodge  here  for  the  night  while  we  repair  your wagons. If you need anything, please don't hesitate to send for me."

Breila  pointed  to  a  wooden  oval  structure  built  on  the  ribcage  of  a once large creature at the far end of the village.

"What's a girl gotta do to get some grub around here?" Anya asked,  rubbing  her  stomach  which  growled  louder  than  the  beasts around us.

"Well, we've brought back the saurak you killed earlier. Food may  be  acquired  at  the  communal  hall  at  the  center  of  the  village.

Please, help yourself—"

"Now,  I  remember."  I  slapped  a  hand  on  Breila's  shoulder, causing  her  to  flinch  and  tuck  the  fluffy  tail  between  her  legs.  "I kicked the shit out of you at the Lannarkis Ring. Why didn't you just say so? You can afford to show us a little more hospitality, right?"

Breila threw herself to the ground belly up.

"Eep— As you wish! I'll have my people fetch food for you!"

When  the  chieftain  scrammed  to  get  us  some  food,  I  spun around to Kain with his face cradled in his hands.

"Lady Micchi, for the love of the gods… Please, don't bully my kingdom's allies."

Chapter 17 - We All Got a Little Baggage Might  have  been  because  we  were  in  a  new  place  that everyone couldn't sleep, but no one went to bed. Instead, they took the chance to explore the beastling village of Yowan.

Yui was about to leave the longhouse, too, until I stopped to try and get a word in.

"Hey, we should talk—"

She  slapped  my  hand  away  the  moment  I  grabbed  her shoulder.

"If you wanna talk, I'm expecting an apology first." Yui folded her arms in front of the door without facing me.

"Apologize? What the fuck for?" I asked.

"Yeah.  I  figured,"  she  said,  then  darted  out  of  the  longhouse before I could get another word in.

Seriously? Yui was just going to up and leave just like that?

"Never thought I'd see the day you two would have a lover's quarrel,"  Anya  said  from  the  comforts  of  her  bed,  bottle  of  wine  in hand and chowing down on the roasted leg of some animal.

"Fuck  off,  Anya.  No  one  asked  you."  I  rolled  my  eyes  and decided to head out, too.

Reminiscent  of  Ash'tar  city,  the  natives  of  Kazaar  filled  the streets  even  at  night.  Beastlings  mostly  lived  here,  though  there were few elves, humans, and other races around they typically stuck within  their  own  micro  community.  Just  like  everywhere  else,  the same no matter where you went.

You  made  your  own  gang.  It  was  the  only  way  to  survive.

Back then, all Yui and I wanted was somewhere to belong, and with people that we could see eye to eye with.

"What are you gawking at, soft meat?" a large beastling man snarled.

I didn't even realize I was staring until it was too late. A pack of  doggies  had  me  surrounded,  their  coats  of  fur  were  standing  on end, and lips peeled back to reveal sharp fangs.

"Don't  like  yer  smell.  Got  the  look  like  yer  better  than  us, huh?"  This  one  sized  me  up,  standing—  at  a  guess—  a  massive eight feet tall. His black mane mottled with gray spots was fashioned into thick braids that fell over his broad shoulders and barreled chest.

"If  you  guys  need  someone  to  take  you  for  a  walk,  then  fair warning: I'm going to break you in like dogs." I cracked my neck left and right.

The  big  guy  slammed  his  forehead  into  mine,  then  recoiled from impact. The force returned to him because I didn't so much as budge an inch.

"Alright, it's my turn."

After  beating  the  shit  out  of  them,  I  sat  on  top  of  the  pile  of unconscious bodies to take a breather. This place was great. I could kick  someone's  ass  and  no  one  batted  an  eye,  unlike  in  Ash'tar  or Cynderace where doing so immediately drew a crowd.

One came to consciousness groaning, so I pinched his nose and lifted him up to face me.

"What do you guys do for fun around here?" I asked.

"Y-You might… do well in the… fighting pits…" The beastling pointed to a series of enormous towers on fire.

It turned out fighting did draw crowds.

At a wide field surrounded by burning towers at each corner, many round and rectangular rings were dug deep into the ground in which people fought inside of. People stood behind roped barriers of the  makeshift  arenas  to  cheer  and  heckle,  throwing  money  at  the fighters.

The smell of sweat and blood, the sound of pained grunts and whimpers… This was my kind of place.

"What's going on and how do I get in?" I bothered someone who was cursing out a losing fighter.

"Ya new here, soft meat? Bare knuckle brawls, no weapons.

Anyone  with  balls  can  jump  in.  Spectators  throw  whatever  the  fuck they want inside, money, food, trinkets. Winner takes all," he said.

At the center of the fighting pits was a much larger arena than the rest and more crowded. Gold, jewelry, and other things of value had  piled  along  the  sides  from  how  much  was  tossed  in.  The  one

fighting was none other than Kaoru, who was making a fool out of a beastling woman trying to claw her way to the yakuza.

Kaoru met my gaze, then finished off the beastling by driving a knee into her gut.

It  didn't  take  much  thinking  to  know  that  it  was  an  invitation.

Fine by me. We hadn't settled our fight at Taiq'ae anyway.

I jumped right in and put Sacchan off to the side.

"We'd demolish this place by going all out," I warned her.

"We  need  not  fight  seriously.  Show  me  how  you  battle, Kaminari." Kaoru gestured for me to make the first move.

I dove forward and threw out a fist. Kaoru blocked it with her elbow. The impact sent shockwaves that embedded the debris within the arena into the dirt walls. Some spectators above were knocked off their feet.

Every  blow  I  dealt  was  met  with  an  immovable  force.  For some  reason,  Kaoru  didn't  fight  back.  All  she  did  was  block,  block, and block.

"You're… underestimating me… ain't ya?" I panted.

"I  know  the  more  injured  you  are,  the  harder  you  hit.  Unlike Anya, I do learn. But how ironic. For you, who likes to fight so much, by not playing your game is the only way to defeat you," Kaoru said.

Rugal's words echoed in my head.

Our  traits  can  easily  be  exploited.  A  berserker's  strength  is inversely proportional to how weak they are… the more beaten and battered you are, the stronger your hits become. 

The one who had been doing the underestimating was me all along. Evidently, being tired doesn't apply to the weak factor.

Kaoru suddenly leapt out of the arena to the jeers and dismay of onlookers.

"Hey! The fuck you going? Fight ain't over yet! Get your bitch ass back here so we can throw down!" I shouted.

"There are more enjoyable things to do than fighting all night.

You're welcome to stay or accompany me," she said on the way out.

I  clicked  my  tongue,  grabbed  Sacchan,  and  jumped  out  to follow her. As soon as I left the arena, an all-out brawl broke out as people dove inside to get their hands on the unclaimed loot.

Kaoru  led  me  to  a  small  tent  that  had  an  opening  at  the  top where  smoke  was  billowing  out  of  it.  An  elderly  beastling  woman wearing a tribal pattern quilt around her shoulders welcomed us in.

The  smell  of  fragrant  smoke  was  heavy  in  the  air,  especially  within the enclosed space.

"What? We hotboxing in here or something?" I asked.

"You will see soon. Please, sit down," the woman insisted.

Between  us  and  her  was  a  small,  smoldering  fire  that  was without much flames and mostly spewing out a light gray smoke. The longer I was in here, bathed in the fumes, the more my body eased up.

"Kazaar was among the first places I visited when I landed in this  world.  We  don't  get  this  sort  of  pleasure  anywhere  else.  The jungles grow varied herbs that won't survive anywhere else. It is nice to  bathe  in  the  fumes  every  once  in  a  while,"  Kaoru  said,  taking  a seat in front of the fire.

The beastling woman cast a handful of herbs into the burning pile and stoked the fire. As I stared into it, my mind began to wander to Chika. Even in memory, she was still so far away.

"What  you  told  us  about  Chika  back  in  Taiq'ae,"  I  began,

"about her being the demon lord, is all that really true? Anything else you wanna share?"

"I may not be intimately acquainted with Ashura as you, Yui, and Anya are, but I do know that she isn't the same person we knew from Japan. Something about her changed. She has become more vicious, cold. Truly the incarnation of a demon god befitting the title,"

she explained.

Yui and I were aware. Chika showed a lot of tough love and treated us like punching bags, but she cared about us at the end of the  day.  In  the  weeks  leading  up  to  her  sudden  departure,  she  did begin to act more violently. Why?

Did it have something to do with this world we're in? All I got were  guesses,  none  of  which  would  get  me  any  closer  to  figuring Chika out.

My  eyelids  were  getting  heavy.  If  I  shut  them  for  even  a second, I might fall asleep.

"I need to step out—"

Kaoru forced me back into my seat, and the beastling woman threw another handful of herbs into the fire.

"Let go!" I growled.

"This  lady  is  a  shaman  that  can  help.  I'm  offering  you  an opportunity to search your memories, Micchi. Perhaps the secret lies hidden  in  your  past.  It  is  to  the  benefit  of  us  all  if  we  are  to  glean anything  about  Chika,"  Kaoru  said,  her  voice  becoming  more  and more distorted with each word.

I  couldn't  fight  against  Kaoru's  strength.  Soon  my consciousness slipped away.

Chapter 18 - The Past Left Behind When  I  opened  my  eyes,  the  water-stained  roof  of  an  old apartment  and  broken  ceiling  light  appeared.  I  got  up  and  was surprised  by  how  tall  everything  was.  Stumbling  to  the  standing mirror  that  was  partially  cracked,  a  little  girl  with  black  hair  stared back at me. Her eyes were black with sadness and angst.

Behind  me,  a  single  room  with  multiple  tattered  futons  were laid out. Beer cans were strewn all over the place, and the television was left on.

"Wait a minute… This is… my old place?" I turned back to the mirror and gasped. "Then that's… me."

I got turned into a fucking elementary school kid? You had got to  be  kidding  me.  The  last  thing  I  remembered  was  being  in  a  tent full  of  weird  smoke.  This  was  a  dream—   should  be  a  dream.  But when I brushed my hands over the futon, touched my own face, and clenched my fists, it all felt so real.

The  janky  front  door  swung  open,  and  a  scrawny  man staggered in with both eyes barely open. His unzipped green jacket hid  most  of  the  beer  stains  on  the  shirt  with  jeans  so  ripped  his knees were showing.

I'd  recognize  the  stench  of  alcohol  and  tobacco  anywhere—

my shitty old man.

"What?  You're  still  here,  Michiru?  Hurry  and  get  to  school already.  If  I  get  a  call  from  your  school  again,  then  it's  back  to sleeping in the closet," he snapped.

It used to be that I'd nod quietly and leave without so much as even  washing  my  face.  There  was  a  bathroom  park  on  the  way  to school to splash freezing cold water on my face with. That woke me up real good if the frigid season didn't already.

Not this time. I glared at the piece of shit who made my life a living hell.

"Huh? Did ya hear me or not? Get the fuck to school!" My dad lost his temper, grabbed a handful of my yet to be bleached hair, and dragged me out into the cold.

The  woman  who  was  supposed  to  be  my  mom  finally  woke up. She rubbed her eyes and yawned, showing not an ounce of care that I was tossed out.

"Geez… be a little quieter, would ya? Don't forget her shoes,"

my mom said.

As if to afford me some semblance of kindness, they chucked my  shoes  and  a  light  hoodie  that  wasn't  fit  for  a  snowing  winter  at me,  then  slammed  the  door  shut.  Someone  in  the  neighboring  unit slinked out, and not wanting to be involved, stepped past me with his head down.

Yeah. Just as I remembered. Better hightail it before either of them  decide  to  look  out  the  door.  The  plain  and  simple  fact  was  I couldn't fight my own parents, not in this body.

Putting  on  the  shoes  that  I  had  to  curl  my  toes  to  wear  and hoodie  full  of  holes,  I  set  off  into  the  streets.  Beyond  the  notable skyline,  the  Tokyo  Tower,  and  suited  salarymen,  I  lived  in  the dredges pushed to the garbage corners and behind shadows of high rises.

Around  here,  rats  and  other  vermin  scurried  from  feast  to feast on discarded waste. Park playgrounds were in disrepair, filled with homeless folks scrounging to survive. Every apartment was on the verge of falling apart, mine was no exception. We had nowhere else to live. The phrase 'low-income housing' were buzzwords for my parents  to  use  the  money  saved  to  poison  themselves  with cigarettes  and  beer.  Money  that  could  be  spent  buying  me something nice instead.

Well,  not  that  it  mattered  to  me.  The  cold  naturally  bred  the strong,  because  like  the  frozen  body  of  a  puppy  lying  on  the  road, the  weak  were  always  first  to  die.  I'd  vowed  to  survive.  No  matter what.

"If I'm exploring my memories, might as well check some stuff out  like  Kaoru  suggested.  Do  things  a  little  differently  this  time around, like…" I pulled out a small stack of crumpled 10,000 yen bills stolen from my old man's gambling stash.

It  didn't  take  long  to  find  out  the  date.  Mid-January.  Chika hadn't disappeared yet, but around this time, she continued to grow

colder  and  harsher.  I  stopped  by  a  convenience  store  to  warm  up and buy two cups of hot red bean soup.

"What's  a  kid  like  you  doing  with  money  like  this?"  the  clerk asked, turning the bill to check its authenticity and slipping it into his pocket.

"Who cares. Just give me the change," I said.

"Sorry, kid. That is a fake. Show me the others, one of them is bound to be real." He extended a hand.

What?  I  knew  for  sure  these  were  real.  They  even  had  the seal  when  turned  to  an  angle.  This  guy  was  trying  to  trick  me  into giving him the rest.

While pretending to hand him another bill, I knocked down the gift card stand and nearby stuff on the counter.

"Hey,  you  fucking  brat!"  The  guy  was  having  trouble  getting through the counter.

I  took  the  opportunity  to  grab  the  red  bean  soup,  a  whole bunch of snacks from the shelf, and bolted as fast as I could.

"Eat shit, fucker!" I shouted.

Instead of heading to school, I met up with Yui at a small park that only had a swing set. She was sitting on one of them, blowing into her cold hands.

"Micchi!" Yui hollered when she saw me.

It had been a long time since I saw Yui wearing her hair down naturally. The pigtails didn't come until later. Anya was right, hard to believe  she  used  to  be  adorable.  But  she  wasn't  like  me.  All  this fighting, acting out, causing trouble… I only dragged her in because we were friends.

"I got something ya. Warm up on it." I handed her one of the red bean soups, but she hesitated to eat it and cupped both hands around the container to soak in its heat.

"Ahhh~  It's  so  nice  and  toasty,"  Yui  said,  but  I  could  tell  she was still shivering.

This  girl  had  it  worse  off  than  me  and  only  wore  her  school winter uniform.

"Here  put  this  on,  too."  I  took  off  my  hoodie  to  wrap  around her shoulder.

"Aren't you going to be cold now?" Yui asked.

"Nah. Don't worry about me. I worked up a sweat earlier."

If today was the day I think it was, then we were waiting here for  Chika  like  she  asked.  But  Anego  wouldn't  show  up  today,  and we'd spend hours waiting until Anya eventually came by to check on us. Was there a reason she lied? Something might have held her up.

"What say we go find Chika?" I suggested.

Yui hesitated. "What if she comes back while we're gone?"

Although  I  knew  that  wouldn't  be  true,  I  couldn't  exactly  tell her that.

"We'll  take  a  look  around  the  places  she  usually  goes  and come back. Come on," I said.

However,  as  Yui  hopped  off  the  swing,  her  knees  buckled.

She collapsed and dropped the soup, painting the ground red. I went to  check  on  her  and  was  harshly  reminded  again  of  what  had happened. From the fall, her uniform's plaid skirt went up enough to reveal bruisings on her lower legs, just around the shins.

Her piece of shit brother again. Yui had an older brother two years  older  than  her  that  was  violent  for  the  sake  of  being  violent.

Whatever kind of upbringing their parents gave him obviously didn't work out, because he was on his way to prison by eighteen.

"I-I'm sorry… You brought me the soup to drink and… and…"

Yui began to choke up.

"If  you  cry  now,  what's  Anego  going  to  think  when  we  find her?" I put the other cup in her hands, then knelt down with my back to her. "Get on and drink up this time."

Yui wiped her eyes, then climbed onto my back so that I could give  her  a  piggyback  ride.  We  spent  the  better  part  of  an  hour searching all the places Chika could be. The usual spots she liked to hang out at were a bust, the delinquents that were part of her gang had no idea… it was beginning to seem like she turned into a ghost.

What bothered me the most was how  not like a memory this was.  How  was  I  able  to  explore  more  of  my  past  beyond  the memories of what I knew and did? Was this really only a memory or something more?

We  were  walking  along  the  bank  of  a  river  when  Yui  perked up.

"I hear Anego! Down there!" Yui pointed below the bridge.

Putting  my  trust  in  her  hearing,  we  went  down  and  sure enough,  discovered  someone  speaking  under  the  bridge.  We peeked over the corner and saw that someone was Chika.

"It's An—"

"Sh." I put a hand over Yui's mouth.

What  was  Chika  doing?  It  looked  like  she  was  alone,  but another person's voice was speaking.

"Have you given any thought to my offer?" the low, rumbling voice  spoke  with  a  drawl.  "I  can  make  you  stronger.  Grant  you  the strength  you  need  to  protect  those  you  care  about.  Like  those  two kids  you  often  play  with.  What  is  their  happiness  compared  to  a world full of people you know nothing about?"

"I'll do anything for them, so I accept on one condition: Seven years.  Give  me  seven  years  here,  then  I  can  be  okay  with  leaving them behind," Chika bargained.

"Good. The deal has been made." A swirling black and purple portal opened up in front of Chika. "Now put your hand in and take your power. Become a demon yourself—"

This was the start. This was how it all began. I wanted to stop her, but my legs were frozen solid.

Chika did all of this in a misguided attempt to protect us? The whole  idea  of  queens…  She  and  Anya  formed  a  protective  bubble around Tokyo to keep us away from the worst fights. People always spoke  about  how  like  a  demon  Chika  was  when  she  fought.  Now  I knew  why.  Whatever  power  she  was  about  to  take  turned  her  into one. Whoever's voice that was took her away from us.

Before I realized what happened, Yui had gotten off my back.

"Micchi, we have to stop her! Whatever that thing is wants to take Anego away from us! Micchi, snap out of it!" Yui exclaimed.

I wanted to, but my feet were glued to the ground. What did that matter now?

When  I  didn't  budge,  Yui  jumped  out  of  the  hiding  place  to confront Chika.

"Yui, wait!" I tried to stop her too late.

"Anego! Don't do it!" Yui cried, startling Chika from sticking her hand into the swirling portal.

"Yui? Micchi?" Chika turned in our direction, but a black ooze latched onto her arm and started taking over the rest of her body.

A  sudden  vacuum  of  air  pulled  me  away  from  the  scene.

Everything  quickly  grew  further  away.  I  stuck  my  hand  out  in  an attempt to grab onto Yui, but I'd gone too far to do anything.

My  eyes  snapped  open  back  in  the  tent.  Kaoru  was  by  my side, sipping on a cup of tea.

"It  seems  you  have  discovered  something  you  didn't  quite like," the shotacon empress remarked.

Chapter 19 - Our Little Quarrels

"So,  Chika  got  herself  roped  up  in  this  shit  that  far  back?"

Anya asked after I finished recounting what I saw.

"That's  right,"  I  nodded,  considering  what  the  implications meant for us in this world with her. "From what I could tell, she wasn't being forced or anything."

At  least  not  until  Yui  and  I  showed  up.  That  was  something more  than  just  a  memory.  If  it  was  all  in  my  head,  I  shouldn't  have known  more  than  what  I  experienced  that  day.  However,  it  let  me roam the city like I actually lived in it at the time. It really felt like I'd been sent to the past.

I threw Kaoru a look. Her eyes were shut and deep in thought.

We had all gathered back to the longhouse so that I could tell everyone  what  I  saw.  I  still  wasn't  sure  if  they  were  real.  Maybe Kaoru  was  in  cahoots  with  that  beastling  shaman  to  fuck  with  my head. Maybe they were real and were meant to be a chance to catch a glimpse of how things might have turned out differently.

If  Yui  and  I  had  found  Chika  that  day,  would  we  still  be  in Japan with her? Or was I being too naive hoping for one big happy family?

"I can't believe it," Yui mumbled, her shoulders trembling and face twisted with betrayal. "When I first came to this world and joined the  demon  armies…  I  wonder  if  Anego  knew?  Why  wouldn't  she come talk to me? I just want to see her again…"

Anya grabbed Yui by her pigtails and tugged on them. "Now ain't the time to cry. We know for sure Chika's the demon lord in this world. It's just a matter of finding her."

None  of  it  was  adding  up.  Chika  accepted  a  deal  from someone to become a demon to protect me and Yui. But what was the point of dragging us here to begin with?

Later at night when everyone turned in, I was kept awake by the swirling thoughts of what I'd seen. I stepped outside to get some air  and  hopefully  clear  my  mind,  but  Anya  came  out  a  few  minutes

later.  She  sat  down  next  to  me  on  the  bottom  step,  pulled  out  a carton of cigarettes to my surprise, and offered one to me.

"It ain't tobacco, but I got people in Ash'tar growing something similar," Anya said.

I put one in my mouth and waited for a light, but Anya seemed to  have  lost  it.  Instead  of  waiting  on  her,  I  used  Sacchan  as  an improvised lighter.

The  taste  just  wasn't  the  same,  but  inhaling  the  smoke brought me back to simpler times. Back then, all I had to worry about was how bruised my knuckles were going to be the next day.

"Realized something else while in that memory. Chika ended up in Kansai. You ended up in Tohoku. The two of you sandwiched us in on purpose, right? Make a cushy little playground for me and Yui to duke it out in?" I asked.

"Truth is, Chika did contact me once after we split ways from Motonari."  Anya  pulled  the  cigarette  from  her  mouth  and  blew  into the canopy. "In my first year of high school, she sent a messenger, telling  me  to  keep  Hokkaido  and  Tohoku  punks  out  of  Tokyo.  So  I did. Never heard from her again after that."

I  sucked  one  last  puff  and  tossed  the  rest  of  the  smoldering cigarette to the ground, then stomped on it to put it out.

"We didn't want to be protected. We never did."

Anya pursed her lips.

Satisfied  that  she  caught  my  drift,  I  left  her  there  and  went back inside.

Breila  visited  our  place  in  the  morning  to  tell  us  the  wagons were  fixed.  However,  things  were  beginning  to  look  hectic  around Yowan.  A  distant  drum  beat  powerfully  in  the  distance.  Beastlings were gearing up and arming themselves to the teeth. The few who were weak and frail retreated into their homes.

"Geez.  What's  with  all  the  commotion?"  Anya  asked  as  she groaned from her bed.

"Raiding  parties.  This  is  normal  for  us  in  Kazaar,  who  are always vying for control of ruling the vast forests. Opposing factions

often  form  against  the  leadership.  Which,  this  time  around,  is  me."

The chieftain pointed to herself.

Kain groaned into his hands. "I really wish your people would stop  with  this  senselessly  violent  tradition.  It  makes  maintaining relations with Kazaar very difficult."

"So,  what?  A  fight's  about  to  break  out?"  I  asked,  brimming with excitement.

"A  fierce  one."  She  nodded.  "Champions  of  Lannarkis  you may be, you're still outsiders and need not involve yourselves. If you leave  now,  my  hunters  can  provide  safe  passage  away  from  the fighting."

Who  the  hell  in  their  right  mind  would  want  to  leave  after hearing that? I had a lot of pent-up frustration to work out, especially since  Kaoru  copped  out  last  night  in  the  fighting  pits.  What  better way to release some stress than a fight?

"L-Lady Micchi, I don't like that look on your face. May we just depart and leave this to Chieftain Breila? Kain asked.

"Oh, no. The brutes are at it again." Mildred rolled her eyes.

"Well,  we  ain't  in  that  much  of  a  hurry  to  get  to  Mou'nan."  I cracked my knuckles. "Where's the fighting gonna be?"

"Eh?  They're  approaching  from  the  west."  Breila  blinked absent-mindedly, answering out of reflex.

When  we  got  to  the  western  entrance  of  Yowan  Village,  a large  group  of  aggressive  beastlings  had  also  shown  up.  Many weren't  carrying  weapons  other  than  the  claws  on  their  hands  and fangs in their mouths.

"Oh, man." Yui pinched her nose shut. "What did the cat drag in? Because everyone stinks like it's a barnyard out here."

"Can't  expect  dogs  to  know  the  smell  of  their  own  stank."

Anya grimaced.

Breila and the large wolf beastling Drox marched out to meet the opposing horde with an army of their own.


The  showdown  between  two  large  groups  reminded  me  of how we did things back home. Turf wars between schools and rival gangs were always fought until the last one standing, and whichever

faction that person belonged to would win. Typically that came down to the two banchos, what we called the gang leader at school.

"I'd  prefer  it  if  you  mangy  lot  didn't  dirty  my  village  with  your filthy  paws,  Gallahorn.  I  happen  to  have  very  important  guests today!" Breila flashed her fangs, causing some of the beastlings on the other side to cower.

"Oh,  we  don't  care  who's  with  ya,  and  it  don't  matter."

Gallahorn,  the  muscular  beastling  with  magnificent  antlers reminiscent of a moose, stepped forward to face her. "Two years you lost  the  Lannarkis  Ring  to  some  nobodies  and  soft  meat.  It's  time you  step  down  and  let  a  real  chieftain  lead.  I'll  bring  Kazaar  the honor it deserves!"

"Oi, oi. Can't blame the foxy-lady. They were fighting me last year." Anya interrupted their stare down by making herself known.

"The current champions are here, too." I stepped forward with Yui, brandishing Sacchan in their faces.

"W-Wait…  They  are your guests?" Gallahorn faltered, but he quickly recomposed himself in front of his army. "There's no backing down now. We're going through you to take the city!"

Hundreds  of  beastlings  charged  right  for  Yowan.  Breila  and her people braced for the attack and were about to launch their own offensive until I put a hand out to stop them.

"Consider this as repaying the hospitality," I said, then turned to Yui. "Go ahead and go wild."

"Hmph. I don't need you to give me permission." Like a bolt of lightning, Yui ripped into the horde and tore through their ranks.

"Kaokao  and  I'll  be  back  here  if  you  guys  need  us!"  Anya waved,  pulling  up  a  seat  and  chewing  on  a  jerky-like  snack  with Kaoru.

"You're  going  to  let  us  do  all  the  work?"  I  pointed  to  the fighting.

"Hey,  you  made  your  bed.  Now  lay  in  it!  'Sides,  it's  nice  to watch from the back every once in a while. Get in there, Micchi!" she shouted.

When  I  turned  to  Kain  and  Mildred,  they  gave  a  similar response.

"The  last  thing  I  want  to  do  is  explain  to  my  father  why  I participated  in  a  Kazaar  civil  war.  Count  me  out  of  this  one,"  the prince said.

"And I'm staying by my beloved's side." Mildred clutched onto Kain's arm, unwilling to leave.

Gallahorn  was  stunned  by  the  sight  of  Yui  making  fried chicken out of his entire army. He didn't see me walking up to him.

"What's up? Cat got your tongue?" I taunted him.

The  beastling  growled,  lowered  his  head,  and  charged  into me. All it took was one hand on his antlers to stop him in his tracks.

Both of his hooved feet dug trenches trying to push me.

I threw a single punch and sent him flying. Gallahorn rubbed his bruised nose, dazed as to what had happened.

"Hey,  look  at  that.  Now  you  got  your  red  nose,  Rudolph."  I sneered.

"I'll make you regret that!"

The  beastling's  single-minded  attacks  were  easy  to  read, especially  if  his  idea  of  fighting  was  charging  every  single  time.  As he came at me again, I used Sacchan to smash his head, the impact breaking both of his antlers.

"Well,  shit.  Where'd  your  horns  go,  Bambi?  Ya  stuck  'em  up your ass?"

Unfortunately,  Gallahorn  was  down  for  the  count  and  didn't hear a word I said. By the time my fight was over, so was Yui's. The ones who were left standing threw themselves to the dirt belly-up as a sign of surrender.

When  I  glanced  over  my  shoulder  to  Breila  and  Drox,  they, too,  had  laid  themselves  flat  on  their  backs  with  their  stomachs facing up.

"The fuck are you guys pissing yourselves for?" I asked.

"S-Sorry.  Seeing  you  two  fight  brought  back  traumatic memories  of  the  Lannarkis  Ring.  I…  I  can't  believe  you  defeated them so easily," Breila said, standing back up and brushing the dirt from her clothes.

As Yui and I were returning to the group, the ground began to shake  with  increasing  intensity.  The  only  thing  that  could  create

quakes like that were monoliths.

Mildred  was  the  next  to  realize  what  it  was.  "Everyone,  step back!  This  isn't  a  monolith,  the  demons  have  sent  an  obelisk instead!"

From the ground emerged a massive, black-stoned structure that was as tall and wide as the trees in the forest. Strange symbols along the length of it began to light up one by one, and a split in the obelisk opened to reveal a portal within.

"Demons?  I  was  hoping  for  more.  Bring  it  on!"  I  smirked, igniting Sacchan and getting ready to fight.

However, only a single figure stepped out.

"Not  a  demon,  Micchi.  Or  has  it  been  so  long  that  you've forgotten who I am?"

The  voice  rang  a  little  too  clearly  in  my  ears  that  I  almost didn't believe it. Sacchan slipped from my hands.

"Is  that…?"  Yui  gasped,  unable  to  finish  her  sentence  and choking up.

Anya  and  Kaoru  jumped  to  their  feet,  the  look  in  their  eyes filled with just as much disbelief that it left them speechless.

Because  standing  at  the  top  of  the  obelisk,  her  long,  black mane of hair swaying from the breeze, and a gaze as piercing cold as the day she disappeared…

"Chika?" I uttered the name at last.

Chapter 20 - Violent Reunion

Chika  appeared  just  as  I  remembered,  if  not  a  little  older.

Nothing about her screamed demon, but somewhere deep inside me was  terrified  of  the  person  I  used  to  admire.  Dressed  in  the  same unbuttoned  navy  gakuran  uniform,  long  and  black  hair  framing  her head like a lion's mane, it was like she hadn't changed at all.

The  angry  speech  I  prepared  in  my  head,  waiting  for  the moment I found Chika, was lodged in my throat. I'd come up with a hundred  different  things  to  say,  but  laying  eyes  on  her  left  me speechless.  Even  Kaoru  and  Anya  couldn't  believe  who  they  were seeing.

"Th-That's…  the  demon  lord!  Attack!  We're  going  to  end  her reign  of  terror  and  claim  glory  today!"  Breila  led  her  people  in  a charge, swarming the obelisk. As hundreds of beastlings were set to pounce on her, Chika stomped her foot once, emitting a shockwave that sent everyone flying.

"I  don't  remember  the  demons'  master  being  so  strong before." Mildred tensed up, frozen like a deer in the headlights.

"Micchi! We have to do something! We're doomed otherwise!"

Kain tried to shake me to act.

"How am I supposed to fight her?" I mumbled, still processing whether or not the Chika before me was real.

"Anego?" Yui began, her voice quivering. However, the name wasn't directed at me, but at the one she had longed to see after all this  time.  She  took  another  hesitant  step  forward.  "Is  that  really you?"

"Yui,  you  haven't  gotten  taller  in  the  slightest."  Chika  smiled and stretched out her arms.

Unable to control herself in the presence of the woman they once  called  big  sister,  Yui  took  a  running  start  up  the  obelisk  to Chika.  Goosebumps  formed  on  my  skin.  Like  a  shock  of  static, seeing her run snapped me back to my senses.

Something was very wrong.

"Wait, Yui!" I shouted.

As Yui reached the top of the obelisk, her arms extended for a long-awaited  reunion  and  embrace,  Chika  responded  with  a  swift punch to her stomach. Everyone was stunned. Yui, who was nailed by the cheap shot, vomited and fell to her knees.

Chika  picked  her  up  by  the  head  and  asked,  "Still  clinging onto people's backs like a parasite?"

"Don't  you  dare  hurt  her!"  Anya  sprung  into  action  first, throwing a screeching fist. Chika dropped Yui and caught the attack, then slammed her into the obelisk.

"I  still  have  to  repay  you  for  even  thinking  about  hurting Yonnu." Kaoru went god-mode and summoned Kamigoroshi into her hand to meet Chika head on.

Chika, however, grabbed the burning spear and kicked Kaoru to the ground, snuffing her fires out.

They  were  nothing  compared  to  her,  like  watching  toddlers wrestle  with  their  parents.  Why  couldn't  I  join  them?  My  feet  were anchored  to  the  ground,  too  shocked  to  do  anything.  All  I  did  was stand still and bear witness to them getting beaten up.

"What's  wrong  with  you?"  Anya  asked,  barely  able  to  lift herself  up  by  the  elbows.  "We've  been…  searching  for  you  for  so long and this is how you greet old friends? Answer me… the time we all spent together… Does all of it mean nothing to you?!"

"Nothing."  Chika  kicked  Anya  with  such  force  that  she disappeared  into  the  trees,  and  then  threw  the  unconscious  Kaoru and Yui off the obelisk.

Our gazes met, and I knew at that moment I would be next.

"Why are you doing this? You left us all this time and show up now… for what?!" I shouted from the bottom of the obelisk's steps.

"You  should  know  better  than  anyone,  Micchi:  I  want  you  to get stronger. If you're always relying on someone else, who will help you when they are all gone? The only person you can depend on is yourself. I've tried to get rid of those around you that have made you weak, but you've been struggling so hard to keep them by your side,"

Chika said.

There could only be two that Chika was referring to. Loraine and  Kawa.  Recalling  what  had  almost  happened  to  them  got  my

blood boiling more than I realized.

"The  assassination  attempt…  the  kidnapping…  You  telling me… that was you? You tried to take them from me?" I yelled, eyes twitching and hand clenching tighter on Sacchan.

"That's  right.  You  have  grown  weaker  because  of  them, haven't you?" she asked.

Loraine… Kawa… making  me weak? They were everything to me.  They  were  always  there  when  I  needed  someone.  All  I  could ever want, all that no one was able to give me back in that shitty city and shitty parents, when everyone else had left me, those two gave me what I was missing and more.

"You got some nerve to talk about my girls like that, Chika… I stopped giving a shit about what you think that day you left us. If you think they make me weak, I'll fucking show you! I'll show you, bitch!"

Sacchan ignited into an inferno that others around me had to back away from to avoid getting burned. It burned so tensely that it charred the ground and set branches above it on fire.

A smirk flashed across Chika's face.

"Come  here,  Micchi.  Show  your  anego  how  much  you've grown," Chika said.

"CHIIIIKKAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"  I  raced  up  the  steps  of  the obelisk and met her head on.

It  might  have  been  because  of  how  pissed  I  was,  but  the elements along Sacchan were raging out of control. As I swung with all  my  strength,  a  force  that  carried  the  weight  of  all  my  hate,  the feeling of betrayal, and a raw desire to wipe that smile from Chika's face, fond memories of my past resurfaced.

Of Chika playing with me and Yui in the park. Of her picking us up at school, so that our bullies wouldn't find us first. All the time to recall them, why now?

When my vision adjusted, the top half of the obelisk had been blown  to  smithereens.  Then  as  the  dust  cleared,  Chika  remained standing.  She  had  stopped  Sacchan  with  one  hand  and  gazed nostalgically upon it, herself not at all injured.

"I still remember the day I gave you Sacchan. You don't know how happy it makes me, knowing you took care of him. But I'm sorry

I have to do this, Micchi." Chika tightened her grip on Sacchan until she crushed the bat, shattering it into tiny splinters before my eyes.

My world shattered with it. The one thing I had of her, gifted to me  as  a  reminder  of  our  bond,  reduced  to  kindling  and  bark.  From the broken pieces, hidden within the bat the entire time that even I'd been unaware of, was a glowing crystal the size of a finger.

"I'll  be  taking  this."  Chika  snatched  it  from  the  air  and pocketed the gem. She placed a hand on my shoulder, showing me a  reassuring  smile  that  she  had  always  given  when  the  going  got rough.

What  happened  next  was  a  blur.  I  was  lying  face  up  on  the ground, surrounded by the broken pieces of Sacchan. Every inch of my  body  felt  like  it  had  been  put  through  the  ringer.  I  could  barely see through my bruised eyes.

When  I  raised  my  head,  Chika  was  slowly  making  her  way back to the obelisk's portal.

Yui,  just  as  worse  off  as  I  was,  crawled  toward  Chika  and grabbed her ankle.

"Anego…" Yui cried. "Please don't leave me… Why can't we be together? I don't want to be alone again…"

"You two haven't changed a bit." Chika sighed and shook Yui off.

I could do nothing as Chika left a second time and passed out without saying goodbye again.

Some  time  later,  I  came  to  consciousness  with  a  bunch  of other  beastlings  in  various  states  of  injured.  Shamans  and  healers went around casting magic on the ones that were most hurt. Chika didn't fight seriously and did so much damage.

Anya  and  Kaoru  were  sitting  against  a  tree,  ruminating  in silence.

I  tried  to  get  up,  but  a  sharp  pain  in  my  ribs  put  me  back down.

"Hold still, you barbarian." Mildred was healing me with magic despite being badly hurt, too. "That woman did quite the number on

us,  but  for  you  and  the  loud  one,  it  seemed  she  wanted  to  send  a message."

The  obelisk  was  gone  and  so  was  Chika,  replaced  with  a mound of loose dirt it had emerged from.

"Stop. If Chika wants me to feel pain, then I'll fucking take it." I brushed  Mildred's  hand  away  to  stop  her  from  healing  me,  then climbed  to  my  feet.  The  rush  of  blood  left  me  lightheaded,  and  I stuck a hand out to catch myself from falling flat.

"I didn't take you for a masochist. Very well. There are others who are in need of healing if you will not have it." Mildred went off to help other beastlings.

It hurt to walk and breathe, but that was nothing compared to the pulsating pain inside my chest. Slowly, I stumbled my way over to Anya and Kaoru to see how they were doing.

"Guess  it's  true,"  Anya  began,  wincing  as  she  expelled  a labored  breath.  "Chika  really  has  changed.  I  remember  her  eyes being cold, not lifeless. What changed to make her like this?"

"Where's Yui?" I asked.

"Your  friend  was  gravely  injured  and  has  yet  to  wake  up,"

Breila  answered,  approaching  with  an  arm  around  Drox's  waist  to help her walk.

The  two  beastling  leaders  led  them  to  Yui,  who,  unlike  the others  injured  around  her,  was  surrounded  by  a  group  of  healers doing their best to bring her back to consciousness.

"Her body is healed, but it's like she refuses to wake up," one of the shamans said.

Ignoring the scathing pain running through me, I pushed them away  to  get  to  Yui.  The  corners  of  her  eyes  were  red  and  lips chapped.  It  surprised  me  how  light  she  was  when  I  picked  her  up.

Was  Yui  always  this  light?  I  never  noticed  when  she  was  on  my back. Again, I let her get hurt because I was weak. Everyone around me got hurt because I was too weak to fight Chika.

"Sorry, Yui… I couldn't bring Chika back to us," I whispered.

Chapter 21 - My Fight

By night, Yui still hadn't woken up.

Kain  and  Mildred  were  just  now  coming  back  from  checking out the damage done to Yowan Village. Everyone was on edge after Chika  had  shown  up  out  of  nowhere.  She  didn't  leave  without dropping off a present though. Demons started swarming the entire forest of Kazaar according to Breila's scouts.

Maybe  to  beat  out  her  own  frustration,  Anya  went  to  bloody her  fists  with  demons.  I  hadn't  seen  Kaoru  since  the  morning  we were supposed to leave.

We  brought  Yui  back  to  the  village  so  that  she  could  be looked  after.  This  way,  while  she  stayed  in  a  coma,  the  shamans could keep her stabilized.

"Much of the village was damaged from the obelisk's tremors,"

Kain  said,  taking  a  seat  and  wiping  the  sweat  from  his  face.  The humidity in the forest hadn't been kind to him, especially with all the armor  on.  Too  used  to  the  dry  scalding  sun  or  biting  cold  of Cynderace's polar climate. He poured himself and Mildred a glass of water brought to them in a waterskin by a beastling attendant. "Breila believes traveling to Mou'nan now would be dangerous, with all the demons  lurking  around.  Though,  I'm  more  inclined  to  trust  you  and your companions' strength if you wish to leave, Lady Micchi."

"Grishant  can  wait.  Chika  knew  to  find  us  here.  Could've come at us anytime and anywhere, but here and now of all places.

That sound weird to you?" I asked Mildred and Kain.

Cynderace,  Taiq'ae,  Ash'tar…  hell,  when  I  was  with  the  orcs of  the  Rolling  Plains,  Chika  had  every  opportunity  to  attack.  Why now? What changed?

"Perhaps  she  doesn't  want  us  to  reach  Mou'nan?"  Kain suggested.

"No,"  Mildred  said,  throwing  me  a  knowing  look.  "We  can't know for certain, but we do know  why she attacked."

We both knew.

My  eyes  flicked  to  the  bowl  of  splinters  that  was  left  of Sacchan after Chika destroyed it. Something had come out of it that she took.

"By the look in your eyes, you are just as baffled. How could you not know what was contained within your club? I knew there was something odd about it. If only you allowed me to study." She sighed.

"You can taunt me all you want, I got no idea how or why that was  in  there.  If  you  want  to  take  a  look  at  it  now,  be  my  guest.  Or toss it into the fire… I don't care anymore." As I got up to leave, Yui stirred.  Her  fingers  curled  in  on  the  bed  sheet.  Maybe  she  sensed that  I  was  about  to  leave.  But  I  couldn't  stay  cooped  up  inside forever.

Fighting  the  guilt  of  leaving  Yui  behind,  I  exited  the  cabin before I decided otherwise.

Beastlings were hoofing to get from place to place, rebuilding broken  buildings  and  structures  that  collapsed  during  the  obelisk's appearance. Finding Breila was going to be a bitch and a half.

"Hey, housecat." I stopped a beastling girl with feline features, carrying a bundle of firewood. "Where can I find your chieftain?"

"I think Chieftain Breila is over by the fighting pits, punishing Gallahorn and some of his people. They tried to run away after the obelisk disappeared, and in our culture, running away from a fight is a big no-no," she said.

Come  to  think  of  it,  Gallahorn  and  Chika's  appearance  was too  coincidental.  I  wondered  if  they  had  any  connection.  She  got non-demon folks to fuck with me before.

The fighting pits weren't as lively this time around. Fires that burned  bright  last  night  have  since  been  snuffed  out.  Few  people were around the pit and there weren't any celebratory cheers. Inside each one was a beastling chained to a post on the ground.

I walked over to the largest pit where Breila and Drox looked into.  Gallahorn  was  in  there,  held  down  by  multiple  posts  to accommodate his large stature. His face and body was bruised with what looked to be from a smackdown, but his spirit was still there.

"What's going on here?" I asked.

"We shame those in here who are cowards that do not stand and fight, such is our way. Enemy or ally. Chieftain or vagrant. It is the duty of the clan to beat sense back into them." Breila spat at the dirt next to Gallahorn.

Not  so  different  from  how  bosses  did  it  back  home.  If  you were too scared to fight, what the fuck were you doing acting like you want  to?  They  got  taught  a  lesson  from  yours  truly,  and  everyone was made to know that they were little pissheads.

"Alright,  then.  Count  me  in."  I  jumped  into  the  pit  to Gallahorn's terror.

The  beastling  tried  to  back  away,  but  he  couldn't  from  being held down by his restraints. The chains rattled, pulling taut from him tensing up.

"Wait, wait! I've learned my lesson! I will never challenge your rule or run away from a fight again!" Gallahorn pleaded to Breila.

"You dug your grave," the chieftain said. "Now lay in it."

I grabbed a handful of Gallahorn's hair and forced him to look at me. "This is how it's gonna work: I got questions I want answers to. The beatings'll keep coming, and they'll hit harder every time you stay quiet or say something I don't wanna hear. First question— You in cahoots with Chika?"

"W-Who's Chi—"

"Wrong answer," I said.

The first punch to his gut left him winded.

"The  demon  lord  that  showed  up.  You  working  for  her?

Because your timing was pretty damn close to each other."

"I am! I am! I was told by a demon to attack Yowan Village. It's true, I swear!" Gallahorn confessed.

Behind me, Breila and Drox gasped.

"Why?" I asked, throwing another punch, this one across his face which knocked out a tooth.

"They threatened… to destroy my village if I didn't…"

"Champion,  wait—"  Breila's  words  reached  my  ears,  but  I didn't hear it.

"I meant  why were you told to attack?" A third punch cracked his  chest  so  hard  it  must  have  broken  a  rib  and  partially  dislodged

the post on the ground.

"Didn't… say…" Gallahorn was barely able to keep conscious while answering now. "Just that… she wanted to see you… fight—"

A fourth punch tore the wooden anchors from the dirt and sent him crashing into the side of the pit. I was about to go grab Gallahorn for another beating when Breila and Drox jumped to put themselves between us, seemingly ready to defend him.

"We gain nothing from hurting Gallahorn any further. He acted in  defense  of  his  people's  home,  surely  you  can  understand  that?"

Breila reasoned.

"You know if I want to get to him, there ain't nothing you two or your entire village can do about it, right?" I clenched my fists.

"Then  it  will  be  a  fight  we  aren't  willing  to  back  down  from,"

she snarled, showing no willingness to step aside even knowing how much stronger I was.

The hardest thing for me to do was to step away, but seeing them face me even if I was sure to win, was just as hard not to hand it to them. They had the guts to stick to their guns. I wasn't about to take a shit on that and walked away instead.

However,  I  didn't  leave  having  learned  nothing.  Now  I  knew for  sure  Chika  was  getting  people  to  mess  with  me.  Owyn,  the assassins with azure venom, Emperor Yonnu's kidnappers…

What about Sacchan? Was that crystal inside this entire time ever  since  Japan?  All  this  thinking  was  getting  me  nowhere.  Chika wanted  to  see  how  Yui  and  I  have  grown,  but  what  she  was  really after was the crystal.

Then the real question should be… for what?

"Maybe  I'm  not  cut  out  for  this  either,  Yui."  Sighing,  I  took  a look at my hands, body still aching from the beating Chika laid into me and realizing just how weak I really was.

"What did you just say?"

When I looked up, Anya nailed me with a right hook. A sharp pain ran up my body from the cheap shot that left me dazed.

"What kind of little bitch shit am I hearing? You ain't cut out for what? All that posturing was just for show, huh. Get up. Get up and

fight back," Anya demanded, her fists were already bruised from all the fighting she did today.

"You  think  I  ain't  pissed  off?"  I  struggled  to  get  back  to  my feet. "Seeing Yui get hurt, watching Chika leave, and I couldn't do a damn—"

A blur of a kick sent me crashing into a stack of lumber.

People  were  beginning  to  gather  to  see  what  the  fuss  was about. Meanwhile, I was lying on my back in a pile of broken wood and  bark.  Anya  loomed  over  me,  casting  a  shadow  and  peering down with anger.

"I know you're pissed. So am I. Get up," Anya repeated.

"Make  me."  There  was  no  strength  in  my  body  to  fight  back anymore.

Anya  picked  me  up  and  slammed  me  back  into  the  ground.

Punch  after  punch,  she  laid  into  me,  each  hit  harder  than  the  next until  I  became  numb  to  the  pain.  They  were  nothing  compared  to what Chika dealt me.

"I loved Chika once," she continued , still raining punches and holding back tears as her voice cracked. "I love you and Yui, too. But we can't go back to when we were kids. Stop thinking back to those memories  as  'good  times'  because  they  weren't!  Remember  what you told me in the Lannarkis Ring? What about now, Micchi? Are you going to stay down just because you lost once? Lost your little toy?"

Me, lose? 

Another punch, this one enhanced with enough magic to put me down for the count, came crashing down on my face. But I raised my hand to block it. Anya had wailed into me so much that we were both inside a crater of our own making.

"As if…" I moved her fist away to meet her gaze.

"Then get up," Anya said, stepping away as though daring me to.

I did, and she didn't hesitate to throw another punch. Strength filled me once I got to my feet and blocked what should have been a devastating enough attack to send me crashing away.

"I'm pissed the fuck off!" I drove a fist into Anya's stomach so hard she dropped to her knees.

Everything behind her was blown away in a gust and people were sent flying.

"I watched my best friend get wasted and couldn't do a damn thing!"

Another punch, an uppercut, threw Anya into a pile of debris.

She dragged herself out of the mess, the two punches having done more damage than either of us expected. But her lips creased with a weak  smile.  A  sigh  escaped  her  as  she  realized  she  couldn't  stay standing, and so sat on her knees to look up at me.

I grabbed Anya by the head and clenched my other fist.

"Chika  was  wrong,"  Anya,  hardly  able  to  open  one  bruised eye, flashed an even bigger and goofy smile. "You have grown up."

My eyes started to sting. I knelt down next to Anya and… laid my head on her shoulder.

"I can't face her alone," I muttered.

Anya  put  her  arms  around  me  and  patted  my  back.  The feeling  took  me  back  to  when  Yui  and  I  were  in  elementary  school again,  sleeping  over  at  her  house,  eating  her  food,  soaking  in  her bath. How she used to pinch our cheeks and ruffled our hair. Things were easier back then.

"You never had to," Anya reminded me.

Chapter 22 - Fashion Queen

Anya and I said screw it to waiting around. We went ahead for Grishant  without  telling  anyone  else.  Yui  was  safer  in  Yowan  since Chika wasn't expected to attack again after getting what she wanted from  us.  I  was  probably  going  to  eat  an  earful  from  Kain  later,  but hell… What's new?

We didn't see Kaoru on the way out, but it was probably better to keep her out of it. I still didn't trust that bitch.

Chieftain  Breila  was  nice  enough  to  give  us  some  food  for travel and promised not to tell the others that we left. Despite acting like  a  stuck-up  bitch  at  the  Lannarkis  Ring,  she  turned  out  to  be pretty chill. I should return the favor at some point.

Past the gargantuan forests of Kazaar and beyond the tract of farmlands, the mountains of Mou'nan awaited us. So high were the peaks  that  they  disappeared  past  the  clouds.  Kain  wasn't  kidding when he mentioned that this place was cold. But after seeing Chika again, this temperature had a tough time matching her.

"You  know,  I'm  down  to  go  with  you,  but  we  don't  know  jack about this place. Any idea where to start?" Anya asked.

"Uhh…  I  didn't  think  this  far,"  I  said,  then  singled  out  a beastling who was tilling the fields. "Hey, fursuit. Where's Grishant?"

When the beastling pulled off his sunhat, a visceral feeling of disgust welled up within me seeing his long eyelashes and bright red painted nails. The makeup looked so artificial and fake.

"You  ladies  are  on  the  right  road,"  he  said.  "Just  follow  this straight to that mountain!"

That was what we did. However, after talking to the beastling, I  couldn't  help  but  start  noticing  that  others  were  caked  up  in  their own  way,  too.  Some  wore  lipstick,  others  blush,  and  most  of  them had done something to their nails.

Just what the fuck was going on here?

The city of Grishant turned out to be nothing like I expected.

We  were  like  grains  of  sand  at  the  foot  of  an  anthill.  A  massive entrance was carved into the side of the mountain. Each floor was a

circular  ring  so  large  that  birds  could  comfortably  fly  in,  out,  or around  it.  Homes  and  shops  were  built  along  the  outer  ring,  and inhabitants  made  use  of  the  inner  ring  as  the  road  and  walkway.  A hole through the center of every floor led into a lake below and the sky above.

"Geez.  It's  like  multiple  floors  of  Ash'tar  in  here,"  Anya  said, leaning over the inner circle railing in an attempt to see the top.

Because of the hole, a chilly draft constantly blew into the city.

But  what  bothered  me  the  most  wasn't  the  cold.  It  was  how everyone…  everyone wore some amount of makeup.

Why? What the fuck for?

The  beastlings  were  nothing  like  Kain  described.  Sure  they were  bulky  and  got  arms  the  size  of  tree  trunks,  claws  sharp  like daggers,  and  a  face  that  you  didn't  want  to  mess  with.  So  why  did they all look like a page out of a fashion magazine?

A group of beastlings by a merchant's stall started talking up a storm.

"Oh, your eyebrows are just to die for!"

"Thank you! I had them threaded last week."

"That fabulous dress really brings out the color in your eyes!"

Even  though  they  were  showering  each  other  with compliments,  the  words  sounded  forced  and  under  duress.  Their eyes  darted  from  corner  to  corner,  and  upon  meeting  someone else's eyes, they quickly avoided direct contact.

"Get  your  fashion  products  right  here!  Cheap  and  at  a bargain! Look sharp today, fresh tomorrow!"

Vendors  and  market  stalls  hollered  to  people  with  cheap-looking makeup products.

"Man, I'm getting goosebumps just listening to 'em. Let's just ask someone to point us to the guild branch," Anya suggested.

The  two  of  us  entered  a  shop  at  random,  hoping  to  gather some  information.  We  were  immediately  bathed  in  warmth.  Various pottery  and  earthenware  sat  on  display  in  shelves  etched  into  the stone, carefully arranged by color and increasingly intricate design.

"Why, hello! How may I help you today?" a flamboyant voice asked.

At the counter was a beastling man who wore a heavy layer of foundation and shadow, which made his cheekbones appear deeper than they were.

"I got two questions," I began, walking up to the guy. "Where's the guild branch in this place, and why the hell is everyone wearing makeup and dressed up funny?"

The potter tensed up. "Y-You can't call the way people dress funny. Please, have some self-respect. If you have nothing polite to say, keep it to yourself. Perhaps it is you who needs some lessons in fashion."

"Hahh? You wanna run that by me again?" I grabbed the guy by the collar and pulled him over the counter.

"Hiieee! Don't hurt me! I don't want any trouble!" he cried.

"I'm  about  to  show  you  the  latest  fashion  trend  of  wearing  a vase on your head!"

"Yo,  Micchi.  We  got  company."  Anya  tapped  on  my  shoulder and was staring at the door.

Neither  of  us  needed  to  open  it  to  know  there  were  a  large number of people gathered outside for a fight.

"Come out with your hands in the air!"

"We have you surrounded!"

"Hehe…  Now  you  have  done  it,"  the  beastling  potter  said.

"Troublemakers like you always get the boot. You better—"

I screw a vase onto his head to shut him up.

"Oh, come on!" He cried, voice muffled from within.

Anya  and  I  walked  out  to  meet  new  friends,  but  we  were greeted  by  flashy-dressed  beastlings  who  were  each  striking  a different pose. One of them, a female wearing a gaudy silken tunic, pointed a finger at us.

"We  are  the  Glamor  Guard  ,  and  you  are  in  violation  of Fashion Code section 3: failure to maintain public decency with that hideous outfit. Put your hands in the air!" she shouted.

The others mimicked her movements and pointed at us, too.

"And shake 'em like you just don't care!"

"Hah?"  I  uttered,  the  single  non-word  that  was  filled  with  so much irritation it caused them to flinch from their stalwart poses.

"Don't  mind  her,  she's  a  little  bitey  today.  You  guys  look  like the ones in charge. Maybe you can point us to a nice place to stay?

If  you  wanna  do  this  the  hard  way,  I  can't  guarantee  it  ends  well,"

Anya said.

The  'Glamor  Guard'  as  they  called  themselves,  snapped  out of their fear and faced us down with fresh resolve.

"Our  rules  are  clear.  You're  coming  with  us  to  be rehabilitated!"

Two beastlings guards grabbed me by the arm each.

"Well,  don't  say  I  didn't  warn  you…"  Anya  put  a  hand  to  her face and sighed.

The entire group attempted to dogpile on me for resisting, but I  walked  unabated  over  to  the  edge,  dragging  them  as  they  clung onto me.

"Time  to  take  a  dip,"  I  said,  chucking  everyone  except  the head guard into hole.

Several  seconds  and  a  bunch  of  screaming  later,  a  splash followed, and their heads could be seen bobbing out of the water as they tried to swim onto land.

Without Kain here to sass me about playing by the rules, that meant I could make my own. It was a lot more enjoyable this way.

"So the water down there is pretty deep, huh?"

"Y-You did that not knowing if they could have survived?" the female beastling asked.

"You  know  what  they  say—  You  only  live  once."  I  held  her over the edge by the collar and threatened to let go. "Now, do you wanna answer me or not? Why in the fuck are you guys dressed so weird?"

"I-I don't know what to tell you, these are the rules. Ever since the Fashion Queen took over, everyone has had to dress a certain way or be punished!" she answered.

Anya grimaced. "That… Your Fashion Queen wouldn't happen to  go  by  the  name  of  Ririko  Minami,  would  she?  Blizzard  of Hokkaido? Either of those names ring any bells?"

The beastling shook her head.

"What  about  the  guild  branch?  Where  is  it?"  I  asked,  pulling her back from the edge.

"Disbanded…  As  ordered  by  our  Fashion  Queen.  It's  been converted into a fashion runway for special events. You can see for yourself on the second floor. I can show you!"

We were led to the upper floor, the second ring of the interior mountain  city.  Unlike  the  first  floor  which  was  primarily  populated with  traders  and  craftsmen,  this  section  appeared  to  be  mainly entertainment.  If  it  couldn't  get  any  worse,  people  up  here  wore flashier  clothing  with  animal  furs,  long  silk  dresses,  and  caked  in heavier makeup than clowns.

The beastling pointed to the Grishant Branch guild hall which was flashing with bright, neon lights inside.

"Thanks for the trip. Now get outta my face." I picked her up and sent the beastling flying over the railing.

"WHHHYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY—"

Splash! 

"This  whole  thing  reeks  of  Ririko,  I  just  know  it,"  Anya remarked, eyes fixed on the guild hall before us.

When we threw open the doors, our eyes were assaulted by strobe  lights  caused  by  magic  crystals  on  the  ceiling.  Like  the beastling said, there really was a runway, and models were strutting like chickens up and down with different outfits.

There was only one spectator. She sat at the very front, where the models walked right up to the edge and did a turn.

"Huu, huu~ I'm digging the colors on this one! A little more ass is nice, too! Come on, bring out the next!" the sole audience member shouted.

Our feet stopped as soon as we stepped in, not because we were scared, but because we were straight up stuck.

"The fuck? My legs won't budge!" I growled.

"Weeeeellll…  I  figured  you  guys  would  come  eventually.

Anya,  I  haven't  seen  you  in  a  long  time,  but  I  was  hoping  you changed  up  your  fashion  sense.  You  still  look  like  a  bum  in  the streets." The person at the seat stood up.

Anya chuckled. "How about you let us move and say that to my face instead, Ririko?"

The woman named Ririko turned around, flashing a big smirk.

She wore a full fur cloak, curly blonde hair tied up to a tail, and her complexion was tanned like gyarus I'd seen at school before.

"Oh, I don't think so." Ririko clapped her hand twice, blasting us  with  a  powerful  gale  force  out  the  hall  and  falling  into  the  hole.

She flew right above us, more focused on her painted nails than us.

Each time she blew on one, it lit up each nail with magic. "I have to remind  you  that  you're  in   my  territory  now,  and  that  delinquent fashion sense is sooo out of style."

Chapter 23 - Ririko Minami

For  people  like  us,  the  whole  concept  of  'queen'  was  just  a glorified way of calling someone the boss of their turf. What made a queen  had  nothing  to  do  with  charisma,  nothing  to  do  with  how sweet with words you were, or how hard you punched. No. It wasn't any of that. Anyone could throw a good right hook, a sucker punch, or deliver a kick hard enough to break someone's ribs.

The queen was the one who got beat the fuck up and still had the  guts  to  get  back  on  their  feet  for  more.  Gangs,  punks, delinquents,  thugs…  You  could  tell  their  mettle  by  how  many  hits they took and stayed standing.

It  was  why  no  one  wanted  to  mess  with  Chika.  Why  Anya, Kaoru, and Ririko became the queens of their respective turfs. When you  hit  them,  they  stayed  standing.  But  when  they  hit  you,  you stayed down.

Having  already  fought  three  of  them,  and  now  fighting  the fourth, I knew firsthand just how hard they hit.

"Kuh…  You  caked  up  bitch.  Bring  it  on!"  I  shouted  as  Anya and I plummeted past multiple floors.

"Y'all better grit your teeth, because this next one's coming at ya hot!" Ririko cackled, then clapped her hands once with her fingers pointed at us. The glowing nails lit up like stars and fired a pillar of flames.

Anya filled her lungs with air and smashed both fists together, emitting  a  roaring  shockwave  in  an  attempt  to  deflect  the  magic.

However,  as  both  attacks  collided,  Ririko's  spell  split  into  multiple fiery columns.

"Oh, that's not fair!" Anya groaned.

Both  of  us  were  consumed  by  the  blasts  of  fire  and  sent crashing into the freezing water at the lowest point of the mountain city.  Steam  filled  the  cavernous  chamber  when  we  resurfaced.  A couple of beastling fishermen, who had fished up the sorry punks I tossed down earlier, threw their hands in the air.

"Ya scarin' all the fishes away!" one of them yelled.

"Now  ain't  the  time  to  be  fishing,  old  man!  Get  outta  here!"

Anya shouted back.

We  glanced  up  to  see  Ririko  descending.  The  water,  as  if coming  to  life,  took  shape  and  froze  over  into  an  icy  throne  which she landed on top of.

"Ririko  Minami,"  I  said  her  name,  spitting  out  a  mouthful  of water as I did. "Blizzard of Hokkaido, huh?"

"Fourth pillar, blah, blah, blah. Introducing ourselves like that is like the stupidest thing ever. As far as I'm concerned, you're Micchi and Anya. Not so hard, right? By the way, it's not like Kaoru to miss out on a fight. Same with little Yui, at least from what I used to hear from  you,  Anya."  Ririko  took  a  seat  on  her  throne  and  pulled  out  a nail file.

"Where  they  are  is  none  of  your  concern,  Riri.  Now  are  you going to get up and continue this fight, or are we coming up there to knock  you  down?"  Anya  asked,  but  as  soon  as  she  finished  her sentence, a frozen spike coalesced right up to our faces.

The Blizzard of Hokkaido title was right. She knocked us into the  water  with  a  surprise  attack  to  put  us  at  a  disadvantage.  We were in her element now.

"Relax!  You're  in  cold  water  now,  so  chill  out.  This  might  be hard to believe, but I'm not here to fight," Ririko said.

"Oh, so you invited us to attend your stand-up comedy show, am I right?" I backhanded the frozen spike away my face, shattering it  into  many  pieces.  "I  must've  missed  the  joke  because  I  ain't laughing!"

We were suddenly lifted onto an icy platform and dried with a tornado  of  fire  magic,  all  done  from  Ririko  twirling  a  finger  like  she was conducting an orchestra.

"Now,  now.  Just  hear  me  out.  If  it  were  up  to  me,  I  wouldn't have invited your out-of-fashion asses. Both of you are enough of an eyesore as it is. That sarashi and loose coat combo? Ugh. You won't catch me dead wearing that—"

"Get to the point, Riri." Anya rolled her eyes.

"I want you guys to find me a certain artifact. Mou'nan is like soooo huge, and I am  not going out there to find it myself. It's so cold

that  my  skin  will  crack,  and  besides,  my  poor  eyebrows  just  got done. I don't want to let them freeze over." Ririko pouted.

This bitch…

"You  invited  the  four  of  us  to  run  errands  for  you?  Do  it yourself," I said.

"What if I told you there is a relic out there that can help you find Chika?"

For the first time since coming here, Anya and I shivered like a chill had run through us.

Since we were more inclined to listen to her now, Ririko fished us  out  of  the  water  and  brought  us  back  to  the  guild  hall-turned fashion  runway.  The  hearth  was  about  the  only  thing  that  didn't change. She ignited it with a snap of her fingers and pulled up a few chairs to talk around the fire. Fashionably-dressed beastlings served us food and drinks.

"Okay,  guys.  Full  disclosure.  I  don't  care  about  your  fights;  I have zero stake in it. Coming to this world was the best thing to ever happen to me. People bark when I tell them to and dress however I want them to. Like what better life can I ask for?" Ririko beamed as a beastling woman served her wine.

"So you got nothing to do with what happened in Kazaar?" I asked, declining the offer to drink when the beastling came around to me. "Chika showed up to drop the hammer on us."

"Aside from knowing that it happened from my people warning me  that  we  might  get  attacked?  I  had  no  hand  in  it.  Can't  risk breaking a nail over it. I also don't care that it happened," she said.

To  be  honest,  I  found  that  hard  to  believe.  Even  Kaoru encountered  Chika  at  some  point  when  she  came  here.  It  must  be the  same  for  Ririko.  Whether  she  was  lying  or  not,  she  definitely sounded convincing though.

"Alright, so you aren't involved with Chika, but you're willing to lend  us  a  hand  to  find  her?"  Anya  chimed  in,  snatching  the  entire bottle of wine from the beastling's hand.

"God, no. I'm not risking a chipped nail for you guys. You're on your  own.  All  I  know  is  that  there  are  artifacts  riddled  all  over  the world  that  have  yet  to  be  discovered.  The  people  here  are  strong,

but not strong enough apparently. You guys, on the other hand, are a different story," she said.

"What makes you think we can find your shit?" I asked.

"You brought the Celestial Bell, didn't you?" Ririko smiled and pointed to my bag between my legs. "I know it contains one of the eighteen  gods.  The  only  way  to  commune  with  a  relic  or  artifact  is through  them.  What  better  way  to  find  them  than  through  the  gods that created them?"

How Ririko knew was beyond me, but this bitch wasn't some ordinary caked up clown with a big mouth. She had people in places watching us. That was the only way she could have known.

Did  that  mean  she  also  knew  we  were  looking  for  the Goddess Lyria's trial?

"If  we  wanna  find  Chika,  it's  the  best  chance  we  got."  Anya threw me a hard look and shrugged.

"We'll play ball for now," I said to our host.

"Great!"  Ririko  clapped  her  hands  together,  but  even  though no magic came out, it still made Anya and I flinch. "The artifact I want you  to  find  is  a  flower  somewhere  behind  Grishant's  backyard.  It's said  to  grant  eternal  youth  and  beauty,  but  it's  protected  by  an ancient monster. I'd like to stay as hot as I am right now while I'm at the  height  of  my  beauty.  Bring  that  to  me,  and  I'll  give  you  the location to an artifact that points you in the direction of demons. That should help you find Chika."

Ririko  gave  us  a  nice  place  to  stay  in  the  upper  rings.

Apparently,  the  higher  we  went,  the  more  wealthy  beastlings  were.

Like  the  other  buildings,  it  was  carved  into  the  mountain  and reinforced with stone and lumber.

To  both  mine  and  Anya's  surprise,  it  was  incredibly  warm compared to the lower rings, which Ririko explained was due to how heat rises naturally. Perks of literally being at the top of society.

"Make yourselves at home, ladies!" Ririko threw her arms out to  welcome  us  into  the  house.  "Don't  cause  too  much  trouble,  ya hear? I'll know."

"You haven't told us where we're supposed to start looking," I said.

"I'll send ya someone later tonight. She's an archeologist and relic seeker." The door slammed shut, leaving Anya and I stumped.

Our  place  was  circular  like  the  ring  with  furniture,  like  beds and  chairs,  arranged  around  a  central  stone  furnace  that  emitted heat. Although there was no carpet on the ground, the stone at our feet was warm to the touch.

"Well,  now  you've  met  Riri.  Not  exactly  like  us,  but  she  sure as  hell  fights  like  us,"  Anya  said,  throwing  herself  onto  one  of  the beds.

"Don't like her at all. I bet my ass she's hiding something like Kaoru did when we met her," I replied with a scowl.

"I  think  so,  too.  Not  much  we  can  do  though.  For  now,  let's look  for  that  artifact.  This  girl  Riri's  sending  us  might  know  how  to find the trial. We get that and maybe get strong enough to not give a shit anymore," she suggested.

The  two  of  us  went  out  to  look  for  food.  Unlike  the  bottom floors,  beastlings  were  more  posh  up  here.  They  spoke  with  an inflection  in  their  voices  that  made  me  want  to  punch  them  in  the mouth. Many whispered derisively about the way we dressed.

We were lured into a shop by the smell of meat being cooked fresh on a burning stone. Even while cooking, the workers dressed like they had something to prove. One cook, who wore knee-length fur  boots  that  clashed  with  his  apron  and  a  bad  combover,  took  a look at us and frowned.

"Your—"

"Say one thing about my look, and I'm tenderizing you myself, hairball." I glared.

He swallowed hard. "W-What would you like to eat?"

"Sheesh.  And  I  thought  Ash'tar  was  bad  about  their  fashion.

I'm starting to think Riri's making people dress like shit so she's the only one that looks nice," Anya said.

When we were heading back to our place, a beastling girl was trying  to  peek  into  the  house.  She  couldn't  look  more  suspicious  if she tried.

Anya picked the girl up by the scruff of her neck and lifted her into the air.

"Eeek! Please, don't hurt me!" she cried.

The beastling was dressed for the cold and had a thick, green cloak around her small shoulders. The skin around her eyes had a much  darker  complexion  than  the  light  grayish  skin,  and  from  afar, could  have  been  mistaken  for  a  bandit's  mask.  On  her  back  was  a leather knapsack fixed with a lantern and sleeping bag.

"Then either you start talking to us, or you start talking to my fist." I balled up a fist in her face.

"Fashion Queen sent me! My name's Naka, a relic-seeker and former A-rank adventurer of the Grishant Branch Adventurer's Guild.

I'm  supposed  to  help  you  find  relics  in  Mou'nan,"  she  hastily explained.

Chapter 24 - Treasure Hunting

We  set  off  early  the  next  day  with  Naka,  the  beastling adventurer turned relic-hunter, bound for a small village in Mou'nan and  supposedly  the  closest  settlement  to  Ririko's  artifact.  The carriage transporting us there was enchanted with magic to keep us warm. Aside from the bumpy ride, the snow and ice didn't slow the vehicle down.

When I opened the window to look outside, it was mountains and snow-dusted trees as far as the eyes could see. Even though it was snowing, the paved road wasn't covered at all and was mostly dried.  As  soon  as  a  flake  touched  the  ground,  it  melted  instantly.

Probably a sign that there was magic underneath.

Honestly, it all reminded me of Tokyo in the winter.

I didn't mind it, but I could do without it.

Our  supposed  guide  had  been  quiet  since  the  start  of  this journey, having buried her face into a map and reading from a thick notebook,  scribbled  with  things  that  didn't  make  a  lick  of  sense  to me.

"What happened to the Grishant Branch anyway?" I asked.

Naka  couldn't  be  bothered  looking  up  as  she  answered,

"Fashion  Queen  dissolved  it  about  a  year  ago.  Every  adventurer either left Mou'nan or became members of the Glamor Guard."

"Take it you didn't like either of those options?" Anya snatched the  notebook  from  Naka  but  was  unable  to  make  heads  or  tails  of what  was  written  in  there  either,  so  she  tossed  it  back  into  the beastling's lap.

"Well… I only became an adventurer  to hunt relics. My father used to be one, too. He'd tell me sooo many stories of his dungeon-diving days. I even have one of his relics!" She pulled out from her shirt  a  necklace  hanging  around  her  neck,  revealing  a  foggy  green gem.

Doing so caused the Celestial Bell in my bag to vibrate like a phone. Fade's reaction to it must mean Naka's relic was real.

"Where's your old man now?" Anya asked.

"I'm not sure." The energy in Naka's demeanor vanished. "He went in search of a relic one day and never returned."

Must be nice to have a father that cared and to be someone that cared for their parents.

They said the apple didn't fall far from the tree. Guess it was true for Naka when it came to relic-hunting. I wondered if it was true for me. Maybe my old man was where I got my violent streak from.

When  the  carriage  came  to  an  abrupt  stop,  we  hopped  out into the freezing cold of a modest village in which every rooftop was blanked  in  white.  Chimneys  were  working  overtime  spitting  out smoke, a small creek on the verge of freezing over ran through the village  with  small  fishes  braving  the  cold  within,  and  beastlings worked  away  cutting  wood  and  clearing  snow  from  burying  their homes. Most people were too busy to pay us any mind.

Thank fuck I was given a jacket. The cold further into Mou'nan was biting into my bones. Like there was magic in the air.

Anya on the other hand…

"Hoooey, is it chilly out." Anya didn't look at all bothered by the cold. She only wore a sleeveless coat, but the dragon tattoos on her arms were glowing.

"Searching for a relic might take days. We'll come back here to rest before nightfall," Naka said.

"Alright,  where  do  we  start?"  I  asked.  "The  faster  we  get Ririko's stupid flower, the better."

"I have an inkling of a trail. Follow me!" the excited beastling exclaimed, already at the edge of the village.

We  left  the  village  as  quickly  as  we  entered  it,  following Naka's map and heading deeper for the better part of the afternoon until she had us stop at the foot of a mountain. The beastling looked left and right, up and down, and was pretty obviously confused about where we were.

"What? Are we lost?" Anya put a hand over her eyes to gaze into the distance.

"W-We  shouldn't  be!  Between  a  lake…  and…  and…  My research  points  to  the  entrance  being  right  in  front  of  us,"  Naka stammered.

Suddenly,  a  pack  of  seven  monsters  emerged  from  the forests. Large, white wolves with fangs the size of daggers sticking out of their upper jaws growled at us, eager for their next meal.

"Haven't found the relic, but it looks like fun found us. Come on, Naka. Time to show us what your A-rank is made of." I grinned.

However,  instead  of  a  brave  adventurer,  all  I  got  was  a  scared shitless  beastling  who  had  fallen  into  the  snow  and  was  about  to crap her pants. "What the fuck do you think you're doing?"

"F-Frostfangs… C-C-Can you guys take care of them? I-I-I'm going to stay down here…" Naka shoveled snow on top of herself to hide.

When I turned to Anya for help, she shrugged at me. "You can handle it, right? Don't need me for every little thing."

Worst. Adventure. Ever.

"Alright, you mutts. Bring it!" I growled.

All seven pounced on me at once. They bit through the puffy jacket,  but  didn't  so  much  as  pinch  my  enchanted  coat  or  skin underneath. A hard hit to the head knocked each of them out cold.

"This could have been a lot easier with help… Alright, Naka.

Get your ass outta there, you chickenshit," I ordered.

When Naka poked her head out, she was relieved to see the seven hounds beaten. However, the beastling gasped as one of the frostfangs leapt past me for her.

Anya uppercutted the frostfang so hard, she sent it flying into the next timezone and the ensuing shockwave caused the ground to shudder.

"Whew.  Close  call.  You're  losing  your  edge,  Micchi."  She sneered.

"Yeah, yeah…"

Something started to rumble, and it wasn't the hounds we just defeated. The three of us glanced up the mountain to see a massive avalanche coming right for us.

Naka turned as pale as the snow. "Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh no."

"This is your fault." I glared at Anya.

"You can't just pin it all on—"

We were buried instantly upon impact. I had to crawl my way out  of  the  snow  and  back  onto  the  surface.  The  avalanche  had buried trees up to half their height. Anya popped her head out next, then fished Naka out from under.

"I'm starting to regret coming out here with you two…" Naka said through chattering teeth.

"It ain't too bad. Think we found the entrance." I pointed to the side  of  the  mountain  which  had  just  been  cleared  of  snow.  The enormous  entrance  fit  for  large  monsters  was  framed  by  strange sigils which lit up one by one, illuminating the long and wide corridor inside.

"I think you mean  I found the entrance." Anya flashed a wide smile.

"Oh, shut up," I groaned.

Naka  was  brimming  with  excitement  as  we  entered.  Torches on either side of the wall ignited with each step we took. The fact that there was no snow or ice in here up until the entrance opened meant it  had  been  sealed  away  by  weather  for  a  long  time.  No  wonder  it was left undiscovered until now.

At the end of the tunnel, however, sat an armored mannequin as  tall  as  a  house.  It  was  blocking  a  set  of  doors  decorated  with images  of  flowers  in  a  meadow.  Ririko's  prize  was  probably  just beyond it.

"Halt,"  the  suit  of  armor  said  as  I  stepped  forward,  revealing itself to be alive rather than for decoration.

"Sorry, but I ain't stopping for anyone. Either you move out of the way or I crack you open, tin man," I said.

"I  am  Thume,  the  guard  of  Ashanti's  relic.  In  order  to  enter, you must answer three riddles correctly," the giant continued. "These doors will remain closed until then."

"I think we should try to answer the riddles. It's worth a shot,"

Naka insisted, her adventurer brain stirring with keen interest.

"The  first  riddle:  What  cries  in  the  morning,  remains  silent  in the day, and awakens at midnight?" Thume asked.

"It's  going  to  be  you  when  I'm  done  fucking  you  up  for  not letting us through!" I shouted.

Anya snorted and turned around, covering her mouth to keep from laughing. Meanwhile, Naka's jaw dropped as she stared at me in exasperation.

"I-Incorrect,"  Thume  followed  up  and  swallowed  hard.

"Perhaps an… easier riddle? For two seasons I grow my coat, then I shed my coat for two more. My cycle repeats evermore. What am I?"

"  Dead, if you don't move outta the damn way," I growled, my patience running thin.

As if searching for help, Thume turned to Anya and Naka.

"H-How  about  this?  What  rises  in  the  morning  but  falls  at night?" he asked them instead of me this time.

Finally fed up with the riddles, I kicked Thume's metal leg out from under him. He collapsed to the ground with a yelp.

"Anya, lemme see those brass knuckles I gave you," I said.

"Gladly." Anya tossed them both over to me.

Thume shielded his helmeted face as I wailed into him. Every hit imprinted the 'FUCK' and 'YOU' from the brass knuckles onto his armor.

"What  rises  in  the  morning  but  falls  at  night?  Hahh?  Answer the riddle, soda can!"

"No, please— aahhh! It will take forever to buff out my armor!

Look,  Ashanti  told  me  to  guard  this  place!  I'll  let  you  through!  Just stop  hitting  me…  I  didn't  wait  thousands  of  years  just  to  be  beaten up!" he cried.

"That's what I thought." I got off and spat on the now mostly dented armor, then tossed the brass knuckles back to Anya.

"Y-Your methods are brutal… yet surprisingly effective." Naka gulped.

"Told you," I said.

Thume  stood  up,  but  he  was  wobbly  from  getting  his  shit kicked  in.  The  giant  pressed  both  hands  to  the  door,  causing  the gaps to light up and open on its own.

Inside the chamber was a dirt mound. A streak of light bathed a single crystalline flower.

"Ashanti's  Grace."  Naka  gasped  at  the  sight  of  the  beautiful flower. "It is believed to be a key ingredient to making the elixir of life.

Consuming it would grant eternal youth."

"Hm.  Something  is  wrong,"  Thume  said,  frozen  at  the entrance. "That is not Ashanti's Grace."

"Maybe  we  should  ask  someone  more  familiar,"  Anya suggested to me.

I pulled out the Celestial Bell and struck it. Fade jumped out, clutching  himself  and  rubbing  his  arms.  Thume  and  Naka  were dumbstruck.

"W-W-Why  would  you  bring  me  out  into  this  god-forsaken place?" Fade asked, shivering from the cold.

"Is… Is that Fade of the Eighteen Gods?" Naka blinked as if trying to discern an illusion.

The  god  smiled.  "Finally  someone  who  reveres  me  for  my divinity—"

"Don't  get  so  full  of  yourself."  I  clocked  him  over  the  head.

"That flower over there. Is it the real deal?"

"It is not," Fade answered promptly, taking only the briefest of glances to confirm it.

Thume  knelt  over  the  crystal  flower  and  reached  out  to  it.

However,  upon  touching  the  petal,  the  plant  shattered  into  water.  It was a fake.

"Impossible.  I  have  been  guarding  this  vault  for  ages,"  he said.

"Evidently  not  well  enough.  I  would  know  Ashanti's  blessed flower anywhere, and that, my dear subjects, is not it." Fade scoffed.

Someone or something had taken what Ririko was looking for.

More than that, it robbed me of my chance to find Chika.

"As much as I don't want to be Ririko's gopher, we need that flower. She's the only one who knows the location of the artifact that can pinpoint demons," I said.

"Agreed."  Anya  nodded,  sitting  cross-legged  with  her  eyes shut in thought. "Those monsters show up whenever they want, and it  seems  like  there  ain't  a  single  kingdom  that's  found  where  their hidey-hole is yet."

After the flower fiasco, we came back to our small cabin in the village to figure out what to do next. The fire provided a nice, toasty

atmosphere, insulated by the layer of snow piled on the roof like an igloo. It was a pleasant relief from the frigid climate of Mou'nan. Even here, however, the cold seemed to have followed us in.

"I'm  sorry,  everyone.  It  feels  like  I  brought  you  out  here  for nothing. I was sure my research was correct…" Naka's ears and tail drooped apologetically.

Anya  patted  Naka  on  the  back  so  hard,  the  beastling  jolted forward. "Ain't your fault, kiddo. We all saw that mountain covered in snow. No way anyone should've gotten in there. Right, Micchi?"

"Right." I frowned, searching for someone else to blame.

"I brought tea! Please, help yourselves." Fade delivered a tray of hot tea for us to drink, handing each of us a cup.

The room quickly filled with a fragrant aroma. But right now, I was hankering for something else to take the load off.

Naka couldn't take her eyes off Fade.

"I still find it hard to believe… that you are ordering one of the Eighteen around like a servant."

"Servant?" Fade repeated indignantly. "Ha! I am no—"

When I threw him a look, he quieted down and shrunk in size.

"I-I serve my Lady Micchi…" he stammered.

We  might  have  hit  a  roadblock  on  Ashanti's  Grace,  but  that wasn't the sole reason we came out here. There was still the matter of  Lyria's  Trial.  After  losing  Sacchan,  I  needed  more  power.  Chika and now Ririko were proof that I was still weak. Weaker now without my weapon.

Even after we went through the trouble of repairing it, my old buddy still wasn't strong enough.

As  I  gazed  into  my  empty  hands,  it  still  doesn't  feel  real.  I'd sometimes clench my fist and close my eyes, then open them hoping Sacchan would still be there.

"We're  looking  for  another  one  of  the  Eighteens—  Lyria.

Caught wind that one of her trials is here. You got any research on that?" Anya asked the relic-hunter, after taking note of my silence.

"The  Goddess  of  Battle  and  Glory?"  Naka  glanced  up,  eyes filling  with  luster  again.  "I  have  heard  that  one  such  trial  exists hidden  in  Mou'nan,  like  every  other  vault.  However,  many  people

have  gone  in  search  of  it  and  never  returned.  Lyria  doesn't  play games when it comes to testing one's strength."

"Oh? First this bitch goddess had my curiosity, now she's got my  attention.  It  true  that  completing  the  trial  makes  someone stronger?" I asked.

"No one knows for sure, but…" She turned to Fade.

The god shrugged. "How should I know the inner workings of a battle-crazed lunatic? No one knows what Lyria has hidden inside her pet project vaults she calls trials."

"Maybe  this  will  help?"  When  I  pulled  out  the  worn  tome  of Kain's  cucked  ghost  of  an  ancestor  kept  inside  the  underground mansion, Naka recognized it immediately. I tossed it over to her, and she  flipped  through  the  pages  like  a  bookworm,  seemingly  able  to understand the weird tangle of words.

The  beastling  fetched  a  notebook  of  her  own  and  began turning page after page, translating Lyria's tome.

"Well, aren't you a learned fellow?" Fade remarked, smiling as Naka picked up another book to help her translate. "Perhaps the first mortal capable of understanding godspeak."

"Whatcha got for us?" Anya leaned in to look over the notes, but Naka was shocked by what she wrote.

"Oh…  In  short,  it  says  Lyria's  Trial  is  hidden  at  the  deepest part of a mountain crowned as the highest peak of Mou'nan. There's only one mountain in this entire kingdom that towers over the rest—

Grishant," Naka said.

Right under our noses.

"Back to Ririko empty-handed, huh." Anya grinded her teeth.

If  we  did,  it  would  definitely  end  in  a  fight.  Ririko's  got  our numbers  on  speed  dial.  One  step  in  that  city,  she  would  know.

Especially with those stupid Glamor Guards all over the place acting as her eyes and ears…

"Or  maybe  not,"  I  said.  "That  caked  up  cunt  hasn't  stepped out of Grishant in who knows how long. Naka can give her any old-looking flower, then we take a dip at the bottom of the lake."

"W-What? There's no way I'm going to lie to Fashion Queen!

Do you know what she will do to me? Mascara doesn't do well on my

skin. I'll break out again!" Naka cried.

"We need to buy time. Once we clear the trial, count on us to be  strong  enough  to  dethrone  Ririko.  You  don't  wanna  keep  living under that clown, do ya?" Anya asked.

"You help us, I give you the Celestial Bell. How's that sound?"

I offered.

"What?  A  god  such  as  myself  is  not  something  to  be  traded like knick-knacks!" Fade protested.

"Having a god at my disposal can help me better find relics…"

Naka seriously considered the trade.

"Hey, I'm still here! This is perhaps the most demeaning thing you can subject me to!"

"It's a deal." She agreed to the plan.

After putting Fade back into the Celestial Bell, we exited the cabin to find Thume next to our carriage.

"Alright, so what's your deal?" I asked the giant, who guarded Ashanti's  vault  and  came  back  with  us  to  the  village.  He  sat  at  the entrance, currently ankle-deep in snow with children playing around him.

"Well… My duty was to guard the goddess' vault, but since it is empty, I have nothing else to do. Since you carry the only known material god, I was hoping to join you," Thume said.

"I kinda like the big lug. Maybe we bring him back with us to fuck shit up?" Anya suggested.

"You know how much work keeping a pet around? Kawa's a goddamn  handful.  You  think  taking  care  of  a  giant  suit  of  armor  is going to be easy?" I glared at her.

"I  am  self-sustaining.  My  diet  consists  of  latent  magic  in  the air," he said.

"He's self-sustaining," she repeated after him.

I put a hand to my face and sighed.

"For fuck's sake… Whatever. Let's just go."

We  arrived  back  at  Grishant  to  a  squad  of  Glamor  Guards waiting  for  us  at  the  first  ring.  Upon  seeing  our  approach,  one  of

them,  a  beastling  harpy,  flew  to  the  peak  of  the  mountain  to presumably tell Ririko about our return.

The  self-proclaimed  Fashion  Queen  was  carried  down  by  a freezing  gust.  She  wore  a  moisturizing  mask  of  green  cream  that made her look like a goblin.

"Just in time! Do you have my flower?" Ririko asked, strutting up to us just as the guards surrounded our carriage.

"Here  it  is,  my  queen."  Naka  handed  over  a  bioluminescent flower picked from a cave on the way back. It glowed blue for some reason  explained  to  me  earlier  by  her,  but  I'd  forgotten  by  the  time we got here.

Ririko  pinched  the  stem  between  two  fingers  and  quietly stared at it.

"Y-You will want to carefully brew it into a potion to drink, so says the inscriptions on the plaque we found within the vault," Naka continued.

"It's real. We even brought the bastard guarding it." I thumbed over my shoulder to Thume, who was drawing a lot of eyes. "You got your thing. Now where's the relic's location you promised us?"

"Hey, hey. Take a chill pill and learn some patience, will you?

Once  I  can  confirm  this  really  is  the  real  deal,  I'll  have  my  best alchemists make me the potion to drink.  Then I'll give you the clues.

Until  then,  enjoy  the  sights  and  try  my  fashion  booths  set  up  in Grishant.  Ta-ta~"  Ririko  flew  back  to  the  peak  of  the  mountain,  her absence cuing the guards to leave us alone.

Feeling  faint,  Naka  sucked  in  a  deep  breath  and  leaned against Thume's leg.

"Now  that  we  got  Ririko  off  our  backs,  it's  time  to  check  out the lake," Anya said.

"Yeah. You guys sit this one out. The rest of the way is on us."

I nodded to Thume and Naka.

Anya  and  I  made  our  way  down  to  the  lake,  where  several beastlings were fishing. The cavern extended much further down. It seemed  to  be  where  the  water  was  mostly  coming  from,  not  the snow melt dripping from the top of the mountain.

"Hey!"  one  beastling  yelled.  "Y'aren't  trynna  scare  the  fish away this time, are ya?"

The two of us grinned, then dove straight into the water, much to their dismay.

The  lake  was  a  lot  deeper  than  either  of  us  expected  and quickly grew dark. Glowing seaweed was our only source of light, but it  only  illuminated  an  arm's  length  away.  Eventually,  something caught my eyes. I poked Anya and pointed to the side of the rocky surface  that  shimmered  slightly  when  fishes  swam  through  it.

Sticking my hand through revealed it to be an illusion.

We swam through pitch darkness, slowly running out of air in our lungs. I was about to give up and go back, but Anya grabbed my hand to push us through, resurfacing into another cavern connected to a corridor similar to the one we saw in Ashanti's vault.

"Fuck my ass. It's really here." Anya gasped.

"  You  have  entered  my  Trial, "  a  thunderous  voice  bellowed.

"  Complete it. Claim my gift. Be warned: only one may receive it. "

"One, huh?" I muttered.

Did that mean I had to fight Anya for it at the very end? Could I still trust her?

We walked to the other end of the corridor and came out into a  gargantuan  room  with  walls  so  high,  that  my  neck  ached  from looking up. Sharp corners led to a hallway, to more sharp turns and more hallways.

It took us a hot second to realize it was a maze.

"Aww,  you've  got  to  be  kidding  me.  I  hate  mazes,"  Anya groaned.

I pressed a palm to the wall.

"In  that  case,  whaddya  say  we  bash  our  way  through?"  I smirked, punching a hole through the wall.

"  Blasphemy! " Lyria boomed, causing even the Celestial Bell to vibrate with Fade's fear. "  Complete my Trial as it is intended, or—"

"Or what, bitch? If ya got something to say, then come down here and say it to my face! We're coming to get your shit one way or another, so you can try to stop us," I dared the goddess.

"Alright then. Let's get this party started." Anya said, cracking her knuckles to set the dragon tattoos on fire.

Chapter 25 - What Trial?

Both  of  us  bashed  our  way  through  the  maze  like  the  walls were  made  out  of  wet  tissue  paper.  It  was  just  all  stone  after  all.

Nothing enchanted about them. We left behind a trail of rubble and a hole  through  each  wall,  eventually  coming  out  the  other  side  to  a new chamber.

Here, a long walkway with a drop deeper than anyone could see, extended to the next area, but was trapped with large axes and wrecking  balls  suspended  by  chains,  swinging  like  pendulums.  The path  was  wide  enough  for  both  of  us  to  walk  comfortably  on  it,  but the  obstacles  were  the  hard  part.  Getting  knocked  off  would  mean instant  death,  and  who  the  hell  knows  what's  down  there  if  we survived the fall.

"Want me to throw you across?" Anya suggested.

"Yeah, fuck you. There's gotta be another way," I said.

Seeing no other option, I brought Fade out for help. The god spilled to the ground face first and ass in the air.

"Oh,  why  have  you  brought  me  out?  How  am  I  supposed  to help  you?  This  trial  is  yours  to  overcome,  not  mine!"  Fade complained, rubbing his head and sighing.

Lyria  bellowed  with  laughter.  "  Haha!  I  thought  I  sensed  the Celestial Bell. You have been made a patsy of these barbaric apes, I see. You have always been the weakest among us, Fade. Perhaps I shall  witness  your  end  in  my  trials.  What  a  sight  that  will  be  to behold! "

"Kuh…"  He  stared  down  at  his  feet  in  shame,  the  whole

'godly' aura diminished to just a wimp getting kicked in the dirt.

Well,  well.  Looks  like  us  boneheads  weren't  the  only  ones screwing with each other. The gods in this world picked on their runts of  the  litter,  too.  Lyria's  snobby  tone  ticked  me  off  though,  and  for once,  I'd  like  for  Fade  to  come  out  on  top  and  make  her  eat  those words.

"You gonna let her bully you around like that?" I asked, pulling him by the decorative collar around his neck up to my face.

"I… I am weak." Fade avoided looking me in the eyes. "For all my  boasting,  my  strength  pales  in  comparison  to  the  other seventeen.  Even  should  I  speak,  my  words  are  hollower  than  an empty coffin. Even should I fight back, my strikes carry no weight. I'm

—"

"A little bitch boy?" Anya chimed in.

"Nnh… A little bitch boy…" He hesitantly confirmed.

"Being weak is a choice. Letting people push you around is a choice. You don't lose when you get shoved to the ground, but you do  lose  the  moment  you  decide  to  stay  down.  If  I  knew  you  were gonna be a little bitch about it, I'd have just let you stay in the bell."

Tired of his whining and looking at his ugly mug, I tossed him back to the ground.

Fade  made  a  troubled  expression,  then  returned  himself  to the Celestial Bell.

"Like  always,  we  only  got  ourselves  to  rely  on."  Anya  patted me on the back.

I walked right up to the first obstacle until I was a foot away from  the  swinging  metal  axe.  The  bladed  edge  carved  just  low enough  that  we  couldn't  crawl  under.  There  was  no  way  back  up  if we're knocked down.

"Screw it. Give me a hand," I said to Anya.

She  quickly  caught  on  to  what  I  wanted  to  do,  positioning herself  next  to  me.  We  balled  up  a  fist  each,  waited  for  the  right moment, and sucker punched the side of the axe so hard, it swung out of control. The chain link that suspended it caught onto the chain of  the  next  obstacle's  wrecking  ball,  ripping  them  from  the  hinges and causing a domino effect on the proceeding ones.

Every  metal  axe  and  ball  crashed  into  the  abyss,  leaving  a clear path to the next chamber.

As I was about to push open the door to the next room, Anya grabbed my arm.

I  had  a  feeling  we  might  eventually  come  to  blows.  Some god's  power  was  dangled  in  front  of  us  and  only  one  could  take  it.

Why wouldn't Anya want it for herself?

However,  when  I  met  her  eyes,  preparing  myself  for  a  fight, Anya grabbed my head instead and ruffled my hair into a mess.

"The hell are you doing?" I backed away from her.

"Before we keep going, I need to know one thing. Do you still care about Chika? Even after what she did?" Anya asked me.

The  question  took  me  by  surprise.  I  balled  both  hands  into fists,  clenching  them  until  they  trembled  and  my  nails  bit  into  my palms.

"Of  course,  I  do.  I  ain't  afraid  to  admit  that  I  am  what  I  am today  because  of  her.  Getting  my  ass  whooped  by  her,  acting  like she doesn't care about us anymore… it makes me want to beat the answers out of her even more," I answered.

Before  I  knew  it,  Anya  bear  hugged  me  so  tightly  that  I couldn't break free.

"I'm not hugging you back! Let me go!" I growled.

"Me and I are the only two words you know, I swear. It's never us. You keep pushing people away to do things yourself until the last moment  when  you're  alone,  then  you  ask  for  help.  There's  nothing wrong  with  asking  for  help  from  the  start,  you  know?  That's  why  I was more than glad to go with you.  Someone had to chaperone your sorry ass." Anya grinned, finally letting me go and walking past me to push the doors open.

Maybe  I  had  something  to  say  back.  Maybe  I  didn't.  Part  of me  wanted  Anya  to  be  wrong,  that  I  could  do  things  on  my  own without help. But…

Whatever.

Both  of  us  could  feel  Lyria's  rage  in  the  atmosphere  for passing  through  by  unconventional  means.  Taking  our  victory  in stride, we entered the next room and waiting for us was an army of undead. Beyond them, a giant vault of gold and black contained the final prize.

"  You  may  have  cheated  the  other  chambers,  but  now  you face the many dead of those who came before you. Soon, you shall also join their numbers! " Lyria's voice dripped with impatience.

"You  keep  throwing  shit  at  us,  and  we'll  keep  knocking  it back." Anya cracked her neck and knuckles.

"  Insolent—  What? "  The  goddess  sounded  confused.  "  There are more of you? "

A spear flew past me and Anya, decimating the undead into piles of ashes. It plunged halfway into the vault, creating cracks and fissures along the final door. Lightning struck down on the weapon, vanishing it from sight.

Entering  slowly  behind  us,  wreathed  in  fire,  one  side  of  the kimono shedded down her right arm which wielded the spear named Kamigoroshi, was Kaoru.

"I was wondering where you two had disappeared to. So you found the trial. Now step aside," Kaoru demanded.

This bitch was planning to take it for herself. No wonder she joined us on the expedition to Mou'nan.

As  I  turned  to  fight,  Anya  stuck  an  arm  out  to  stop  me.  She walked ahead to put herself between me and Kaoru.

"Sorry,  Kaokao.  We  were  here  first.  You  can  take  your shotacon ass back upstairs." Anya made shooing gestures at her.

"Whatever power is behind that vault, I will have it for myself.

The  only  way  I  can  protect  Yonnu,  to  protect  my  paradise,  is  by acquiring it to become stronger than Ashura. If you get in my way, I won't hold back," Kaoru warned, her Bishamonten persona emerging as the halo of flames grew more intense.

I  guess  we  weren't  so  different  after  all.  We  both  want  to  be able  to  beat  Chika  and  protect  the  ones  we  cared  about.  Too  bad only one of us could take it.

"Afraid  I  can't  let  you  do  that.  See,  that  power  is  going  to Micchi instead," Anya said.

"What?"  My  whole  body  went  numb  for  a  moment,  trying  to process her words.

She glanced over her shoulder and flashed a stupid smile.

"From the very start, I've always been on yours and Yui's side.

I won't be like Chika. I'll make up for abandoning you guys. Now get going and make me proud, kid. Get going!"

Without sparing another thought, my legs moved on their own towards the vault.

"I  won't  let  you!"  Kaoru  threw  her  spear,  the  force  carving  a trench in the ground as it flew towards me.

"Your  fight's  with  me."  Anya  caught  it  in  mid-air,  her  fist clenching  the  spear  like  a  dragon's  jaws  clamping  down  on  it.  "It's time to settle which of us is stronger, Kaokao!"

As  the  two  were  duking  it  out,  their  battle  caused  the  entire chamber to shudder.

Already  made  brittle  by  Kaoru's  previous  attack,  I  easily smashed open the vault doors and raced down the long corridor. The echoes of their cataclysmic showdown could still be heard and felt all the way down here. I came into a wide chamber where the high walls had  evenly  spaced  alcoves,  displaying  suits  of  armor  and  each holding different weapons. There was a pyramid at the center of the room,  with  steps  leading  to  the  top.  Something  was  shining  at  the very peak.

An explosive force back where Kaoru and Anya were fighting knocked one weapon off a suit of armor. It crashed to the ground. I picked up the flanged mace which felt enchanted. However, in trying to swing it, the weapon broke in my grip.

"Nothing's  going  to  match  Sacchan,  but  maybe  that  will."  I turned my eyes to the top of the pyramid.

However,  as  I  stepped  forward,  someone  else  had  entered the room behind me.

"Anego!" a voice called out.

"Yui?" I gasped, glad to see her.

But that only made one of us. Yui wasn't smiling. Instead, she had  her  nunchucks  out,  holding  it  so  tightly  her  knuckles  had  gone white. It didn't take a genius to figure out why.

"That's  the  whatchamacallit  goddess  thing  up  there,  right?"

Yui asked, walking up to me with her gaze fixed on the prize above.

"Yeah,"  I  answered  truthfully.  "I'm  going  to  take  it,  become stronger, and bring Chika back to us."

"That  makes  two  of  us.  I'm  tired  of  everyone  leaving  me behind. I hate that you guys think I'm too weak to stand next to you.

Isn't that why you went off without me and went with Anya instead?"

she cried.

"No…  That's  not  it.  I  just  didn't  want  to  see  you  get  hurt anymore—"

"Because  you  think  I'm  weak!"  Yui  lashed  out  with  an electrifying strike from her nunchuck.

The  hit  sent  me  skidding  on  my  feet  and  arms  tingling  from the shock.

"Tch… Yui, damn it! This ain't the time to fight!"

"Kaoru and Anya aren't the only two who have a fight to settle.

Micchi,  I'll  show  you  that  I  can  take  care  of  myself!"  the  little  lion roared.

Chapter 26 - How the Lion Roars Yui  was  always  weak.  This  was  true  as  far  back  as  I  could remember.

I first met Yui in fourth grade, two years before we met Chika and  Anya  together.  Back  then,  we  wore  those  stupid  matching uniforms and dumb-looking brimmed hats. It didn't matter how young kids were, or if they also caught the morning cartoons before going to school. At any age, but somehow when they were the youngest, kids could be the most vicious little fuckers in existence.

They  didn't  understand  consequence.  Probably  because getting snitched on only meant a slap on the wrist and a ten-minute timeout. Then those bullies would take it out on their target again ten folds.  Soon,  the  ones  who  couldn't  or  didn't  fight  back  made themselves  look  small  and  stopped  trying  to  report  them  to  avoid painting a target on their backs. It was a shitty cycle.

At least it was, until I broke it.

The spring season had just started. Students returned for the new academic year, formed cliques and chose outcasts to torment.

Maybe I was lucky. No one messed with me because I've always had that kind of a face, which suited me just fine.

School  ended  for  the  day,  and  as  always,  I  looked  for  any excuse  not  to  go  home.  My  bored  ass  wandered  into  the  school's back courtyard, where a small garden and rabbit hutch were built to teach kids a lesson in responsibility.

However, instead of finding someone taking care of the place, a group of students were picking on the new kid, who was curled up in  the  fetal  position.  Each  girl  was  pulling  a  handful  of  her  hair.

Another was trying to rip her mud-stained uniform.

"Hey,  Michiru~"  One  of  them  saw  me  peeking  in  from  the corner. "If you know what's good for you, then you better keep quiet about this."

I  didn't  want  to  get  involved  with  them.  If  the  new  kid  was getting picked on, that was her own fault for not being able to defend herself.  However,  when  I  locked  eyes  with  her,  she  didn't  beg  for

help or even make a peep. She quietly took the abuse, like this was normal.

Make a face or something, I thought.

Cry, shout, do  something. Why the hell someone would just lie there and take it was beyond me. This shouldn't be normal.

Something  came  over  me,  and  I  walked  right  up  to  the  trio.

The  girl  who  spoke  to  me  turned  her  head  only  to  get  sucker punched  in  the  face.  Her  nose  started  bleeding.  I  didn't  give  the other two a chance to react, pressing handfuls of dirt into their eyes and kicking them away.

"Y-You're going to regret this!"

"We'll get you tomorrow, Michiru!"

They ran off in tears, having pissed their pants from a little bit of violence.

The new kid stayed on the ground, eyes still lifeless and not even a word of gratitude to me after saving her.

"Last  I  saw,  they  were  headhunting  the  girl  from  class  A4.

What'd you do to piss them off?" I asked.

No answer.

Instead, her gaze fell to a dead cat I didn't notice until now. It must  have  died  recently.  Black  coat  and  white  underside,  I recognized  it  as  a  regular  visitor  here.  Probably  drawn  in  by  the rabbits since it would paw at the hutch.

"They  wanted  to  see  the  kitty,  but  when  I  tried  to  shoo  him away, they got mad and kicked him," she quietly explained.

I  picked  up  the  cat  and  put  it  in  the  trash  can.  No  sense  in leaving it out here to rot.

"You  should  probably  get  out  of  here  before  those  bitches come  back  with  more."  I  turned  to  leave,  but  she  didn't  move  from her spot. "What's wrong with you? They don't plan on playing nice, you know?"

"It hurts to walk… Can you carry me? I don't want them to hurt me  again…"  She  reached  up  to  me  like  a  baby  reaching  for  her mother.

My gut reaction was to just leave her here. What did it matter to me that she gets beaten up some more? We're in the same class,

but we didn't know each other. I told myself not to get involved, but those cunts have my number now.

"Tsk.  Fine.  I'm  only  doing  this  because  there's  strength  in numbers, alright? If they come running back, at least there's two of us." I knelt down for scrawny arms to wrap around my neck. She was so skinny, I felt every bone of her ribcage on my back. When I held her by the thighs, she tensed up and whimpered.

Sighing, I clasped both hands behind my back and right under her ass. That way, she wasn't just hanging off my neck. I bolted out of there, heading to a small park that I often hung out in.

"You're  Yui,  right?"  I  asked,  recalling  the  day  she  shyly introduced herself to the class.

Yui nodded.

"I'm Michi— shit!" My foot got caught on an uneven sidewalk block.  We  almost  tripped  onto  the  ground  if  it  weren't  for  a  street lamp nearby for me to catch.

"Mich… chi?" Yui repeated.

"No, it's… "

I kind of liked the sound of it and decided against correcting her.

Micchi.

It had a nice ring to it.

We got to the park, but there was little to do. No jungle gym or obstacles, only a bench and small grassy field. There was a single swing, but that was it.

"Should  be  safe  here.  Those  girls  got  no  reason  to  come  to this bare ass park." I tried letting Yui down, but she refused to let go.

"Get off already! What are you, a leech?"

"Please don't leave me alone…" Yui begged, burying her face into the back of my head.

This wasn't what I had in mind when looking for an excuse not to go home.

"Okay, I won't. But you gotta get off. I'll put you on the swing.

How's that?" I offered.

"Will you push me?" she asked.

This kid… seriously…

"Hey, now… Just because I whooped those girls and carried you here doesn't automatically make us friends," I said.

"Oh…" Yui began to choke up.

Only  because  I  didn't  want  her  crying  me  a  river,  I  relented and  agreed  to  push  her  on  the  swing.  She  lit  up,  those  dead  eyes started filling with color. Never had I seen a kid take so much joy in being pushed on a swing. We were the same age, but it looked like she was having the time of her life.

I even thought Yui was kind of adorable, in her own runt of the litter way.

While pushing her, the winds lifted her skirt. I saw bruises on her upper legs that looked recent.

My attention was stolen by a salaryman, stopping by the park to purchase a drink from the vending machine. He must have been tired,  because  he  fumbled  his  wallet  and  dropped  it  to  the  ground.

Coins  clattered  out,  many  of  them  rolling  underneath  the  machine.

His arm was too thick to reach under, and eventually, he left the park while cursing his luck.

"I'll be right back," I said.

"Wait!" Yui cried.

"Don't worry. I'm gonna grab that money and get us a snack from the convenience store nearby. I'll be back soon, I promise."

Leaving  Yui  on  the  swing  to  fetch  the  coins,  my  small  arms were able to reach in and pick up most of them. Lucky day for me. It turned out to be enough to buy four taiyakis, fish-shaped cakes filled with sweet bean pastes.

Part  of  me  wanted  to  leave  Yui  and  keep  these  for  myself.

Would she just stay there, waiting in that park forever?

"Damn  it.  I  promised  her,  didn't  I?  What  kind  of  little  bitch would I be to break a promise?" I sighed.

Heading  back  to  the  park,  six  girls  from  our  school  had  Yui surrounded on the swing, pushing her around. She clutched tightly to the  chains,  trying  her  best  not  to  get  knocked  off.  The  three  from before were among them. They somehow found us. Maybe someone was tailing us earlier.

If I go in there now, I'd get slaughtered. Six was too many for me  to  take  alone,  but  the  thought  of  Yui  getting  beaten  up…  I shouldn't care, so why did I go and show myself?

"Why  don't  you  mess  with  someone  who  can  fight  back instead?" I growled.

Yui's eyes filled with tears when she saw me.

"Finally!  We  were  wondering  when  you'd  show  up,"  one  of them said.

"Hey,  she  was  nice  enough  to  bring  us  something  to  eat!"

Another girl snatched a taiyaki from my hand and chomped into it.

"You like it?" I asked. "Stuffed some dog shit into that one."

She gagged and threw up. It wasn't true, but she didn't need to know that.

An  idiot  could  guess  what  happened  next.  I  got  beat.  They smeared the taiyaki in my face and hair, punched me to a pulp, and left me groaning on the ground.

Thankfully,  I  was  the  main  target  this  time  around.  They  left Yui alone and used my battered state to guilt her. The only thing that saved me was when one of the girl's phones started ringing. It was her parents, telling her to go home.

Must be nice having a family that cares,  I thought.

"Look forward to tomorrow, bitch!"

They  each  had  their  own  insult  to  throw  on  their  way  out.

Once they had all left, Yui hopped off the swing and limped over to help me up.

"The hell? You can move just fine," I remarked about her legs.

Yui wrapped her arms around me and started balling her eyes out.

"I'm  sorry,  Micchi…  I'm  sorry…"  she  repeated  over  and  over again.

No  amount  of  telling  her  to  stuff  it  would  get  her  to  stop apologizing.

"Sorry  don't  mean  anything  if  you  keep  saying  it  so  much.

Take this and shut up already." I pulled out a wrapped up taiyaki from my  pocket  I'd  hidden  before  confronting  them.  It  had  gotten  cold,

was a little smushed, and bean paste was spilling out of the seams, but at least it wasn't on various parts of my body.

"Th-There's no dog poop?" Yui asked.

"That was just a lie." I chuckled.

It  got  a  laugh  out  of  Yui,  too.  Her  eyes  sparkled  with  life  as she  was  about  to  take  a  bite,  but  hesitated  to  munch  down  on  it.

Instead, she ripped it into two, causing some of the bean paste to fall to the ground, and offered me a half.

For once, I felt like I had made a friend. Yui was right. As we ate together… I had fun. I just wished I was stronger.

However,  I  didn't  realize  how  much  I  wished  for  it  to  be  true until  I  was  carrying  Yui  home.  Her  joy  waned.  She  trembled  on  my back like a scared animal, like the rabbits when jerks banged on their cages at school.

The door opened to a middle school boy, glaring down at us.

He  was  rough  around  the  edges,  had  more  angst  than  a  manga protagonist, and looked like someone you wouldn't want to be alone with.

"Since when did you have friends, Yui?" the older boy asked, sounding as if I intruded on something.

"This  is…  Micchi,"  Yui  introduced  me.  "Micchi,  this  is  my  big brother…"

"Thanks for bringing my little sister back. You can leave now."

Yui's brother grabbed her by the arm and pulled her off my back.

I wedged my foot in the doorway to keep it from fully closing.

Instincts told me that Yui was in danger.

"The fuck do you think you're doing, kid? Buzz off already," he said.

"Yui?"  I  only  saw  a  part  of  her  face  through  the  crack  in  the door. She was fighting back tears.

"I'll see you tomorrow, Micchi." Yui smiled.

Her brother opened the door, kicked me hard in the stomach, then slammed the door shut as I staggered to my feet. It hurt.  A lot.

Lifting my shirt revealed a similar-sized bruising to the ones on Yui's legs.

Once  again,  I  was  too  weak  to  do  anything.  If  only  I  was stronger. Strong enough to protect myself. Strong enough to protect my… friend.

From  that  day  forward,  I  vowed  to  become  stronger.  We continued  getting  picked  on  at  school.  Outside  of  school,  too.  Two, scared little girls, with no one to protect us. The world was unfair, but at least we had each other.

Until  Chika  came  along.  She  put  Yui's  brother  in  his  place, taught us to keep getting up and fighting back, and loved us.

Sure, Yui and I ended up drifting apart. Yeah, we fought a lot like bitter rivals. But when the sun went down, it was all fun.



***


That's why…

Even as you're wailing into me now, every hit that would have broken bones in my body back in our world, I took it all standing. The abuse I suffered back then to protect you, I'd do the same to make sure you didn't have to.

"Fight  back,  Micchi!  Fight  back!"  Yui  screamed  as  tears streamed  down  her  cheeks,  striking  me  with  harder  and  harder blows.

The  nunchuck  bashed  my  head,  shoulders,  arms,  legs, chest…  Everywhere.  It  hurt  so  much  that  I  wanted  to  throw  in  the towel.  Compared  to  when  we  first  fought  in  this  world,  she  sure  as hell got stronger.

"I'm  not…  gonna  hit  you…"  I  said  through  gritted  teeth.  "Not while… you're acting like this…"

Yui somersaulted back, charging herself and the nunchuck up for a powerful hit. One that might actually knock me out. I could tell she was channeling her all into it, all the pain and betrayal she felt.

I wronged you. I pulled the same shit I hated Chika for. That's why I refused to fight back, so I could take the punishment.

Because  I  didn't  want  to  be  like  Chika.  This  was  the  least  I deserved, so I stood my ground.

"Bring it, Yui. Hit me with everything you got, Yui!" I shouted.

"Micchi!" Yui roared with the ferocity of a lion.

Electricity surged up the walls, knocking down the armor and weapons.  Yui  moved  faster  than  lightning,  and  as  her  attack connected  with  my  body…  she  couldn't  follow  through  with  it.  The energy  vanished  from  her  and  the  nunchucks  clattered  to  the ground.

A light fist tapped my stomach instead.

"You're right, Yui… You did grow stronger, and you don't need to show me to prove it. I'm… proud of ya." I grinned, putting a hand on her head.

Yui  wrapped  her  arms  around  me.  She  buried  her  face  into my chest, rubbing tears and snot onto the jacket.

"You promised not to leave me!" she cried.

"I know," I said, hugging her back. "I won't make that mistake again. We're in this together. We always have."

Chapter 27 - Glory and Battle

"Anego,  you  big  dummy!"  Yui  started  thumping  her  fists  into my chest. "I won't show you any mercy next time!"

"Heh. I don't expect you to," I said, squishing Yui's cheeks as she pouts.

Our  eyes  were  drawn  to  the  top  of  the  pyramid  where whatever was shining on the pedestal intensified to a blinding pitch, like a dying star about to explode. The prize of the bitch goddess trial was up there.

Yui put a hand over her eyes and frowned.

"I  don't  actually  care  about  what's  up  there.  If  you  think  it's gonna make you strong enough to fight Chika, then it's all yours."

"What? Suddenly you don't want it anymore?" I asked.

"I know you're stronger. Always have. I've been watching from the back for as long as I can remember." She flashed a toothy smile.

"Well,  I  wouldn't  want  anyone  else  back  there  besides  you.

Let's go take this cunt's shit."

As  we  walked  up  to  the  pyramid,  an  invisible  force  stopped both  of  us.  Yui  and  I  tried  to  punch  through  it,  but  it  only  caused ripples through the rest of the barrier.

"Maybe there's a hidden switch somewhere?" Yui suggested.

It  occured  to  me  that  the  sound  of  fighting  in  the  other chamber had also quieted down.

"Is that it up there? Doesn't look like much," Kaoru said from behind, Kamigoroshi in hand and dragging Anya in the other.

"Looks like… I'm losing my edge…" Anya croaked.

Kaoru  tossed  Anya  to  the  ground  in  front  of  us.  She  was bruised badly, bleeding from countless cuts, and struggled to breath.

"Anya!" Yui rushed over to help her.

"You really did a number on Anya. Didn't even bother to hold back?" I growled at the avatar of Bishamonten projected behind the yakuza delinquent's back.

"I've  told  you  before,  Kaminari.  Anything  that  threatens  my paradise  will  see  no  mercy  from  me.  I  stopped  believing  in  gods

when  my  little  brother  passed  away,  but  that  power  up  there, whatever godly blessing it is in this world, I'll believe in them one last time just to take it from them."

The flames wreathed behind Kaoru grew brighter and hotter, stopping Yui in her tracks from getting any closer.

They  reflected  her  resolve.  Kaoru  slaughtered  me  back  then when I had Sacchan, so what chance would I have now without it?

No, it didn't do me any good acting like a pussy. If I did, then I already lost. Kaoru was showing me everything she had. It was only right that I do the same.

"Yui, get Anya outta the way. Maybe one of those shields are enchanted enough to protect you guys," I said.

"We're fighting this bitch together!" Yui insisted.

"I got a bone to pick with her. If I go down, it's your turn. But I ain't  planning  to  go  down.  I'm  kicking  this  shotacon's  ass  back  to Jinwa crying."

This  trial  belonged  to  the  god  of  battle  and  glory.  I  should have known this wasn't going to go down any other way.

Yui nodded, and with Kaoru allowed her to pass to carry Anya away on her shoulders.

"You  can  barely  stay  standing  after  your  fight  with  Yui.  I understand  you  want  this  power  to  grow  strong  enough  to  fight Ashura, but we both know you still won't have what it takes to face her. I do. I'll take revenge on your behalf," Kaoru said.

"Revenge?"  I  shook  my  head.  "That's  where  you're  wrong.

This ain't about getting even with Chika. It never was."

"Then  for  what  reason?"  she  asked,  frustration  slipping through the poker face in her voice.

Instead  of  answering  her  question,  I  raised  the  only  two weapons I had left— my fists.

"Bishamonten  of  Kyushu,  Kaoru  Makinohara.  The  only  god you'll be when I'm done with you is the god of day care, you resting-bitch-faced shotacon!"

"Kaminari, Michiru Tokiwa." Kaoru shut her eyes for a second, and  upon  opening  them,  ignited  Kamigoroshi  with  black  flames.  "I

hope you remembered to wear your diaper, because the one in need of day care the most is you."

In  a  blink  of  an  eye,  she  slammed  into  me  with  a  bone-shattering kick. I blocked the hit with both arms, but the impact sent me skidding.

Attack  after  attack,  Bishamonten,  the  god  of  war,  unleashed an  unrelenting  series  of  blows  that  would  end  me  if  I  missed  the block. My arms felt like they were going to be torn off their sockets.

Had  we  fought  before  Anya  tired  her  out,  I'd  be  seeing  stars  about now.

Kaoru swooped my legs out from under me. I saw the ceiling first, then the point of her spear that glowed with magic. When I dove out of the way, the attack cratered the ground.

I  saw  it.  Unlike  Anya's  method  of  fighting  where  she temporarily  enhanced  physical  strength  and  defenses  with  magic, Kaoru was all magic. Right at the second she hit, her legs, arms, and even Kamigoroshi exploded with crazy energy on the level of Mildred or Loraine's destruction, but all at a single point.

And with the accuracy of a spellslinger.

Was that what Kaoru was?

If  so,  she  could  have  fooled  me.  All  this  time,  I  thought  she just hit hard. Time to put that theory to the test.

"Come on… Give me your best shot!" I shouted, planting my feet firmly on the ground.

"I'll  make  it  quick  for  you!"  Kaoru  thrusted  Kamigoroshi forward.

I  sidestepped  it  at  the  very  last  second,  and  a  marble-sized magic  orb  at  the  tip  of  her  spear  exploded  behind  my  head.  Kaoru locked eyes with me for a split second and knew that I had caught on.  I  threw  a  punch,  but  she  kneed  my  gut  first  and  sent  me  flying backwards.

"Spellslinger,  huh?"  After  wiping  the  blood  trickling  down  the corner of my mouth, I climbed back to my feet. "You go in hard and fast so we get no time to fight back. Of course, you're gonna hit hard, but  that  means  your  defenses  ain't  so  hot.  That's  why  you  blocked my attack back in Taiq'ae. You knew I'd off ya."

Still,  a  spellslinger  against  my  berserker  class  put  me  at  a disadvantage. I was hurt to hell and back, which meant one hit from me  should  really  fuck  her  up.  Problem  was,  she  was  being  careful now and keeping a distance.

"Hmph. So what if you know? It changes nothing that you're on  the  verge  of  passing  out.  Even  if  you  know  how  to  fight  back,  I have  one  trick  you  cannot  counter,"  Kaoru  said,  rearing  back Kamigoroshi  and  channeling  an  incredible  amount  of  magic  into  it.

Instead  of  the  usual  magic,  black  fire  along  the  shaft  of  the  spear gathered to the tip. The room became a whole lot hotter.

There  was  no  dodging  this  attack,  but  Anya  caught  it  with  a bare hand last time. Even if I somehow miraculously dodged it, the spear would return to Kaoru to be chucked again.

I had no other choice but to run. Straight for her. Putting every ounce of strength I had left in my legs, I ignored the blistering pain and continued forward. But there wasn't much left. I wasn't going to make it.

Just  as  my  body  was  about  to  give  out,  the  pendant  around my neck—  Loraine's silver pendant she gifted to me began to glow brightly. The stamina I thought had run out returned like a breath of fresh air.

Micchi! 

I heard my name in Loraine's voice.

"Micchi!" Anya and Yui shouted to join her in cheering me on.

"It's  over,  Micchi!"  Kaoru  threw  Kamigoroshi,  energy screeching all along its shaft and carving a trench as it flew toward me.

"YOU FIRST, BITCH!" I took off my jacket, rolled it around my fist, and punched the point of the spear.

Kaoru, Anya, and Yui were stunned.

The  ensuing  explosion  from  me  and  Kamigoroshi  scattered debris, armor, and weapons up against the walls. My jacket received the brunt of the hit and disintegrated.

"I  ain't  done!"  I  yelled,  running  right  up  to  Kaoru.  Panicking, she summoned Kamigoroshi back to her hand. I buried my unclothed

fist into her stomach first, throwing her across the room like a ragdoll, faster than the shockwave that came next.

Kaoru crashed into the wall, buried under rubble falling on top of  her.  A  minute  passed  of  me  trying  to  catch  my  breath,  and  she hasn't gotten up.

"I did it… I beat Bishamonten…"

"Micchi, look up!" Yui pointed to the pyramid.

The barrier shimmered, then vanished.

Anya gave me a proud smirk and nodded me onwards.

I  climbed  the  steps,  wondering  what  it  could  be.  A  new weapon? A crystal like what was buried inside Sacchan?

However, what awaited me at the top was a woman, dressed in  gold  and  silver  armor  like  her  own  locks  of  hair,  a  large warhammer at her side. The goddess Lyria.

"The Trial may have accepted your victory, but I have not. You cheat, scoundrel!" Lyria snarled.

Fade emerged from the Celestial Bell himself to confront her.

"Your trial is over, Lyria! Micchi has won. Now step aside," the god said.

"Finally grew a pair?" I sneered.

"Although  I  may  not  be  the  strongest  among  my  fellows,  I know what is right and wrong. This victory is yours, Micchi. Whatever lies behind Lyria belongs to you," he declared.

"I decide who is victorious!" Infuriated, Lyria stomped forward with her warhammer. "I am the goddess of battle and glory! You are just a gnat in a pond of—"

I  stopped  the  warhammer's  heavy  attack  with  one  hand, shocking both gods.

"Fuck  off."  A  single  backhand  to  Lyria's  face  knocked  her tumbling down the pyramid.

With the warhammer in hand, I walked up to the pedestal and used  the  weapon  to  smash  open  the  glowing  glass  case.  The  light faded  away,  revealing  a  potion  inside.  I  popped  open  the  top  and drank the cool liquid.

"Now what?" I asked.

I didn't feel any stronger. If anything, I wanted some water to wash the sour taste away.

"Hey!" I jumped down the pyramid and landed next to Lyria's head  and  lifted  her  up  to  face  me.  "Goddess  of  Defeat  and Disappointment,  I  drank  your  potion.  What's  next?  If  you  don't answer, I'm dragging you back up there to chuck you off again for a new record."

"Please,  don't  hurt  me…  The  potion…  it  gives  you…  a secondary subclass of your choice. Wish for it, and I shall grant it to you," she groaned tearfully.

Chapter 28 - An Upgraded Delinquent Picking  a  second  subclass  sounded  like  a  big  decision,  so  I kicked the goddess off her high horse and stuffed her in the Celestial Bell to figure this shit out later. With Anya having fallen unconscious at the end of my fight and Kaoru knocked out, Yui and I had to haul their asses back out.

I  almost  tossed  Kaoru  down  the  pit  in  the  second  chamber, then I remembered she was also going to be Theo's future wife. The kid liked her, and I liked the kid. I didn't want to make him cry, so I bit back the urge this time and brought her to the surface with us.

At the end of the day, Kaoru just wanted the power to protect Yonnu.  I'd  have  done  the  same  in  her  shoes  for  Yui,  Loraine,  and Kawa.

There  were  no  fishermen  around  when  we  came  out  of  the lake.  No  Glamor  Guards  either,  but  that  didn't  mean  they  weren't watching.

The caked up cunt might pay us a visit soon, and with Anya and  Kaoru  down,  me  beaten  half  to  a  pulp,  we'd  be  at  a disadvantage.

"Is it time to blow this joint?" Yui asked as we climbed onto the rocky shore.

"Nah. Ririko's our last thread to Chika. She apparently knows where to find a relic that can lead us to her, so we ain't leaving until we find out," I said.

"What  about  these  two?"  She  shrugged  her  right  shoulder where Anya's head was lying.

"Hmm…"

We dragged them out of Grishant where Thane the giant was sitting,  collecting  dust  and  letting  birds  perch  on  his  dented  armor.

People  gave  him  weird  looks  on  the  way  in  and  out  of  the  city, stopping by only for a quick glance before moving on.

"Oh, yeah! I saw this big guy when I was coming in. Is he with us?"  Yui  excitedly  ran  over  to  Thane  and  rapped  an  electrifying knuckle on his knee, startling him awake and scaring away the birds.

"His name's Thane. Apparently he doesn't know what the fuck to do with himself and tagged along," I explained.

"Hero! I see you are successful in obtaining another… relic…

Is it my imagination, or do I sense Goddess Lyria's presence among you?" Thane asked.

"I  put  her  in  the  Celestial  Bell  with  Fade.  Four  more  and maybe I should start hitting the gyms. For now, I need you to watch these two. They got knocked out good."

When we let the baggage down, Thane scooped them up into his hands and froze up.

Neither  of  us  needed  to  turn  around  to  know  we  had company. The frigid chill was the biggest give away. I just figured we had a little more time than that.

"Word  sure  travels  fast  here,  huh?"  I  grinned,  glancing  over my shoulders to see an entire army of beastlings, with Ririko at the head of them. "Faster than gossip between high school girls."

"Well,  word  on  the  street  is  you  found  something  under  my city. Whatever it is, I think it belongs to me, it being in my house and all. I plan to return the favor in double after you tricked me with the fake flower, Micchi!" Ririko shouted.

"That the Blizzard of Hokkaido?" Yui whispered.

"Yeah.  She  ain't  a  pushover  either.  Anya  and  I  got  our  shit kicked in, so don't take her lightly," I warned.

However,  ignoring  my  warning,  Yui  took  a  few  steps  forward while flourishing her nunchucks.

"Ora  ora  ora  ora!  I  heard  you  got  the  deets  for  us  to  find Chika. Fork it over, cakey!" Yui yelled.

"Oh.  My.  God."  Ririko  trembled  where  she  stood,  and  I thought she was about to blow up in anger until she bursted into a high-pitched squeal. "You're soooo cute!"

"Hah?" Yui and I were stunned.

"Are  you  Yui?  The  Lion  of  Saitama?  You're  like  the  most adorable thing I've ever seen! I wanna pinch those cheeks of yours. I bet  you  would  look  even  cuter  with  a  bow  on  each  pigtail!"  she exclaimed.

"This bitch is nuts, Anego. Don't let her put bows in my head!"

Yui hid behind my back and stuck her tongue out at Ririko.

We  were  in  a  tough  spot.  I  should  probably  use  the  potion's effect to claim a second subclass, but I wasn't sure what the hell to pick  up.  There  was  also  no  telling  if  it  ended  up  being  a  bust  of  a power later and wasted my only shot at taking out Chika.

On the other hand, there wouldn't be a later if Ririko beats us up  here.  With  Sacchan  destroyed,  my  jacket  shredded  and  the enchantments no longer working, I wasn't anywhere near as strong as I used to be.

What should I do?

Think, Micchi! 

"Alright,  enough  waiting  around.  Get  'em.  Don't  mess  up  the cute girl's face too much now!" Ririko sicced her mob of beastlings at us.

A bolt of lightning ripped through them, tossing people into the air,  flinging  them  away,  and  pounding  them  into  the  dirt.  Yui flourished her nunchucks into a blur, charging up like a battery.

"I'll show you to try and put bows in my hair!"

"Yui, wait—"

Yui  zoomed  forward  and  zapped  everyone  on  the  way  to Ririko.  Just  as  she  was  about  to  make  an  impact,  a  barrier  of  ice stopped  the  blow.  A  dent  in  the  wall  was  all  she  made.  The  ice melted  into  slush,  trapping  and  solidifying  on  Yui  to  keep  her  from escaping.

"Oi! Let me go, bitch!"

"Tsk, tsk." Ririko emerged from behind the barrier, wagging a finger and holding two navy blue bows in her other hand.

"If you put that on me, I'm going to piss on your carpet!" Yui growled.

"A misbehaving cat, huh." She proceeded to tie the bows onto each of Yui's pigtails despite her protests. "There. You look so cute!

Aaahhh! I could eat you up!"

Yui puffed up her cheeks and turned two teary eyes to me.

"Aneeggooo!"

Holding out on making use of Lyria's relic wasn't going to cut it. If I wanted to beat Ririko, I needed some heavy duty magic. I was already  a  raw  physical  hitter,  so  getting  some  magic  on  me  was  a good way to round it out.

Using the Celestial Bell, I kicked both gods out of their hiding place.  They  spilled  out  with  Lyria  sitting  on  top  of  Fade's,  her  eyes shut and brows furrowed in discontent.

"L-Lyria… Please, get off of me!" Fade demanded.

"I'm angry with you. Thanks to you, my relic fell into the hands of a…" Lyria opened her eyes and gasped when she saw me.

I grabbed her by the chestplate.

"Both  of  you  answer  at  the  same  time:  What's  the  strongest magical subclass you got?" I asked.

"Elementalist," they promptly answered.

"What  are  you  doing  over  there,  Micchi?  Don't  think  I've forgotten about you. I'm going to put you in a diaper and spank that ass  of  yours!"  Ririko  took  to  the  skies  and  flew  towards  me  like  a storm.

"Then hit me with it and get outta the way!" I shouted to the two gods.

A  strange  feeling,  like  being  wrapped  in  warm  clothing, enveloped  my  body  just  as  Ririko  threw  out  a  punch.  I  blocked  her fist. Waves of spiked ice jutted out of the ground behind me, but they started to melt as fire ignited all over me.

Surprisingly, the flames didn't hurt. Not me at least.

Ririko  was  sweating.  Streaks  of  black  ink  from  eyeliner  and eyeshadow  dripped  down  her  cheeks,  further  ruining  the  layer  of foundation.

"How  are  you  doing  that…?"  Ririko  struggled  to  break  free from my grasp.

"Looks like I got a little upgrade. Not so tough now, ain't ya?" I sneered, then drove a burning fist into her stomach. Ririko crashed past  the  open  gates  of  Grishant,  and  I  raced  over  to  melt  Yui  free from her icy prison.

"Hot, hot, hot! Watch where you touch!" Yui jumped out of the way as soon as her legs were free and ripped the bows out of her

pigtails. "But, geez. The relic made you that much stronger? I'm so jealous!"

Berserker and Elementalist. Interesting combination, that was for sure.

"You…  ruined…  MY  MAKE  UP!  UGH!"  Ririko  shrieked.  She returned,  much  more  infuriated  than  before,  each  step  freezing  the ground at her feet. A frigid wind blew toward us and put out the trail of fires left smoldering around us.

Even though I'd gotten stronger, fighting Ririko wasn't going to be any easier.

"Ready, Yui?" I asked.

"You better goddamn bet I am. Let's knock her down a peg!"

"Fuck the introductions," Ririko said, conjuring gigantic icicles to throw at us. "I'm going to scratch both your faces up!"

Chapter 29 - Freezing Point

Yui and I talked up a big game, but now we're being chased as  huge  fucking  icicles  crashed  all  around  us.  Ririko  didn't  let  up, flinging  everything  she  had.  I  knew  that  Mildred  and  Loraine,  both who  were  some  sort  of  magic-casting  class,  would  get  tired  after throwing enough shit. However, that wasn't the case for the Blizzard of Hokkaido. She  was the blizzard incarnate.

We  were  put  on  the  run  without  any  real  way  to  fight  back.

Especially since…

"No  one  told  me  she  could  fly!  You  got  a  new  power,  right?

Anego, do something!" Yui cried.

"It's because I only just got this stupid power that I ain't sure how to fucking use it!" I yelled back.

"Okay,  I  got  an  idea!"  She  twirled  around  just  as  a  spike impaled the ground at our feet, jumped onto it, and proceeded to zip up every icicle until she reached Ririko.

As Yui balled up an electrifying fist, Ririko caught her by the head and started pinching her cheeks.

"Ahhhh~ I still can't get over how cute you are! When I'm done with that twerp down there, I'm going to doll you up and put you in a dress!" Ririko squealed.

"Quit playing around!" I growled.

"Uwehh… A-Anego, save me!" Yui flailed her arms and legs.

If  only  I  had  a  weapon.  Without  Sacchan,  it  was  like  I'd become  much  weaker.  We  were  getting  stronger  together  and  had repaired it, too, then Chika came out of nowhere to destroy it.

The  second  I  wished  for  a  weapon  and  pictured  Sacchan  in my mind, a club made of ice formed in my grasp.

"That's  what  I'm  talking  about!"  I  shattered  the  icicles  Ririko tossed  at  me,  then  formed  a  ball  of  fire  the  size  of  a  baseball  and batted it towards her.

Ririko  dropped  Yui  first  to  raise  a  barrier  of  ice  to  block  the attack, and that was when I realized she needed to use her hands to cast spells. It was the same with the icicles and making a throwing

motion.  The  next  question  would  be  how  the  hell  could  I  use  that against her?

"My turn," Ririko said, this time creating something that wasn't just an icicle, but a huge mountain that blotted out the sun and sky.

"Ah, shit. Alright, bring it!" I clenched my ice-made weapon for a swing.

Like a giant meteor, the gargantuan ice mass came colliding towards me—

"In the name of our UKD alliance, cease this battle at once!"

Ririko's  spell  shattered  on  its  own  into  a  million  pieces  of harmless specks, raining down on me like shaved ice. It was Kain, riding in with Mildred, Breila, and a large number of beastlings from Kazaar.

"Don't  stop  me,  Kain.  I'm  making  this  bitch  eat  her  own makeup if it's the last thing I do!" I shouted.

However,  as  I  turned  back  to  face  Ririko,  I  didn't  realize  she had come down to the surface and was right in front of me. I swung the ice club at her, but she blocked it with her bare hand.

"Buzz off," Ririko said, then brushed a powerful gale to send me flying away.

"Queen  Ririko,  it's  been  quite  some  time  since  we  last  met,"

Kain  said,  dismounting  from  his  horse  and  fearlessly  approaching her. "I've come to—"

"Kyaaaahhh! Prince Kain! You're here to see me, aren't you?"

The Blizzard of Hokkaido shrieked like a lovestruck high school girl and orbited around Kain like a bee to a flower.

"Hahh?"  Mildred  and  I  uttered  at  the  same  time  but  for  very different reasons.

"P-Please,  I'm  here  with  diplomatic  intentions…"  He  tried vainly to push off her advances.

The  S-ranked  enchantress  levitated  into  the  air  and  sparked with energy in what I recalled was the charging of her most powerful, destructive spell.

"Get your mangy paws off  my Kain, you skank. Or I will level this  entire  mountain  and  whatever  else  you  hold  dear!"  Mildred snarled.

"I'd back off if I was you," I warned Ririko. "That ain't a threat.

It's a promise."

"Are  we  about  to  see  some  fireworks?"  Yui  asked,  eyes glistening with the reflection of Mildred's spell.

"Hmph. Why would I care about what a threat from some no-named cunt with dry skin and unkempt eyebrows?" Ririko sneered.

The ice queen's army of beastlings recovered and got to their feet.  All  of  them  ready  to  fight  again  and  fearless  in  the  face  of Mildred's overwhelming magic power.

"Stand  down!"  Breila  finally  stepped  in.  "With  myself,  Queen Ririko,  Prince  Kain,  and  Empress  Kaoru,  we've  met  the  minimum threshold under the UKD alliance to formally hold a vote to declare a summit."

A different kind of magic rippled through me. All of a sudden, my  magic  was  sapped  away.  Mildred  also  lost  her  power  and dropped  to  the  ground,  clenching  her  fists  in  displeasure.  Anyone who could use magic abruptly had it taken away from them. Breila, Ririko, Kain, and Kaoru's right wrists began to glow with an intricate circular sigil.

"What's going on?" I asked as the ice club in my hand melted beyond my control.

Mildred cursed under her breath.

"This  is  the  concession  for  being  a  member  of  the  United Kingdoms  of  Dysentia.  It  is  how  they  ensure  each  other's  safety when meeting with one another. When four or more representatives of  the  alliance  declare  a  meeting  or  vote  of  any  kind,  everyone temporarily loses their strengths as a safety measure to the rest. A binding  enchantment  of  the  highest  kind.  No  coercions,  no  threats.

All vulnerable in the face of the other."

Behind us, Kaoru clicked her tongue when she awakened and saw the sigil on her wrist.

"Will you do the honors, Prince Kain?" Breila asked, handing the floor to him

Kain  nodded  and  extended  a  hand  with  the  sigil  face  up, causing it to glow more intensely.

"It  seems  now,  more  than  ever,  our  alliance  has  become  as brittle as a worn sword. The demons and their master have proven themselves a greater threat than maybe we can even contain. There is not a more pressing time than now for us to reaffirm this alliance, lest  we  should  hand  Dysentia  over  to  their  reign  of  terror.  Which  is why I propose a compulsory summit for all members at Cynderace.

Those in favor?"

"Aye."  Breila,  representing  Kazaar  and  the  Semaris  Clan, extended her hand.

Kaoru  begrudgingly  hopped  off  Thane,  threw  an  unreadable look  my  way,  then  joined  the  other  two.  With  her  eyes  shut,  she extended a clenched fist without a word.

The  only  one  left  was  Ririko,  and  everyone  watched  with bated breath on whether or not she was going to play along.

"Well, I guess things are starting to get a lot more fun around here. Chika was right after all. When you get here, whether any of us liked  it  or  not,  shit  was  going  down."  Ririko  grinned  at  me  in particular, then extended a hand to join the three of them.

Their wrists glowed brightly together, sending a beam of light into the sky.

"So  what  happens  now?"  Yui  asked,  gazing  up  at  the  brief fireworks show.

"  Now,  Mini-Micchi  and  Micchi,"  Mildred  began,  "  all  members of the UKD must answer the call and attend the summit, otherwise they will be branded an enemy of the alliance. Which in the case of your lover, as I recall…"

I wouldn't have remembered if Mildred hadn't reminded me. In the  back  of  my  head,  I  probably  knew  this  was  going  to  come eventually.  Loraine  would  have  to  meet  her  uncle,  the  Sultan  of Amarinth.  The  same  bastard  who  killed  her  old  man,  tried  to  have her kidnapped via Owyn, and who conspired with the Ramaleiks and former Jinwan eunuchs to frame Kaoru for my poisoning.

That fucker.

I  still  had  a  score  to  settle  with  him  as  badly  as  I  do  with Chika.

That  being  said,  Kain,  that  son  of  a  bitch.  No  wonder  he wanted to tag along. It might not have gone down the way I wanted it to,  but  he  just  made  this  a  whole  lot  more  interesting  with  the summit.

His  and  the  other's  arrival  ended  our  fight  without  anyone getting seriously hurt, but all that did was leave my knuckles itching for  more.  Ririko  and  her  cronies  returned  to  Grishant,  the  fake  out with the flower having seemingly been forgiven.

I  was  just  going  to  have  to  take  my  frustration  out  on something else later.

Kaoru started walking away on her own.

"Where do you think you're going?" I asked as she passed by me.

"Back to Taiq'ae. Since your friend the prince has called for a summit, I have my own things to resolve before attending. Tell Yonnu and Theo that I will be returning a little later," Kaoru said.

"Y'ain't pissed that I beat your ass down there?"

She scoffed. "If lightning can strike down a god, then perhaps I did think too highly of myself. It is precisely because you defeated me  that  I  have  to  look  after  certain  matters.  Chika  is  strong.  Even with  your  newfound  powers,  she  can  possibly  still  bury  us  without lifting a finger."

I cracked a smile.

At the end of the day, Kaoru, the Bishamonten of Kyushu was still a punk who respected strength. Now I was sure she could be on our side.

"By  the  way."  Kaoru  lowered  her  voice  so  only  I  could  hear.

"After  seeing  the  Blizzard  of  Hokkaido,  I'm  beginning  to  doubt  her connection to Chika. I wonder if the one who has truly been trying to undermine us is the Sultan of Amarinth."

"You think so?"

"Call  it  a  yakuza's  intuition.  Having  led  my  own  family  and clan, I've developed a nose to sniff out rats. Someone who hides as much as he does is either a coward or playing carefully," she said.

"Makes sense. Not trying to doubt you, but I don't wanna rule out Queen Cakey just yet. Not until the only makeup on her face is

the dirt I smear on her."

Kaoru expelled a breath out her nose. It sounded like a laugh she was trying to suppress.

"See you at the summit, Micchi."

As  Kaoru  left,  Anya,  finally  conscious  and  giving  Yui  a piggyback  ride,  walked  up  to  me  with  an  expression  full  of disappointment.

"Aw,  man.  Kaokao's  leaving  already?  I  wanted  a  rematch!"

Anya  shouted  to  Kaoru's  back,  but  she  continued  forward  without turning back.

"Let's go after her and nail her in the back with a cheapshot like she did us!" Yui suggested, fistfighting the air and causing Anya to struggle keeping her still.

Instead of humoring them, I fell flat to the ground on my back.

I  was  beat.  Fighting  two  top  dogs  like  Chika  and  Ririko  in  a  single day was more than I could handle. Yet as I glanced up at the passing clouds, the faces of Anya and Yui coming into my vision to check if I was okay, an odd kind of peace washed over me.

I clutched Loraine's pendant, which had undoubtedly provided me just enough of an edge to beat Kaoru back in the trial. It wasn't about being on my own. I didn't have to face things alone anymore.

We were packing our things to leave and return to Cynderace when Naka, the treasure-hunting beastling, came running out of the gates of Grishant.

"Micchi, wait!" Naka shouted, arms and back bogged down by backpacks larger than herself.

"Yo,  Naka.  Where  you  headed  with  all  that  shit  on  you?"  I asked.

"I-I  was  hoping  to  go  back  with  you.  This  is  my  chance  to finally  branch  out  to  the  rest  of  the  world  and  uncover  secrets  my father couldn't. And… I don't think I'm safe anywhere in Mou'nan or Grishant  anymore.  I  can  be  helpful!  As  a  former  A-ranked  of  the Grishant Branch, I can lend my services to the Cynderace Branch!"

the  beastling  exclaimed,  casting  nervous  glances  back  to  the mountain city behind them.

Standing by the entrance were Glamor Guards. One of them drew  a  thumb  across  his  neck,  a  threatening  gesture  directed  at Naka.

Yep. Naka for sure wasn't going to be safe there anymore.

Having  someone  obsessed  with  searching  for  relics  and artifacts  around  would  be  huge  though.  Maybe  with  Naka,  I  could find an artifact weapon to use.

"You heard her, Guild Master. What do you say?" I passed the baton  to  Yui,  who  had  climbed  atop  of  Naka's  backpack  while  we were talking.

"G-Guild Master…?" Naka looked left and right until she finally followed my gaze up.

"Then ya better be ready." Yui grinned "I'm gonna put you to work harder than a pack mule!"

Chapter 30 - Shaking Things Up

"Micchi!"

"Master!"

Before I could get through the door, Loraine and Kawa were on  me  faster  than  I  blinked.  It  was  hard  not  to  share  in  their excitement  even  with  all  the  shit  that  happened  not  too  long  ago.

They seemed to know right away that something was wrong. Maybe it  was  my  scowl  looking  more  ticked  off  than  usual,  or  the  strained smile I showed them.

Loraine  held  my  face  to  get  a  better  look  at  me,  and  the warmth in her palms quickly turned into healing magic. The bruises I carried  back  as  both  marks  of  pride  and  shame  were  beginning  to disappear.  Meanwhile,  Kawa  was  circling  us,  sniffing  my  legs  and back, probably looking for Sacchan.

"You must have had it rough out there, but you're home now."

Loraine pulled my head into her chest and stroked my hair.

"There's a lot I gotta tell you," I said.

While Ethel and Roma were whipping something up for me to eat,  Loraine  listened  intently  to  everything  I  recounted  about  what happened as we sat by the fireplace.

Kawa  transformed  into  her  human  form  and  started  wailing when I got to Sacchan's destruction.

"Master's  stick  is  gone?  Waaaaahhhh!  Kawa  wanted  to  play more!" the big wolf cried.

"Quit crying. You're a big girl. We'll find you something else to play with," I said, patting her on the head.

"All of you went through quite the ordeal. I'm glad you and Yui patched things up. But with your old friend, Chika… now we know for sure she is the dreaded demon that has been terrorizing this world.

What are your plans now?" Loraine asked.

"Nothing's  changed.  I—   We  find  where  Chika's  hiding  and beat the senses back into her. Until then, Kain's rounding up all the big boys for something he calls a summit. And about that…"

The Sultan was going to be a problem. Kaoru suggested that the  sack  of  shit  might  be  working  with  Chika.  No  way  to  know  for sure unless we grilled him. To make things worse, him coming here was  bad  news  for  Loraine,  and  by  the  looks  of  it,  she  caught  on without me telling her.

That bastard had hell to pay.

"If  you  don't  wanna  be  here  when  he  comes,  Kaoru  can probably set up a place for you to hunker down in Taiq'ae. I still don't like that bitch, but I can trust her now," I said.

Loraine  shook  her  head  and  looked  me  straight  in  the  eyes, brimming with resolve.

"Just like how you intend to face Chika, I shouldn't hide from facing my uncle. It has been a long time coming."

"Heh. We'll slug him a good one when he gets here." I flashed a smirk and clenched my fist to expel a small burst of fire.

"But before any more fighting…" She clasped my fist with both hands.  "You're  filthier  than  Kawa  after  playtime.  We  need  to  bathe you right this instant! Come now, I'll wash your back!"

"Uh… Wait, I—"

After  Loraine's  intense  scrubbing  session  and  lunch,  I  came out  of  the  bath  squeaky  clean  and  decided  to  pay  the  Cynderace Branch a visit with Kawa tagging along. Everyone stopped what they were doing and rose to their feet to greet me.

"WELCOME BACK, BOSS!"

"You lot been keeping busy while we were gone?" I asked.

"YES, BOSS!" they answered resoundingly.

Good. My delinquent senses were telling me shit wasn't going to stay peaceful for long. Whatever Chika took from inside Sacchan couldn't  be  good.  Demons  had  been  quiet  up  until  Kazaar.  We needed to start staying on our toes.

"Never a dull moment with you here, Micchi." Frey smiled as I walked up to the reception area.

"Yui  tell  you  everything?"  I  leaned  my  back  against  the  front counter  and  watched  with  pride  the  many  members  of  the Cynderace Branch who had grown to be worth something.

"With  a  lot  of  colorful  details…  Anyway,  I've  gotten  the paperwork  for  the  former  member  of  the  Grishant  Branch  settled.

Naka is now officially a member of the Cynderace Branch! Did you know that woman was carrying five artifact weapons?! Registering all that was a headache!"

That many? I didn't remember her carrying a weapon though.

She was also scared shitless to do a damn thing during any of the fighting.

"Micchi!"

And speak of the devil.

The treasure hunter was coming down the stairs to say hello.

However, she froze like a statue once she reached the bottom step.

Kawa turned to the beastling, and like the excitable dog she became upon finding a new friend to play with, tackled Naka to the ground.

"AAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!"  Naka  let  loose  a blood curdling scream as Kawa licked her face.

"Kawa, down!" I pulled the giant wolf off Naka, who was now lying on the ground in the fetal position and trembling.

Oaks  and  Frey  rushed  out  from  behind  the  counter  to  help her.

"D-Dogs… Please, not dogs…" Naka repeated like a mantra, her eyes having lost their color.

Kawa  changed  into  her  human  form  and  cocked  her  head sideways.

"Who's  causing  a  ruckus  during  my  nap  ti—"  Yui  emerged from the guild leader's office, kicking the door open and locked eyes with Frey. "I-I mean work hours?"

"Guess our newest member is scared of dogs," I said.

Kawa moped and whimpered.

"Awww, you aren't scawy~" The guild leader put on a childish voice and rubbed Kawa's chubby cheeks. "Wanna go play? Yes, you do! Let's ditch this joint, Kawa!"

Kawa returned to wolf form for Yui to ride her, and the two of them leapt out of the guild hall.

"Yui,  what  about  your  promise  to  work  until  evening?!"  Frey shouted at their backs.

"So much for promising to work hard," I joked, then turned to the  scared  beastling.  "What's  got  you  so  worked  up?  How  did  you used to be A-ranked acting like this?"

"M-More like why aren't any of you scared? Dogs… They bite and  chew  with  their  sharp  teeth…  rip  and  tear  with  their  sharp claws… A menace… that's what they are!" Naka cried.

The rest of us looked at her, then at each other.

If  I  remembered  correctly,  Naka  was  also  spooked  by  the pack of wolves that attacked us in Mou'nan.

"Maybe Kawa should come in her human form from now on?"

Frey suggested to me.

"Alright,  whatever.  Yui  already  hightailed  it  outta  here  with Kawa anyway. I was only dropping by to update my subclass," I told them, only to be met with surprise.

"As  in…  You  were  able  to  change  subclasses  with  divine intervention?" Oaks asked.

"Nah.  As  in  I'm  both  a  berserker   and   an  elementalist  now thanks to divine hoodoo."

Neither  of  them  believed  me  until  we  went  down  to  the evaluation  stone,  but  since  they  didn't  want  me  to  break  another,  I had  to  just  tap  the  damn  thing  with  a  finger.  Sure  enough,  even though my rank stayed the same, two subclasses appeared on the surface of the stone to prove it was true.

"This means I'm special, right?" I smirked.

"More than just special, Micchi! Only three people in recorded history have achieved multiple subclasses," Frey explained, but the tone in her voice didn't sound like she was speaking about heroes.

"The three of them weren't saviors of any kind," Oaks added.

"They  were  terrible  tyrants,  said  to  have  brought  cataclysmic destruction  across  the  lands.  Only  by  old  age  did  their  madness come to an end."

I definitely felt stronger. Not destroy the fucking world strong.

It wasn't as though my punches hit harder than before. All I gained was  the  power  to  control  the  elements  like  Mildred  and  Loraine could.

We returned to the guild floor and it occurred to me that there was still a lot more about my new powers I didn't know. My body still ached  with  the  urge  to  break  some  after  getting  blue  balled  from fighting Ririko.

"Alright, you lout!" I shouted, silencing the chatter and drawing all  eyes  to  me.  "It's  time  to  see  how  strong  you  all  got.  So  we're gonna take this outside whether any of you like it or not."

A collective groan erupted from the guild.

Naka,  who  had  already  made  new  friends,  glanced  at  her fellow  companions  around  the  table  without  a  single  clue  about what's going on.

"Are  we  about  to  go  on  a  guild-wide  quest?"  she  asked excitedly.

The others were afraid to answer, so I did in their place.

"Nope.  Monthly  assessment  by  yours  truly.  We're  going  out into the field for a big fucking brawl. Everyone versus me." I smirked, cracking my knuckles to join the chorus of whimpers and gulps.

Naka shuddered.

"O-Oh."



Document Outline


	Prologue - The Delinquent Yakuza

	Chapter 1 - Bishamonten

	Chapter 2 - Cutting it Close

	Chapter 3 - Licking Wounds

	Chapter 4 - Repairing Sacchan

	Chapter 5 - How to Get a Dryad Seed

	Chapter 6 - Fade

	Chapter 7 - Turn of Events

	Chapter 8 - Conspiracy Within the Blossoming City

	Chapter 9 - Emperor and Empress

	Chapter 10 - Delinquent in Love

	Chapter 11 - A Good Hit

	Chapter 12 - Misadventures of Micchi and Kain

	Chapter 13 - The Excitable Guard Dog

	Chapter 14 - Kidnapped

	Chapter 15 - An Invitation of Queens

	Chapter 16 - Detour

	Chapter 17 - We All Got a Little Baggage

	Chapter 18 - The Past Left Behind

	Chapter 19 - Our Little Quarrels

	Chapter 20 - Violent Reunion

	Chapter 21 - My Fight

	Chapter 22 - Fashion Queen

	Chapter 23 - Ririko Minami

	Chapter 24 - Treasure Hunting

	Chapter 25 - What Trial? 

	Chapter 26 - How the Lion Roars

	Chapter 27 - Glory and Battle

	Chapter 28 - An Upgraded Delinquent

	Chapter 29 - Freezing Point

	Chapter 30 - Shaking Things Up







index-1_1.jpg





index-2_1.jpg





index-4_1.jpg





index-3_1.jpg





