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Chapter 1 - A Pole Comes First

I went downstairs to Bogart's workshop where being greeted by a blast of hot air became routine. The blacksmith was hammering away at something and too busy to notice me come in. Tulip, the little dryad girl I rescued from Jinwa's black market, tugged on Bogart's sleeve to tell her I was here.

"Thanks, squirt." I fist-bumped the dryad, who then trotted back into a pool of water at the corner of the room to soak in.

"Back so soon?" Bogart pulled the goggles off her soot-stained face.

"Soon, my ass. It's been a couple of weeks. Time just passes right fucking by for you, huh?

"Just weeks?" She cast a sidelong glance to the tidied-up workshop now furnished with many mannequins and racks displaying her completed equipment. "Old Bogart used to bang out twice this many. No shortage of work with how many members of the Cynderace Branch has been recruiting. Anyway, what can I do ya for?"

"I need a long metal pole made of osinthanite. Maybe fifteen feet?"

"Just a metal pole?" The blacksmith raised a sweaty brow.

"Just a metal pole." I nodded.

While Bogart was getting my commission done, I paid Mildred a visit next. She wasn't in her workshop or at the counter, so I let myself into her room. The master enchanter was in front of a mirror, holding one outfit up to her chest with one hand and a second one in the other. A huge pile of clothing was strewn all over the floor and the bed.

"The hell's going on here?" I asked.

"We have a summit. Dignitaries from all over Dysentia will be attending. I must also look my best for my betrothed. That whore in Grishant will be here, too. No doubt seeking to swindle Kain from my hands." Mildred glowered.

It looked like we all had our own problems.

"Well, do explain why you're here. Perhaps to borrow a dress for yourself? I'm not so sure any of my outfits will make you appear any less brutish," she teased.

"Was wondering if you know anyone who can make fabric. Lars ain't gonna cut it. They gotta be able to work with cloth," I said.

I wasn't going to hold it against Kaoru, but she really tore my jacket to shreds, so I needed a new one. In addition to that, I was hoping to get something else done, too.

"I am acquainted with a number of seamstresses and tailors. Though I assume you will want the best. Lars and I know one— his name is Jennick. I suppose I can spare time to take you there." Mildred tossed the two outfits aside and gestured towards the door.

There was more to the artisan's district I wouldn't have known about without Mildred showing me around. We passed through a seedier area where people worked from their own homes, selling and making stuff out open windows. Others had their tools and workbenches on the streets. We finally came to a shop with a needle and spool as the signpost. Inside, the most fashionable and gaudy clothes were displayed on mannequins for all to see.

Jennick, a balding old man with only a thin crown of white hair on his head, was sewing by hand a robe with intricate patterns and embroidery. Even though he glanced up to greet us, his fingers didn't miss a beat.

"Mildred. What am I in trouble for this time?" the tailor asked, squinting from behind his glasses.

"Why's that the first thing he asks?" I shot a look at Mildred.

"Just lucrative dealings, no worries." Mildred smiled, then led us up to the counter. "My companion here has a request."

I brought out what was left of my ripped up jacket. It looked like someone threw it in a woodchipper, or Kawa had her turn gnawing through the fabric.

"To fix and sew up? Not a problem. The enchantments are busted. What did it get hit by? A god?" Jennick asked.

"Worse. The Empress of Jinwa," I said, causing him to choke on his spit. "Hoping you can patch it up with Jinwan crystal threads. Whatever it costs, I'll pay. I also need another thing done. Might be a little different from what you normally make."

"Go on." The tailor's hands stopped moving, and he leaned forward on the counter to listen curiously

A smile crept across my face.

"I want a huge fucking flag."


Chapter 2 - Then the Flag Bearer

Jennick had the exact materials in mind to make what I wanted. The problem was, he was fresh out of those materials, so I volunteered to go fetch them myself with some help from an eager pal.

"Uhm… Lady Micchi, can you explain to me why I must tag along in your merry adventures yet again?" Prince Kain asked, trembling as he peered into the gigantic cave opening where a crystal spider was rumored to live.

"You don't get out enough. I'm doing you a favor by dragging you away from all that paperwork and shit. Can't bring Yui, she's got work to do. Kawa's a bad idea, too, since that damn dog'll just run wherever the wind takes her. If Kawa stays home, Loraine stays home," I explained.

He sighed. "Those paperwork and shit, as you call it, are to make the necessary preparations for the summit! I have little enough time as it is!"

Thelesia and Hurai, formerly slaves to the Rolling Plains orcs before I dropped into the picture, laughed quietly behind us. The two were finally getting their feet off the ground at the Cynderace Branch. Hurai, the human Jinwan girl was a C-ranked rogue, subclassed as a scout. Thelesia was an elven A-ranked dragoon, just like Kain, but Thelesia's skills were supposedly developed more for support than he was.

The only reason I brought them along was because I needed Hurai, who, by her Jinwan heritage, had some knowledge about gathering crystal threads from the crystal spiders. Since they were best friends with each other, it was a two-in-one deal.

"Chieftain," Hurai began as she stood at the threshold into the cave. "I know you're strong and all, but crystal spiders are extraordinarily dangerous. Their threads are known to ensnare dragons, too."

"Even dragons, Lady Micchi! Isn't that great?" Kain groaned.

"You're goddamn right it is," I said, ignoring his sarcasm and heading in first.

We entered the cave with torches as our only source of light. It was dank and murky. The many twists and turns in the tunnel system made it easy to get lost. Hurai seemed to know exactly where to go just by pressing her palm to the rigid walls. Eventually, we began to head down along a steep decline and deeper into the cave until a massive cavern system opened up to us.

The stalactites and stalagmites ended abruptly in the new chamber, giving way to somewhat smoother, more moss-covered walls. There were rivers teeming with fish and small, eyeless monsters racing past us into holes and crevices. I walked up to the edge of the cliff and glanced down. An underground forest blanketed the cavern floor with creatures jumping from tree to tree.

"Geez. No wonder crystal thread is hard to come by. The damn spiders could be anywhere," I muttered.

"Worry not, Chieftain! Hurai is a talented tracker. We should be able to find it in no time!" Thelesia's praise left Hurai blushing up like a tomato.

"Crystal spiders eat their own webs like any other spider. That's what makes them hard to find. I used to run shipments of these stuff for a bad crew until it went south. Sometimes, I wonder if being captured by the Rolling Plains orc tribe was my punishment," Hurai recalled her shameful past.

"Not all of us are born lucky like Pretty Boy over here." I thumbed over to Kain. "You did what you gotta do to survive and made it out okay. Now you're with a better crew."

"Of course! I won't fail you!" She clenched both fists in a show of determination.

After descending into the forest, Kain had a tough time keeping up on uneven terrain. That suit of armor was holding him back.

"Say. What's your history with Ririko anyway?" I asked, slowing down to his pace.

"History? I have no history with the Queen of Mou'nan. We've met once at a gala in Amarinth, and she has been fawning over me since. It's quite troubling, because I get an earful from Mildred everytime her name is brought up!" Kain lamented.

"Heh. You're popular with the ladies but shit out of luck when it comes to dealing with 'em."

His shoulders slackened. "They happen to always be the most troublesome kind as well…"

"Chieftain!" Thelesia waved to us from the base of a tall tree where Hurai was on her knees, inspecting the roots.

When we caught up to them, it looked like Hurai was playing with something invisible in her hand. Twirled around both index fingers, she lifted them up to a torch to reveal a distinct glimmer. A single strand of crystal thread.

"Means the spider's nearby, right?" I asked.

Hurai and I turned around to find the other two members of our party gone. It wasn't until we looked up that we saw both of them dangling upside down from a branch, each in a cocoon, mouths covered, and swinging around in a panic.

A blanket of webs rained down on us.

"Run!" Hurai shouted and leaped away.

I spun the web around my arm and charged electricity up the threads. A monstrous shriek rang out, followed by a gigantic spider crashing through the canopy in front of me. It had purple gemstones and opalescent crystals growing on its abdomen and legs. A spinnerette shaped like a corkscrew at the very back of its body fired a jet of silk in an attempt to cocoon me.

"That's it! Come to mama!" I smirked, easily sidestepping the binding shot.

The spider realized I wasn't easy prey. It stopped spinning webs at me and tried to escape. However, with all the silk coiled around my arm and connected to its spinnerette, the spider was stuck to me like a dog on a leash.

"Ch-Chieftain?!" Hurai gaped.

"Good timing, Hurai. How do we collect this shit?" I unwound what was on my arm and dragged the spider back toward me. Using the web coming out of its ass like a rope, I tied it around its eight legs to bind up.

"I-I have specialized spools with which to collect them with!" The stunned scout brought out wooden spools that were shaped as corkscrews to gather the threads.

"A little assistance would be nice!" Above me, Kain had managed to shake loose the web over his mouth to call for help.

"Yeah, yeah. Just a second. I gotta have a word with this spider." I walked to the front of the crystal spider where four sharp mandibles snapped at me. "Here's how this is gonna go down. Start shitting out more of that web for me, or I'm ripping it out of your ass myself."

Its mandibles retracted. The many black eyes shrunk in what looked to be absolute fear.

"Oh, oooh! Chieftain, I don't know what you did over there, but we're going home with a whole lot of threads today!" Hurai exclaimed from the back.

After collecting the threads and rescuing Kain and Thelesia, I let the crystal spider skitter away, and we returned to the surface in search of the next material.

"What's next?" I asked Kain.

"Rainbow dye from a specialized sac belonging to an… alraune." Kain read off the list and gave me an exhausted side-eye.

Apparently, alraune expelled something like a vapor to defend itself with and each color represented a different magical effect. Well, we found the damn thing in the forest.

But…

"Thelesia!" Hurai shouted to her friend, who was being flung around by the thick vines of the alraune that entangled her.

"Help! I'm getting sick!" Thelesia cried.

Despite being A-ranked, it didn't seem like Thelesia was much of a fighter. This was the second time she got caught. Even Kain was faster to dodge.

"I'm starting to think you ain't cut out for this adventuring business. Why are all the A-ranked so eccentric and weird?" I asked, folding my arms.

"Lady Micchi, muse later! Can we focus on saving her first, please?" Kain drew his rapier to slash at the vines.

The alraune was a gigantic flower bulb with vines flailing around everywhere. One plant-like appendage spewed a bluish vapor that hardened into icicles. I conjured fire magic to counter it. Another tentacle spat a red vapor that blasted me with fire. Just waving my hand cooled it off with cold magic.

"But as fun as making magic is… nothing beats tearing and wailing!" I grabbed each vine and ripped them from the base of the flower bulb, pulling away ink-filled sacs. The final one I tore off was holding Thelesia, and as soon as it went limp, she came falling down on top of Kain.

Being able to actively control magic as an elementalist was more than just useful. I became stronger for it. Whether or not it would help me fight Chika was another question entirely. I still hadn't beaten the shit out of Ririko yet either, but if today's fights were any indication, it was that I might stand a chance against her now at least.

On our way back to Cynderace, I noticed Hurai was trying to cheer up the moping Thelesia.

"What's got you down in the dumps?" I slowed my pace down to them and asked.

"I'm terribly sorry for not being of much help, Chieftain. I'm not the best combatant. I've only gotten to my rank by hanging onto the coattails of those better than me." Thelesia sulked.

"Ah, don't sweat it. You'll find your place. We all do. Maybe Kain has some tips? You both are dragoons."

"Rugal's always looking for good cavalrymen. Dragoons are perfect for his units," Kain suggested.

"Ehhh… But that beastling terrifies me. I'll think about it." She shuddered.

Couldn't blame her. Not everyone was able to take being a punching bag.

I parted ways from them as soon as we hit the gate of Cynderace and made a beeline to Jennick's place. He was pleasantly surprised that we picked up so much. My jacket was going to take a while longer, but the flag he was able to complete quickly after treating the crystal threads and weaving them into the fabric with help.

It took Jennick and his team the entire afternoon to finish, but once they were done, I couldn't be more impressed. He laid out the giant piece of cloth on the counter and nodded at the professional make.

"Gotta hand it to you. This is a lot better than I expected," I said, gliding my hands across the smooth flag.

"What do you even intend to use this for anyway?" Jennick asked.

"To show anyone who fucks with me that I mean business."

I carried the folded flag that was four times the size of a bedsheet back to the Cynderace Branch and drew a whole lot of attention. Bogart was waiting for me at the entrance with the metal pole I asked her to make. Together, we fixed the flag to it and raised it high in the air for everyone to see. Stitched onto both sides were Kanji for the words, 'UNBREAKABLE SPIRIT'.

This was my vow. My determination going forward.

The guild members, Yui, and Frey, all poured out to see what the commotion was about.

"Oh! This is what you were trying to get done?" Yui asked nostalgically.

Hurai and Thelesia came out, too, to see what their handiwork amounted to.

"From now on, when we go to battle to crack skulls and break legs, we're carrying this with us. People are gonna see this and learn not to fuck with us. Not even demons. So, who wants to be the flag bearer?" I asked the guild.

The one who stepped forward surprised me the most. It was Thelesia, both hands clenched and chest puffed up.

"I do! Allow me to be your flag bearer, Chieftain!" Thelesia exclaimed.

"I had a feeling. You fall first before it ever touches the ground, ya hear me?"

Thelesia nodded and came up to hold the pole. When Bogart and I let go, she struggled to keep it still against the wind and unwieldiness from its height.

"You can do it, Thelesia!" Hurai cheered and was soon joined by every member of the Cynderace Branch guild.

The elf persevered, digging her heels into the dirt to stand her ground. After finally getting a steady hold on it, she waved it left and right. Her dragoon skills kicked into effect, filling everyone with strength similar to Kain's dragoon class buffs.

"Well, alright. Ain't that a sight." I smirked.


Chapter 3 - Searching for a New Weapon

Loraine and I headed to Lars' place today to help me shop for a new weapon. With Sacchan destroyed, all I got were my fists. While I liked throwing hands as much as the next guy, I was weaker without something to put all my weight behind.

"How about this?" Lars put a giant spiked mace on the counter. "It's made with enchanted dragon's teeth. Packs a punch."

We went out behind his store to a fenced in, outdoor area with archery targets and human-sized mannequins. A few arrows and spears were embedded into their rings. The dummies wore armor that were caved in and tarnished all over.

"I test some of the weapons out here with Rohan. Go on, give something a whack," the dwarf urged.

"You sure about this, Pint-sized? Feels like I'm holding a toothpick," I said, making small swinging motions with the mace. When I wound up to hit one of the dummies, elemental energies traveled from my arms and into the weapon. Striking it uprooted and obliterated the dummy into a thousand pieces.

The three of us watched as it rained down on the city off in the distance.

I traded glances with Lars, and the second he opened his mouth to say something, the mace in my hand crumbled to dust. Seeing the weapon break easier than a dried twig must have been a big shot to his pride, because he proceeded to find more weapons that might survive being used. Too bad every single one of them he and Rohan brought out broke in a one swing.

Eventually, Lars needed to cut his losses. So we stopped. I got a feeling they were going to be my losses, too.

"What in the eighteen gods was your club made out of?" Lars put a hand to his face and sighed.

"Fuck if I know. All I got left are splinters." I held up the bag which contained Sacchan's remains.

To think, Chika crushed the bat like it was made of twigs. Just how powerful was she? Or how much more powerful now after taking whatever was inside Sacchan? According to Mildred, from the brief glimpse, it was a sort of magic crystal. We probably wouldn't come across something like that again if Chika was going around collecting them.

"Maybe something crafted with osinthanite would be better? Like those brass knuckles from before?" Loraine suggested.

"Oh, yeah. Come to think of it, they didn't break when I was using them. Anya's got them now though, and I ain't in the business of asking for a gift back," I said.

"That's all fine and dandy, but we've just about proved ya can't be wielding no normal weapon. I'm out of enchanted osinthanite and acquiring more will bankrupt the both of us. Unless you have some spare lying around? Didn't think so," Lars remarked after a pause.

I should have known Sacchan wasn't an ordinary weapon. Just like Yui's nunchucks and Kaoru's Kamigoroshi which came to this world with us, they were leagues above what even Bogart could craft.

"How are you feeling?" Loraine asked as soon as we left Lars' place.

"Like shit. When I look at my hands, I can't see myself holding anything other than Sacchan. I feel even worse because that bat reminded me of Chika. All the time. She changed me for the better, you know? Now it's just a reminder that she might not have ever cared about us." I frowned.

"I think it can be both," she said, catching me off guard more than a cheap shot could.

"What do you mean?"

Loraine pulled me off the street as a carriage was passing by, followed by children who were chasing it for fun and laughs. I recognized them as the same runts who begged us for food way back then. One of them, a beastling girl, was swinging a stick around. They were looking a lot healthier this time around, happier and less starved.

"Chika can be both a good and bad memory. She doesn't have to be one or the other. The Chika from when you were smaller, who protected you and Yui, and the Chika who broke Sacchan and defeated you in Kazaar, these memories and experiences are yours alone," Loraine said.

I stared into my hands again and clenched.

"What about you?" I asked. "How you holding up, knowing Sultan Asswipe is coming to town?"

"Terrified, angry, confused… among other feelings. When my uncle comes, I intend to confront him. Like how meeting Chika gave you courage, meeting you has given me the courage and resolve to do the same." Loraine smiled and snuggled up close.

My face turned bright red.

"Come on… Let's get back and see what everyone's up to," I said.

We went back to the guild hall despite not making any progress in finding me a new weapon. Unlike Kaoru who had gone back to Jinwa, Anya stuck around after coming back from Mou'nan. She was by the counter, speaking with Kain and Frey over what sounded like a serious conversation.

"Yo, Micchi. Get your hands on anything nice?" Anya stopped their discussion to ask.

"Nope." I shook my head. "Broke half of Lars' inventory though. Broke my wallet in the process."

"Why am I not surprised…" Frey sighed.

"Lady Micchi, we were just discussing the Branch's involvement to provide defenses alongside the standing army during the UKD summit. While I don't expect the demons to so boldly attack with all members present, it is better safe than sorry," Kain explained, to which I was in agreement with.

"Perfect. Put me on guard duty. Anything out of the ordinary, Kawa and I will fuck up worse than cheese to a grater." I smashed a fist into my palm.

"Actually… I'd like you, Lady Anya, and Guild Master Yui to attend the summit as well. You will need to dress for the occasion," he said.

Everyone stared at me, none more burning than Loraine.

"A dress? For Micchi?" Her glistening eyes saw another chance to doll up again.

"I'm gonna kick your ass." I grabbed Kain by the collar of his coat.

"Wait, wait, wait!" Kain desperately shielded his face. "You will be closer to Lady Loraine! W-Wouldn't you like to keep a direct eye on Sultan Yusef?"

Being closer to them did mean I had an easier time protecting Loraine. Since she wanted to confront him, it would be better for me to be nearby.

"Alright, cool. Still doesn't explain why I gotta wear a dress." I raised a fist and made him flinch.

"Dressing formally is customary and will demonstrate to other attendees that we aren't there with hostile intentions!" Kain cried.

"But I am there with hostile intentions."

"Please, stop resorting to violence! It makes me very nervous! The whole point of the summit is to smoothe over diplomatic tensions, to reaffirm our fight against the demons who are our greatest threats!" he reminded us.

I let him go.

Kain outlined how Rugal was going to lead the defenses outside of the city walls. Members of the Cynderace Branch would patrol and protect from the inside. Although princey-boy said he didn't expect an attack, he sure as hell planned to defend against one. Guess that much was a given when you gather all the big shots to one place.

Afternoon rolled around, and Kain rode back to the royal manor to tell his parents what was discussed. This was the most busy he had ever been, like the entire kingdom was on his shoulders.

"So, why the hell are you still here?" I asked Anya as we watched Kain leave. "Shouldn't you be going back to Ash'tar?"

"There's nothing for me to do over there anymore. What? You don't like having your big sister around?" Anya wrapped a thick arm around my shoulder.

I pushed her off. "You're viceroy of Ash'tar. Don't that mean you're on his side?"

"By now, the sultan knows I'm no easy pawn. He probably just wanted the former Lannarkis champ around to keep the city in check. Besides, the only side I'm on is yours and Yui," she said.

"Knowing you and Micchi are such great friends gladdens my heart." Loraine smiled.

"Hahh? Who says we're friends?" I growled.

"See? Your girl knows what's up! Let's get a drink, Loraine. Lemme tell you all the juicy stories of when Micchi here was a rugrat." Anya returned to the guild hall with Loraine.

I was about to head inside until I caught a glimpse of Naka hiding in the bushes across the street. She was staring this way but not moving from her spot.

"Who are you playing hide and seek with?" I called out.

"Shhh!" Naka put a finger to her lips, then beckoned me over. "Is… Is the wolf inside?"

"You mean Kawa? No, she's on guard duty at the royal manor today."

"Oh, thank the eighteen." The beastling emerged from the hiding spot, plucking leaves and twigs off her hair.

Judging by the stack of books, Naka had been camped out here while hiding. That trauma of anything canine was inconvenient. It was starting to look like I was bullying Naka by bringing her to this city, especially with how often Kawa visited the guild.

"What's all that you got there?" I pointed to the books.

"Old and antique tomes collected from around the city. Scoth has such a rich history long buried in ancient texts. I heard you've been searching for a suitable weapon to use. I've been meaning to tell you that I found a lead to a potential enchanted artifact weapon, but… I was hiding out here this entire time," Naka explained in embarrassment.

"No shit?" I grabbed her by the shoulders. "Where? What kind of weapon?"

"I-It's a sword rumored to have been blessed by the gods! Legends suggest that it was buried at an ancestral Clineredell crypt far from the city. We might be able to make it by nightfall if we ride out now," she stammered.

Something from Kain's family? They probably didn't need it anymore, so we might as well go fetch it. Wouldn't be the first time I dug into his ancestor's stuff.

"Alright, we're going now. I'll go bring Kawa. Get your shit packed before I get back," I said.

Naka stared at me with her mouth agape. "Eh? With… Kawa…? EHHH?!" 


Chapter 4 - Kawa and Naka

This neck of the woods was giving me the creeps. Ever since we passed through a weird barrier, the sky had turned dark and gloomy, every gnarled and twisted tree was dead, and skeletons kept popping up everywhere. I might not have minded if they put up a fight, but everything here was lame and weak.

Kawa was having the time of her life, pouncing at every shadow or shit that got too close to us. Our tag-along though…

"A little help, please!" Naka got herself surrounded by skeletal monsters emerging from the ground. She clutched a pendant at her neck which briefly lit the place up and put a giant sword in her hand. A single roundhouse cleave bludgeoned them into bonedust, but there were more undeads coming.

It wasn't until Kawa pounced into the fray, flinging bones in every direction, did calm finally— at least for now— return. However, the beastling artifact-hunter curled up and dropped to the fetal position, rocking back and forth, from the giant elemental wolf licking her face.

"Naka's all good now, Kawa. Give her some space," I said, pulling the wolf off by the collar. "You know why you keep getting caught? It's because you're hanging so far back that we can't watch over you. We ain't getting anywhere at this rate!"

"I'm sorry! I do want to help find the artifact, but… that wolf of yours is always on me like I'm some treat!" Naka cried.

I'd been wondering that myself. Sure, Kawa was affectionate. We had Loraine to thank for spoiling the hell out of her. She was normally only like that with people she became close with. Naka, however, was pretty much a stranger.

The wolf in question pawed at the piles of bones, then picked up a femur that looked like a twig between her jaws. She dropped it in front of Naka like an offering, then transformed into her beastling form, still excitedly wagging her tail and nudging the bone forward.

"This is for Naka!" Kawa exclaimed.

"Sorry, girl. Don't think a bone's gonna help here." I scratched Kawa behind her ears. "How about when Kawa's like this? Any good?"

Naka extended a trembling hand out to Kawa's head, but she ultimately retracted her arm and backed away several paces.

"I can't! Even in that form, I still know Kawa's a wolf…" Naka said.

"Sorry… Kawa just wants to protect friends…" Her ears and tail sagged.

"Shit outta luck then. We're already out here, so we gotta see this through before leaving." I faced the barren road ahead, clenching and unclenching my fist. They were eager to get a new weapon. Hopefully something that wasn't going to break.

According to the locals, the Clineredell family crypt should be nearby. Weird shit apparently started happening a couple of months back. When people tried to petition for help from Cynderace, Prince Kain and King Allo couldn't afford to send soldiers out this way. Members from the guild had been failing this quest and coming back badly hurt.

It got to the point where Yui was forced to take down any notices of coming out here and planned to deal with it herself, but as luck would have it, she got swamped with office work. So, this was where I came in.

We were about to continue onwards when Kawa's stomach growled like a monster from the depths.

"Guess it can't hurt to take a break. You hungry, too?" I shot a look at Naka.

"In that case, let me set up a fire! It's a strange kind of chilly out here, unlike in Mou'nan." Naka moved with the efficiency of a machine.

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call her a swiss army knife. The knapsack on her back had plenty of traveling and camping gear. Whatever she needed was somehow available in the forest around us, between stone, kindling, and even using some of the bones to create a makeshift stand for a small cooking cauldron.

Right before my own eyes, Naka had set up a cozy little camp with a fire going and food cooking in the pot. When Kawa got closer to the fire to warm herself up, we saw that she had sustained cuts all over her body.

"Kawa, you're hurt!" Naka gasped.

"Small cuts and bruises like that ain't enough to do anything to her. Ain't that right?" I asked Kawa, who plopped down and began licking her own wounds.

"I-I know you guys are tough, but that's no good!" Naka rummaged through her bags, fishing out ointment and rolled bandages. "We should—"

Kawa transformed on the spot. She licked at the cuts with her fiery tongue and cauterized. The suddenness of it startled Naka, who dove into a tent she had raised earlier. Seeing her so scared, the wolf changed back to her beastling form and whimpered apologetically.

"No, it's… not your fault, Kawa…" Naka said from inside the tent.

"Alright, give it here. I'll patch her up." I snatched the medical kit she had dropped.

We rested for a few hours, eating the slop that Naka had made. It didn't taste the best, but we were full and that was all that mattered.

Crows, drawn in by the scent of food, cawed from the dead trees around us. An ankle-high fog rolled in and blanketed the ground. Occasionally, we would hear the clattering bones of skeletal monsters from a distance, but they didn't seem to want a piece of us.

"If you don't mind me asking, how did you and Kawa meet?" Naka poked her head out to ask.

Kawa glanced up at me and her tail immediately started wagging again.

"A couple of people and I were supposed to hunt Kawa, but this dumb dog jumped out of nowhere and wanted to play instead. Never really liked dogs until I met Kawa," I said, patting her on the head.

"Hehe… Master and everyone is fun to be around!" Kawa exclaimed with her mouth a mess from eating like a sloppy animal. Her stomach rumbled again. She looked at me for more food, but I'd unfortunately already eaten my share.

"It's all over your face if you want more." I rolled my eyes.

"You can have mine, Kawa!" Naka pushed her bowl of unfinished stew out from the tent, then retreated back inside. "If… If you want some more…"

Kawa turned to me again to ask for permission, so I nodded. She took the bowl and finished it all in one go.

"I know you're scared shitless about dogs and wolves, but why don't you try petting Kawa as she is now?" I suggested.

"Kawa won't bite!" Kawa exclaimed and leaned forward to let her do so.

"If you promise not to, then…" Naka slowly reached out between the tent flaps, fighting against her fear of canines.

They were about to touch until a distant column of purplish light rose into the sky. Hundreds of things like puffs of smoke were falling downwards with faint, ghostly wails echoing from afar.

"Ain't that the direction of the Clineredell crypt?" I squinted at the beam of light.

"I don't like the looks of that… I think we should hurry and check it out!" Naka implored us.

Kawa changed into wolf form for me to jump onto her back. When I held a hand out to Naka, she hesitated to take it.

"I'll c-catch up, so you guys go first!" Naka insisted.

"You heard the lady. Let's go!" I ordered Kawa, but she hesitated to leave Naka alone. "What? You worried about her?"

"Kawa's… worried about me? I'll be fine! Despite how I look, I'm an A-ranked member of the Cynderace Branch," she said, drawing out the large sword from her pendant to prove it.

Seemingly satisfied, Kawa sprinted off to the source of the light. We crossed the cast-iron gates broken at the hinges and entered an enormous cemetery on a hill. It was crawling with skeletal undeads. Towards the top, a group of men in black robes had gathered in front of a run down chapel.

"What the fuck is going on here?" I interrupted them.

They were arranged in a circle, surrounding the purple light that bathed an ornate stone coffin.

"Huhuhu… ahahaha!" One of the ritualists, who was more finely dressed than the others and held a magic staff, cackled loudly. "Foolish adventurer, you have only come to add to the armies of the dead. Soon, we will blanket this world in a fog of necromantic death!"

"Necro— what?" I scratched my head in confusion.

They traded glances with each other.

"Necromantic. Necromancy. You know, death magic and the raising of the dead. No matter, what I want to know is how like you, who doesn't know what necromancy is, made it past our horde of undead?" the cloaked figure asked.

"I don't give a shit if you guys like getting fucked by skeletons for fun or whatever, but I'm here for an artifact. You corpsefuckers can get outta my way, or I'm boning you with the shit you dug up." I hopped off of Kawa and cracked my knuckles, each snap igniting flames up my arms.

"We're necromancers! Not necrophiliacs, you bitch! Kill them and raise them from the dead!" he ordered

The ground shuddered. From all over the cemetery, bones flew into the purple light and amalgamated into much larger skeletal monsters. The undeads that were wandering about were gathering into an army behind us.

"Tch. Kawa, take care of the small fries. I'm gonna knock the big ones down to size," I said.

A behemoth finished forming and charged out of the light to attack me. I sidestepped and tripped it to the ground, then tore a leg from the socket to wail into it.

"What the… just how strong are you?" The cult leader staggered away.

"We'll see how much you like fucking skeletons after I shove this up your ass!" I pointed the giant femur in their direction.

"I told you, we're not necrophiliacs!" they fired back.

More emerged from the light. They were endless. I'd demolish one and the broken pieces would come together again. If only I could get to the guys in robes, but there was too much fodder in the way.

"Don't move, you inhuman brute!" A cultist dragged Naka up the hill with a dagger pressed to her throat.

"I'm sorry…" Naka winced.

Kawa froze. The undeads were beginning to overwhelm her. The flames in her fur snuffed out even as she was getting attacked.

"You bone-fuckers sure play dirty," I growled.

A large monster smashed a giant hammer onto my head. It broke on impact. I was too strong to get hurt, but Kawa and Naka were a different story. How was I going to get them out safely?

"Forget about me!" Naka cried. "Kawa, Micchi! Protect yourselves—"

"Shut up, you!" The man holding Naka hostage covered her mouth.

They realized real quick that I wasn't going down easy. The giants marched to Kawa instead. One of them raised a massive bone-axe above her head. I gritted my teeth. Shooting a blast of fire might knock Naka out, but I could—

"Aahhh! Get away from her!" Naka headbutted her captor, causing him to stagger back and bleed from the nose. She summoned her giant sword and raced up to Kawa in time to parry the behemoth's decapitating strike.

Seeing Naka freed, Kawa barked excitedly. She went into a rampage, pulverizing small and large undeads alike into dust.

The cultists' jaws dropped, then turned to me in fear. I picked up another bone, this one much larger than the others I found earlier.

"Bend the fuck over," I said.

They put up a pathetic fight to say the least. By the end of it, I had shoved a bone into each of their asses. With no one maintaining the ritual circle, the pillar of purple light and the bubble surrounding the area vanished. We were greeted by clear, blue skies and cool winds as soon as it was gone.

"Naka!" I raced over to the beastling, who was sitting against a tree and had a hand pressed to her neck.

"I'm fine! It was just a shallow cut," Naka said, drinking a potion to quickly heal herself.

"You got my respect for risking your neck like that. Literally. Saved Kawa's life." I helped Naka to her feet.

"Where's Kawa? Is Kawa okay?" she asked.

Kawa was still viciously attacking a pile of bones, unaware that Naka was fine. When I whistled to her, a furious glare flicked my way, then softened once she saw Naka. The wolf ran over to us, but then stopped short so as to not scare her.

"Well, Naka. Looks like you're fine if you ain't flinching from a giant wolf racing up to you," I said.

"I… I am? I think I am—" But much to Naka's dismay, Kawa pounced on top of her and started licking her face. "No, Kawa! Stop! I still can't handle dogs after all… Stop, stop!"

Then, as if it was supposed to make it any better, Kawa returned to beastling form and continued to lick Naka that way.

"From now on, Naka is Kawa's best friend, too!" Kawa exclaimed.

"I-I'm glad we're friends, Kawa… Now please, get off and stop licking me! This form is problematic for me in more ways than one!" the beastling cried and turned beet red.

While they were having fun, I went to investigate the coffin. The cult leader was trying to crawl away until I grinded a foot into the arm bone sticking out of his ass.

"Hiiieeee! Stop, I beg of you! No more— aaahhh!"

"Next thing going up your ass is a skull if you don't tell me what you guys were doing out here," I threatened.

"We… had sensed… a latent power hidden inside the Clinerdell family crypt… We wanted to summon an army to attack Cynderace with," he croaked, wincing with each word.

Power, huh. Maybe…

I went over to the coffin and ripped open the lid. It wasn't a body or skeleton that was lying inside, only a sword resting on a bed of flowers long wilted. The long, thin blade was pristine and glinted like it had never seen use. It had a hilt made of gold and encrusted with jewels.

This was the artifact?

"Too bad swords ain't my style." I picked the blade up and flung it behind me.

"Ow!" the guy cried.

There was more underneath. I was only able to sense it due to my elementalist subclass. Reaching inside, I found a jagged, glowing crystal which I recognized instantly. Although shaped a little differently, this looked similar to what Chika took from inside Sacchan.

"What did you find?" Naka asked, walking up to me covered in drool with Kawa nibbling on her head like some gremlin.

"Something better," I said.


Chapter 5 - The Way Forward

As soon as we returned to Cynderace, I went to the only person who might have any idea what this crystal was. Mildred. Kain was with us, too, brows furrowed over another weird thing I brought back.

"There's no mistaking it," Mildred began, gazing hard at it with a specialized eyeglass on. "I had my suspicions when it emerged from your club, but now I'm sure of it. This is a primordial lifecrystal.

"You telling me this rock is something special?" I snatched it up to my eye to try and see what it was she saw in it.

Mildred levitated a book from across the room, and with a flick of her wrist, flipped the many pages until it stopped on one where it depicted a similarly-shaped crystal. She plucked the crystal from my hand and placed it down next to the book.

"A primordial lifecrystal is not some stone off the side of the road. They are ancient and powerful magic crystals, said to contain traces of the beginning of time, creation, and essences of gods. Scholars, alchemists, and enchanters such as myself have long sought these out to learn of their power," she explained.

"Next you're gonna tell me there's six of them out there, and someone can wipe out half the world after collecting them all," I grumbled.

"They can do no such thing. Their energies have waned significantly over the millenia with every use. Elixirs of life, philosopher's stones, powerful enchantments… those are among the few such applications."

Nothing about this looked special. Someone could have put it inside a jewelry store alongside other crystals and gemstones, and I'd think they were all the same shit. What I did know, however, was that Chika was after this. At least bad enough that she finally showed up to snatch it from Sacchan while we were in Kazaar.

"Lady Micchi… where did you say you uncovered this again?" Kain asked, inspecting the rapier we had also brought back with growing recognition.

"Some coffin at your family crypt, but there wasn't a body inside. It's chill, right?"

"There's nothing chill about graverobbing!" he retorted.

Mildred brought the lifecrystal to her bronze, planetary apparatus in the center of the workshop. She placed it inside a receptacle that clamped onto it like a pair of tongs. The central sphere lit up like the sun and blinded the three of us. Others around it began to rotate slowly, realigning itself in different positions until the gears grinded to a halt, and the three planetary bodies settled on a perfectly straight line.

The master enchanter's eyes widened with joy.

"What'd it just do?" I asked.

"I call this magnificent invention the Surveyor. It recalibrates itself depending on the magical density of something. For it to realign perfectly means that it is beyond the scope of determinable power," Mildred said.

"My brain ain't keeping up anymore. All I wanna know is if this can remake Sacchan."

"I believe it is possible." She pulled the crystal out of the contraption and rolled it around between her two fingers. "But who is to say the demoness wouldn't just destroy it again and take it from you. We know clearly that she is after these primordial lifecrystals, so would it not be prudent to have it closely guarded?"

"We should be glad the demons didn't get to the necromancers first. Perhaps my ancestors built the coffin with enchantments to hide it from them?" Kain wondered aloud.

The three of us ultimately agreed that putting it away was the best move. There was no telling what the hell Chika wanted to do with them, but keeping it out of her hands was the only plan we got. Mildred sealed it away in an anti-magic container and gave it to me to have it protected at the guild hall.

Now, onto the next problem to deal with.

We exited Mildred's workshop to the cult of necromancers, waiting for us outside in chains and held prisoner by a company of guards. All of them looked just as disheveled and messed up as the next.

"What's up, corpsefuckers?" I sneered, causing them all to shudder and look away from me.

"We can't let them go, necromancy is outlawed under the UKD treaty. When I tried to speak with them to gain any information at all, they refused to answer my questions. They appear almost too… humiliated to." Kain put both hands on his waist and sighed at me like it was my fault.

There were twelve of them in total. Their leader, an older man with a scar over his left eye named Hansel, was the one who orchestrated the plan to attack Cynderace with an army of undead.

"You want them to talk? I got just the thing." I whistled for Kawa, and she came barreling through the neighborhood with a bag in her jaws. She dropped it at my feet.

The necromancers weren't the only ones who recoiled when I pulled out a bone. Kain and Mildred grimaced. I brandished it like a weapon and walked over to Hansel.

"Wanna start talking, or are we trying to set a new record for how far your new boyfriend is going up your ass?" I asked.

"I hope to the eighteen that isn't my ancestor's bone you're desecrating…" Kain groaned into his hand.

Hansel startled the guards when he prostrated himself in front of Kain and Mildred, pressing his forehead into the pavement.

"I…I beg you… save us from that monster! Lock us up in the deepest dungeon and throw away the key! Just keep her away from us!" he pleaded, sniveling and was quickly joined by the other cult members.

"I dread to think what the brute did to them." Mildred brought a handkerchief up to her nose.

"Hahh? You guys got some nerve begging for help!" I grinded a foot into the back of Hansel's head.

"Lady Micchi, please!" Kain wrenched me away with the help of several guards. "Their threat to my kingdom certainly demands a fitting punishment. For now, due to the nature of what they know, we should keep them locked in isolation. I'll have people to interrogate them, and…." He lowered his voice. "We don't want it getting out that they were in possession of a primordial lifecrystal."

"Fine. If you need them to start talking, you know where to find me."

We went our separate ways with Kain and his guards escorting the necromancers to the dungeons, Mildred returning to her workshop, and me riding back to the guild with Kawa. When we got back, however, Loraine looked to have been eagerly waiting for me.

"You're back!" Loraine exclaimed and latched on my arm. "Let's go. We don't have time to waste!"

"Go where? What for?" I asked.

"I've set up an appointment with a tailor in the artisan's district. If we're attending the summit, then you will need to be fitted with the proper dress for the event!" she explained, eyes glistening like jewels.

I shuddered at the thought, but there was no escaping her. Loraine had to drag me there, since I wasn't looking forward to wearing a dress at all. The idea of putting on those stupid things made me gag. There was just nothing good about wearing them.

The place we ended up going to was Jennick's, the tailor who I commissioned to make the flag and my new jacket from. I stood by the doorway and him at the counter, staring at each other.

"So, now you're looking for a dress?" Jennick chuckled.

"Do you two know each other?" Loraine asked.

I heaved a sigh. "I had him make a few things… and yeah. Now I'm here for a fucking dress."

We spent the entire afternoon getting my exact measurements down, and Loraine explaining to Jennick everything that she wanted to see me in. People said mental torture was the worst. I agreed. I had to sit there and listen to what I'd have to eventually wear.

Two of Jennick's apprentices, who were helping him take my measurements, were shaking the entire time.

"Uhm… Miss, c-can you please… raise your arms?" a timid beastling girl asked.

I grinded my teeth together and did as asked while she apologized profusely.

"Very good." Jennick nodded to himself after Loraine explained the dress in detail, then he recounted it twice over as if to fuck with me. "A long, ivory halter dress with pink accents toward the bottom. Sleeveless. Splits at the right thigh. Jewelry along the bust and neck. Accompanying lace shawl."

"Yes, yes, yes!" Loraine clapped excitedly to each description and squeezed my shoulders from behind. "You're going to look so beautiful. I can't wait to attend the summit with you!"

"Kill me… Kill me now." I shut my eyes, hoping for it to be over soon.

As we were leaving Jennick's place, Loraine linked arms with me and hummed happily. It was rare to see her so excited, especially with who was coming.

"You don't appear as excited. Should I not have?" Loraine asked.

"If you mean the dress, don't worry. I'm gonna hate it, but I'll wear it for you and you only," I said.

She squeezed my hand tighter and smiled. "When my father died and I was captured by orcs, I thought I would never find happiness again. Seeing your forward attitude when we first met was so refreshing. It taught me to move forward myself, to face the things I once didn't have the courage to do."

"Well… I ain't the best role model. My road's got mistakes graffitied all over it. A lot of things just slip through my fingers, and recently, I learned just how weak I really was. Even with my new power, my fingers still shake whenever I think about fighting Chika."

We stopped walking when she stepped in front of me.

"You came to this world alone, but you are alone no longer. I believe… a gang fights together, yes?" Loraine grinned.

The corner of my lips curved into a smile. "Yeah. You got that right."

By the time we got back to the guild, a bellowing horn sounded in the distance from the direction of Cynderace's front gates. People poured out of their homes to investigate the commotion. Riding down the thoroughfare on horseback from within the city was Kain and Rugal, their expressions showing of surprise.

"What's going on?" I asked as they rode up to the guild hall.

"We've only just received word now— one of the members of the UKD alliance has arrived. They are here much sooner than I expected," Kain said.

The horn bellowed again, much louder and closer.

"I recognize that racket back in Ash'tar." Anya was coming down the steps of the building, gazing down the wide road where a large group of dark elves dressed in Amarinthian attire were approaching to fanfare. "Sultan Yusef Arselios is finally here."


Chapter 6 - Sultan Yusef Arselios

Citizens of the city backed away from the road to let the parade through. The leader of Amarinth was surrounded by loyal dark elven and beastling subjects. Giant hoofed beasts with lion-like faces and spikes on their backs pulled a throne on wheels. Sitting on that cushy throne, with an awning providing him shade and a couple of elven babes seeing to his needs, was Loraine's piece of shit uncle, Sultan Yusef. He was dressed in gold and red robes, had his beard done into two thick braids with golden bands tying the tips together, and his fingers and ears were heavy with jewelry.

When a little boy tripped trying to move out of the way, the entire envoy didn't so much as stop.

"Sultan, wait! The child!" Kain steered his horse and was about to storm out there.

"I got this," I said, grabbing his shoulder to hold him back.

The beasts were about to trample the kid until I stomped on the ground. A snaking trail of frost surged forth and raised a barrier of ice between them. They stood up on their hind legs and whined. Sultan Yusef jerked forward from the sudden stop, nearly falling off his throne. As soon as the kid was out of the way, I let the barrier drop, and they were none the wiser what happened.

"Did… Did you just do that?" Kain asked.

"Who can say? Alright, let's give the sultan a warm welcome of our own." I smirked.

Kain recoiled like someone slapped him in the face. "Wait, what are you planning to do?"

Ignoring his pleas, I whistled sharply to the guild. Every member emerged and fell in line behind me, including Oaks and Bogart. Frey was trying in vain to keep Yui from coming out, but she eventually broke free to join mine and Anya's side at the front.

Climbing onto the rooftop of the guild hall were Hurai and Thelesia, the latter raising the giant flag for our guests to see. People began muttering

"All of you, I order you to disperse at once!" Kain shouted in panic.

"Let them say their peace, Prince Kain. Not all fights end with bloodshed," Commander Rugal said.

The Amarinthian procession stopped a good ten meters away. Their monsters snarled and bared their teeth. They didn't look like any ordinary burden beasts.

Loraine half hid behind my back, shying away from confronting her uncle now that he was really here.

"I expected a royal welcome from the king and prince of Scoth, not a barbarous guild leader, an ungrateful viceroy who should be on my side, and the rabble of the city." Sultan Yusef leaned forward and sneered, his voice like the low drawl of someone who thought they had all the time in the world.

"Take my title away if you want. I made my choice here," Anya said, folding two thick arms over her chest.

My brain took a moment to rewire itself.

"Wait, am I the rabble?" I asked.

Anya and Yui traded glances, then had to hold in their laughter.

"Well, you ain't viceroy of Ash'tar and you ain't a guild leader!" Yui cackled.

"Hah? Who the fuck are you calling rabble, ya barnyard shit stain? Come down here and say it to my face!" I walked forward and his people on the ground drew their spears, his women pointed their hands which glowed of magic at me, and the beasts looked ready to pounce.

"How dare you insult his majesty, the sultan!"

"Brute! Barbarian!"

They hurled insults my way, but none of them reached my ears. A low growl from behind me silenced them all at once. They cowered when the real apex predator showed up. Their hands with spears and magic faltered. Even the beasts that pulled the throne had their tails tucked between their legs.

Snarling, Kawa sidled up right next to me. The fur on her body was standing on end and shedding cinders like she was about to combust.

"Lady Micchi, wait! Kawa, heel!" Kain ran to put himself between us to stop me in my tracks, then turned to face the other army. "Sultan Yusef, I am pleased to receive you! Forgive my associates… They were merely eager to greet you… If you will follow me, I shall show you to your accommodations I hope will prove adequate."

"They won't, but I will accept them graciously in the name of your father, the king. Though I suppose whether or not I make it to those accommodations is not up to you." The sultan's eyes flicked my way.

"I'll paint this road with your face another day." I spat on the ground in front of the sultan's envoy, then twirled a finger to order the guild to let them pass.

As Kain and Rugal escorted them away, the streets quickly returned to normal. Regardless of what might have gone down, I had no intentions of fighting today. All I wanted to do was show those fuckers I hadn't forgotten, and that I held onto my grudges. Loraine, however…

"I'm sorry… I couldn't do it after all," Loraine said. "When I saw him, the face of the man who killed my own father… I just froze up."

Kawa nuzzled into Loraine's chest to cheer her up.

"You want me to kick his ass right now? Because I'll do it. Ain't nothing in this city's gonna stop me if you say so," I offered.

She sniffled and giggled at the same time, though I wasn't sure if she realized I was being serious.

"I know you can, but for Kain's sake and the sake of getting through this summit, let's put a lid on the violence for now." Loraine smiled.

Over the next few days, lords and representatives arrived one after another. Each of them had to make a spectacle of it, coming in like they were leading a parade. Ririko strutted in with her Glamour Guards, Kaoru came dressed in a traditional Jinwan robe that trailed almost twenty feet behind her, and Chieftain Breila brought some fucking dinosaurs into the city. There were more who I didn't know, but they all acted just as high and mighty as the next.

Cynderace itself fell into a celebratory mood and became just as lively as the nightlife in Ash'tar. Guild members from other nations' branches came, too. Several guild leaders even made time to come, but they mostly came to drink and party.

And at the moment…

"Drink! Drink! Drink! Drink!"

Anya was chugging beer casks against ten of the meatiest beastlings, humans, elves, half-orcs, and other races that thought they could outdrink her. Nine eventually tapped out or passed out, falling unconscious to the floor of the guild hall, barfing over themselves, and probably one sip away from needing detox magic. It was just between the Dragon of Tohoku and Drox.

The entire guild went crazy when both of them downed their last cask and needed more.

"You're a tough one, I'll give ya that. But I know when someone's at their limits," Anya taunted.

Fresh casks were placed in front of them, and Anya cracked it open to start drinking again. Drox, however, was teetering back and forth. He smacked his head on the table on the way down.

Everyone erupted into cheers. "Anya! Anya! Anya! Anya! Anya!"

Victorious, Anya stood up and roared, smashing her cask over her head and drenching the floor in beer.

"For fuck's sake." I groaned.

Over by the receptionist counter, Oaks, Frey, and the other pencil pushers were in a sour mood, knowing exactly who was going to have to clean all this up.

Not in the mood to party, I exited the guild hall only to have Yui pounce onto my back.

"A~ne~go~" Yui almost made me trip on an unconscious drunk, lying on the steps.

"What? Work on hold because the whole guild is getting wasted?" I asked.

"Nah, I worked all day. If you're thinking about putting me back in there, I got nothing else to do. I say we go fuck some shit up," she suggested.

"In that case…"

We bought a barrel of ink from my guy who moved up from the shitty part of the city. I had a big hand in it from buying his shit up all the time. He even went as far as designing me a bottled container that used wind magic to shoot ink out like an aerosol can.

Cynderace guards stopped us at the entrance into the Arcane Ward where all the dignitaries were staying.

"Halt. Prince Kain had a feeling you and the guild leader might try something funny, so he posted us out here," one guard said.

"Yeah, but you ain't gonna stop us." Yui grinned.

"We… aren't?" Another shifted uncomfortably.

I stared them right in the eyes, and they instantly decided that facing Kain was better than dealing with me. They let through without any problems, and Yui gave them a bottle of wine from the guild to make up for it.

The Arcane Ward was mostly made up of dome-shaped buildings of varying heights. It was named after the incredibly tall spires that Mildred designed in this section of the city. It also had a college and dormitory where aspiring students, scholars, and other magic-users lived to perform research and monitor demons. Since the royal family didn't have a castle and their villa was too small, Kain wanted to host the summit in one of the main lecture halls. One of the scholars' quarters was being used to house important guests. Sultan Yusef being one of them.

We found his giant throne wagon parked in a square around a fountain alongside others, the largest compared to the other guests. Talk about overcompensating.

Too bad it was guarded by people, but unlike the ones at the entrance to the Arcane Ward, these were the ultan's people. Maybe eight of them if no one was hiding.

"Oh, look who's here. The champions of the Lannarkis Ring." A bulky dark elf sized us up and growled.

"Hey, hey! We're not here to fight if we can help it. How about you guys take this and buzz off?" Yui offered them another bottle of wine.

The elf snatched the bottle, popped open the cork, and drank it all in one breath.

"It ain't enough," he said, belching in Yui's face.

"Ahh… It's too bad you drank so much you passed out." I pulled the elf down by his long hair and headbutted him, knocking him out cold.

The others went for their weapons, but Yui was faster to shock them.

"You paint the bozos. I'll get the wagons," I said, putting down the barrel of sloshing ink.

We returned to the guild hall after giving the sultan's ride and his guards a new paint job. There was nothing better than vandalizing someone else's property. Too bad Anya passed the fuck out, otherwise we would be telling her all about it.

I was about to have myself a drink until Kain barged into the guild, panting like a dog.

"What's good, Kain?" I raised a glass of wine in his direction.

"I received… complaints from Sultan Yusef's guards… You vandalized them and his property, didn't you?" Kain asked.

"Hey, you can't prove it was me."

He put a hand to his face and groaned. "Who else has the maturity level to draw a phallus with hairy testicles across the side of the sultan's wagon?!"

The entire guild bursted into laughter.

"Okay, that was me. I'm just letting him know he's a dick. You gotta admit, that's pretty funny." I chuckled.

"These childish acts may not be violent, but they are very antagonistic to the—"

Ethel and Roma entered the guild, panicking as they pushed past Kain.

"Lady Micchi! Loraine has gone missing!" they exclaimed together.

"What?" I jumped out of my seat and grabbed both of them by the collars. "Missing how? Where?"

"W-We're not sure…" Ethel stammered.

"Wait a minute… I thought I saw Lady Loraine walking alone on my way here," Kain said, falling into thought.

"You didn't think to say something sooner? Where, damn it?" I growled.

"I had believed she was only taking a leisurely stroll! But now that I think about it, she might have been… heading in the direction of the Arcane Ward."

Why? For what? Don't tell me she's going to confront Sultan Yusef alone?


Chapter 7 - A Pack of Wolves

Yui and I rode on Kawa, following Kain back to the Arcane Ward. There, we found Loraine at the foot of the steps to a domed manor guarded by the sultan's soldiers. She was blocked by two beastling guards, whose spears prevented her from getting any closer.

"I am Loraine Arselios, niece of Yusef Arselios and daughter to his brother Laeeq Arselios. I demand to see the sultan. You will step aside to let me see my uncle," Loraine demanded from them.

None of the guards took her seriously and laughed in her face.

"Loraine!" I shouted to her, and she spun around with surprise which quickly turned into shame.

"Lady Loraine, what are you doing out here?" Kain asked as we ran up to her.

"Don't stop me. I refuse to be scared any longer. I will speak with the sultan, and if they won't let me through, then I'll just have to force my way in." Loraine flicked her wrists, conjuring a small fiery explosion that blew both guards away.

In doing so, more armed Amarinthians poured out of the building to keep her from entering. Everyone was poised to throw down.

"Oooooh! This is looking like a fight. Lemme get in on this!" Yui exclaimed.

"Stop this at once!" Kain drew both his rapier and the one recovered from his ancestor's tomb, wielding both at the same time which caused each blade to resonate. "This is no way to act and any more outbursts will force my hand. Loraine, Micchi, Yui— Stand down!"

"I think you forget who's got the bigger bite here. If Loraine wants to talk with the sultan, then I'm gonna join her and there ain't nothing anyone can do about it," I said, putting myself in front of Kain, who didn't so much as flinch compared to our first time duking it out.

A familiar magic surged across the smooth stone pavement at our feet. Mildred waltzed in with a pipe in her mouth and nose pointed high.

"I would caution against lifting your hands at Kain," Mildred warned.

The tense standoff lasted until another emerged from within the building alone. Because it was dark, only a silhouette could be seen from the light illuminating his back. The voice, however, they couldn't mistake for anyone else.

"Sultan Yusef, I'm terribly sorry for the commotion. I'll get this sorted out right away," Kain said.

"What a noisy city you have, Prince Kain. So full of uncouth rabble rousers. Even those in positions of power lack civility. Allow me to show you how it is done. Form up!" Sultan Yusef ordered.

The guards retreated partway up the steps and formed a barricade two lines deep.

He continued, "Now step aside. My niece wishes to speak with me."

They broke formation and framed the steps to let the sultan down. When he stepped out into the moonlight, another person followed him out who had to duck because of his giant size. A mountain of a dark elf, skin dyed a deeper black with tattoos, and wearing nothing but leather pants and metal gauntlets up to his elbows.

I moved forward, too. "Don't care who you shack up with, but your boyfriend better step the fuck back—"

"It's okay." Loraine turned to stop me.

Sultan Yusef nodded to the other man to stay by the entryway.

"Oh, my dear niece. I expected nothing less of our bloodline that you have grown to become so beautiful. You wield your father's sharp eyes like daggers. Laeeq always had a way with glares that would terrify a sandworm," the sultan said.

Loraine shuddered hearing her old man's name. If I remember correctly, he bit the dust when they were trying to escape to Cynderace. No two ways about it that the sultan had a hand in messing up that plan. She pushed aside her emotions to look him in the eyes.

"I'm not here to talk about my father. What's past is past, and I've long buried him in the Rolling Plains. I've found a new life here just like what he would have wanted, but there are some who would endanger my peace. What I want is simple— with everyone here as witness, I hereby renounce any claims to the Amarinth throne that my Arselios blood and ancestry may hold. So please, uncle. Stay out of my life. If you don't, I cannot guarantee your safety," she threatened him.

The eyes of the sultan's own guards switched between him and Loraine. Meanwhile, a proud grin flashed across my face.

Attagirl, I wanted to tell her.

It was her life to live, and anyone who wanted to fuck it up was going to get fucked up themselves.

"Such determined words filled with so much venom." Sultan Yusef chuckled and threw a look over his shoulders to his massive guard. "I must say, I am ashamed that you regard your own uncle with such disdain. We are family after all. However, if it is your wish to cut ties with me, then who am I to tell you otherwise? Very well. You are no longer an Arselios. May both of us part ways upon roads of better fortune."

Everyone sighed as the simmering atmosphere began to cool down. Yui and I were disappointed that it didn't devolve into a fight. When the sultan turned to head back into his residence, I called out to him.

"She means it. You stay outta her life, or else all bets are off." I growled.

Sultan Yusef didn't turn around to humor me and instead shrugged his shoulders before heading inside. Kain gave me a stern talking to afterwards, but when he realized he wasn't getting through to me, just patted my back and was glad that I didn't blow a fuse.

I still had something I wanted to get done at the guild and dropped Loraine back home with Kawa.

"I'm sorry for going without you earlier," Loraine said at the door.

"You ain't got anything to be sorry for."

"You're not angry with me?" she asked timidly.

"For growing a pair of steel balls? Nah. You were scared shitless the other day, but you faced the bastard who ruined your life without flinching tonight. What's there to be angry about?" I grinned.

Loraine returned a warm smile. "Just another case of you rubbing off on me."

"Heh. Hopefully not too much. I ain't exactly the best role model. Anyway, I'll be back later, so tuck yourself and Kawa in without me."

Yui and I got back to the guild where half the members were in various states of wasted, and the other half were two or three drinks away from joining them. A lot of dark elves and beastlings from the Ash'tar Branch were less so, maybe only a little buzzed.

"What's the matter? The free booze ain't good enough?" I walked up to a table of dark elves who were dressed in Amarinthian attire.

"Good tidings, Champion!" A dark elven mage raised a half glass of beer with all the foam gone. "We're only enjoying a slow night until the summit. No need to indulge too much in Cynderace's hospitality."

They had no reason not to party. Why else would they be here? Just to waste breathing room?

No. That wasn't right. They were up to something.

"Well, you guys need anything, just lemme know. I'm best buds with the guild leader." I squeezed the elf's shoulders which made him squirm uncomfortably, then went to catch up with Yui before she went into her office. "You handling the patrol routes for the Cynderace Branch during the summit, right?"

"Ugh! Don't remind me. There's so much to do, and I gotta make sure everyone's in the right place for the night." Yui sighed.

With my back pressed to the door, I said, "Keep at least 30 people back in the hall as reserve."

"You got it, Anego." She caught on to the seriousness in my tone.

People were winding down for the evening. Those who couldn't stay standing were being carried upstairs to their rooms. Others were tossed out into the street.

I flagged Oaks down outside the hall as he was leaving for the evening.

"Just heading home, Boss. Did you need anything?" Oaks asked.

"I need to round up some extra hands. Was hoping you're still in contact with your old goons," I said.

"Is this… some sort of test?" He narrowed his eyes, obviously uneasy about having his criminal past brought up after trading it for a modest life.

"Got a hunch that a bunch of Ramaleiks wormed their way into the city. I don't like that one bit. If a gang war is coming, I'm gonna need extra eyes and hands where I can get 'em."

Oaks tightened his gaze. As someone who had dealings with and was afraid of the Ramaleiks, he reacted about as appropriately as I expected him to. Compared to that mafia family, he was just a petty street thug who peddled their shit. If they were around, then he had a reason to take it seriously.

"Most of them were locked up after we raided their compounds a few months back. Unless we can negotiate a pardon, I'm not sure we can count on them anymore," Oaks reminded me.

"I got an idea," I said, thoughtfully rubbing my chin.

We went to the dungeons underneath the city guard barracks. It was currently manned by an increased presence of guards because I put so many people behind bars a while back. There became less of a need to patrol the city and more to stand guard in case of a jailbreak.

A guard led me and Oaks to the warden's quarter, where we were given a cold reception.

"Go away! I'm busy! Visitations can wait until tomorrow morning!" the warden shouted from the other side of the door.

"Uhm… Warden Darryn… I don't think our guest is interested in—"

"Alright, step aside." I shoved the guard back and kicked the door down.

The warden was canoodling with an elven woman. They both looked up at me with a start.

"L-Lady Micchi! I didn't know it was you who sought a visit," Warden Darryn stammered.

"Get out," I told the elf, thumbing over my shoulder.

She quickly gathered her things and left.

Darryn was another young noble human who cruised his way to the top on his family's back. He had no spine himself. The only difference between him and others was that he knew I was the one who ran the show around here.

"How may I help you this fine evening?" Darryn asked, pulling his pants up and walking out from his desk.

"I need all the no-life chumps I put away to go free," I said.

"I'm sorry. What?" The warden blinked in disbelief. "All 234? I don't know what you need them for, but at most I can commute only a handful of their sentences. We're not exactly in the habit of releasing known criminals back onto the streets."

"Don't worry, I'll be conscripting 'em. Anything they do out there is on me. Either you let 'em out nicely, or I break 'em out. Make your choice, pal."

He gulped hard, then led us down to the dungeons where hundreds of prisoners were locked up. Many of which knew me by name and face since I was the one who put them there.

I nodded to Oaks to give him the go-ahead.

"It's a lucky day for you louts." Oaks growled. "We need people to take care of a problem. You have a good chance to get on the boss' good side. I suggest you take it."

"Ha! What the fuck makes ya think any of us wanna do anything for ya? Got a problem? Go stick it up your ass!" A balding elf with an eyepatch leaned against the bars and sneered, drawing laughter from the other inmates.

I grabbed the bars to his cell and ripped them open, causing him to step away and fall backwards in fear.

"It ain't up for negotiation, punk." I cracked my knuckles.


Chapter 8 - Banquet

Today was the day of the United Kingdoms of Dysentia's summit. Anyone who was worth enough of a damn in this world and wanted to keep it that way was here. Prince Kain and King Allo hosted the first part of the meeting in a private venue with only a few people. Anya, Kaoru, Ririko, Chieftain Breila, and Sultan Yusef being among them since they were political leaders.

Whatever they were meeting about, Anya was probably going to tell me all about it later. I wouldn't make for a good talker anyway.

That was a few hours ago. Now that the serious shit was over with, people were winding down with the banquet over at the Arcane Ward. This was the part Kain wanted me to be a part of.

So, here I was. Dressed in the damn dress Loraine had Jennick tailor for me like I was at a wedding or something. A hundred other people were in similar formal attire as if trying to one up the next with more jewelry and extravagance.

The banquet was held in one of the spires called the arcanatrium. The large, circular chamber was lit up by chandeliers fitted with magic crystals, had windows as tall as the ceiling, and a mechanical apparatus similar to the one in Mildred's workshop at the center, except bigger and the gears seesawed instead of rotated.

Some elf guy in a fancy suit and purple cape walked up to me with two glasses of wine in his hands.

"Pardon me, fair lady. I regret that I haven't been acquainted with someone as beautiful as you yet. May I offer—"

"Get the fuck outta my face." I growled.

He drew a hoarse, pitchy breath like a squealing pig and tensed up.

"I'm sorry, sir." Loraine came up from behind him and took the glasses right out of his hands. "This fair lady already has a date."

"I didn't mean to intrude! If… If you will excuse me…" The elf tucked tail and ran.

We watched him scurry away, and Loraine gave me the other glass. She breathed deeply of the aroma before taking a sip. It was hard not to stare at her in that purple dress with a split in the bust all the way down to her belly. I might not like wearing them myself, but I'd take any chance I get to see her in something nice.

"If you like what you see, then you should compliment me." With the edge of the glass still at her lips, Loraine opened one eye and smiled at me.

"You look… good. Yeah, good." I cleared my throat.

"So do you!" She backed away a few steps to get a good look at me. "I'm so happy with Jennick's work! The dress he made really brings out your charm. It's a shame you aren't more in touch with your feminine side."

"You know that's not my color, besides…"

Across the long table filled with plates of pastries and bite-sized snacks, a group of nobles were throwing glances our way. I glared hard enough to pop their cozy little bubble of comfort from being coddled their entire lives. They quickly pretended to be doing something else and turned their backs to us.

"Is something the matter?" Loraine asked.

I grimaced. "People like them never had to scratch and crawl to see the next day. They got everything handed to them on silver platters. It pisses me off so much, I want to wipe the smug grins off their faces."

"I'm sure not all of them are bad. Kain, for example, does a lot to help his people." Loraine grabbed my face to make me look at her instead.

"I had to give Kain a good beating, remember? Thing is, not everyone's willing to change like him. Helluva lot more people like Owyn and your uncle though."

On the other side of the room, Sultan Yusef was talking up a group of dignitaries. I'd been keeping an eye on him the entire night, and he probably knew it.

"Lady Micchi, Lady Loraine! How are you two enjoying the evening?" Kain asked, approaching with Mildred attached to his arm.

"We are enjoying it very much. Aren't you, Micchi?" Loraine nudged me. "The food is incredible, the atmosphere pleasant, and I even got to see Micchi in a dress!"

"I must admit, the brute wears it well." Mildred smirked.

"Another peep outta you, and we're finding out how well you wear this around your face." I raised a fist at her.

My eyes were drawn to a dark elf not dressed for the occasion whispering into Sultan Yusef's ear. He nodded, then sent him off. It could be nothing, but I hated the guy too much not to suspect something.

"I see you are still trying to burn holes into Sultan Yusef with that glare of yours. Though I should probably be glad you haven't mauled someone yet." Kain sighed.

"I still got a hunch he's up to something," I said.

Sultan Yusef suddenly turned in our direction and smiled, raising his glass of wine. Kain returned the gesture, then turned back to me.

"You have an overreacting mind, Lady Micchi. The sultan contributed much discourse during the meeting. What he has done to you and Lady Loraine in the past is unforgivable, and we will see to it that he makes reparations in time. But there is nothing to suggest he possesses any ill-intent towards our alliance. Now if you will excuse me… I have suitors to turn down in front of Mildred…" Kain groaned.

"Oh, Kain! Honey!" Ririko waved to him from afar. "My dress is being disagreeable. Maybe you can come and help me?"

"I'm going to ground that woman into arcane dust if it's the last thing I do," an infuriated Mildred grumbled as they walked away.

For the rest of the night, Loraine and I tried to enjoy it together. She urged me to take it easy and try to relax. If it weren't for her, I wouldn't be here. Eventually, she got pulled away by Anya and Yui to have a drinking contest with the expensive wine being served around. Not wanting to get wasted, I fucked off and went to the balcony.

The arcanatrium was about a third of the way up the spire, and at this height, I could see the entire city in all its glory, including where my house and the guild hall was. Lampposts dotted the streets below, giving light to the nightowls who were still up at this time. A city this big, it was no surprise that it had all sorts of people populating it. This time around, however, they were mostly just patrolling members of the Cynderace Branch. Outside the city, on the other hand—

"What the…" I squinted out to the distance.

Just beyond the walls, magic spells were being flung around. Rugal and his people were… fighting something? What the hell was going on? The warning bells should be sounding across the city. If they were demons, then the spires should be alerting us, too.

I spun around in search of Sultan Yusef, but he was nowhere to be found. I knew it. That bastard was up to no good after all.

"Well, fuck it. Fine by me. Let's get the real party started." I pointed a finger to the sky and fired a flare-like fire spell.

In pockets all over the city, the goons I let out of prison the other day started making their move. Over by the guild hall, Thelesia was raising the flag with Hurai's help, something I told her to do if shit was going down over there.

As soon as I turned back to the arcanatrium, everything flashed red. An explosion rocked the spire. Windows shattered, shooting glass shards past me and cutting the dress. Smoke was billowing out of holes in the ceiling and floor. The chandeliers were destroyed in the blast and their light was replaced by fire. It was chaos inside the hall.

"What the fuck happened?" I raced inside, looking for Loraine but only found Anya shielding Yui.

"I dunno!" Yui exclaimed, her face charred and coughing. "We were going shot for shot, then boom!"

Tables were upturned on top of the injured. Some were trying to limp away from the fires, others who had magic were trying to put them out and heal those who needed help.

A large number of demons poured into the arcanatrium, followed by armed dark elves and beastlings who weren't Cynderace. They started attacking anyone they could. A dark elf charged at me with a spear.

The point cut through my dress, and he cracked a smile, thinking he had gotten me. I backhanded the spear away and lifted him by the throat.

"Where's your Sultan?" I snarled.

"I think… you have more important things to worry about," he choked out.

"Wrong answer. Try again in the next life." I balled a fist, gathering all of the fire around me onto the knuckles, and punched him sky high out the window.

It couldn't be a coincidence that Loraine and Sultan Yusef were gone. His people must have kidnapped her during the commotion.

"Lady Micchi!" Kain was hobbling over with an injured Mildred on his shoulder. "Those attackers are the sultan's men, and they are… gods… They are fighting alongside demons. You were right. I'm sorry for not trusting  you."

"It don't matter now. We gotta do something. Sultan's got Loraine, so I'm going after 'em," I said, but Mildred grabbed my arm.

"The spires… they aren't functioning… We must reactivate them to notify the rest of the city," Mildred warned.

"I'll go," Yui offered. "I can fly from tower to tower by zapping around."

A pack of demon hounds leaped at us, but a spear skewered them all, then flung the bodies away before returning to Kaoru's grasp. She had Yonnu clinging to her back, and Theo clutching her other hand. Kain kneeled down to his little brother and was relieved to see that he was fine.

"Who set the damn bomb?" Kaoru seethed with so much fury, even the demons hesitated to attack.

"We're missing someone," Anya said. "Ririko ain't here. You think she and the sultan are in cahoots?"

The spire shuddered violently. We raced to the balcony in time to see obsidian monoliths rising out of the ground outside of the city. All sorts of demons came out of them to lay siege to the walls and the defenders. At this rate, Rugal was going to be overwhelmed out there.

When I turned to Kain, he was hugging Theo so hard I thought he might snap the kid's back.

"The city is falling… if only I… I—"

I pulled them apart and forced Kain to look me in the eyes. "Snap the fuck out of it and start acting like a prince. If things are going to shit, then fix it. Because you sure as hell ain't doing jack, crying and pissing around like that."

"You're right… I must act. Guards on me to protect the guests!" Kain shouted, gathering his people into formation to defend the attendants at the balcony from their aggressors. "Lady Micchi, you and your companions do what you must. Leave the arcanatrium to me and Mildred."

Yui wasted no time, launching herself like a reverse bolt of lightning to the top of the spire. Kaoru planned to stay here to help fight their way through. That left Anya with me.

"Let's fuck some shit up." Anya grinned.

We leapt off the balcony and broke the nice stone floor from landing. It wasn't any better down here. Fights were breaking out everywhere between Cynderace soldiers against demons and Amarinthians. Flying beastlings and demons were dropping bombs all over the city which erupted with explosions. Cynderace mages fought back, firing spells into the sky to shoot them down and putting out fires.

This was a full-scale attack, and no one was prepared for it except the side that was sieging.

"Kawa!" I shouted. The elemental wolf bursted through a horde of demons, then lowered herself to let me and Anya on. "Find Loraine, go!"

Kawa jumped onto the rooftops and knocked off attackers along the way. We were catching up to the sultan's speeding throne wagon which barreled down the thoroughfare for the front gates. Loraine was in another seat, unconscious. Sitting alongside her was Sultan Yusef and Ririko.

I conjured a ball of fire and blasted the road ahead of them, incinerating a couple of demons in the process, but it wasn't enough to stop them. Ice magic, most likely from Ririko, snuffed out the flames and smoothed over the hole in the road.

"Faster, Kawa! We're not letting them take Loraine again!" I exclaimed.

"If it's speed you need…" Anya patted Kawa's head to give some sort of enhancement. "Go get 'em, girl!"

Kawa sped up right away. She leaped off in a quick burst and landed ahead of the wagon, causing the vehicle to grind to a screeching halt.

"Kain ain't here to talk me down this time." I hopped off Kawa and cracked my neck, making no efforts to show how pissed the fuck off I was. "Even if he was, I'd still pound you to a pulp. What happened to leaving us alone, huh?"

Sultan Yusef rose defiantly to his feet. "As if I can believe that the daughter of Laeeq would so easily give up the throne to all of Amarinth! I will not take that chance. The Oasis Throne belongs to me and only me!"

"Then you better be ready to take on two pissed off punks and a hungry wolf," Anya sneered, winding up her right arm.

"You! You're supposed to help me, yes? Get down there and fight them!" he yelled at Ririko, who was in the middle of filing her nails.

"Oh, fine. But I'm not doing it because you asked me to. I gotta, otherwise Chika'll get snappy with me." Ririko tossed the nail filer over her shoulder and walked to the edge of the wagon. She was joined by the large dark elf I saw the other day, and together, they jumped down to face us.

While the whole city was going up in smoke, clashes exploding across the city and in the sky, nothing else registered in my head other than getting through them to get to Loraine.

"By the time I'm done with you, the only makeup left on your face is going to be blood, dirt, and a knuckle sandwich." I extended a hand and formed an icy bat in the shape of Sacchan to point at Ririko.

"I was never really a fighter, you know?" Ririko shrugged. "Always got other people to do the dirty work for me. All I needed to do was raise my voice a pitch higher and flutter my eyelashes. Somehow, they started getting around to calling me Ice Queen, like I'm some cold-hearted bitch. Maybe I am. All I care about is getting what I want, and I need you out of my way to get it. I think it's about time I show you why they call me the Blizzard of Hokkaido, Micchi!"

A frigid gale blew in, so strong that it put out Kawa's fiery coat of fur and forced her to change elements. Ice began to coalesce on Ririko's dress, thickening into something like a robe of armor. My new elementalist class was telling me a metric fuck ton of magic was coming out of her, and this wasn't going to be an easy fight.

Ririko made the first move. With a flick of her wrist, a frigid blizzard engulfed this portion of the city. She came barreling through the storm, and I met her fist straight on. The impact cleared the snow around us for a moment. For not really being a fighter, she sure as hell packed a punch. My arm went numb, and I had to dig my heels into the ground.

"I hope you didn't forget about me!" Anya jumped Ririko from behind, but a trail of ice burst into spikes to block her way. She didn't care, running through it all like a raging bull.

The ice bitch vanished into a mist, and Anya nailed me in the gut instead.

"Anya… What the fuck?" I wheezed on my hands and knees.

"Shit. Ririko was just here a second ago!"

We both looked up to find a massive block of ice falling toward us. Together, fists clenched, we shattered the cube into harmless pieces.

"Kawa! Go after the sultan and bring Loraine back!" I shouted.

The elemental wolf leaped through the blizzard, unaffected by the cold or terrain. Like Ririko, the fur coat thickened with ice and made her seem much larger than she normally was. As she pounced in their direction, the sultan's muscle-bound groupie emerged from the blizzard and wrestled her to the ground.

"It's hopeless," Sultan Yusef's voice echoed. "Your lives, this city… all of it pales in comparison to her might! You witnessed first hand at Kazaar, did you not? The demon lord is no ordinary demon. She might as well be a god!"

Just then, roars bellowed across Cynderace. Flying monsters like dragons soared over the city, breathing fire and laying waste to everything their magic touched. One of them headed in the direction of my house.

"Look, Micchi!" Ririko cackled, unreachable from the sky thanks to being able to fly. "We're giving your city a makeover! Ahahaha!"

"Anya, how's that batting arm of yours?" I asked.

"As good as your pitching one," Anya assured me confidently.

I gave her my ice-made bat, she sprinted down the road and got into a batting stance. When was the last time we played like this? Probably been ages.

"What are they doing? Stop them!" Sultan Yusef demanded.

"Whatever it is won't work. I'm way stronger than the both of you combined," Ririko taunted.

"That so? You got some fucking nerve coming into my turf and wrecking shit up, taking my woman, and hurting Kawa. I'm gonna teach you both some manners the only way I know how." I pitched a curveball of screeching elemental energy at Anya. She swung hard, but it careened right and devastated a swarm of demons while lighting up the night.

Ririko, Sultan Yusef, and his guard's jaws dropped.

"Ahhh, man. That was just a warm-up. Give me straight this time!" Anya yelled.

"As if I'd let you!" Ririko intensified the blizzard in panic and conjured a gigantic spike of ice to throw at me.

I pitched a hard straight this time, and Anya hit the sweet spot on the bat, breaking the sound barrier. The ball shattered Ririko's spell on the way up and zipped past her face only inches away.

"I'm getting the hang of it!" Anya wound up the bat for another hit. "Third time's the charm. One more for a home run, Micchi!"

Ririko threw volley after volley of spells at us, but Kawa broke free from the sultan's bodyguard to intercept them with a fiery breath.

"Good girl, Kawa!" I locked eyes with Anya, and we reached an unspoken understanding the instant I launched the ball. It left my fingertips spinning like crazy.

Anya struck the curveball, causing it to fly in a wide arc right for Ririko. Her eyes snapped open. She raised multiple barriers of ice, but the ball went through all of them.

"It's just a stupid ball! You guys won't hit me for shit!" Ririko cackled as she flew away to dodge it.

"Too bad that ain't any regular old baseball." I smirked.

Using the momentum from Anya's powerball of a hit, I put my all into guiding the ball after Ririko. She flew higher to avoid it. They were like two rockets rising straight into the sky, but I was gaining on her.

"Gotcha." I clenched my fist and exploded the ball. The shockwave that followed blew flying demons out of the air, unsuspecting people off their feet, and tiles from rooftops.

Ririko plummeted in the distance, a smoking mess. Her blizzard dissipated, meaning she was down for the count.

"Good shit, Micchi. Helluva an arm you still got." Anya clasped my hand.

"Your swings need work," I teased.

"Alright, you little brat. You're getting too cocky for your own good. We still need to finish this," she said, turning to Sultan Yusef and his bodyguard just as Kawa was tossed over to us.

The spire bells began to ring, and with each chime, a wave of energy rippled outwards from the city and healed our injuries. Whatever Yui did must have got them working again.

"You can beg and cry, but it ain't saving you from a beating." I glowered.

"If you think you've won, you're sorely mistaken." Sultan Yusef scoffed, but the sweat beading on his face despite the cold atmosphere showed otherwise. "I have with me a man who can move mountains. The Ramaleiks' personal problem-solver. You two might be strong, but he—"

Anya dashed in. She picked the big dark elf up by his pants and arm, then chucked him at my feet. Dazed from the sudden attack, he stared up at me in surprise.

"Ramaleiks, huh?" I stomped on his face hard enough to crater the ground and put him unconscious.

The smug grin disappeared from Sultan Yusef's face, which was now quickly turning pale.

"What's the matter, Sultan?" Anya asked. "Shit your pants so bad you became a lighter shade of elf?"

"This isn't over! I have men all over the city! Enough to hold it hostage!" he cried.

"You heard 'em. That true?" I cast my eyes over to the edge of the street, where Oaks was dragging out a dark elf and beastling in each hand.

"We worked all night, and they didn't know what hit them. The city guards are taking over the rest as we speak, Boss!" Oaks said.

Releasing those good for nothings turned out to be a good idea. I just needed to round them back up later. The tides were turning. Now that the adventurers and city guards regrouped, they were mounting a strong enough offensive to fight back. All that was left—

Sultan Yusef erupted into laughter. Quietly at first, then it turned into a hearty, bellowing guffaw.

"Awfully happy for someone who's about to get his shit kicked back into him. Step away from Loraine and come down here, and I might be nice enough to only beat you half to death." I glared.

"Did you really think we only came here for my niece? No, I'm—"

I climbed onto the wagon and slugged the sultan across the face. He went flying out the back and rolled through the streets. Lying on the floor, bound and gagged, Loraine was still unconscious. At the very least, she didn't look hurt.

Kawa jumped in after me, causing the entire wagon to lurch from her weight. But she nuzzled into Loraine and whimpered.

"Get Loraine to the guild hall, Kawa." I lifted Loraine onto the wolf's back and silently apologized for letting this happen.

As they took off, I hopped down to confront the sultan. Anya was already on top of him with a foot over his chest.

"Before we get started on your beatdown, we've got some questions that need answering. Why the hell did you attack Cynderace for?" I asked.

"Why don't you… take a look at the precious spires?" Sultan Yusef smiled.

The instant we looked up, all five spires exploded. Everything came crumbling down. Dust and debris were carried downwind. Screams could be heard from afar. Neither of us could believe it. Cynderace's monumental backdrops were gone, replaced by the night.

Was that the sultan's and Ririko's goal all along?

"No, Yui! I have to go help!" Anya took off running towards the toppled spires.

Not only Yui, but there were a lot more people inside like Kain, Mildred, and Kaoru.

When I lifted Sultan Yusef up to face me, he began to melt and slip from my fingers like goo.

"It is not so hard to outsmart a brute like you who knows only to speak with their fists. I'm sure we shall see each other again. Be seeing you." Sultan Yusef's patronizing grin was the last to melt away. The pool of liquid turned into water and soaked into the dirt.

"Get back here, you fucker!" I punched a hole in the ground where he disappeared into.

The counterattack that Cynderace had put up was now being pushed back by an even larger horde of demons. Mages and flying beastlings battled monsters from above. On the ground, people were being chased into their homes, and adventurers and soldiers alike were having a hard time holding their own.

All over the street, snarling demons were coming out of the woodworks.

"You're all goddamn eyesores, and I'm pissed the fuck off right now." I cracked my knuckles, stopping the demons in their tracks. "I'm gonna show you who the real demon is."


Chapter 9 - A Siege in My Turf?

I fought my way towards the guild hall, beating the living shit out of every demon until the streets were littered with them. They weren't going to stop coming until the monoliths were destroyed, otherwise we were stuck fighting forever. Right now, fires were breaking out all over Cynderace, and at this rate, there wasn't going to be a city by morning.

"Chieftain!" Thelesia and Hurai shouted to me from the guild hall's roof, still waving the flag.

"If there's any time to put your magic to work, it's now, Thelesia! I want it at full blast. Everywhere. As far as you can get it!" I called back.

The enchanted threads began to glow. Just like how the spires were emitting a magical healing wave before they were destroyed, now the flag was doing the same. A boost of strength flowed through me. Similar to Kain's dragoon buffs, Thelesia was amplifying that using the enchanted flag.

In exchange, she was putting out a whole lot of magic and wasn't going to last too long. Which meant I had to hurry.

The door into the guild hall was broken from its hinges and had fallen flat inside. Demons, Amarinthian soldiers, and Ririko's Glamor Guards alike in cahoots with Sultan Yusef were lying in a pile on the ground. I was right to hold people back. For some reason, they wanted to get into the guild.

"Why the fuck for?" I wondered aloud.

Was it the primordial lifecrystal?

A lot of the guild members were worse for wear. Seemed they really put up a battle here.

"By the gods, Micchi!" Frey poked her head out from the counter. "We heard an explosion from the spires, then demons started attacking, and now people from the other kingdoms are attacking us?"

"Sultan Yusef and Ririko fucked us, that's what," I said.

"What about Yui? Is she alright?" the worried beastling asked.

I hesitated to answer. "I don't know… Anya went to check on 'em."

Frey chewed on her lower lip.

"I'm going to the Arcane Ward then. You're worried about Loraine, right? I'll show you where they're hiding first." Frey led me down to Bogart's workshop. A large number of scared civilians were hiding inside, sweating from the forge's burning coals.

"You're a damn welcome sight," Bogart said. She was holding and comforting the dryad, Tulip, potted into a ceramic vase.

"Well, you won't wanna go outside just yet." I searched the room for Loraine and found her sitting upright against Kawa, being tended to by a guild healer.

"Sorry, Boss. Loraine must have been drugged. No amount of healing will wake her up. Either we let it run its course or we find an apothecary," the healer explained.

I only came by to check if Loraine was okay. Now that I knew, I could go back outside to fuck up more demons with that peace of mind.

"I'm heading out, so you stay here to protect Loraine and these people," I told Kawa.

The elemental wolf nodded and licked my hand.

As I turned to leave, stem-like roots wrapped around my waist. Tulip was tugging me back into the room.

"This little sapling's been asking about you. Won't say why though," Bogart said.

The dryad used her vines to pull both the primordial lifecrystal and Sacchan's splintered pieces in a bucket. I had originally put them here, thinking it was the best place to be kept guarded, and I turned out to be right. If I left it in Mildred's place, she wouldn't have been there to guard it.

"What's up, Tulip? You want me to hold it?" I opened my hand for her to give me the crystal, then she used many smaller vines to pick up each piece of Sacchan. Magical energies flowed into my body, and likewise from me into the crystal. My hand got really hot, so hot that I wanted to let go of it.

Good thing I didn't, because I couldn't believe my eyes. The stems and vines constricted on themselves, thickening into something like a bat with Sacchan's splinters embedded into them and with the primordial lifecrystal inside. It wasn't perfect. It looked like I was holding a thick tree branch in my hand, but I could at least use this as a weapon.

"Amazing…" Bogart gasped. "I didn't even know she could do that."

It's got to have something to do with the crystal.

Maybe it was better in my hands than just sitting down here collecting dust. This way, the demons wouldn't have any reason to attack the guild hall.

"Good shit, Tulip. I'll break some legs with it." I grinned.

"M-Micchi!" Naka, who had been hiding in the crowd, jumped to her feet. "I'll come with you. I can fight!"

I gestured for Naka to hurry along. She and about twenty guild members followed me out of the building. The others were too hurt to fight anymore. Outside, two dozen Rolling Plains orcs had gathered at the foot of the steps. They were dressed in simple leathers because standard-issued Cynderace equipment didn't fit. Judging by the cuts and bruises, most of them already had a go with demons. This was only a fraction of them, so the rest must be fighting with Rugal outside the city gates.

There were maybe fifty people in total. A ragtag mix of orcs, guild members, and city guards, watching me from below like they were expecting a motivational speech. I wasn't Kain. I got nothing good to say, but I did have one thing.

"The city's looking a little messy. It's time to take out the fucking trash!!" I shouted to them.

Cheering, everyone raised their weapons and fists into the air.

I led the charge through the main street, cutting through the demons like butter. Thelesia's speed boost enhancement, amplified by the flag, turned us into an unstoppable and stampeding force. It wasn't until we crossed the city gates did anyone realize how fierce the fighting was.

"Oraa! Fuck them in the asses!" I dove headfirst into the thick of it, slamming my new weapon down and knocking every demon away with the shockwave.

Like the time Yui invaded the city on the demon's side, Rugal's forces were using the same tactics. Mages on the battlements rained destructive spells on enemies and healing magic on allies. Grunts on the ground formed a defensive line around the gates, but they were quickly getting overwhelmed.

Unlike last time, however, there weren't enough of us to hold them back. We were losing ground and getting pushed closer to the walls. There were enough monoliths that they looked like a weed infestation, and demons spewed out of them like a broken faucet.

"What happened to the spires?" Rugal rode up to me alongside Pino and asked. "Weren't you with Prince Kain and the rest at the banquet?"

"We were attacked by Amarinth and Mou'nan from the inside. Gotta stop these demons or the city's gonna get overrun," I explained.

"About that… Some of our own have proven themselves cowards," the commander growled.

"Normally, we would punish deserters, but there's nothing we can do in the middle of battle!" Pino cried.

Sitting by the gate at Thane's feet, the stone giant who was posing as a statue, were maybe a hundred Cynderace soldiers. Many of them were the same ones I beat the shit out of during training sessions at the barracks. They were in the fetal position, rocking back and forth, scared out of their minds about fighting demons.

"I'll get them into gear," I said, storming over to them.

"It's over… our city is doomed…"

"The demons have won…"

"There's nothing left…"

When I ignited the club in their faces, they snapped up with a start.

"Get back in there, or I'm throwing every single one of you into the monoliths myself!" I yelled.

"Y-You don't scare us anymore than the demons!" one said.

"Yeah! If they're going to kill us all, what can be worse than that?" another added.

I put my weapon away and picked both of them up, then hurled them into the enemy's frontline where they were instantly mobbed.

"Who's next?" I glared over my shoulder

"T-To battle!" They picked up their swords and shields to rejoin Rugal's defensive line.

"You, too, Thane! It's time to make yourself useful!" I shouted.

"As you command." The titan construct, who had been waiting on my orders, shook off dust as it began to move towards battle.

"That wasn't a statue?!" Pino watched in utter surprise as Thane cleaved through waves of demons.

Even with our forces bolstered, it wasn't going to do jack shit until we stopped the leakage. Maybe now was a good time to test just how strong this new weapon Tulip made for me was. I charged into the fray again, knocking away every demon in my path until I came to stop in front of a monolith.

A giant demon was just now stepping out of it.

"Who dares—"

"Get the hell back in there." I smashed the club into his shin, bringing him to drop down onto his hands and knees, then shoved him back through the gateway by the face.

Gripping the club with both hands, an intense flame ignited along the shaft, almost divine in magic. My new elementalist subclass resonated with the primordial lifecrystal within, empowering both of us like a two-way street. The energies burned away the rigid bark-like surface, leaving behind a wooden bat. I swung hard, sending a cataclysmic wave of force that shattered the monolith and destroyed everything behind it. An enormous trench filled with groaning demons was all that remained.

"Well, would you look at that? Looks like I gotta thank Tulip later. It's good to have you back, Sacchan. Now, let's start cracking some skulls again." I smiled fondly.

One by one, I demolished each monolith and cut off the demons' reinforcements. With their numbers cut from the root, the city's defenses were beginning to fight them back. The two soldiers that I threw into the horde even only came away with some broken bones.

By the end of the night, Cynderace was still standing. Ririko was nowhere to be seen. She must have escaped along with the sultan. The Amarinthian and Mou'nan soldiers who had attacked were being rounded up and thrown into the bursting dungeons.

With Rugal and Pino dealing with the stragglers, I went to check on everyone at the Arcane Ward. The top of each spire was destroyed, and with it, their ability to detect demons and pump beneficial magic to people. The injured were still being brought out and laid on makeshift cots, tended to by healing magic.

Anya carried out from the tower an unconscious Yui on her back. Kaoru, who had been roughed up good, sat by Yonnu and Theo underneath a tree alongside other injured.

Kain walked up to me, carrying a passed out Mildred in his arms. "When I called for a summit, I never could have imagined two members of the UKD would ever betray the pact. I've… failed as a prince to protect my people. I don't know what to do anymore…"

"You know exactly what to do." I put a hand on his shoulder. "It's time to go to war."


Chapter 10 - Waging War as a Delinquent

We were standing outside of my mansion that was just as wrecked as every other place in the city. The roof was caved in, most of the windows were shattered, the right side of the building collapsed, and most of the courtyard was burned to a crisp. Kain was going to have a bad surprise once he saw his flowers like this. The chukashca were probably goners though, so there went my stress relievers.

"Well, ain't that a bitch." I sighed.

"A couple of demons ran this way and ransacked the mansion," Ethel said in tears.

"We tried to barricade the front door, but they broke through the windows. Ethel and I had to run away. We're truly sorry there wasn't more we could do." Roma apologized deeply.

"Ah, don't sweat it." I shrugged, kicking some dirt into the wind. "Our place can be rebuilt, but if either of you guys get offed, then I lose my best maids."

Overcome with emotion, both of them began to tear up.

Loraine rode in on Kawa's back, staring at the ruins of our home with a sullen expression. Her eyes fell to Ethel and Roma instead, and dismounted from Kawa to comfort them with a hug.

For the time being, we were going to be living at the guild hall until the place was fixed up. I had nothing important in there anyway.

Kawa, the big baby of a wolf, started whimpering and brushing her nose against the ashes on the ground.

"Oh, sweetie." Loraine kneeled down to stroke Kawa's head. "I know you'll miss home, but we'll only be gone for a little while."

We were about to leave when Kain galloped in on a horse to survey the destruction.

"My flower beds!" Kain cried, dismounting and falling to his knees in front of the courtyard.

This was probably going to take a while.

"You guys get to the guild first. I'll catch up later," I told Loraine and the others.

Loraine squeezed my hand and nodded, then the three of them climbed onto Kawa to ride off.

"I spent months nurturing these lilies. They're all gone!" Kain plucked one flower only to have it crumble away to ashes.

"You can gripe about that shit later. What'd your pops say?" I asked.

He got to his feet and frowned. When I had told him that it was time to go to war, I might as well have kneed him in the balls. It didn't matter if it was on Earth or in this world, there weren't any winners in a war. People fought so that they didn't lose more than they already have.

Punks like me, Yui, Anya, Kaoru, Ririko, and Chika… ours were gang wars that sent someone to the hospital for a day. It was different here. Lives were at stake. I wasn't too much of an idiot not to realize that.

Before coming here, I razed shit up for fun. Just another dumbass who didn't know any better. Now, when I looked at other people around me, crying because they lost their homes, lost their jobs that put food on the table, and lost loved ones they spent most of their lives with… it suddenly wasn't fun anymore.

"Declaring war is no easy decision." Kain grabbed handfuls of dirt and trembled. "My father is too old to shoulder the responsibility, so it is up to me. I don't know if I have what it takes to—"

I gave Kain a swift kick to the back. He tumbled forward and stared at me in shock.

"Y-You just kicked the prince and future king of Scoth!" Kain stammered, frozen as if he couldn't believe it happened.

"Hey, my bad. Foot kinda just moved on its own. Here lemme help you up." I extended a hand to Kain, but as soon as he grabbed it, I shoved him back down to the burnt flower bed.

"Am I being bullied here?" he asked from the ground.

"We going to war or not? Ain't no one wants a future king that can't make a damn decision. Your turf just got sacked, and you're crying about some stupid flowers. What the fuck are we gonna do, Kain? Answer the fucking question!"

Kain bit back his hesitation and stood up on his own. I threw a punch that knocked him back down. This went on until that pretty boy face and hair of his was caked in sweat, dirt, and soot. He pulled himself up against the raised garden bed. It was probably the most messed up he had ever been in a while.

I went for another punch, but Kain stuck out both hands to catch my fist.

"Finally fighting back, huh? That's how it's supposed to be. Someone fucks with you, you fuck with 'em right back. While we got our thumbs up our asses, Chika, Ririko, and that shit stain of a sultan are all scheming. Answer the question, Kain. We going to war or not?" I asked again.

"You're… right." Kain put all his strength to move my fist away so that we were looking eye to eye. "To war it is, Lady Micchi. As you would say… let's fuck them up, shall we?"

"That's what I'm talking about." I smirked.

When I retracted my fist, Kain dropped to his ass again. I took a seat right down next to him and we both faced the ruins of the mansion.

"It's going to take a lot of work to restore the city to its former glory." Kain sighed.

"Speaking of rebuilding," I began. "I'm thinking we rebuild the bathroom with a sauna this time around. What do you think?"

"Before we get to that, there is the matter of you releasing criminals from the dungeons… Do you have anything to say about that?" He squinted at me.

I cleared my throat and looked away. "Oh, right. Uh… Free grunts for the army?"

While Kain went to make preparations for war with Amarinth and Mou'nan, I headed to the guild hall. Kaoru was outside with her Jinwan guards and carriages, getting ready to leave.

"Taking off already?" I asked.

"While Scoth is a few steps behind, I already have armies in place that I must return to Jinwa and lead. After what happened last night, I am convinced it is no longer safe for Yonnu and Theo here. I intend to bring them back to the safety of Taiq'ae. Prince Kain has already permitted me to leave with his little brother," Kaoru explained.

Come to think of it, Kaoru had been moving her armies around left and right, which was making Amarinth uneasy. It sounded like she had been expecting this.

Both Yonnu and Theo peeked out of the carriage window to wave at me.

"Please take care of my big brother," Theo said about Kain. "He probably feels really guilty about Cynderace being attacked."

"Don't worry about him, kid. I squared him up good." I grinned.

It looked like this was shaping up to be a pretty big war, but we were starting out on the losing end. Aside from Chieftain Breila and Kaoru, the kingdom of Scoth's other allies weren't really big players. Fighting against Chika's endless forces of demons was hard enough already, but now we had more to worry about.

I went inside the guild hall to find it a lot more crowded than usual. In addition to the guild members, there were also other citizens whose homes were destroyed and taking refuge here with families.

Over the next few days, we helped to rebuild parts of the city. Yui mobilized the guild to pitch in where they could. Since Amarinth was an enemy now, Anya had no reason to go back, but her reputation of having been the viceroy of Ash'tar didn't earn her any love from the citizens.

"Look at her," someone muttered off to the side. "How does she think she can waltz around like nothing's happened."

"I hear she's friendly with the guild leader." Another hushed their friend.

I let a stack of lumber drop from my shoulders. The crash startled them, and they quickly went back to work without another word.

"Looks like you ain't so popular," I teased Anya, who was on the roof of a building's wooden frame.

"I see that as a perk. Had a couple of guys pick a fight with me last night and got to rough 'em up for fun." Anya pulled up the massive piece of lumber I handed to her from the ground.

All this carrying stuff around worked up a sweat despite how cold it was getting. We had been helping to frame broken buildings since morning. Well, the actual builders were building. Anya and I just carried the lumber in for them.

In the distance, Rugal and Kain hollered to us as they rode through the street. Anya jumped down and landed with a heavy thud.

"Lady Anya, the people may not respect your presence, but you have my sincerest gratitude for all that you have done so far." Kain bowed from his horse.

"It ain't nothing. You guys treat me better than those stuck ups in Ash'tar." Anya brushed off his thanks and smiled.

"Whatcha come down here for?" I asked them. "I doubt it's to just tell Anya thanks."

Kain nodded to Rugal.

"With the spires destroyed, our method of detecting demons has been hindered. Our forces are in disarray, and no doubt Amarinth, being a neighboring kingdom-turned enemy, will take advantage of that weakness. Before we can even think about mounting an offensive, we must bolster up our defenses along the border. Kain believes you two are the best candidates to command Garrison Arackus and Fort Allo at the Frescian Pass that leads straight to Ash'tar. What do you say?" Rugal looked each of us in the eyes.

"Think fighting there's gonna be the fiercest?" Anya asked.

"Our spy network tells us Amarinth may launch nightly raids alongside demon monoliths," Kain said.

"Well, shit. Don't tempt me with a good time. Better than playing Bob the Builder back here. I'm in!" I exclaimed, cracking my knuckles.

It wasn't just me and Anya. Yui and Frey were also going to be sent to shape up their own garrison but deeper within Scoth's territory. Every member of the Cynderace Branch would be split up to perform quests and tasks at smaller towns. We were supposed to be a second army after all.

Unfortunately, Loraine and Kawa refused to let me out of their sights this time around. They were coming with whether I liked it or not. Ethel, Roma, Bogart, and Tulip would also join us to provide their services to Garrison Arackus. Meanwhile, Anya recruited Pino, Hurai, Thelesia, and Naka to Fort Allo which was several kilometers away as a secondary outpost.

When we arrived at Arackus and hopped out of the carriage, a pitiful sight was there to welcome me. I'd pass through here before when we first went to Ash'tar, and it looked a helluva lot better than this. Built on a narrow canyon pass and next to a modest berry village, the garrison was supposed to serve as an entrypoint between Scoth and Amarinth. The watch towers were in shambles, the battlements on the keep were broken, and there were holes in along the fortifications.

Only half a dozen soldiers welcomed us, and among them were orcs who Rugal had reassigned to this position after I conscripted. The rest were milling about.

"Uwah… There's so much to clean…" Ethel mumbled.

"This place is worse than the slums of Ash'tar. I'm supposed to fit my arms and equipment on these soldiers?" Bogart asked coldly.

Several of them overheard and shifted uncomfortably on their feet.

"You're telling me," I groaned. "Guess I'm gonna have my work cut out for me here, too."

"C-Commander, welcome to Garrison Arackus!" a jittery human man who had his leather helmet on crooked greeted me.

The other five behind him looked like they didn't want to be here. Just looking at them was ticking me off.

"Micchi, Kain said to be gentle with them," Loraine said, preemptively calming me down.

"Yeah, well, Rugal also told me to be as brutal as it takes to get them working… Hey, where's the big man in charge before me?" I walked up to the six soldiers and was disappointed at how skittish they were standing in front of me.

Just then, a fair-skinned elf dressed in fine embroidery sauntered up to us like a flamingo. "You're here at last! Forgive me, I was finishing up quite a delectable meal. I am Lord Byron. You must be the new commander here to replace me, yes? Shall we go inside and talk over some fine wine?"

"So, you're the bitch that left this place in a sorry state!" I picked him up by the collar of his coat and threw him towards the stables where he landed in a feeding trough.

Suddenly, all the soldiers came running up to stand at attention in front of the keep. There were maybe a hundred in total. Some of them orcs, a lot of them humans, dwarves, and elves. But all of them were going to need a whole lot of retraining.

"If you guys thought Rugal was bad, I hope you're ready to get to work. When I'm done with you monkeys, no one's gonna think twice about messing with us. Until then, it's time to start our first training session— Me versus all of you."


Chapter 11 - Throwing the First Punch

That settled that.

As I stood over the many soldiers of Garrison Arackus, many of them groaning in pain and a few were knocked out, I knew— we were fucked.

"Geez. You guys can't fight for shit. There ain't gonna be a better use for any of you besides cannon fodder at the front of the gate." Sighing, I kneeled down next to an unconscious beastling and rapped my knuckles on his leather helmet. The rest were in pretty bad shape, and a few healers had to rush out of the keep to heal the badly injured.

"There's no way we can match your strength!" One of them, who was picking up a fellow soldier, had a fist-shaped bruise on his face.

"I don't give two shits if you're strong or weak! Everyone pisses and shits in their diapers at the start. The problem is if you're still wearing 'em now. Well, are ya?"

Both gulped hard and backed away from me. So did a few who were close by.

If Kain and Rugal had told me these rugrats never saw fighting until recently, I'd believe them. None had really put up a fight. All went down in one or two hits and stayed down. The few noblemen under Rugal's cavalry unit had more guts than this lot.

"There's the answer, see. Smeared all over your asses because you're still in diapers. Now get up and start cutting down some trees. This place needs some fixing up. If I'm back and some of you ain't working, it's back to the usual training!" I shouted.

"Yes, Commander!"

Those who could move stumbled their way to work, leaving the ones that were worse off lying on the ground to be tended to by healing magic. They had until I checked the garrison.

I went over to the stables where Byron was still lying unconscious in a water trough with a wooden bucket on his head. A couple of horses were drinking from it, not minding his presence. After pulling him out, I used the bucket to splash water on his face and startled him awake.

"Are we under attack?!" Byron sat straight up, screaming in panic.

"Get up, Bitch Boy. I need you to show me the garrison and what needs doing." I kicked his leg.

"But… My lady, you may have relieved me as commander, but I am a noble elven lord! You are to respect my status and—" He shut his trap as soon as I dragged him up standing.

Byron started with the gate. The keep was just a giant fucking stone wall that stretched from one side of the canyon to the other, separating the deserts Amarinth and the savannas of Scoth . There were fresh burn marks on the wall on the Amarinth-facing side from being hit by magical spells, and the ground leading up to the gates was littered with broken arrows and big rocks. Probably from a recent siege.

It didn't take a military genius to see that the garrison was built on a strategic position. The canyons were too steep and uneven for the enemies to sneakily climb over. An attacking army's only real entrance into Scoth was this checkpoint, or they were going to have to take the long way around through Kazaar. Chieftain Breila and big ass monsters there weren't going to let that happen so easily.

"How often does this place get attacked?" I asked Byron as the both of us stared out towards Amarinth where green vegetation grew increasingly sparse.

"Uhm… Almost every other night… I believe?" Byron answered with uncertainty.

"Why the fuck don't you know for sure?"

"I, uh… The guards who patrol the wall should know! I'm normally inside, seeing to matters only a commander can! Like… l-logistics?" He gulped.

I was about to slug Byron until my eyes caught something far in the distance. The heat made it hard to see, but it looked like an encampment of tents and wooden fortifications.

"What the hell is that over there?" I squinted to see.

"Oh!" Byron lit up like he had an amazing secret to share. "That's an enemy outpost— guh!"

I grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off his feet. "That close to our fucking garrison?"

"We weren't… in the best… state to… fight them…" he choked out.

I might have to pay them a visit later before they get the drop on us.

We went back through the gate, and it was like night and day with how different the environment changed. On the side of Scoth was a lush forest that stretched as far as the eye could see. Just turning around, my eyes stung from how dry the deserts of Amarinth was.

Garrison Arackus was built like a small town. A village of berry farmers was situated not too far away. Judging by the smokestack billowing out of the garrison smithy, Bogart was already hard at work inside, repairing equipment and supplying the garrison with arms. Right now, the soldiers were hard at work, cutting down trees for lumber. Surprisingly, there wasn't a single one left on the ground when we got back.

"W-Would you like me to show you the commander's quarters next? Surely, you would like some rest after a long trip. Gods know I need a bath…" Byron mumbled at his still soaked self.

"No rest until we've collected enough lumber. We're gonna help our boys and girls," I said.

"Right, of course. We must supervise our soldiers to ensure they are working properly—"

"We're helping."

Byron looked like a deer in headlights after I shoved an axe into his hands.

When the others saw us coming with axes, many of the soldiers were confused. They stopped to watch Byron, who had the tool clutched in both hands and close to his chest.

"Commander Byron, Commander Micchi! You two don't have to trouble yourselves!" a cat-eared beastling woman came to tell me.

"See! They don't need help. We can leave it to them. A commander's place belongs in the keep!" Byron insisted.

"This axe ain't leaving my hand until we're done," I ignored Byron to respond to the soldier.

Reinvigorated, the garrison soldiers fought through their exhaustion and put their backs into. They had it in them if they tried and were only being held back by a shitty commander before I came along. After all, they weren't stationed to defend the most dangerous position in the kingdom for nothing.

By the time the sun set, we had ten stacks of logs ready to be used as fortifications and repairs. Everyone was dead tired, lying sprawled on the ground and gasping for breath. We still needed to load the lumber onto the wagons and bring it over to the mill for the woodworkers to get started.

"We ain't done yet! Get these logs over to the lumber mill. Almost done. Just hang in there!" I shouted.

"It's impossible for us, Commander!"

"We're not used to this much work in one day."

"And not to mention, we hadn't been getting any sleep since we're constantly attacked by Amarinth's nightly raids!"

If Kain hadn't told me to go easy on them, I would have kicked their asses. But even I know that a heavy hand could only go so far. Pushing them any harder than this, and they were just going to break first, then we really wouldn't have a garrison of soldiers anymore.

"When the enemy comes knocking on our door, they ain't gonna wait on you to get out of bed and brush your teeth. I sure as hell don't plan on letting even one of them come close to the wall, so those of you who still got some fight left, we got work to do!" I picked up a log in each arm and began loading them onto the wagons.

It started with one soldier. The beastling woman from earlier. She looked down at her blistering hands, wiped the sweat from her face, then got up to join me. But by herself, she couldn't lug any of the giant trees. One by one, the others got to their feet and started helping.

Everyone pitched in except Byron, who watched from the ground.

We only had so many oxens to pull the wagons with, so me and the stronger soldiers pulled the extra vehicles ourselves. Once all the lumber was dragged to the mill, the workers revved up the saws to begin cutting. They assured me that it would all be done by morning since they intended to work overnight, which was exactly what I wanted to hear.

The crew was finally able to retire for the day. They looked like shit and it showed in how much their feet dragged trenches in the dirt. Entering the mess hall, however, filled them with energy again. The chamber, lit up by candle chandeliers, had tables lined up more orderly rather than scattered randomly in the guild hall. Food was already prepared, and there was so much of it that the plates were inching to the edges of the tables. By the looks on the soldiers, they hadn't seen this much food in ages.

"Good work today, everyone!" Ethel and Roma exclaimed, aprons and faces dirtied from how much they also worked.

"Is… Is this really all for us, Commander?" the same beastling woman asked me.

"Hey, you gotta put in just as much food as the work you put out. Start digging in, because there's plenty more." I grinned.

As they clamored to the tables and gorged themselves in the feast, Byron slinked in and was the only one appalled to see so much food.

"Those are from my personal food stores! W-What have you done?! And… were those wines taken from my cabinet in the commander's quarters?" Byron cried.

"My quarters. Take a good hard look at the faces on your people. You telling me this ain't worth it?" I asked.

Byron swallowed his response and stayed quiet instead. It wasn't until Loraine was coming to me with a carafe of water in her hands did he come alive.

"I've brought something for you to—"

"My lady, you are an angel!" Byron grabbed hold of Loraine's hands and caressed them.

"Hands off the goods." I growled, placing a hand on his shoulder and threatening to crush bone.

The soldiers around us erupted into laughter at Byron's expense when he slinked away out of sight.

"Hehe. You're so cute when you're possessive." Loraine smiled and poured me some wine to drink.

"I don't like him. Did you know there's an Amarinthian camp within eyeshot of here? Don't care how incompetent you are, that ain't something you forget or ignore." I glowered.

Later at night, when most of the soldiers went to bed and the remaining ones headed out to patrol the wall, Kawa and Loraine followed me to the commander's quarter to find Byron in the middle of rummaging through his desk. Opening the door made him jump.

"Nice pad you got here," I said.

"W-Well, this is the commander's quarter after all, and I'm in the middle of something!" Byron cleared his throat uncomfortably.

The bedchamber looked more like a room for a king or prince than someone who should be a military commander. He had a large bed with luxurious sheets, a fireplace going, and even a large painting of himself behind the desk.

"Last I checked, you aren't the commander anymore. I am. You and I are gonna stay with the grunts. Boosts morale since they need it. In the meantime, my girls will be sleeping in here." I thumbed over to Kawa and Loraine, who entered the room to make themselves comfortable.

"You're joking! This—"

"Ain't up for discussion." I glared.

Byron cursed under his breath, then gathered a bunch of papers into his hands. Before leaving, he also snatched the satin bedsheet on the way out. Once he had left, I nodded to Kawa to start sniffing around the place.

"Do you really think Lord Byron is working for Amarinth?" Loraine whispered.

"About to find out," I said, watching as Kawa picked up a curious scent from the desk.

The elemental wolf transformed into her beastling form. "Smells like Sultan! It's something flowery and was stronger when Byron was in the room with the papers."

Loraine and I traded glances.

"Byron must have been receiving letters from Amarinth. You don't suppose he was planning to burn those letters before you got here?" Loraine wondered aloud.

"Tch. I should've kept him here. That pompous prick has some explaining to do." I glowered.

We followed Kawa's nose as she sniffed for Byron's trail and eventually led us outside the keep. Right up to the open gate, in fact.

"Hey! Why are the gates open?" I shouted to the five soldiers who guarded it from the entrance.

"Eh? Well, Lord Byron's always has us leave the gates open. Says it's in case we get travelers," the human guard said.

"Did you see anyone come or leave just now?" Loraine asked them.

They looked at each other as if we asked a weird question.

"We would have seen if someone did," another answered.

I wouldn't put it past a magical invisibility spell. Byron probably asked the guards to leave the gates open precisely to come and go from the enemy encampment whenever he wanted.

"Stay here, Loraine. I'll be back in a hot minute." I jumped onto Kawa as she transformed into wolf form.

"Wait, Commander! Where are you going?" the guards shouted for me.

"Gonna say hi to the neighbors."

Kawa and I raced across the desert. The Amarinthian encampment was surrounded by a wide palisade. The many round yurt tents and rising plumes of smoke from campfires were evidence that a lot of soldiers had gathered here. If they wanted to, they could have launched an offensive at any time and done a lot of damage to the garrison. The fact that they hadn't yet might be because they got word I was coming to Arackus, and the only way they could have found out…

As we were getting close, I could hear Byron's frantic complaints.

"You have to attack soon! Prince Kain has sent an unreasonable woman to take my place. It is only a matter of time before that bitch—"

Two dark elven guards saw me and Kawa coming and raised their spears at us.

"H-Halt!" they shouted.

Byron spun around and gaped.

"Oh, no…" He gasped.

"Well, well. Lookie here. If we were gonna hold talks, you should've invited me along. Ah, well. I guess even if you did, I ain't one for talking anyway." I smirked.

What happened next was nothing short of therapy. The Amarinthian outpost sounded the horns, and every soldier and their grandmas jumped out of their tents for a fight. They threw magic spells, fired arrows, and stabbed at me with swords and spears, but none of them did jack shit. Either I'd grown strong enough to withstand them, or they were just too weak to begin with.

Even though I had azure viper's venom running through my veins at the time, Kaoru's Jinwan crack soldiers put up a better fight.

"Stop her! Bring her down!" Byron screamed like a pansy, pushing soldiers to me and escaping deeper into the encampment.

"I'm going in, Kawa. You catch the stragglers." I cracked my knuckles.

The wolf barked with approval, then snarled at the incoming attackers.

Amarinth was a kingdom composed of mostly dark elves and beastlings who developed the constitution to live in a harsh, scalding landscape. Few humans or fair-skinned elves lived there. If there were, it was typically for temporary stay while doing business or meeting with people they knew.

Like myself, the inhabitants were forced to adapt to the unforgiving environment. However, that's where our similarities ended. The good life made them weak. They hadn't seen war in ages. Me, I was fighting for my life since I popped out of my mom. Meanwhile, these guys were only acting tough.

So, as a small army of soldiers formed a defensive line, slowly approaching with their spears raised and shields together, I knew just one small crack was all it took to break them.

"You all probably know who I am, but just in case— Nice to meet ya. I'm the new commander of Garrison Arackus, and since we're officially at war, consider this as me casting the first stone!" I stomped so hard my foot plunged into the ground, creating fissures that put a stop to their advance. With the craggy earth loosened, I reached down to lift a giant stone and hurled it towards them. They panicked and dove out of the way.

Dark elven mages took to the skies and unleashed a volley of arcane missiles together. The spells crashed all around me, many of them missing and only succeeding in kicking up a cloud of dust.

I heard one of them ask, "Did we get her?"

With a wave of my hand, the dust cleared away from a small gust.

"Nope," I answered for them instead and brushed the dirt from my shoulders.

They all gulped.

"Tell ya what," I began, taking a crack at playing politics and offering them a choice. "Bring me that bleached prick Byron, and I'll let you all go home without so much as a black eye. You're gonna be leaving all your shit here for me to take though. It's war, so the winner takes all, right?"

"As… As if we're going to listen to a damn thing you say! Get her! If any of you disobey, it's to the gallows with you! Sultan Yusef will have all of your heads!" a dark elf, dressed in plate armor decorated with medals and ribbons on his chest, barked at his army from the very back while on a horse.

Too bad for him, they were hesitating.

"New condition to your surrender: you give me your captain, too. I need a prisoner to send back to Cynderace. Gotta keep up airs, you know?" I sneered.

"How foolish! They will never listen to— Stop! Unhand me!"

The dark elven officer was pulled off his mount and dragged right up to me alongside Byron, whose face was full of snot and tears. Both were forced to their knees, terrified out of their minds.

"Watch and learn, Bitch Boy. You're gonna be next." I lifted the dark elf to his knees by the gaps in the chestplate and threw him across the desert to Garrison Arackus.

Byron gasped so deeply I thought he was going to swallow his own tongue and pass out right there.

"Sultan Yusef paid me a fortune to feed strategic information such as troop movements, logistics concerning resources, and to stall any worthwhile attempts to invade Amarinth! I've been doing this for years! But I have never put any of Scoth's soldiers in harm's way. I swear!" Byron confessed to everything as he sniveled.

I stepped past him, causing the Amarinthian soldiers to take one step back out of fear.

"Get outta my sight," I told them. "If I see any of you still here in the morning, you're getting a one on one lesson with me about yankee diplomacy."

The army tucked tail and stampede off, leaving behind everything between horses, livestock, weapons, equipment, and their tents.

"Uhm… What about me…?" Byron hesitantly asked.

I went over to one of the round tents and tore a piece of rope that anchored it to a stake on the ground. With it, I tied Byron up by his ankles and hopped onto Kawa while holding the other end.

"We're heading back to the garrison. Get a move on, Kawa!" I whistled.

"Huh? But I— aaaahhhhh!"

As Kawa took off running, she dragged Byron by his legs and let him smack into every rock on the way back. When we got back, the soldiers at the gate were like headless chickens, seeing their former commander treated like trash.

"We dealt with the Amarinth camp over there. Grab the night watch, hitch the wagons onto some horses, and go bring their shit back here," I ordered.

"Oh, uh— Right away, Commander!" Four of them raced into the garrison to start rounding people up.

Inside, two guards were scratching their heads over the dark elf I'd punted over, whose ass and legs were in the air, and half his body was embedded into the earth.

"Evening, Commander! I'm not sure how to explain it, but uh… an officer of the Amarinthian army dropped into the garrison courtyard a little while ago. Did you… have anything to do with it?" a soldier asked.

"That so, huh? Toss him and this sorry waste of oxygen into the dungeons. If he likes chumming up with Amarinth, then they can share the same prison." I yanked the rope, pulling a battered and bleeding Byron up to them.

"At once!" they shouted.


Chapter 12 - Delinquent Commanders

The next morning, Loraine and I were heading to the dungeons when one of the garrison soldiers caught up to me. It was the cat-eared beastling. She was similar to Frey only because of the ears and tail, but her hair was black and white.

"You're Nadia, right? What's up?" I asked.

"Y-You know my name? I mean— Commander, we have merchants arriving from the neighboring villages that request your presence outside!" Nadia reported.

"What's that gotta do with me?"

"You're the commander of Garrison Arackus! Our line of supplies rely on your decisions! Without them, we could starve within days, trying to feed as many people as we are," she explained.

I wanted to get a word in with the prisoners, but fine.

We followed Nadia out of the keep to a caravan of merchants. Their wagons and carriages were full of fresh fruits, meats, and berries. All probably harvested very recently. They were humans, but none of them looked like your typical farmer and seemed more well-off than they should be.

"Oh, what happened to Lord Byron?" one of the farmers asked.

"You're looking at the new head honcho in town. Let's get this over with. How much are these costing me?" I asked.

They traded uneasy glances.

The one that had spoken first handed me an invoice, listing the total price of all the goods they carried on each vehicle. It looked wrong. It just cost too much money. Having lived here long enough, I knew for damn sure that an apple didn't cost five gold coins.

"Nadia, is this right?" I handed the paper to her.

Unfortunately, she couldn't make heads or tails of it.

"Commander Byron is normally the one who handles the trade. The rest of us have no idea," Nadia said.

"Ain't no way I'm shelling out that much money." I snatched the paper and tossed it back at them.

As I turned around, however, the leader of their caravan cleared his throat.

"You can't just leave after we came all this way! Bring Lord Byron here this instant!" he demanded.

I stopped walking, then reached into my pants pockets to pull out one of the pieces of papers Byron was gathering up last night before leaving. Among the letters were names of people with some important titles, and ledgers of trades and the transfers of large chunks of gold. Three names were listed as farmers, having signed off massive amounts of money to purchase their cargo. I was going to confront Byron with these, but these bastards would have to do.

"You three happen to be Harriet, Dago, and Ming?" I asked them.

"That's right, and we represent the municipalities around Garrison Arackus. It is your garrison that ordered all this from us, and we demand to be paid!" Dago, the older man with long and hairy sideburns, shouted from the seat of his carriage.

I twirled a finger in the air.

"Arrest these fuckers and confiscate their goods!" I ordered.

"But, Commander—" Nadia tried to protest until I glared at her, then she and the other soldiers moved in to apprehend the 'farmers'.

"You can't do this!" Harriet growled.

"Nadia, grab a couple of people and ride out to the villages these three came from. Pay 'em all directly to the villagers. The three we got right here, I know snakes when I hear 'em hiss. You been keeping all the gold to yourselves and paying shit to your village, huh?" I asked, dragging Harriet down from his horse.

"Preposterous! Y-Your accusations are baseless!" he cried.

"We'll see about that."

We brought them down to the dungeons underneath the keep where Byron and the dark elven officer were being held in a cell. Four guards who were playing cards jumped to their feet and tried to hide the cards in their pants. The struggling 'farmers' were thrown to the cold hard floor next to the iron bars, behind which Byron sat upright in surprise. They gawked at each other, coming to the same conclusion that the jig was up.

"Why the fuck were you paying them a fortune for their shit? Sure as hell wasn't to shove a ten gold eggplant up your ass." I tossed the purple fruit into the cell.

When no one answered, I pulled out Sacchan and ignited the length of it with fire.

"Wait, wait! It's because—" Before he could answer, Byron was knocked to the ground by his dark elf cellmate, who had both hands wrapped around his neck.

"Get the door open!" I yelled.

The guards fumbled over the keys. They were taking too long, so I pried open the bars with my bare hands and went in to separate them myself. Byron gasped for air, and I lifted the dark elf high up to the ceiling by the collar of his tattered shirt.

"See." I glanced over my shoulder to Byron. "Loyalty don't buy you shit from these guys. You wanna try again with someone else?"

"We… were… supplying arms… to insurrectionists and… undercover operatives to attack Fort Allo…" Byron answered between breaths.

Fort Allo was supposed to be Anya's turf. No way was she going to get messed up that easily, but it might be worth checking out.

I tossed the elf to the ground, threw Byron out, dragged the three farmers into the cell, and closed up the iron bars.

"You heard 'em! Mount up! We're riding to Fort Allo!" I shouted.

The soldiers who had come down gave me a resounding, "Yes, Commander!"

Loraine and I rode towards Fort Allo on Kawa. Twenty soldiers from the garrison flanked us, their horses galloping faster than ever before to stay in pace. If what Byron and that Amarinthian officer said was true, then I had to warn Anya. Although… I was doubtful that she could be in trouble, but better safe than sorry.

The fort gates opened wide to let us in, and we came to the square in which almost 50 people were trapped in pillories, dressed in nothing but their underwear, rotten fruits and vegetables at their feet, covered in filth, and ugly crying. Many were too bruised in the face to see or say anything.

"I… I don't believe it. They were all caught?" Byron muttered, trembling fingers clutching the metal bars of the cage I had brought him here in.

"What the fuck happened here?" I asked.

A human soldier of Fort Allo raced up to welcome us.

"Commander Micchi! We weren't expecting you," he said.

"Where's Anya? Who the hell are these bozos?" I questioned him.

"Commander Anya is sleeping in her quarters after a long night of drinking. We… aren't exactly sure who these people are, but they confessed to sabotaging our supply lines to Arackus and Cynderace."

We missed the fun already.

"The hell? So, I didn't need to worry after all?" I clicked my tongue. "Wait a fucking minute. What do you mean you aren't sure who they are, and they just confessed?"

The guard shrugged.

A polished cobblestone road encircled a fountain and forked into four paths throughout the town. While not as big as my garrison, what Fort Allo lacked in size it made up for in lavishness. It was a pretty town, protected by modest walls and a pristine keep. The soldiers here sounded and looked half-decent compared to mine, too. What gives?

I hopped off Kawa and walked up to the entrance to the keep with both hands cupped over my mouth.

"Anya, get your ass down here!" I yelled.

The nearby guards swallowed hard and straightened their backs. After a minute or so, Anya came stumbling out of the keep looking like shit.

"Ugh… Micchi…" Anya croaked, hand clutching an empty bottle of liquor and other to her head. "Not so loud, man… Shouldn't you be at Arackus? The hell are you doing here?"

"Forget me. What happened to you? You look like shit," I teased.

"Ah… Well, those guys over there magic-poisoned me or something… Gave them a beating before I couldn't close my fists anymore. Figured I'd drink the poison away, but my hangover is killing me worse than what they shot me up with—" Anya hiccupped, but not the good kind. She ran over to a plot of flowers and vomited into it.

"Wait. You beat them up because they poisoned you? Did you even know they were trying to overthrow you?"

"They were?" she asked, wiping the spit from her chin.

I rolled my eyes.

Loraine performed a minor detoxification spell to cure Anya of the magic-poison. After explaining who she really had locked up in the middle of the town, she couldn't contain her laughter.

"I did think it was weird that people were sneaking around at night," Anya said thoughtfully.

"How did you get them all anyway?" I asked.

"Get a little heavy-handed and watch 'em fold like a castle of cards. I caught a couple, and they gave the rest all up. Should've seen the looks on their faces." She smirked.

"Commander Anya," Pino, who was among the cavalry that came to staff Fort Allo, began with a heavy sigh. "You brushed us off when we warned you about the suspicious individuals. Your poisoning could have been prevented…"

"Hey, everything worked out fine! More importantly, my sweet little kouhai was kind enough to check in on me when she was worried. You got a soft spot in your heart for me after all!"

I turned the other cheek and scoffed.


Chapter 13 - Declaration

When I returned to Arackus, I had Nadia pull up a map of the Frescian Pass. With the Amarinthian forward camp destroyed, the others that had been supplying it were probably scrambling over what to do next. The best time to strike was now.

Before I gave the order, someone interrupted us with a knock on the door.

"Commander, a citizen of Amarinth has come to seek your aid," the guard said.

"A civvy from Amarinth? Bring 'em in," I called back.

Instead of a prisoner of war or some defecting soldier, it was a dark elven munchkin who had been brought in. She was dressed in a cute, sleeveless frock. Her hands were pressed together, obviously a little spooked to be around us.

"She came alone. There's no magic on her whatsoever. No letter either," another added.

"The fuck? We ain't taking orphans. Send her back then," I said.

"Micchi." Loraine put on her scolding voice that sent a chill up my spine, then walked over to kneel down in front of the girl. "What's the matter, dear? Are you lost? Do you have a name?"

"M-My name is Lecia. I don't know who to turn to for help anymore… but my village is being harassed by the Sultan's army. They took my parents away, too… Can you please save them for me?" the girl tearfully asked.

Must have been one of the camps we were planning to attack. They were probably getting desperate after we sacked their main forward base.

"Oh, you poor thing. Gentlemen, will you bring something for Lecia to eat and drink?" Loraine asked the guards, both of whom straightened up and went to do as asked.

"I'm the commander here…" I grumbled.

She picked Lecia into her arms and brought the girl closer to the table. "Can you tell us where your village is?"

Lecia pressed a finger to her chin while her eyes scanned the map, then pointed to a flat piece of land near a thin creek that ran through Frescia.

"How many of the Sultan's people are over there?" I asked, but the girl hid her face in Loraine's chest.

"You can tell her. Micchi has a scary face, but she's actually very nice." Loraine cradled Lecia until she was willing to meet my eyes.

"There's a lot… Maybe more than here?" she answered.

That wasn't much at all. It also wasn't all too far. We could get there within the day.

The guards came back with a full course meal for Lecia, who gorged happily on everything given to her. Loraine was pretty smitten by the kid. Since they were both dark elves, the two almost looked like a family.

"Nadia, I want a hundred at the gate in ten minutes. Get going," I ordered.

"Yes, Commander!" Nadia clicked her heels together and rushed out.

When we descended from the barracks, three people rode past the gates into the garrison. One of them was carrying the giant flag.

"Chieftain! Or should I say Commander now?" Thelesia smiled, whose horse was fixed with a harness to bear the 'UNBREAKABLE SPIRIT' flag.

Hurai and Pino rode up alongside her.

"Commander Anya told us to give you back up, but what exactly are we supporting you for?" Cavalry Captain Pino asked.

"Glad you asked." I smirked. "We're going on the offensive."

"WHAT?!" the three of them exclaimed.

"B-B-But our orders are to maintain the border. Only Kain has authority to lead an invasion into Amarinth!" Pino explained in a desperate attempt to convince me otherwise.

Nadia rushed up to me, panting with her hands braced against her knees. "Commander, I've assembled our forces at the eastern gate. The rest will stay here to man the garrison."

"Good." I whistled for Kawa, who came running with her tail sweeping the ground in excitement. She dropped low enough for me to jump on, then I helped Loraine up with the kid. "Nadia, you're in command while I'm gone. Everyone else, let's ride!"

Despite their protests, the three of them followed after me. Probably because they had no other choice anyway.

We rode across Frescia, a stretch of land that belonged to Amarinth. The narrow canyon pass opened up to craggy desert plains, sparse in vegetation but in no shortage of monsters to hunt. None of which wanted to fuck with us.

Lecia's home, a village called Valhar, made their living on a creek rich with fish called desertfins. Even as we galloped along the bank, the schools of fish swam to match our pace. They were fast. Looked tasty, too. I could imagine why the Sultan's forces wanted to take hold of Valhar.

The sun was still high when I saw the enemy encampment coming up in the distance. Dark elven soldiers who were moving cargo around the camp dropped everything at once to fall into formation. Bright lights flashed like fireworks, shooting into the sky toward us.

"Micchi, we're under spellfire!" Pino warned.

"Am I supposed to care?" I asked.

"We care! We won't survive like you will!" he cried.

"Alright… Thelesia, buff us with haste and magic resistance!"

As a dragoon, Thelesia possessed spells that enhanced only a few people at a time. Those spells got stronger and reached more people thanks to the enchanted flag acting like a megaphone. Loraine and the mages among us raised their hands to the sky, creating a barrier to block the volley of spells.

"Commander, what's our plan of attack?" Pino asked.

"Plan? The only plan I got is to charge ahead. If you wanna take over, be my guest. Listen up, everyone! Pino here is the commander now!" I shouted.

"You're handing command to me in the middle of a headlong charge?!" The cavalry captain wailed. "Fine! Left wing, Hurai is your lead. Go around left of the camp and block off any of their attempts to escape. Right wing with me to secure the village. Everyone else with Micchi to do whatever she wants!"

"Run these fuckers down!" I led my group straight into the magical artillery.

Kawa picked up speed as the second volley of spells fired towards us. Hurai and Pino split the main force into three by going their separate ways, leaving many of the enemy spells to miss.

My group barreled through the camp like an avalanche, blowing past the line of soldiers, and knocking down tents.

"Loraine, stay with Kawa and the kid!" I shouted behind me.

"What about you?" Loraine asked, shielding the child with her arms.

"I'm gonna have some fun."

Drawing Sacchan from the sling, I leapt off Kawa and watched my raiders continue their stampede. The ensuing charge left many of the dark elven soldiers, still out of armor and without their weapons, scrambling to rally themselves. These dumb bastards had no idea what hit them.

"It's… It's the champion of Lannarkis! Run!" One dark elf tucked tail and ran for his life.

"Aw, man. Where's the fun if you just hightail it out of here?" I threw my hands in the air in frustration.

Another group of fleeing soldiers accidentally knocked down a barrel. Water and flopping desertfin fish flowed out of it. Our hunch was right. They were collecting resources from other places after losing all their shit from the forward camp.

"D-Do you think she heard us?"

"Shut up! She will if you keep talking!"

"Sh. Both of you be quiet!"

There was sniveling inside a tent. It sounded like a couple of dark elves were hiding to ride out the raid.

"Here's Micchi!" I poked my head in to find three dark elf soldiers huddled up in the back.

"AAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!"

The elementalist in me blasted them out of the tent with a fireball. As the fire ate away the tent, I stepped over the burning debris and pressed a foot on top of a dark elf made crispier from the spell.

"Take me to whoever your commander is," I demanded.

"Y-Yes, ma'am…"

They led me to the largest tent. So, their leader was inside while all this shit was going on? Either they were a coward, already gone, or didn't give a shit.

"Major Gondo? The commander of Garrison Arackus is attacking and wishes to speak with you…"

"What's with all the ruckus? Why haven't you idiots taken care of the mess yet?!" An ogre of a dark elven man stomped out of the tent. He was decked out in a full suit of armor to fit his size, wielding the half-eaten roasted leg of an animal in one hand and a giant greatsword in the other.

"You're Gondo? More like Jumbo. When the fuck did Amarinth start employing inflated hot air balloons into their military?" I smirked.

"You… calling me fat?! I don't care if you're champion of the Lannarkis Ring or the King of Scoth. No one insults me!" Jumbo bellowed, face taking on a shade of red.

"Uh… Major, I think it really is best we surrender! Please?" the dark elf who led me here pleaded.

Captain Gargantuan over here wasn't having any of it. He backhanded his three subordinates away and took a lumbering step towards me.

"My armor and weapon are enchanted by the best Amarinth has to offer. I'm not afraid of you, little girl!" Jumbo Gondo swung the giant sword at me, but I stopped the blade in my free hand.

"Enchanted, huh? Thing about enchanted items is they can still break." I crushed the sword and ripped it out of his grasp.

All that bluster vanished.

As he turned to run, I grabbed him by a gap in his armor. With my fingers crushing into the enchanted metal, all it took was a little bit of strength to lift him up.

"Alright, Jumbo. Wherever I throw you, I want you running back to me to work out all this weight. Otherwise, I'm sending my hound after ya. Capiche?"

"W-Wait, I surrender! Can we negotiate instead?!" he begged.

"You had your chance, Jumbo!" Ignoring his pleas, I hurled him into the sky like a shot put.

The defeated elf gaped in the direction that his superior officer was sent flying.

"Congratulations." I placed both hands on his shoulders and grinned. "You're the new commanding officer now, and I'm accepting everyone's surrender on your behalf."

"I-I accept…"

My troops rounded up all of the Amarinth forces. Both sides got roughed up, but not any worse than the enemy. I left the prisoners in Pino's capable hands and headed into Valhar.

Loraine was there, holding Lecia's hand as they entered the fishing village. The girl let go to jump into her parents' embrace, who couldn't be happier to see their daughter safe.

I took Loraine's hand and entwined our fingers since she looked lonely.

"Aren't you sweet?" Loraine smiled.

The villagers of Valhar cautiously approached us.

"You're from Scoth. Are you here to take over the village?" a distressed, elderly woman asked us.

"Nah. Our beef ain't with you," I said.

"Beef? B-But we don't have your beef! All we have are fish!!" some young fisherman cried.

"Wait… What I mean is—"

"Loraine and Micchi aren't bad people!" Lecia exclaimed, surprising her fellow villagers. "They came to help!"

"Loraine? As in… Loraine Arselios? You're the daughter of Laeeq Arselios?" Lecia's mother asked.

"By the Oasis Throne, it is her!"

"Laeeq's daughter has returned to reclaim the jewel of Amarinth!"

Their fear of us was replaced with relief and joy, but it was Loraine who was touched most of all.

Lecia startled Loraine when she took her other hand and asked, "Does that mean you're a princess of Amarinth?"

Loraine looked me in the eyes as if searching for courage. Whatever went through her mind, I knew she filled with resolve when her grip on my hand tightened. She turned her attention back to the villagers.

"No," Loraine began. "My name is Loraine Arselios, and I am not a princess. I am the true Sultana of Amarinth, and I have returned to claim the throne from my tyrannical uncle Yusef."

That declaration brought cheers to the people of Valhar. It brought gasps and elation to even the dark elven soldiers who were supposed to be our enemy. I knew right away as Loraine settled a warm gaze on me that we were going to cut Sultan Yusef's reign short.

We fucked up a couple more Amarinthian encampments before returning to Garrison Arackus. They were weak. Not that a lot of people could come close to standing toe to toe with me. Apparently, because Kaoru was advancing her armies past the Amarinth-Jinwa border, the sultan's forces were being stretched thin to deal with two fronts.

I was wondering why these camps were pinching as many resources as possible and packing their bags. It took a couple of broken noses and bruised egos to find out they were pulling away to fight Kaoru.

When we got back to Arackus, an important-looking group looked to have arrived before us in front of the keep.

"Lady Micchi! Lady Loraine!" Kain pushed past the group, decked out in some fancy new digs. Shining silver armor, a lion's head helmet, and a silly red cape which were probably all enchanted.

"Look at you. Someone's all dolled up." I grinned, clasping his gauntleted hand.

"My father insisted I wear our ancestral regalia into battle. By the way, I've been informed of Lord Byron's betrayal and how you handled him. Thanks to you, Arackus is in better shape than it has been in years. I'm impressed!" he exclaimed.

"What brings you out here, Prince Kain? Shouldn't you be back in Cynderace where it's safe?" Loraine asked worriedly.

"As the one put in charge of moving the war along, I can't just stay in the capital. Lady Micchi and Lady Yui have taught me the importance of taking charge on the front lines. Which is why I've come to deliver new orders: we will begin our march into Amarinth to join Empress Kaoru in battle, beginning with an assault on their forward encampments!"

I rubbed the back of my head, trying to figure out a way to break it to Princey-boy.

Ultimately, Loraine and I gave Kain the long story short after sitting him down in the keep. He fell out of his seat twice listening to us.

"I can't believe it… If it had been anyone else, they would have been tried for insubordination… Or wait, maybe the fault lies with me for not being able to rein you in?" Kain lamented with his face down on the table.

"Hey, chin up. You were gonna give us the order to attack anyway. Everything worked out," I said.

"That's not the point— Argh, what's the use?" He sighed, then hollered for Ethel and Roma to fill his glass to the top with wine. "Well, the biggest news here is Lady Loraine's intention to ascend the Oasis Throne. That rash act turned out well for our war efforts. You demonstrated that many are split down the middle regarding who should rule. We may not need to fight through all of Amarinth to reach the capital, Kajar. The question is, are you sure this is what you want?"

"My father is dead because of the Sultan. It was his fault I ended up as a slave to orcs for many years. He proceeded to poison my precious Micchi and Kawa, destroy my second home in Cynderace, and dare to try and kidnap me. As Micchi would say, let's fuck him up!" Loraine passionately exclaimed.

A smirk flashed across my face.

"That's my girl. You heard her, Kain. We doing this or what?" I asked.

"I share Lady Loraine's sentiments, and I suppose she will be a more fruitful ally in the UKD than Sultan Yusef. In that case, we shall march towards Ash'tar post haste to join the empress' assault!" Kain raised his cup to toast.

The maids filled mine and Loraine's cups. Together, we toasted and chugged it all down before putting our assault into motion.


Chapter 14 - Brute Force is All You Need

Marching through Amarinth was tough. The whole damn place was a desert after all, and Scoth's armies weren't suited for it. Literally. A lot of them wore thick armor like full suits of plate or coats called gambeson. I was sweating like hell in just my jacket.

We left Scoth behind, and the forts were replaced by new commanders that could be trusted. Ethel and Roma stayed behind at Arackus to take care of Tulip. Bogart followed us into Amarinth to continue repairing equipment for the army. As for Anya and Yui, they were given orders to siege other strategic locations in Amarinth. If things went well, we would all converge on Kajar for the final battle.

Until then, Hurai and Thelesia returned to Anya's command. I got to keep Pino around.

"What's got you all fidgety, squirt?" I steered Kawa closer to talk to him.

"Whenever I think about Empress Kaoru, my stomach feels queasy in a floaty kind of way…" Pino mumbled.

"Brother, I dunno what to tell you. Think you're in love with her or something."

"Ehh? But she's betrothed to two royalties already! There's no way Empress Kaoru has room in her heart for more," he said, pressing his index fingers together.

"Pino… I don't think that's going to be a problem for her."

The sun suddenly got a lot brighter and hotter. Or maybe it was just my imagination. Even Kain was having a hard time with the stifling heat. It took Loraine and some of the spellcasters in our forces to cast cold magic to make it somewhat bearable.

"Whew…" Kain took off his helmet and wiped the sweat from his face. "It should be winter across Dysentia, but is it just me or did Ash'tar get a lot hotter this time around?"

"That's what you get for wearing armor out to a desert," I taunted.

As we got closer to Ash'tar, another army had set up outside. A bellowing horn sounded in the distance.

Several riders galloped toward us, holding the battle standard of the full moon with a cherry blossom tree against a black backdrop. We recognized them right away as Jinwan soldiers. It was Mingba and Yunlee who led the group.

"Yo, big guy. Been a while," I greeted him and the little ninja girl.

Mingba nodded. "It appears we shall fight on the same side this time. Allow us to bring you to Empress Kaoru."

Kain ordered the army to stay put while we entered the Jinwan camp. It was mostly made of hastily-raised tents. People were hiding inside and lying around in whatever shade they could find.

There weren't any walls or battlements, let alone many able-bodied, to defend against an attack if it happened. Kind of shortsighted of Kaoru if you asked me. We were eventually led to an area walled off by cloth, bearing the same symbol as their battle standard, but included with them were a number of flags with slightly different deviations.

Sitting inside at the very center like a shogun was Bishamonten. Kaoru. She was dressed in red, gold, and black armor that could only be described as a karuta, similar to a samurai with all the small interconnected tiles and rectangular plates to form a suit. Her helmet sat on the ground. She was covered in sweat as attendants fed her water and fanned her with magic.

"Empress! Are you okay?" Pino worriedly ran over to Kaoru.

"Prince Kain, Micchi." Kaoru nodded to each of us, then offered a small smile to Pino to reassure him. "My apologies that I can't give a proper welcome to the Prince of Scoth, but we're a little incapacitated at the moment."

"The heat's fucking your people up and a fight hasn't even started yet. What's going on?" I asked.

She pointed a finger to the sky. "It's magic. Emir Owyn is trying to cook us alive with fire magic rather than an outright attack. We've been fighting against the heat for weeks now. Most of my troops are suffering from heatstroke. I can't so much as mount an attack anymore."

"That's not good," Kain began. "If we do not take Ash'tar soon, then my forces will fall victim to the same ploy."

So, all this heat was magic.

"I thought we got our own magic to deal with shit like this? What about fire resistance buffs?" I asked.

The prince shook his head. "It will protect us from being hurt by magical fire, but the ambient heat is what's suffocating us."

Bogart raised a hand. "I'd like to voice my opinion that this heat isn't so bad."

Everyone blinked incredulously at her.

I glanced over to Loraine. She was holding and comforting Kawa with cold magic, who was panting with her tongue rolled out. If even an elemental wolf was getting bogged down by this damn heat, that wasn't a good sign.

"How come you didn't hit the city sooner? You got enough firepower alone to take it," I said.

"There is a magical barrier around Ash'tar. I might have broken it much sooner had I known, but this heat has sapped my strength away. It pains me to ask— Micchi, I need your help to fight this battle," Kaoru pleaded.

"Bishamonten's begging me for help? Ain't that a sight? I refuse."

"What?!" everyone exclaimed.

When I walked up to Kaoru, her guards tensed up and the cooling magic in their hands turned to violent energies pointed my way. She waved them off, and they obeyed as ordered.

"You can't even stand. Get the fuck on your feet and ask me again," I growled.

Kaoru clenched Kamigoroshi, which was staked into the ground, to push herself up. Her legs were shaking and on the verge of buckling. When Pino tried to give her a shoulder to lean on, she shrugged him off.

"Micchi, will you help me?" she asked again.

"Nope." I smirked to the surprise of everyone and especially Kaoru, then turned around to face my group. "I just wanted to hear her beg. But we're gonna take this city anyway. Why? Because it don't belong to the sultan. Ash'tar, Amarinth— it belongs to Sultana Loraine. So, what say we kick our old friend Owyn down a peg, yeah?"

Kaoru chuckled behind me. Good to know she still had a sense of humor.

Kain and Kaoru gathered everyone who was able to fight under the extreme heat. There weren't very many. A lot of them crumpled from heat stroke just walking to the edge of the camp. The human soldier in front of me teetered back and forth. He suddenly fell backwards onto me.

"Alright, I'm starting to doubt whether you chumps are cut out for this shit." I sighed, tossing him out of the marching line.

"Please, treat my soldiers with more dignity." Kain groaned.

We rode to the barrier and was surprised by how fucking massive it was. The damn thing contained the entire city in a shimmering bubble. Just on the other side were an army of dark elven and beastling soldiers, not looking like they were suffering from the same sweltering heat at all.

"This is the barrier," Kaoru began. "It—"

"ORAA!" I ignited Sacchan and smashed the barrier, but a powerful blast of magic erupted back and sent me flying.

"...reflects magic," she added.

"Micchi!" Loraine and Kawa rushed up to help me up from a smoking pile of rubble.

"Why the fuck didn't you open with that?" I snarled at Kaoru, but she responded by rolling her eyes at me.

The soldiers on the other side started pointing and laughing. I returned to the barrier and pounded a fist on it. Ripples spread across the shimmering surface. It wasn't like any barrier I came across before.

"Champion of Lannarkis, ha!"

"Better scurry back to your camp!"

One side of my face started twitching.

"Micchi, it only appears to reflect magic," Loraine said after a second of studying it.

"Just magic, huh? Alright, how about this… oraaa!" I headbutted the barrier, causing even larger ripples than before. The difference this time was I didn't get sent flying.

A large Amarinthian beastling walked right up to the barrier in front of me and stuck his tongue out.

"Tch… Anya could break this thing in a single hit… Kain, buff me up!"

"Of course!" Kain cast a couple of spells on me that raised my physical strength.

With both hands braced against the barrier, I reared back for another headbutt and—

Crash!

My head went through it like paper. The barrier shattered entirely, and I knocked the beastling in front of me so hard, he flew into the city. Amarinthian soldiers and Ash'tar guards who were making fun of us went slack-jawed. Color drained from their faces and laughter simmered down to squeaks.

"Yo, punks. I'm about to fuck you up so bad, your parents won't recognize you anymore," I said, igniting Sacchan into an inferno to reflect my fury.

"Attack! Into the city!" Kain roared.

We ran down Ash'tar like it was nothing. Especially with Kaoru leading the vengeful charge. Ash'tar's forces were so convinced their barrier wouldn't be breached, that it left them complacent— and complacency fucked you worse than a beatdown.

Two forces met at a wide avenue just outside of the emir's mansion. The Amarinthian force was a helluva lot bigger than ours, but Kaoru and I more than evened the numbers.

However, we didn't advance any further and stepped aside for Loraine to say her piece.

"I am Loraine Arselios, daughter of Laeeq Arselios and niece of Sultan Yusef Arselios. Lay down your arms, surrender, and bring Owyn Medir to us. No harm will come to you. His and the sultan's life isn't worth yours, but your lives are worth something to me. Sultan Yusef has sided with demons. There is no future with the likes of him and those monsters. As Sultana, I will free us from those shackles and return to the UKD. Refuse and you can take it up with these two."

Their eyes snapped to me and Kaoru. They gulped hard. After a few seconds, a group of noble dark elves distinguishable by their extravagant clothing and jewelry— some I remember who met with Owyn back then— dragged Owyn out into the open. He hit the ground on all fours, still in his sleeping gown.

"W-We surrender! We offer you the emir in exchange for our lives!" the leader of the nobility exclaimed.

Loraine nodded to me.

"Point out someone who's fiercely loyal to Sultan Yusef, and you get to go free," I said.

The nobles immediately pointed to each other. Not one person wasn't pointing at someone, and they realized too late they'd been had.

"Loyalty is a rare commodity among them it seems." Kaoru scoffed.

"I mean, hey. Gotta love when they sell themselves out. Round those fuckers up and throw them into the Lannarkis Ring. I'll deal with 'em later!" I shouted.

Their very own guards apprehended the dark elven lords and nobles, dragging them away crying and begging.

"We meet again, Owyn Medir," Loraine said, looming over the disgraced emir.

"For all that I've done… I humbly beg your forgiveness! If you will be so merciful as to grant me a second— nay, a third chance, I shall swear fealty to you until the end of days, m-m… my sultana!" Owyn grinded his forehead into the dirt.

"I accept." She kneeled down next to him, and Owyn lifted his head with relief and elation. "Now you will need to beg Micchi for forgiveness, and she's not as forgiving as I am."

Owyn's smile flipped into a horrified frown.

I picked him up by the collar and growled. "What say we get reacquainted in the ring, yeah?"


Chapter 15 - Problems Piling Up

After beating the shit out of Owyn Medir and the nobility of Ash'tar in the Lannarkis Ring, I had their children brought down next. Some of them were babies, still attached to their mothers' tits. A handful were older than me for sure. Of course, all of them were slackjawed seeing their parents fucked up.

Emerging from the booth where Owyn had sat during the Lannarkis Ring tournament was Loraine. She was flanked by Prince Kain and Kaoru, among other UKD soldiers.

"From this day forward," Loraine began as she walked to the edge of the balcony, "the head of each house shall have their estate passed to the next of kin. Those that lie before you will remain arrested until the end of the war. Stay your hand from aiding Sultan Yusef, and I shall let them free once the war is over. However, there remains one problem that must be rooted out: the Ramaleiks. Reveal yourselves now, and we will show mercy. Otherwise…"

I cracked my knuckles, and everyone's attention turned back to me. They gulped at the same time. However, no one spoke up this time or gave themselves up.

It wasn't until Cavalry Captain Pino led a giant dark elf into the arena that a few among them reacted. Shackled by his wrists and ankles was the mountain of a man who was with Sultan Yusef when they attacked Cynderace. 'Ramaleik's personal problem-solver' was what he called him.

Kawa, who held the chain leash in her fangs, reeled the elf up to them.

"Good girl." I patted her on the head and took the chain. One hard yank sent him tumbling face first into the ground.

"This elf is allegedly in service to Sultan Yusef and the Ramaleiks. We would appreciate any information pertaining to that family," Kain said to the citizens of Ash'tar in particular.

"Even as far as Taiq'ae, they are a thorn on my side." Kaoru glared.

Whoever the Ramaleiks were, they had been a bitch and a half to deal with. Their ties to Sultan Yusef meant they were up to no good, but no one's really connected the two with anything solid.

Owyn was the first to stand. "A-As a gesture of good will, please allow me to—"

"Get the fuck on with it already," I said.

"The Ramaleiks is no real family!" he exclaimed hastily. "They are Sultan Yusef's overseers, his personal enforcers… to keep us in check. In all honesty, I would be glad if you rid the likes of them entirely."

Big guy started growling. The chain in my hand pulled taut as he lunged for Owyn, who fell back onto his ass in fear. I yanked the giant to the ground again, then kneed him in the face.

"You telling me a bunch of two-bit thugs got the whole of Amarinth scared shitless?" I asked Owyn.

"You would think they are simply an organized group of ruffians backed by a powerful sovereign… The truth behind them is much more sinister than you think," Owyn said, cowering under the big elf's glare.

Kaoru leaped into the arena and walked up to the chained dark elf. Her eyes were fixed on the tattoos.

"You figure something out?" I asked.

"The ink is similar to Anya's in that it contains magic. They can be disenchanted. Allow me." Kaoru summoned Kamigoroshi from a bolt of lightning, then brandished the spear over the elf's tattoos.

They lit up and began to bubble away like water in a saucepan on max heat. As the tattoos vanished, the elf struggled and groaned. His skin turned from a chestnut brown to red, horns grew from his head, and his feet morphed into hooves.

People around us screamed and ran away in terror. The dark elven and beastling nobility of Ash'tar started praying frantically, and a few outright passed the fuck out. Up on the balcony, Kain drew his sword and pulled Loraine away from the edge.

"Ain't that a sight." I whistled sharply.

"A demon." Kaoru sighed. "We should have guessed as much, given the sultan has aligned with—"

"My demon lord will be the end of you all, and I'll be the one to present your battered bodies to her!" The demon giant clapped me with two meaty hands like trying to squish a fly.

I pushed his hands apart, kicked his leg out from under him, and walked over his barrel of a chest.

"Chika didn't teach you any manners. Grunts and fodder don't open their fucking mouths!" I laid into him with my fists until blood poured out from every hole on his face. It was only when Kaoru put a hand on my shoulder did I finally stop, but he was already passed out. "Ah, shit. Now he's unconscious. Throw him into a cage and interrogate him when he wakes up."

The winter chill of Ash'tar was a lot worse than in Cynderace despite it only being the afternoon. Guess that was deserts for you. We seized control of Owyn's manor and hunkered down for the rest of the day. Too bad there was no rest for some of us.

"Still at it?" I asked by the doorway.

"It might not have seemed that way, but Owyn was a very busy man to take care of so much." Loraine pushed aside the stack of papers and laid her head down on the desk. She let go of the quill pen and rested a hand on Kawa, who had curled up next to the seat.

Politics. All that shit got pushed to Loraine when we overthrew Owyn. There would probably be a lot more work if she became the ruler of Amarinth.

Loraine continued, "I have to renew the Ash'tar Branch after it was dissolved and its members conscripted. Out of work guild members mean monsters have grown out of control, and a gargantuan sand worm problem has popped up again. If that wasn't bad enough, famine has spread across remote countrysides of Amarinth, and villagers are asking for food relief. Ash'tar itself is running low. I had no idea my country is in such dire straits."

"Well, you don't get strong by having shit handed to you all the time. If they really wanna survive, then those that can will," I said, walking up to the window behind the desk which overlooked the city.

"You don't really think that. You were there for Yui when she was getting bullied. Chika and Anya were there for you two when you were little. Most people don't need to have their hands held forever. They just need a hand to help them up." She flashed a teasing smile that I could see from the window's reflection.

"You didn't have to bring up my past to get your point across… Fine. Tell me where the giant dildos are. I'll go take care of 'em."

Loraine collected a couple of papers that looked like quest notices. They even had tack holes on the corners. I stuffed them into my jacket and was about to head out until Loraine extended both arms to me.

"Seriously?" I rolled my eyes.

"Come here!" Loraine urged me.

Sighing, I returned to Loraine for her to hug me. My cheeks started getting hot. It was embarrassing even though we were alone. But whatever made her happy… made me happy.

Two warm hands suddenly cupped my cheeks.

"Thank you for helping me return to my home." Loraine smiled.

"Y-Yeah… Come on, those worms ain't gonna kill themselves," I stammered under her gaze.

"Okay~ Stay safe out there! I just went through a couple of reports about obelisk sightings. It might not be anything for you to worry about, but be careful nonetheless." She wished me good luck as I left the office.

Strolling through Ash'tar, it surprised me that the citizens weren't unhappy with enemy forces occupying them. Guess we were allies until recently. To them, it just looked like another day. Which was weird. Whenever I conquered a school, upstart little punks would crop up everywhere trying to take me down.

"Get back here, you little runts!"

I glanced behind me. Some merchant was chasing down two dark elven boys, who obviously pinched a paper bag of freshly baked bread from his business. The one in front taunted the guy, and because he wasn't watching where he was going, ran right into me and fell to the ground. The second kid looked up at me and cowered. His legs must have gone numb, because he dropped to his knees and froze.

When the merchant caught up, he turned to me with a thankful demeanor.

"Am I glad you came out when you did. These damn thieves think they can take whatever they want. Now hand those back or it's to the guards with you," he said.

"No, this is ours! We're not giving it back!" The first kid who ran into me was defiant. He shoved the bag into his accomplice's petrified hands and urged him to run, but the other kid was too scared to. "Get up! Take it and go. I'll distract them!"

"Oh, no. You two aren't getting—"

"How much?" I asked the merchant.

All three of them stared at me in silence.

"What?" was all the merchant could muster.

"Is there gunk in your ears or what? I asked how much they took?" I asked again.

The merchant told me that it only cost one gold, so I tossed him a coin and told him to get lost. He did so begrudgingly and returned to his bakery.

Meanwhile, the two kids stayed frozen where they were.

"If… If you're expecting thanks, then you have another thing coming… My family's starving because of your people and this stupid war!" the bratty one shouted.

Reaching down caused them to flinch. I picked up one of the loaves. They were half the length of my bat, still toasty from being fresh out of the oven and smelled sweetly of caramelized brown sugar. I broke off a piece for myself and put the longer half back into the bag.

"You were about to take the fall and let your buddy go scot-free. Respect, kid. Next time you wanna steal something, here's some advice: make sure the street you're running down is packed. You can squeeze through between their legs, but a fat dude can't. Now scram," I said, taking a bite of the bread.

The kid with guts grabbed the bag and his friend's hand, then took off running. The other glanced over his shoulder back to me and waved.

"They were cute," Kaoru said, eyes fixed on their backs as she stopped next to me.

"Shouldn't you be commanding your army or something?" I stood up and stuffed the rest of the bread into my mouth.

"Prince Kain is the supreme commander of the UKD force. As a member, that makes me his subordinate. Besides, Loraine has asked me to help you slay gargantuan sand worms."

"First Anya, now you… Loraine worries way too much… Whatever. Let's just get this done."

We hitched a ride on sand striders, two-legged lizards with a beak. Or maybe they were closer to velociraptors. They crossed the desert in leaps, covering a kilometer every few minutes without tiring.

The sand worms were a piece of cake. It used to be that I had trouble properly fighting one even with Yui's help. Anya nailed the fucker dead in a single hit. Now, however, I could do the same with my bare fists alone, too. With Kaoru here, it was like squishing bugs in the park on a hot summer day.

Sunlight was passing by quickly when we got to the last one. However, as we reached a village where the final sand worm was supposedly located, the place was dead quiet. Some of the cabins looked broken into, and doors with broken hinges slammed from an occasional breeze that blew in.

"You think the sand worm ate them all?" I asked.

"Then there would have been signs of destruction. Don't be stupid." Kaoru scoffed.

"But some of the doors are— Wait, stupid? Bitch, you wanna run that by me again?"

Kaoru stretched her arm out to stop me from walking any farther. She steeled her gaze at a strange monument in front of us. It was jet black in color, the surface was rigid like stone, and stood no higher than the tallest house in the village.

"That's a fucking demon monolith," I growled, pulling Sacchan from the sling.

A deep groan like earth grinding against earth roared through the desert. The monolith split open, revealing a portal. Both of us prepared for a fight, but we waited up to a minute and nothing came out.

Kaoru inched forward, and I followed close behind. We were only a few feet away when a flying imp emerged while glancing down at a clipboard in his hands.

"Alright… That makes two villages today, and…" The imp stopped just inches away from bumping into us. "Oh, shit. Close the gate! Close the— iiee!"

I grabbed the demon by the throat and brought him right up to my face.

"What gives? You invited the villagers in, but you don't wanna give us an invitation?" I sneered.

"Looks like we'll have to let ourselves in, won't we?" Kaoru asked.

"Hell yeah." I nodded, smirking at the sweating pipsqueak of a demon. "Time to pay the demons on the other side a little visit."

Kaoru and I came out the other end of the portal into a massive obsidian chamber. It looked like Boggart's forge dialed up to max with all the smog and cinders spitting out of burning pits. Large chains criss crossed over each other, stretching higher than my eyes could see to the top.

Demons crawled all over the place, marching to the beat of drums that seemed to echo from everywhere at once. They entered and exited from monoliths similar to the one we came out of.

A giant with flaming red skin adjusted his glasses as he walked down the steps to our portal, all the while muttering to himself.

"So… We got two villages worth of captives. That's a whole lotta mana to drain from. We're up from yesterday's quota. If Lord Cassian still has something to complain about, then he can eat my—"

The big guy stopped in front of us, saw the imp in my hand, and his jaw dropped. He took off running, scrambling to climb the steps.

"You know, my favorite P.E. game in high school was dodgeball. The whole point was to knock the shit outta someone," I told Kaoru, balling up the imp and pitching him towards the giant.

The impact knocked the giant's leg out from under him. He tumbled down the steps and landed hard on his back, head at our feet.

"Ow…" His eyes snapped open. "Oh… Oh, no…"

"By your reaction, you know who we are." Kaoru pressed the tip of Kamigoroshi to the giant's forehead.

"We're expecting some answers, else this shotacon empress here is gonna skewer your head," I said, squatting down next to his terrified face.

"Where are we, and what is this place?" she asked.

"A-A war tower! You're in demon territory, straddling the border into your kingdoms!" he answered promptly.

If we were in demon territory, then Chika should be around. But this demon mentioned 'Lord Cassian' though, so maybe she was elsewhere.

All this time, no one had any idea where the demons were. They just showed up in these obsidian monoliths, hit places hard, and then ducked out. Were they actually a lot closer than we thought?

I tapped Sacchan against the side of the demon's head. "Where the hell did you put all the villagers? Why are demons kidnapping 'em?"

"You're worried about others?" Kaoru scoffed.

"Shut up." I growled. "I ain't doing this for them. Loraine's gonna be disappointed in me if I don't do something about it, alright?"

"The draining halls! One floor below us! I-I can take you to them. Just please, don't hurt me…" the demon pleaded.

Something was off about these bastards. They weren't as vicious as I imagined.

"If it's right below us…" I clenched Sacchan with both hands and brought it down next to the demon's head, causing him to flinch.

The hit left behind a crater. Cracks snaked along the area as the floor around us became brittle.

"Your immediate reaction is to break through the floor?" Kaoru asked, brow furrowed in disbelief.

"What? It's faster this way," I said just as we fell through.

Both of us landed on opposite sides of a magical barrier. There was a large group of scared dark elves and beastlings on Kaoru's side, as well as other barriers containing people within them. They were probably the missing villagers. On my side, however, was the giant who fell down with me and a bunch of demons dressed in robes, standing in front of and with clawed hands hovering over man-sized magic crystals.

"R-Run! Warn Lord Cassian!" one of them cried, sending the other demons into a panic for the exit.

"No, you don't." I grabbed a sluggish demon by the tail before she left the room and reeled her back in.

"Wait, I'm just a scientist! I haven't harmed any—"

"Shut the fuck up and open the barriers!"

"I-I don't have the magical prowess to do so… Only the head researcher can open them, and he just left the room," she stammered.

I shoved the demon away and walked up to the levitating magic crystal. It had weird bandings on them that were etched with even weirder symbols.

"Do you know what you're doing?" Kaoru asked from the other side.

"Fuck no. Does it look like I do? Lemme try something…" I smashed the crystal with Sacchan, and everyone inside the barriers started crying in pain.

Tendrils of energy were leaving their bodies and draining into the magic crystals in the room.

"Your bright idea is to hit it?" Kaoru sighed. She was being drained, too, but looked more peeved than anything.

"I don't see you coming up with something better! Okay, one more time—" Putting all my strength behind the next swing, I shattered the crystal, but the ensuing pulse of magic sent me and the two demons trying to escape crashing into the wall.

The draining stopped, and all of the magical barriers dropped at once.

Kaoru clasped my hand and ripped me out of the wall.

"It worked, bitch." I sneered.

"Trespassers in the tower. They breached the portal room and have now entered the draining halls. All soldiers, take care of these interlopers and teach them not to interfere with the demon lord's plans!"

Well, it wasn't like I expected us to stay hidden for long. At least now, things were getting a little interesting.

Suddenly, the prisoners we freed began to crowd around us.

"Wait, I recognize you two! You're the Empress of Jinwa and Champion of the Lannarkis Ring! What are you doing here?" a dark elven man asked.

"Oh… About that. We kinda invaded Amarinth," I said.

"HUH?!" everyone gasped in horror.

Kaoru clicked her tongue, then pushed me aside to address them. "It is true we are at war with each other. However, Sultan Yusef has proven himself an ally to the demons and likely sold your lives out to them. Loraine Arselios, the sultan's niece, has ignited a rebellion intending to usurp him. We are on her side and have come to rescue you."

"Ahhh…" They sounded a lot more on board with that.

"Nice save," I whispered to Kaoru.

"You have no way with words," she replied derisively.

We led the captives upstairs and were forced to fight through a huge number of armed demons. Our first obstacle was a fork in the road. Heading left would take us back to the portal room, but taking the right…

Kaoru took one look at me and knew exactly what I wanted to do.

"You go bring everyone back. I'm gonna pay this Cassian guy a visit," I said.

"I'll return soon. Anya won't forgive me if I leave you behind." Kaoru nodded.

We split up from there. The direction I headed went farther up whatever this tower was. Eventually, it brought me to a wide corridor where chandeliers creaked on rusty chains and torches lit the way.

"You must be who the demon lord warned us about. I would welcome you, but no one grants hospitality to a roach that enters their home, do they?" the haughty voice asked, echoing through the halls.

"Buddy, if you're calling me a roach, we're already off to a bad start. Since Chika told you about me, then I hope you have a change of pants. I'm kicking your ass as soon as I get to you," I shouted back.

Laughter filled the space.

"We'll see about that. I don't expect you to survive the traps I've laid ahead…"

A magic circle lit up at my feet and engulfed me in a pillar of flames, but it did nothing except burn off some loose threads from my jacket. With Sacchan's help, I consumed the inferno and drained the magic dry until the circle dimmed out. Every step I took, a fiery explosion went off, volleys of ice magic rained down on me, and puffs of poison blew in my face. All of which tickled me at best.

"So, you have a few tricks up your sleeve! What of it? Those traps are only one of many. How about we throw in a little bite? This was a personal gift from the previous demon lord. Sic 'em, Razorfang!"

A summoning circle drew itself on the ground in the distance and brought forth a snarling, demon dog. It was a lot bigger than Kawa and had gnarled fangs the size of swords. The beast stampeded towards me.

"You think I'm afraid of some stupid dog? Hahh?!" I bared my own fangs, at which point the giant demon dog skidded to a stop.

The beast threw itself to the ground belly-up like any scared beastling. It whimpered as I got close and stared at me with puppy-dog eyes.

"Razorfang, what are you doing? Get up and make a chew toy out of her. I command it!"

"I got a dog with more bite than your sorry shitstain of a furball. What about you? It's starting to sound like you're all bark and no bite. I'm getting closer, and I can just feel your bones cracking with each punch," I taunted.

Cassian didn't say shit anymore. All I heard were his grinding teeth and panicked rustling. I was maybe a stone's throw away from the savage iron doors at the end of the corridor when an enormous spiked ball materialized. It began rolling down to me.

"Hahahaha! What now, hero? You should have turned back when you had the chance—"

"You think that's enough to stop me?!" I gathered all the magic drained earlier into Sacchan and batted the ball back down the hall. The impact not only broke down the door, but also shattered the metal ball into several large pieces. I had to step over the debris to get inside.

As soon as I got past the rubble and into the room that looked like a study, a single demon was inside, lying flat on the ground and prostrating in front of the desk.

"I, uh… humbly beg for mercy… Please, don't kill me," Cassian pleaded shamelessly.

The red demon had two sharp horns protruding from his forehead and a tail tucked between his legs. I picked him up by one horn to find a sniveling face.

"You know Chika. What the hell is she planning?" I asked.

"I-If I tell you—"

I snapped the horn off his head and tossed it over my shoulder.

"Aaaahhh! Not the horns! They take forever to grow back!" he cried.

"Alright, unicorn. Tell me what I wanna know, or I rip the other one off!" I snarled.

"You want to know what I'm doing, Micchi?"

When I followed the voice, Chika was looking right at me from behind the demon.

Cassian gasped. "M-My lord—"

I shoved the demon aside and swung at her head, but Sacchan went right past.

"Tch. Just an illusion?" I glowered.

"You were always the 'hit first, ask questions later' type. You've gotten stronger, Micchi. Last time we fought, you could barely land a hit. You might bruise me this time," Chika said with patronizing intent.

"If you're showing yourself, does that mean you're willing to answer some questions? Or are you just here to mock me and go? You owe me. Us. For everything that you did. We want answers, Chika!"

A wry smile flashed across Chika's face like she was enjoying this.

"I've told you before. Just like I told Anya. This is our playground. Even if we didn't end up in this world, we were bound to cross paths in Japan. When that happened, only one of us could stay standing. To tell you the truth, I could have easily beaten all of you. Yui, Kaoru, Anya, and Ririko… Everyone. Including you. Here in this world? We can grow stronger by leaps and bounds, Micchi! Look at yourself! Isn't this fun? Doesn't it get your blood boiling?"

That excitement didn't feel right. I wasn't even sure how to respond. Yeah, it felt good. It also felt wrong because it put people I cared about in danger.

"You were the one who wanted to poison Kawa and Loraine. You beat Yui so bad, she fell into a coma. How was that supposed to be fun? What part of leaving us made this worth it?" I asked as pain gripped my chest.

Chika reached out to me. For some reason, I backed away and her hand flinched.

"Micchi," Chika began as her illusion clenched a fist and raised it up to my face. "You want answers? Then come beat them out of me. You and Yui both. If you have what it takes, show me how much you've grown. Otherwise, I'll destroy this world and everything you hold dear with it."

"Tough talk from someone hiding who the hell knows where," I muttered.

Chika's lips curved into a smirk before her illusion vanished. With nothing left to do here, I dragged the unconscious Cassian out with me. Kaoru was outside back in the village, ushering people back to their homes.

"You left me hanging back there," I joked.

"I figured you had it handled. Besides, something turned up that has everyone worried," Kaoru said, casting her gaze southward.

When I followed Kaoru's eyes, I didn't expect to see an impossibly gargantuan landmass in the sky partially hidden behind the clouds.

"Hey, unicorn." I shook Cassian awake and directed his attention to the floating rock. "What the hell is that over there?"

Cassian gasped so hard, I thought he was going to choke on his own tongue.

"That… is the realm of the demon continent, Sathorayne… If it's revealed itself now, then our great lord has finally deemed it time to conquer Dysentia. Tremble, lesser races! Your end has— ow, ow, ow! Wait, noooooo!"

Crack!

I ripped the other horn off and threw him aside.

"Ashura," Kaoru uttered spitefully.

"Looks like Chika's been aching for a rematch. Anego! If you're watching from up there, then watch closely! After I take down Ririko and Sultan Yusef, I'm coming for you! Yui and I… We've got a score to settle with you!" I shouted.

Somewhere far away yet so close at the same time, I heard a whisper carried through the winds. It almost sounded like Chika was asking me to bring it on.


Chapter 16 - Battle at Sea

"So… the demons have made their move at last," Kain said, worriedly wringing his hands together.

We explained everything as soon as we got back to Ash'tar. Obviously, this wasn't good news for anyone. Especially not for Kain and Loraine, who wanted to protect their kingdoms and the people within them. Well, I didn't blame them. Even I used to get on edge when someone tried to fuck with my turf. It used to be that Chika cushioned me in Japan from the other punks. Now, Chika was the very threat that wanted to break everything.

Scantily-dressed attendants from Owyn's personal dancers entered the room to deliver food and pour drinks.

"What's the move?" I asked. When a dancer came by with a glass, I snatched the whole bottle of wine from her hand instead. "We pulling back to deal with the demons or keep going? I'm fine with either as long as I get to make something cry."

"We have no choice but to finish the war first. If our forces are spread too thin fighting Sultan Yusef, Queen Ririko, and the demons, then we will have already lost," Kain explained.

Kaoru nodded. "I agree. We should dethrone the sultan. That way, Loraine may become the sultana of Amarinth to bolster our efforts against Ashura."

"You keep referring to her as Ashura. What does that mean?" Pino asked.

"Ironically, it means demon god," she said, causing everyone in the room to fall silent.

Demon in both worlds. Chika sure knew how to make a name for herself.

"Forget Chika for now. We still got the sultan to fuck up." I jumped to my feet, eager to get my hands around his neck.

The others around the table quickly downed their drinks. Kain beckoned for me, Loraine, and Pino aside to speak in private.

"A bulk of our forces will stay here to keep Ash'tar from being retaken. Cavalry Captain Pino will take command and remain here," Kain said.

"Well, damn. Guess we ain't riding the rest of the way together. Kaoru's gonna be disappointed, too." I punched him lightly on the shoulder.

Pino rubbed where I hit him and smiled. "Where you're going next will be out of my realm of expertise. I'll be staying in Ash'tar to look after the city and the surrounding villages in Loraine's place. No demon monolith will be taking anyone while I'm in charge!"

"Wait, what the hell do you mean by out of your realm of expertise? Where the fuck are we going then?"

No one answered me.

Instead, I found out after we traveled for an entire day and stood on a plateau overlooking a giant body of water.

"Holy fucking fuck. That's a fucking ocean, man. Where's the city?" I squinted as a salty breeze blew in.

"Kajar, the Oasis Throne, lies on an island in the middle of this lake. In order to get to it, we will have to travel by ship," Kain said, loosening his cloak to feel the winds.

At least now I knew what Pino meant by this being out of his realm of expertise. The lake shimmered like there were crystals in the water. Below the plateau we were on was a large harbor city. A lot of ships were moored. Some were as small as a fishing dinghy, and others as big as galleons.

"I remember the Jewelled Lake. I haven't seen it since I was little… with my father," Loraine uttered in awe.

"Amarinth belongs to you. We're taking it back from the sultan," I promised her.

"We should hurry. Guild Master Yui claimed the port city Ramatarj a week ago. She should be expecting us," Kain said, turning his horse away from the plateau.

"Yui's here?" I stopped walking.

"ANEEEGOOOO! I MISSED YOU!" Yui's shrill voice rang out.

A shiver ran up my spine. I scanned across the desert and couldn't find her anywhere. It wasn't until a shadow started growing bigger and bigger underneath me did I finally look up— and saw Yui.

Everyone backed away just as Yui grand slammed me into the ground. The impact kicked up a cloud of dust and left us both inside a foot-deep crater.

"Hehe! We're finally together again!" Yui beamed, rubbing her cheek against mine.

"Alright, you idiot. Get off me already!" I picked Yui up by the scruff and kept her at an arm's length. She continued staring as if expecting me to say it back, and I finally gave in. "Okay, fine. I missed you, too. Idiot."

"Anego, you do care about me!" she cried as her arms flailed about to try and grab me.

"Aren't you glad to be reunited?" Loraine smiled from the side.

I avoided looking her in the eyes. "Shut up…"

Our forces descended from the plateau and entered Ramatarj. Yui's detachment occupied the city from within and was mostly concentrated at the harbor. Her force of two-hundred Scoth soldiers worked hard, that was for sure.

"Boss Micchi, we're at your command!" a group of officers that served as the welcoming party boomed.

"I'm the prince and Supreme Commander here! Where's my welcome?" Kain complained.

Although the reception from UKD soldiers was warm, the citizens of Ramatarj were ice cold. Some people slammed their windows and doors shut as we passed. City guards whispered amongst each other in the alleys.

"Yui, you made sure to put the fear of getting beaten up into these people?" I asked.

"I knocked some rowdy ones around and the rest piped down. Why?" Yui tilted her head sideways.

I must be overthinking things.

The smell of the sea was all around us when we got to the harbor. Sailors and soldiers alike were moving cargo around, hurrying to their stations, and barking orders to make sure operations were going smoothly. A familiar cat-eared woman was furiously scribbling into her clipboard.

"They got you working numbers even out here?" I smirked.

Frey's tail straightened up. She whipped around and sighed.

"It's so much work making sure everything is in place! Several of the ships haven't been maintained and aren't seaworthy. One of them hasn't replaced its sails in almost a hundred years! There are harpy poop stains for gods' sakes!" Frey clenched the clipboard and pencil so hard, she threatened to snap them.

"Frey, how many ships suited for warfare are currently seaworthy?" Kain asked.

"Two now. Four next week. Seven by next month if we're lucky. You probably already suspect this, but I'm very certain many were sabotaged before Ramatarj's forces withdrew to Kajar." She glanced over her shoulder to the ships and frowned.

Kaoru folded her arms and scoffed. "I see. The sultan very well could have destroyed the ships outright. He is baiting us to use the damaged ships instead. I expect he intends to fight us at sea."

So, the Jewelled Lake was just one giant fucking moat for Kajar. No one put warships on waters that were landlocked by their own territory. That bastard Yusef. He planned all this pretty far ahead.

"Why don't I just freeze the whole goddamn lake for us to march through?"

"Don't be stupid, Micchi. That would make us sitting ducks out there for anyone attacking us," Kaoru said.

"Hahh? You calling me stupid again?" I growled.

"Hahh? You been calling Anego stupid?" Yui joined to size Kaoru up.

"Please, we're allies! By the gods, this is exhausting…" Kain buried his face into both hands and sighed.

The three of us backed away from each other.

"Fine. Put me, Yui, and Kaoru on one of those ships. We'll test the waters. The rest of you can stay here," I said.

Kain nodded. "A sound plan. In that case, I'll have Frey assign a capable crew to—"

"Half the sailors got to be from Amarinth. That's my condition."

They looked at me like I was crazy. Even the dock workers stopped what they were doing to stare.

"Micchi…" Kain pulled me away from the group to speak quietly. "By bringing Amarinthian soldiers, you risk a mutiny. Or worse! We should command the ships ourselves."

I patted him on the shoulder. "I know what I'm doing. If we take a chunk of possible traitors away from Ramatarj, that's less you have to worry about getting stabbed in the back. Trust me. I know opportunistic vultures when I see 'em. I used to deal with those kinds of punks by dragging them into the frontlines with me. Put them in the crossfire, know what I'm saying?"

"I… do… and it frightens me that you can come up with something so sinister. Very well, Lady Micchi. I trust you," he said.

"And I trust you to protect Loraine and Kawa while I'm gone. Let's not let each other down."

Kain and Frey quickly put together a ragtag crew of 100 soldiers, dock workers, and sailors. They went to work on the galleon right away, checking the sails and cannons. It was obvious right away that Amarinthians had a bone to pick with those from Scoth and Jinwa, but they were quiet about it.

"Empress!" A male harpy soldier from Jinwa landed next to us at the helm and kneeled. "We're ready to sail. The winds and waters are calm. We'll need to use magic to push the ship."

"Do so," Kaoru ordered.

"Yes, Empress!" He returned to the crew to hand out tasks.

Four mages from Cynderace channeled wind magic to blow against the sails. Thanks to them, the ship groaned and creaked to life as it moved forward.

I walked to the edge of the ship. Loraine, Kawa, and Frey waved to us as we left the harbor.

"Hahaha! Look at me. I'm the captain now!" Yui cackled from the helm. She had found a tricorn hat to wear, and the power was already getting to her head.

"Where did you even find that?" I asked.

"It was in the captain's quarters! Finder's keepers, and whoever has this hat is the captain! Obey me!" she exclaimed.

I snatched the hat from her head and tossed it overboard.

"Aahhh! My captain's hat!" Yui ran to the edge all teary-eyed.

"Listen up!" I shouted to the sailors on board. All over the ship, everyone's eyes turned to us on the quarterdeck. "You're probably wondering what the fuck we're doing, sailing towards Kajar on a single ship. To tell you the truth, I don't fucking know!"

They began murmuring amongst themselves. It was mostly complaints and disbelief that we didn't know what we were doing.

"Why are we here then?"

"W-We should turn back…"

"The only way you're going back is to swim back. Now, full sail ahead! We're sinking every one of the sultan's ships that we see!" I ordered.

"Captain, two ships flying the Amarinth colors dead ahead!" the Jinwan harpy shouted from the crow's nest.

An elven crew member rushed up and handed Kaoru a spyglass.

"Looks like they know we're enemies. Both of them are sailing towards us at full speed," Kaoru said.

"I wanna see!" Yui bounced excitedly for her turn until Kaoru handed it over.

"They're spreading out," the shotacon empress warned. "If they sandwich us on both sides, we're as good as dead from cannon fire."

"Get the mages on deck! I want a shield up ten minutes ago! Every cannon better be manned in the next five minutes or anyone slacking is going overboard!" I shouted.

A magical barrier draped over the entire galleon. The two other ships that were closing in fast brought up shields of their own. As they got closer, however, our barrier fizzled out.

On the deck, the Amarinth sailors drew their weapons on our people. It happened too fast for Scoth and Jinwan soldiers to mount a counterattack. By the time any of them realized what was going on, the tide had already turned. Several of them had cutlasses against my mages' throats. The mutiny was in full swing.

Just like I had hoped.

"It's over!" a shirtless dark elf with a red bandana yelled to us. "Raise the white flag and surrender. None of ya has to die!"

Kaoru took one step forward with a piercing glare and made them flinch.

"Don't come any closer or it's to the sea with them!" His blade pinched the mage's neck and drew blood, causing Kaoru to forfeit her advance.

"Well, shit. Guess we got no other choice, huh? No other choice but to sick Yui on you. Get 'em!" I yelled.

They tensed up but nothing happened.

Kaoru and I glanced over our shoulders to find Yui, vomiting off the side of the ship.

"Uu… I hate this… I hate it so much… Get me off this nightmare." Yui groaned.

"Oh, come on. Now ain't the time to get seasick!" I threw my hands in the air.

The mutineers began to snicker.

"Heh. Looks like you're outta—"

A bolt of lightning zipped through the deck of the ship. A few of the mutineers were thrown off the ship. Many dropped to the ground, charred and crispy. Yui pinned the last one, the loudmouth elf, to the ground.

"What? H-How?!"

"Ugh… I'm gonna barf again…" Yui's cheeks bloated up.

"No, wait! Throw me overboard instead— aaaahhhhhhh!" he screamed for help until a fountain of vomit splashed his face.

The crew cheered and whooped. With the mutineers dealt with, now we could turn back to the enemy ships.

"Captain, Empress! The ships are right on—!"

Cannon fire exploded all around us. A barrier rose just in time to block the volley. Spells and cannonballs pounded the shield instead of the ship. We were getting bombarded all over the place, and the mages who raised the barrier were struggling to keep it up.

"Why the fuck aren't we firing back?" I jumped down from the quarterdeck to check on the situation.

"The cannons are inoperable!" an elven sailor, who was ducked behind the base of the mast, answered in panic. "The Amarinthians musta sabotaged 'em before we boarded!"

There was a break in the fire. They were probably replenishing their mana and reloading the cannons.

"Drop the barrier!" I yelled.

"But Captain—"

"Just fucking do it!"

As soon as the barrier vanished, I picked up one of the cannons and chucked it into the other ship off our starboard. It shattered their magical barrier and crashed through one of the gunports on the side of the ship. Several appalled cannoneers peeked out of the hole with their mouths agape. Even their captain, a decorated dark elf military leader with many ribbons on his chest, couldn't believe what he was seeing.

"How do you fuckers like that?" I smirked.

"Maybe your ideas aren't so stupid after all." Kaoru descended from the helm and picked up a cannonball on the other side.

A commotion on both ships was enough to tell me they were panicking. Their sails turned to put distance away from us.

"Where you going?" I asked, picking up a cannonball just like Kaoru did. "Stick around and let's play some dodgeball!"

The ball of iron smashed through the hull and out the other end. It struck them so hard that it rocked their entire ship. They scrambled all over the deck, panicking over what the hell to do. I grabbed empty space when reaching for another. There were no more in the pile.

"Get down deck and bring me more," I told my flabbergasted crewmates.

Some pinched their fellows to snap themselves out of it, then raced below deck together.

"Captain, it looks like they're coming back!"

A powerful shield raised over the Amarinthian ship, and they sailed fearlessly up to us with renewed bravery. On the opposite side of my ship, the other was doing the same. They were severely battered by spell and cannon fire, like someone went and made swiss cheese out of them all.

The captain of a ship off my port side was a dark elven man dressed in a long brown coat and black tricorn hat. His ears and fingers, like all the nobles back in Ash'tar, were decorated with more jewels than callouses. He walked up to the quarterdeck and beckoned to me, so I headed up to my ship's helm.

"I am Admiral Demar of Kajar's defensive fleet. You must be Micchi. I've heard a lot about you. A high-ranking guild member of the Cynderace Branch, Champion of the Lannarkis Ring, and a fearsome slayer of demons. However, your titles mean nothing out at sea. All men drown the same. I have six more ships ready to leave Kajar's port to surround your lone ship. Surrender now, and we will spare your lives and the lives of your crewmen."

A beastling rushed up the steps, lugging a cannonball to hand to me. I picked it up and tossed the hefty projectile right into where Admiral Demar's face was. He didn't flinch, confident that the shield held up. And it did. The ball splashed into the Jewelled Lake and sank to its depths.

"Strong shield. Wonder how long it's gonna last?" I asked, snatching the next ball from another crewmate.

"Ha! You caught us by surprise the first time, but it won't happen again. Our mages are the strongest across Dysentia! We're stocked with enough rations and potions to last half a year out at sea to stall your advance. Do you have enough rations and potions to do the same?" Demar bellowed with laughter, seeming all but assured of his victory.

As both ships pulled away, I chucked the cannonball only for it to bounce off the shield again.

"You better make sure you got your brown pants on when I get on that ship!" I growled.

Several crewmen grabbed hold of my arms and shoulders to keep me from jumping off to chase after them.

"I imagine they plan to open fire again soon," Kaoru said, climbing the steps to the quarterdeck. "We didn't come prepared with enough mages to maintain a strong shield for ourselves. Do you have anything planned?"

"Does it look like I have a plan? If I can just get on top of their barrier, I can pop that shit like a balloon…" My eyes wandered to the beastling harpies on our ship.

"We'll be annihilated by volleys of magical blasts, Commander… You will survive, but we won't last long enough to get you there!" one of them said.

"There's got to be something…"

I leaped down onto the deck. Two sailors were fanning Yui, who was still nauseous being out at sea. Whenever the waves hit the hull and rocked the ship, her cheeks would bloat up.

"Anego… I don't feel so good," Yui complained.

"Things are gonna get a whole lot worse if we don't do something. I'm thinking it's time for the Micchi-Yui Lightning Special again," I said.

"Really, really, really?" She recovered and latched onto me with cat-like claws digging into my jacket.

"Yes, really! Now let go, because I can't toss you if you're hanging on that tight!"

"Kamigoroshi can destroy the barrier. I'll time it with Yui's lightning." Kaoru nodded.

The crew backed away from us as I began to spin Yui in place. We wound up so fast, a couple of loose objects got picked up by the tornado we created. Then—

Aiming for the one off starboard, I slammed my heel through the deck of the ship and launched Yui across the sea. Everyone watched in exasperation as she reached the peak of her flight, then transformed into a lightning bolt. At the same time, Kaoru supercharged Kamigoroshi and hurled it so hard that she speared through the barrier and ship. Yui crashed through next from above, and a few sailors jumped ship before a massive discharge of electricity blew off the mast.

The crewmen of my ship erupted into cheers.

"You guys go fetch Yui in case that ship sinks. She's probably barfing because it's swaying so bad," I said.

"Where are you going?" Kaoru shrugged her throwing arm and teleported the spear back into her hand.

"Gonna go pay the admiral a visit and keep my word."

"How do you plan on getting—"

I jumped ship before Kaoru finished her sentence. Making use of magic from my Elementalist class, I froze the water into a platform of ice to land on. The ship sailed past me and made headway towards the one we just fucked up, and I headed to the other.

Chaos erupted again with Admiral Demar's ship opening fire with spells across the seas. Thankfully, the mages on my ship were more than capable of withstanding the attacks from one rather than two.

While spells flew overhead, I used the cover of smoke to race to my quarry, freezing the water to create a path up to them. They finally saw me as I got closer. A cannonball just barely missed me. One shattered the floor of ice behind my back and erupted with a geyser of water.

"Raise the barrier! Don't let her get near!" Demar barked frantic orders.

"Let's see you block this!" I ran up to the hull and pummeled through the barrier with Sacchan, but an explosive spell sent me crashing into the sea.

When I resurfaced, the ship was turning to escape. I spat out a mouthful of water, climbed onto a platform of ice, and took a running start while creating a frozen ramp up level to the deck.

"You're so persistent! Give up, fool!" the admiral yelled from the edge.

"Get your brown pants ready before you shit yourself!" I shouted, leaping high above the ship’s deck.

They raised another barrier again, but Sacchan's incredible strength behind my even stronger swing smashed through it like nothing. I landed on the quarterdeck in front of Admiral Demar. He stumbled back, reaching for a blunderbuss.

"You've only come to your doom!" Demar cackled and pulled the trigger.

A harsh crack was followed by smoke gushing from the chamber. The pellets bounced off my chest and scattered across the ground at my feet. Demar's jaw dropped.

"I'm the captain now, so I'll be taking this." I smirked and snatched his tricorn hat for myself.

"I, uh… I invoke the rite of parley!" Demar declared.

"Parley this!" I drove a fist into Demar's gut, bringing him to his knees.

"Hurrk… That's not… what parley… means—"

I grabbed his head and tossed him across the deck of his ship. He crashed into a pile of ropes and crates. Sailors and mages, who were clutching onto their cutlasses and magic staffs, dropped their weapons and surrendered.

With the ship under my control, I turned it around to rendezvous with Kaoru and Yui. The one we bombarded miraculously didn't sink. We tied up the prisoners and divided up sailors to man each ship.

"What happened to the captain?" Kaoru asked.

Instead of answering, I pointed to the bowsprit, a wooden beam extending out the very front of the ship where Demar was tied onto.

"Help! Please, I surrender! Just let me down… I don't want to be on here!" the hapless admiral cried.

Kaoru chuckled. "Well done, Micchi. I'm beginning to understand what Anya sees in you."

"Yeah, yeah… Where's Yui?" I asked.

"Resting below deck," she said.

A couple of crewmen led me to the sleeping quarters. Yui was lying in a hammock with a wet towel on her forehead and a bucket on the floor for vomit.

"Sorry, Anego… Wish I could be more useful," Yui moped.

"You did good, so don't sweat it. Also, I got you something." I rested Demar's tricorn hat on her chest.

"R-Really?" She clutched it while tears streaked down her cheeks. "Anego, you're the best! But you're still a jerk for throwing the first one off to begin with!"

We sailed all three ships back to Ramatarj mostly intact. Our forces, who were waiting for us at port, cheered and shoved beer into our hands as we hopped back onto solid land.

"You brought two whole ships back?" Kain pushed through the crowds and gaped.

"What? Were you hoping for more?" I asked.

The crowds parted as Kawa barreled through with Loraine on her back. A couple of unlucky people were knocked into the water. The big wolf tackled me and licked my face. When Loraine dismounted, she threw her arms around me and sighed with relief.

"This war isn't over yet." Kaoru jumped down next to us with Yui clinging to her back. "We need to press on before Ashura and her army make their move."

"What's the matter, Frowny? We won today! Smile a little and be happy!" Yui pinched Kaoru's cheeks and forced her lips into a smile.

"What are you so antsy about? As much as I wanna shove my fist up the sultan's ass, we need these ships up and sailing again before we can make another move," I reasoned for once in my life

It wasn't like me to be the rational one either. But Yui wasn't in any condition to fight much longer. Kaoru and I could go alone, but Demar mentioned they had six ships. If we went there now, we would be swimming with the fishes before getting to Kajar.

Kaoru clicked her tongue. She let Yui down, then stormed past everyone and into Ramatarj.

"No, the empress is right," Kain said, picking up a hammer and wooden plank. "I want these ships and another two more to withstand a cataclysmic typhoon by tomorrow! There's no rest for anyone until I pass out first. Is that understood?"

Jinwan, Scoth, and Amarinthians alike roared with impassioned vigor. They picked up any tool that could be found to continue working.

"Look at you." I socked Kain on the chest as he passed by me.

"I'm still unsure if having you rub off on me is a good thing. Anyway, you three at least should get some rest. Maybe check on the empress. She seems stressed, and I can't recall a time she ever has been," Kain said with worry.

As everyone split off to do their own thing, I went into town to look for Kaoru. Being the only one to wear that gaudy kimono, it didn't take long to find her. She was at the very top of the lighthouse just outside of Ramatarj, staring at the floating landmass that was the demon's homeland, Sathorayne.

"I'll always be the first to charge in. You know me. But even I know going now is a stupid idea. Sun's coming down, too. So, what's eating you?" I asked, barging in on her alone time.

"You wouldn't be so calm if that was flying over the ones you cherish, would you?" Kaoru fired back.

Well, right underneath was the Empire of Jinwa. Which meant Emperor Yonnu and Second Prince Theo would be the first ones in danger if Chika and the demons ever attacked. Guess that would be bad for us and Kain, too, if his little brother was taken away.

"If you wanna leave, then leave. Better you're by their side. The rest of us can kick Sultan Yusef's shit in," I said.

Kaoru sighed heavily. "And if Ashura lays siege to Taiq'ae, I alone wouldn't be enough to defeat her."

"Which is why you want us to finish this war ASAP, huh? So we can help you keep your boys safe. Don't worry. If Chika lays a hand on Theo, I won't hold back fucking her up. Not that I planned on going easy on her anyway."

When Kaoru turned to face me, an earthquake rocked the entire lighthouse. Waves crashed against the harbor, rocking ships around and knocking people off their feet. Both of us held the railings to keep from falling off. In the distance, a tsunami was rolling towards the city. Everyone was scrambling to get away.

"A wave that large will sweep the city away! The ships, too!" Kaoru warned.

We jumped off the lighthouse and landed hard on the ground, then made a mad dash to the harbor as people pushed past us to escape.

"Kawa, Loraine!" I shouted.

"Is this an attack from Kajar?" Loraine asked in panic.

"Dunno, but you guys gotta get out of here. Where's Kain?"

They glanced back in the direction of the pier, where Kain was dragging dockhands off the boat and directing them away first.

"We lose these boats, then we lose our only chance of getting to Kajar!" Kaoru planted her feet firmly to the ground as if intending to make a stand here.

"You've got to be kidding me… All mages, on me! We're freezing this thing whole!" I shouted, causing a couple of spellcasters to skid to a stop.

"Y-You're insane! That's way too much water!" one cried.

I grabbed him by the robes. "That wasn't a fucking request. Fall in line behind me!"

A dozen mages followed us to the edge of the pier, including Loraine and Kawa. When Kain saw us, his face contorted in terror.

"What are you thinking? You must escape!" Kain yelled over the commotion.

"Escape? Who the fuck do you think I am?" I let my jacket drop and cracked my neck.

All of us who could channel ice magic to freeze the water put everything behind our spells. Even Kawa changed to beastling form to contribute magic of her own. The gigantic tsunami drew nearer and was so large that it cast an immense shadow over the city. It was beginning to slow, but everywhere we froze up, cracks would form and spill with water.

If Ririko was here, she could have stopped this easily. But she wasn't here or an ally anyway.

Cold sweat broke out on my forehead. Both my legs and arms were losing strength. It took all our magic and then some to just freeze it to a stop, but the waters were breaking through again.

Suddenly, the hair on the back of my neck started standing. Static ripped through the space around us. Behind me, Yui was charging up by flourishing her nunchucks and Kaoru summoned Kamigoroshi wreathed in black flames.

"Get down!" Kaoru shouted.

Everyone dove to the ground. I grabbed Kain and the last person off the boat and shoved them down.

The wall of ice slurry exploded from Yui and Kaoru's discharge of magic, blasting the tsunami into oblivion in a flash of light. Both of them collapsed, using one another's backs to support the other.

"Holy shit. You guys fucking did it," I muttered.

Rough waters and chunks of ice battered the harbor, but not as intensely as before. The tsunami was gone. However, replacing it in the direction of Kajar was a giant black obelisk. If we could see it from here, then it had to be at least a hundred meters tall.

"Micchi… is that what I think it is?" Loraine gasped.

"Yeah. Looks like we got a fight ahead of us," I said, brimming with excitement.


Chapter 17 - The Siege of Kajar

We only got as far as the wreckages. Shit was brutal. Islands of debris bumped against the hull as we sailed into Kajar's port. Ship parts were strewn all over the water, crashing against the docks at the mercy of the waves.

I wouldn't have believed it if Kain hadn't told me, but Kajar was on an island in the middle of the lake. The city was beautiful and probably rivaled Cynderace in size. At least from what I could see of the magnificent, sprawling capital from our ship. There were a lot more palaces like Owyn Medir's in Ash'tar, but I could only make them out by the golden domes peeking over the city walls and smoke billowing into the sky.

The giant obsidian monolith was a damn eyesore among it all.

"I can't believe it." Loraine choked up as she walked to the ship's bow to get a better look.

"Did Sultan Yusef summon this in an attempt to stop us? Or did the demons invite themselves?" Kain quietly asked from behind.

"Does that answer your question? There ain't a single Amarinth soldier among 'em." I pointed to the city ramparts where demons gathered by the hundreds to jeer at us. Flying monsters poured from the monolith, weaving between the towers of Kajar and perching atop building rooftops.

The crew and army were shaking in their boots. Most of them probably hadn't seen this many demons before.

"Lady Micchi." Kain came to me with worry in his voice. "We only have five ships worth of soldiers. The demons probably outnumbered us ten to one. I say we pull back and rally our forces from the other cities, regroup with Lady Anya and Commander Rugal, and lay siege next month once we've readied the other ships in Ramatarj."

"Why?" I asked.

"W-What do you mean, why? It will be a slaughter out there!" he cried.

"I came all this way to kick the sultan's ass, and that's exactly what I'm gonna do. If the rest of you wanna chicken out, then be my guest. More fun for me. But, hey. You're right about one thing, Kain. It's gonna be a slaughter, because I'm the one who's gonna dish out the pain. So, who wants to take this city with me?"

Everyone on the ship reached for their weapons and nodded to each other. Loraine squeezed my hand, and Kawa licked the other to show that she wanted in. Even Yui, who was curled up and being looked after by Frey, raised her head to look me in the eyes. Lastly, Kaoru was waiting impatiently for me and would have gone with or without the others.

Kain sighed, then flashed an exhausted grin. "In that case, let this be our first strike at Sathorayne and the demons. All hands, open the sails! Helmsman, full speed ahead! Everyone else, brace for impact!"

As soon as the sails dropped, our mages summoned gale winds to push the ships forward. We were going at breakneck speeds. The demons weren't slouching either. Magic spells and arrows bombarded us in volleys, but they were blocked by spell barriers around the ships.

We closed in on the harbor like a racecar to the finish line. Everyone dropped low and grabbed onto something.

"Get up, Yui. Chika didn't raise a little bitch." I picked her up and joined Kaoru at the bow.

"Uu… I'm still feeling sick, Anego…" Yui whimpered.

"Y-You're crazy! You're all crazy!" Demar screamed from the bowsprit, still tied up and hair fluttering in his face.

All five ships crashed hard against the harbor. The shields came down. Kaoru and I let the momentum throw us onto the port where an army of demons stood in the way of Kajar's giant gates.

"Fuck 'em up!" I boomed.

An army of Scoth, Jinwan, and Amarinth turncoats jumped from the ships and charged headlong into battle with Kain leading the charge. Meanwhile, Kaoru and I bashed our way through swathes of demons. A female demon lassoed my wrist while another, much larger demon brute stampeded towards me.

One hard yank sent her flying into the water. I sidestepped the other and stuck a leg out, tripping him over the edge and into the water, too.

An artillery of spells exploded around us. While all it did to me was dust my jacket, a whole lot of people on my side were down for the count and groaning.

"We need to do something about those mages on the ramparts!" Kain shouted to me.

"Gotcha. Yui, you're up!" I flung Yui straight into them while the trail of vomit rained down on the demons below. She landed on top of the wall only to be dogpiled in an instant.

"Yui! Micchi, what did you do?!" Frey cried.

"Are you sure that was a good idea?" Kaoru asked, shielding her eyes from the sun to see.

The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood up. A surge of electricity discharged down both ends of the rampart, shocking demons to a crisp and blowing a chunk of the wall off. It was hard to see, but a single fist popped out of the rubble and gave a thumbs up.

"Look, she's fine. Now that we ain't getting pelted from above, it's about time we knock on the gates," I said.

"We'll create an opening!" Kain shouted. He pushed ahead with a large number of soldiers, cutting down demons to make a clear path up to the gates.

When Kaoru and I got to the front, we knew right away it was magically reinforced. I wound Sacchan up and smashed the iron gate. It didn't budge. A sigil on the surface of the barrier glowed brightly, then faded.

"The fuck. This is stronger than I'm used to breaking." I scratched my head over the magic on it.

"We could probably climb the wall," Kaoru suggested.

"You can. We can't. Don't leave us behind!" Kain yelled as he ducked from the swing of a giant's club.

"Brute, can you hear me?" The disjointed voice of Mildred echoed in my head.

Kaoru looked at me weird as I flicked my gaze in every direction to search for the enchantress.

"I know you can hear me. I'm reaching you with greater telepathetic magic all the way from Cynderace," Mildred said.

"Well, get the fuck outta my mind!" I shouted aloud.

"What's wrong with you now?" Kaoru squinted at me.

"Calm down, fool! I'm trying to tell you, the barrier before you is being cast by an elder demon. They are believed to be among the most powerful in the demon lord's armies. Having lived for centuries, these elder demons are capable of incanting powerful magic such as the one impeding your siege," she explained.

"I don't need a history lesson. Just tell me how to break it—"

"I'm telling you, it can't be broken! You must find another way in. Normally, I wouldn't care if you threw your head at it all day, but the life of my beloved Kain grows more at risk the longer you dawdle!"

"If you're so worried, then why ain't you out here helping us?"

"Because my beloved tasked me to oversee the defenses of his precious capital city! Find another way in, damn you!"

The last line echoed so loudly that it blew my eardrums.

"For fuck's sake." I sighed.

There had to be some way. When I scanned the broken section of the upper wall Yui had made, it didn't look like the entire thing was enchanted. We could probably break it.

Or I could keep trying to break the gate instead.

"Kaoru, how much firepower you got? Can you pump it like when you tried to off me and Yui in Taiq'ae?" I asked.

The projection of Bishamonten flared out behind Kaoru in a burst of flames. She shedded one side of her kimono and summoned Kamigoroshi into her hand from a bolt of thunder. Black flames ignited over her entire arm and spear.

"Is our plan to just hit this until it opens?" Kaoru raised a brow.

"You got a better plan?"

"No." She shook her head. "I like this plan."

Mildred's voice blasted in my mind like a shrieking hog. "You idiot! Muscle-brained fool! How many times must I tell you that your barbaric force won't work?"

We charged up our attacks. Sacchan ignited with an inferno of blue flames.

A hand suddenly rested on my shoulder. It almost felt like Chika's, but it was Kaoru I saw when I glanced over my shoulder.

"Micchi, focus your magic. As an Elementalist, you're capable of so much more. Just as I focus all my magic on a single point in my strikes, so can you. Release all that energy the moment you hit. It will become much more potent," Kaoru said.

"Ya gotta explain it in layman's terms. That shit don't make sense in my head." I shrugged.

She rolled her eyes. "Think about how badly you want to hit something. Hit that one spot like you mean it."

I breathed deeply, then stared at the part of the gate I wanted to pummel. The elements began to gather to the very tip of Sacchan and into the size of a marble, swirling and shifting with energy like the sun.

"Now we're talking!" I smirked.

We smashed the gate at the same time. Kaoru on the right side and me on the left. An explosion of concentrated magic shattered the barrier. Both gates went soaring over the city and embedded into the side of a palace. A gaping hole was left in its place.

Demons on the other side, blown back by the impact, picked themselves off the ground and stared in disbelief. I, on the other hand, ignored them and threw a middle finger into the sky.

"How's that for unbreakable, Mildred?" I yelled at the top of my lungs.

"...I'll hand it to you this time, Brute…" After that, Mildred went silent for good.

"Micchi!" Loraine rode in on Kawa's back and offered a hand to pull me up.

We thought about giving Kaoru a ride, but she declined.

"I won't fall behind. The little lion, however, will just have to catch up," Kaoru said, gesturing to Frey in the middle of climbing up the wall to find Yui.

As Kain and our armies flooded into the city, demons also jumped out of the woodworks to slow us down. Mages shot down flying monsters trying to swoop in and catch soldiers off guard. Spells shot out unseen from between buildings. We were getting ambushed all over the place despite breaking through.

"Hear me, citizens of Kajar! People of Amarinth!" Loraine bellowed down the main road, failing to stop the battle but drawing the attention of people hidden in their homes. "Sultan Yusef has led Amarinth astray. He's invited demons to your doorsteps. To the Oasis Throne. He is not fit to rule, but I am. My name is Loraine Arselios, daughter of Laeeq Arselios, and I've come not as an invader but as your fellow citizen. Stand with me. Join us in repelling these demons and bringing Sultan Yusef to pay for his crimes!"

At first, it seemed like everyone had turned a deaf ear to her.

"You gonna let your turf get ransacked by these bitch ass demons? I sure as hell ain't gonna let that happen. If you don't either, then get out here and send these bastards packing!" I shouted.

A dark elf kicked the door of their house open. He looked scared and haggard but wielded a pickaxe nonetheless. More and more, citizens of Kajar took to the streets with whatever tools they had to use as a weapon. Soon, guards joined them. Then soldiers who were in hiding.

The entire block set off a domino effect as the commotion drew others from their homes to fight back.

"Fuck yeah!" I pumped a fist in the air.

"We'll rally the citizens from here. If you can push through to Sultan Yusef, I won't stop you!" Kain said.

"Micchi, the sultan should be at the Makhal Palace. Shall we finish this together?" Loraine asked.

"Let's do it." I nodded.

Kawa charged through hordes of demons, punting them away like ragdolls. Kaoru ran alongside us doing the same. Most of the demon forces had gathered at the city's front gates, so the rest of the city was sparse.

We rammed through the wall that surrounded Makhal Palace, a castle that was lavish even down to the sandstone fortifications that protected it. Gold was a common color. The whole place reminded me of the Taj Mahal, except excessively larger and more extravagant.

It was the obsidian monolith jutting out of it and rising to the sky that ruined the view. The thing must have come out from underneath the palace.

No one greeted us in the courtyard landscaped with beautiful flowers and trees. A wide, rectangular pool stretched to the entrance with tiny fairies dancing over the waters.

I dismounted from Kawa as soon as we got to the palace doors. They were ridiculously tall, and unlike the city gates, it wasn't enchanted. Kaoru and I pushed the doors open to reveal an enormous chamber inside.

Sitting on a golden throne in the very back wasn't Sultan Yusef. It was a giant red demon with a white beard and long hair draping down his chest. He wore black plate armor that oozed with mists, and he wielded an obsidian mace.

The sultan was groveling at the ground in front of the demon. He glanced over his shoulder at us and cowered.

"There! They made it past your defenses! We… You need to beseech the demon lord for help!" Sultan Yusef cried.

"You really have stooped this low, Uncle Yusef." Loraine's voice was strained with hurt and anger.

"The Oasis Throne belongs to me!" he snarled. "Not Laeeq, not you. It and all its riches belong to me, and no low is too low to keep it that way!"

I laughed out loud and made sure the sultan heard me. "What happened? You were so cocky back in Cynderace. Started sweating bullets when you were losing battle after battle against me? Byron's crying in a dungeon, Ash'tar is ours, your Admiral Demar's decorating the front of my ship, and all your people are turning on you. Tell me how it feels to lose, bitch? Because I don't know the meaning."

Sultan Yusef was about to retort until the demon waved him off.

"Relax. You're terrified of these gnats? The demon lord tasked me to take care of them, and so I will. They may have broken the barrier, but that only means I finally have a challenge." The giant demon rose and stood at a height of maybe fifteen feet.

"Step outta the way, medium-rare. My beef's with the snot-nosed elf next to your feet," I said.

"I'm hurt that you don't know me. I am Dogra, the Destroyer. I am the Ramaleiks. For thousands of years, I have lived and many heroes I have slain. Your dark undergrounds are rife with my servants, sowing chaos and softening your precious cities— huh?"

I grabbed a handful of his white beard and yanked his head part way down to look me in the eyes.

"Don't let me stop you from monologuing. Keep going. It's a lot more satisfying once I get a punch off!" Another yank brought him to his hands and knees, and I buried a fist into his jaw.

Dogra skidded across the chamber until Kaoru stuck out a foot on his head and stopped him.

"H-How?" The demon coughed up blood.

"You control the Ramaleiks?" Kaoru repeated the name with such wrathful disdain that it made the red demon's face go pale. "You and Chika conspired with the eunuchs of Jinwa to kidnap my Yonnu. You're coming back to Taiq'ae with me and revealing your servants lurking in my city, then I'm going to lop off your fingers knuckle by knuckle."

"Wait… Wait, no! Let me go!" he cried, nails scraping the polished floor tiles as Kaoru dragged him outside.

Sultan Yusef was speechless. He sat on his trembling knees, watching Dogra taken away.

"Alright, Sultan. Open your mouth," I said.

"Huh— auuggh?!"

I shoved Sacchan down to his mouth. Gold molars clamped tightly on the tip of the wooden bat. He shot a pleading gaze at Loraine for help.

"Sorry, Sacchan. I know his breath stinks but bear with it, alright?" I apologized to my bat.

"Uncle Yusef, I accept your abdication of the Oasis Throne. I'll take better care of it in your place. My first act as Sultana of Amarinth is to decree your punishment be handled by Micchi," Loraine said, then nodded to me.

The sultan's pitiful eyes turned to me.

"You're probably wondering why I got Sacchan in your mouth. Well, lemme tell ya— I promised myself I'd shove Sacchan through your ass and out your mouth, but I don't wanna see you shitting your pants. So it's going to go through this end first."


Chapter 18 - Youth

The giant obsidian monolith disappeared as soon as we defeated Dogra and Sultan Yusef. It left a gaping hole in the middle of the palace. Demons who didn't make it back to the monolith retreated by flying away or throwing themselves into the sea.

Loraine sent a message to anyone who was worth a damn in Amarinth to come to Kajar. If they didn't come, Yui and I would bring them here personally. A week later, they arrived at the palace. But she was getting cold feet as we got ready to meet them. Kawa watched from the bed, her tail wagging as Loraine paced up and down Sultan Yusef's room we hunkered down in.

"Oh, what was I thinking?" Loraine sulked. "I'm not fit to be Sultana of Amarinth… I was a slave-wife to an orc and a guild member from another nation! I know next to nothing about ruling!"

"What happened to the Loraine after we took Ash'tar? You telling me you can't go through with it anymore?" I asked.

She ran up to me all bug-eyed and teary. "Being the leader of an entire country is a lot of work, you know? That means less time I get to spend with you! Wait… How about we leave all this behind? All three of us. Me, you, and Kawa. We take a boat out to a remote part of Dysentia and live out the rest of our lives in peace?"

Sighing, I pushed Loraine to sit down on the bed. Kawa scooted closer to lay her head on Loraine's lap and whimpered.

"As nice as that sounds," I began, "leaving ain't something I can do yet. Chika finally showed herself. We're so close. Everytime I think about her, my chest knots up. I have to find out why she brought us here, and why she's so intent on tearing everything down. She was the first real family Yui and I ever had."

"How much did she hurt you?" Loraine asked, reaching up to cup my cheeks.

"It's not that she hurt me. Something about her just doesn't feel right, so I gotta find out. And the only way to do that is to hear it from the horse's mouth."

After a second, Loraine stood up and hugged me.

"If you have the courage to face your old friend-turned demon lord, then I should at least show half that courage." Loraine stepped away to undress and put on the gold-threaded dress, the sultan's crown, and a serpent armlet that Yusef wore until recently.

The entire outfit was probably worth more than a small country, but Loraine looked the part of royalty. Well, she was royalty.

"You good?" I asked to be sure.

"I am." Loraine nodded.

Kawa hopped off the bed to follow us out of the bedchamber.

Lords, nobles, and the who's who of Amarinth waited for us in the throne room. There had to at least be a hundred of them. When we entered, many gasped and others kept their heads low. Kain and the others weren't here. This was just supposed to be a meeting between Loraine and some important bastards.

Loraine stood in front of the throne that once belonged to Sultan Yusef. Her demeanor was a lot softer than the pit of snakes below us.

"As I'm sure many of you suspect, Yusef Arselios has been deposed as sultan. His crimes were many, but the ones most worth condemning are the attack on Cynderace, plotting the assassination and kidnapping of Emperor Yonnu, secretly colluding with demons, and… having a hand in the death of my father, Laeeq Arselios."

The audience erupted in murmurs, hearing the name of Loraine's old man.

A middle-aged dark elven woman stepped forward from the crowds. Her face was caked up in makeup and foundation. A piss poor attempt to hide wrinkles and creases. All the necklaces and earrings on her pointed ears were probably to distract from her age.

"Surely, you didn't invite us here to tell us that. We've been invited to pledge fealty to you, the new Sultana of Amarinth. Is that correct?" the elf asked.

"That's right. My uncle sired no children, which makes me the next in line through my father. If—"

"And why should we follow someone as young and green as yourself? From what I understand, you are a citizen of Scoth. My fellows, is this not King Allo's attempt to install a puppet?" she asked the others.

"No one humor her," I said, then fired a glare at the loudmouth. "Bitch, the only people you can call 'fellows' are raisins. Now shut the fuck up before I go down there and put some more creases on your face."

"Why, I never!"

A dark elven pretty boy placed a hand on the woman's shoulder to calm her down. He wore a turban and a light, flowing skirt. His tattooed chest, however, was bare for all to see.

"Forgive Lady Trevai for not choosing more polite words, but if I may? I am Emir Jouann Pledis. Sultana Loraine, even you must agree that ruling all of Amarinth is a monumental task for someone absent from this great nation for so long. For example, are you aware of the drought situation in western Amarinth?"

"I… do not," Loraine answered truthfully.

"All I ask is that you consider creating a council. Surround yourself with trusted advisors to help you," he insisted.

"Like yourself?" I scoffed.

Jouann spread his arms apart and bowed.

This guy was trying to get close. Could be another snake. Could be innocent. Hard to tell.

I threw Loraine a look, and she nodded to give me the go-ahead for something we schemed up before coming.

"There's gonna be new changes around here. Some of you won't like it, so we're giving you an out. If any of you are loyal to Sultan Yusef or just don't like the idea of Loraine lording over you, then leave. Go back to whatever hole you crawled out of, and don't think about poking your head out to look at us the wrong way."

A few of them traded glances. Others like Jouann were steadfast with their feet planted firmly on the ground.

Then some began to leave. The elven woman named Trevai was among them. About a fifth of the people in the throne room made for the door.

"Guards, grab the ones that are leaving," I ordered.

Palace guards moved in to apprehend and intercept those on the way out. Unsurprisingly, they started throwing a fit.

"What is the meaning of this? Unhand me! You said we were free to leave!" Lady Trevai shouted.

I smirked down at her. "Nah, I didn't say you were free to leave. Don't worry though. We ain't gonna hurt you or take your pretty makeup collections. Just wanna find out if any of you are planning to betray the new sultana."

While they were taken away kicking and screaming, the remaining people swallowed hard.

"As you can see," Loraine began with a smile, "we are not taking any chances. All of your ships are under supervision by the port authority. I ask that you not leave. Accommodations have been arranged for you so that we can discuss the future of Amarinth under my rule. Guards, will you kindly show them to their rooms?"

Jouann bowed slightly before being escorted away by a palace guard. The others were less respectful.

"Whew… Uugh… My heart is beating so much. That was so scary." Loraine slumped down onto the throne seat and sighed.

"You did good. Could've used a bit more muscle, but I give it an A for good effort." I threw a thumbs up.

Loraine grabbed my hand and flailed our arms in a tantrum.

"Ahhhhh! How does Kain do it? I'm going to need Kain's help for this… In the meantime, can I ask a favor from you?" Loraine asked.

"Yeah. Anything," I said.

"You might have been instrumental in Sultan Yusef's downfall, but there are a surprising number of people in Amarinth who like you. Of course, it's not ones who were just here on the floor. I mean children, mostly. There's an orphanage near the harbor. Yui's there now. Can you visit them and tell me how the place is doing?"

"Wait… You want me to deal with some ankle-biters? I ain't good with kids…" When I tried to pull away, Loraine's grip on me tightened.

"I read through my uncle's papers. Apparently, the orphanage sent many requests for help that went unanswered. Pleeeaassee? I want to do right as sultana and help my people," she pleaded.

"Tsk… Fine. Doing it for you though. Not for the kids. Kawa, be a good girl and make sure no one hurts Loraine," I ordered.

"Yes, Master!" Kawa transformed into beastling form to say.

On my way to the port, it was weird to see so many people going about their day like normal. Scoth and Jinwa soldiers mingled with Amarinthians like they didn't just invade the city a week ago. Though it probably helped that we kicked the demons out of town for them.

The 'orphanage' was a rundown warehouse on the docks. Paint was peeling off the walls and the roof had holes in it. Despite how shitty it was, ten snot-nosed kids were playing outside with Yui and Frey.

"Those poor children deserve better."

I followed the voice to find Kaoru standing right next to me, watching them play.

"Thought you were going back to Jinwa. Plans on hold?" I asked.

"My ship is set to sail soon, so I've come to say my farewell. The demon whose name I've already forgotten said there is a good chance obelisks will rise in Jinwa. I'll leave a small bulk of my forces to Prince Kain's command and will take the rest back to defend my domain. The next time we see each other, it will be on the battlefield against Ashura," Kaoru said.

I rubbed the back of my head, swallowed my pride, and stuck a hand out to Kaoru. She looked at it funny, then looked at me. There was a small scoff before she clasped my hand and smiled.

"You, uh… You ain't so bad," I said.

"You as well, Micchi." Kaoru nodded, then returned to watching the orphans.

A minute went by and Kaoru was still here.

"What are you waiting for?" I broke the silence to ask.

Kaoru placed a hand to her chin. "I was thinking about adopting the orphan boys and bringing them back with me."

"Oi. Get the fuck outta here."

She sighed. "Fine."

After shooing Kaoru away, I walked up to the courtyard to meet the kids.

"Oh! Anego, you came!" Yui waved, and the kid she was giving a piggyback ride to also waved at me. "Guys, this is Micchi! Come say hi!"

"Wait—"

The group of ten children swarmed me in seconds.

"You're the Lannarkis Champion!"

"Wow, your hair is so yellow!"

"You guys been out here this whole time?" I asked Yui and Frey.

"Yui has. I got here a little before you did. It sounds like they've been playing out here for a while," Frey explained.

"Look at this!" Yui lifted a beastling toddler that looked like a kitten by the shoulders. "He's soooo cute! Don't you just wanna hold 'em?"

"Don't go treating them like pets…"

I'd rather be anywhere else, to be honest. Just looking at them was giving me whiplash.

"Why are you wearing bandages?" One dark elven boy tugged on my sarashi.

"Don't pull on that, kid. It ain't bandages. It binds my chest so they don't bounce around when I fight," I explained.

They erupted with a unified, "Oohh."

"How come Yui doesn't wear one?" a beastling girl asked.

"Hey, I'm still growing!" Yui poked playfully at the girl's forehead.

Aside from the shitty living conditions, they looked fine to me.

"Hmph. It doesn't look very comfortable to wear," the same kid said.

"Neither does your—" I bit my tongue to keep from saying anymore, but each of them quickly realized what I was going to say.

Their scrawny bodies and sad eyes reminded me of myself and Yui when we were small. Alone, abandoned, without anyone to look up to. Maybe that explained why Yui got along with them so easily.

Loraine asked me to check up on them, but she wouldn't be happy to know they were in a dump like this.

"Alright, you brats. It's time for a field trip!" I shouted.

"Eh? But people get angry at us for going into the city… they say we're an eyesore." An elven girl dressed in rags pressed her index fingers together.

I kneeled down in front of her and placed a hand on her messy head.

"You ain't an eyesore. The ones yelling at you are. If you stay here, you go another night hungry. Come with me, and I'll make sure you eat good. Well?"

The girl nodded reluctantly.

"Atta girl." I grinned.

The three of us returned to the city, chaperoning ten orphans. Just like the kid said, people were throwing dirty looks their way. Some of them were so scared, they clung to the back of my jacket to hide.

Kajar was an extravagant city. No doubt about that. However, it seemed the more money a place had, the poorer someone could be.

We came to a stall, selling pork and entire pigs being roasted over magical fire. As soon as the man saw us, his face contorted with disgust.

"Sorry, we don't do charity. You're going to have to look elsewhere," he said.

"I got money." I grabbed him by the shirt, pulling him over the fiery grill counter. "If you don't want my business, how about I take you out of business?"

"Hiiiee! N-No, I won't! These kids must be yours? I'll happily sell you some food! How much would you like? A pound? Two pounds?"

"A whole hog, please!" Yui flicked a couple of gold coins into the stall.

We took our food and started eating right in front of the merchant, making sure everyone saw and knew. There was nothing the troubled man could do.

"W-We can find a nice place to sit and eat! It doesn't have to be here," Frey insisted, noting the many eyes we were attracting.

"Yui and I ain't budging," I said. "This is our comfort zone. Back where we came from, we'd squat outside of convenience stores and give the stink-eye to everyone that passes.

"Dig in while it's hot, kids! Frey, too!" Yui stuffed a handful of meat into Frey's mouth.

One by one, they sat around the pork and ripped into it. Yui helped them, tearing pieces into smaller portions for them to eat. Their eyes began to water like the glistening pork skin, stuffing their mouths with what must have been ages since a real meal.

"I didn't know meat could taste this good…"

Some of them began to tear up while eating. It even started getting me emotional. I wasn't sure why, but it put my mind at ease knowing they weren't going to starve today.

Once we finished eating, most of the kids were lying down with bulging bellies and greased faces.

"You guys aren't gonna pass out yet, are you?" Yui asked, picking one up onto her back. "After a full meal, there's one place we gotta go!'

"Where's that?"

"To bed?"

Leaving the bones lying on the road, we went to hit up a bathhouse. There were plenty of those in Kajar. We barged right into an establishment against the protests of the owners.

"Stop! Stop, I say! I will call the guards!" a haughty elven man growled.

"Call 'em. Make sure you bring an army," I said, flicking some coins at him.

The first bathing area we entered was occupied by many people. Their eyes went wide, seeing us come in.

"A bath! Really?" the dark elf boy who was playing with my sarashi earlier rushed in.

"Not so fast." I picked him up by the scruff of his neck collar. "Bad manners going in with clothes on."

The people who were already in here either scooted to the very back of the pools or left entirely. Some made dirty faces at the filthy children we brought in. We undressed and took over the vacated pools.

"Fuuuu~ This is bliss on my remaining seven lives," Frey said, sinking half her head into the steaming waters. Several of the kids by her side mimicked her and shut their eyes to savor the warmth.

Yui busied herself, washing and rinsing one kid's hair. A small line had formed to be spoiled with the same treatment. Meanwhile, I leaned back to watch steam rising to the ceiling. Water splashed near me, and I glanced over to find the same dark elf kid bobbing up and down at my side. It looked like he had something to say.

"What's up, kid? Spit it out," I said.

"Uhm… I wanted to ask… How come you're so nice to us? I don't remember us doing anything to deserve it. D-Don't get me wrong! I really appreciate it! I'm really thankful. But… people have been looking the other way with us until you three came along…"

Why, huh?

"Kid, I don't know either. Maybe I just don't like seeing you guys looking and smelling like shit. You're fine now though." I placed a hand on his head and dunked him into the water.

He resurfaced with a pout.

"Oh, I noticed you and Yui have paintings on your back. What are they?" the boy asked.

"You mean the tattoos? Yui's got a storm. I got a tsunami. It's supposed to be from—" I stopped short and swallowed my answer as a tear rolled down my cheek. "From someone who took care of us when we were kids."

Maybe he noticed that it was a sensitive topic, but he didn't pry with any more questions.

Chika and Anya had taken care of us like what we were doing right now for these brats. Did Anego look after us on a whim, too? Just because we were pathetic little kids at the time?

I glanced over to Yui, who was dunking the children in turn. They were all having fun, and it reminded me of Anya doing it to us in her bath.

By the time we finished bathing, it was getting late. On the way back to the orphanage, however, it became clear that they didn't want us to leave.

"We don't want you to go!"

"Will you come back and visit?"

The longer they tugged on my hands and jacket, the harder it became to leave them. In the corner of my eyes, I caught sight of a clothing trader. Yui, Frey, and I herded them over to buy new clothes. Every single one of them could have passed for a normal kid in their new digs.

Next week or even next month, they might go back to their same disheveled selves from earlier today.

"Listen up, rascals. There's no telling what happens tomorrow. Hell, no telling what happens an hour from now. I know you want us to hold your hands forever, but the only ones you can really count on are yourselves. Look each other in the eyes, not those bastards who look at you dirty. These are your real friends. Start looking out for each other."

The elf boy who's stuck with me this whole time threw his arms around my waist. He buried his teary face into my jacket. The others did the same until I was mobbed and surrounded by them.

Something came over me. I was reminded of Chika again. How much her hug used to mean to me. I got down and brought them in and fought like hell to keep from tearing up, too.

When they were ready to leave, Yui and Frey rounded them up.

"We'll bring them back and have a couple of soldiers stand watch to make sure they sleep easy," Frey said.

"Don't spoil 'em too much or you'll spoil 'em rotten!" I shouted to Yui.

I waited until they were out of sight before heading back to the palace. Loraine was in the throne room, speaking with Kain and several dignitaries. Princey-boy regarded me with a nod and a smile, then excused himself to go back to work.

"What was that all about?" I asked Loraine.

"Negotiations on Amarinth's future as a member of the UKD. More importantly, how was your day?" Loraine questioned in return, her keen eyes telling me she knew plenty already.

"You sent me to those kids on purpose, didn't you?"

Loraine turned the other cheek and smiled. "I'm not sure what you're talking about~"

"Thanks," I said. "They gave me some perspective about my past. Helped me realize what I really want from Chika."

"Oh, what's that?" she asked.

I clenched my fist.

"It was never about getting back at her. Never about thanking her for helping me and Yui, or taking revenge for leaving us. I want her to know I'm older now, and I can stand on my own two feet. I want to show her… that we can finally take care of ourselves."


Chapter 19 - Battle Against Seductresses!

A whole bunch of us were meeting in the palace throne room, mulling over what to do next. Even though we beat the shit out of Yusef and swiped his turf, Amarinth wasn't going to just bend over. Loraine didn't say a word and watched as splintered factions of Amarinth's nobility argued at the foot of the throne. Kain and military officers from both Jinwa and Scoth stood across from them, also arguing amongst themselves.

"This discussion isn't getting anywhere," Prince Kain finally said what everyone was thinking. "We need to press our forces into Mou'nan while Queen Ririko is still unaware of Sultan Yusef's defeat. Waiting too long will waste our element of surprise."

Jouann, the pretty boy elected to be speaker of Amarinth's newly established council, emerged from the crowd to protest.

"Prince Kain, I understand the need to end this war swiftly before dealing with the demons. However, understand that Amarinth had little resources going into this war to begin with. The former sultan stretched our food stores thin. Many cities might not even have enough to last the winter. We must concentrate our efforts against the greater threat while we may still fight."

When I glanced over to Loraine, her hands were folded in front of her mouth in thought. They had a tough choice ahead of them. Move their armies to fight Ririko and starve, or move their armies to fight the demons and also starve.

Someone rushed into the throne room and dropped to all fours. He was a Scoth soldier, gasping for air as sweat dripped down his forehead. Palace guards helped the guy up and offered a shoulder each to bring him closer. All eyes in the throne chamber fell to him.

"Easy. Catch your breath and drink some water first," Kain said, bringing his own canteen up to the soldier's cracked lips.

"I… I bring news from Chieftain Breila and the Kazaar front! Commander Anya has been captured by Mou'nan forces," he said.

"Anya?" I inched forward and clenched my fists. "No fucking way."

"The former viceroy of Ash'tar?" Jouann raised a brow.

"It was… an ambush… They hit us from everywhere at once so fast with such powerful magic…"

"Anego," Yui whispered. "No way Anya got done in by small fries. It's gotta be that caked-up bitch or Chika."

I thought the same. The first time we fought, Ririko was strong enough to beat back me and Anya together.

"That towering freak show… Guess we gotta go save her." I sighed.

"Lady Loraine—" Kain stepped closer to the throne only for the Amarinth Council to block him.

"Sultana." Jouann squinted.

"Sultana, we all know how strong Lady Anya is. If there's a force able to defeat her, then it's imperative we move to face this threat now and rescue her," he insisted.

"I got a better idea," I chimed in. "We don't gotta send an army. Just let me and Yui handle this. Rest of you can stay here and figure out your food problems or whatever."

Loraine looked me in the eyes and nodded.

No surprise everyone was skeptical about sending us out there on our own, but we were their best bet. When the meeting ended and people were starting to disperse, Kain caught up to me.

"It could very well be a trap. You're absolutely sure about this?" Kain asked.

"When have I ever let you down?" I grinned, patting him hard on his epaulet.

"Well, if you put it that way… At the very least, I'm sending a small detachment of soldiers to join you. Best of luck," he said.

"Micchi!" Loraine called to me from behind.

Kain excused himself, and Loraine took his place next to me.

"You gonna be okay here?" I asked.

Loraine looked over to Yui and Kawa wrestling on the ground. "Kawa's protecting me, and I'm surrounded by loyal councilors. Or so I hope. I'm more worried about you. It's rare to see you shaken. Hearing about Anya's capture must have been quite the shock."

"That muscle-head is tough, so I ain't worried. Yui and I will be just peachy," I assured her.

Kain, Loraine, and Kawa saw us off at the docks. We boarded a ship with a group of twenty soldiers back to Ramatarj. From there, we loaded up supplies and got going in the direction of Kazaar.

"How long is this ride again?" Yui asked a mounted soldier behind our wagon.

"A day to Kazaar's forest," an elven Scoth cavalrywoman lifted her helmet to answer. "Few days more to reach Yowan. Best get some rest for now. It's a bumpy ride once we hit the forests."

Yui let herself fall backwards. She blew her bangs out of the way and stared up at the cloth tarp over the wagon. Stacked crates of weapons jostled around whenever the wheels ran over a rock or ditch.

"What's the matter, Yui? You bored? Wanna go hit some cactus outside?" I suggested.

"I'm not that bored! Well, I'm pretty bored, but… I'm just thinking about Anya. Hope she's okay," Yui said.

That made two of us.

I laid down next to Yui to join her, but she had already fallen asleep. As soon as I shut my eyes, sleep took me, too.

"What do you think you're doing?"

"We're allies of your Chieftain Breila!"

"Shut up! Put your weapons down and drop to your knees!"

I woke up to a commotion going on outside. When I opened my eyes, Yui's foot was pressed right up against my cheek. She slept sprawled out on top of my legs. How the hell did she manage that?

"Hey, check that one. Sounds like there are people inside," a growling voice ordered.

After shoving Yui off, I scooted towards the back of the wagon. Someone beat me to it. They opened the flap from the outside. The face of a beastman snarled at me.

"Get outta my face, dog breath." I headbutted him away from the wagon and hopped out to a dozen weapons pointed at me.

The twenty soldiers under my command were all on their knees, weapons on the ground, and hands at the back of their heads.

"Commander, you're awake!" the captain of our convoy cried.

"The hell happened?" I asked.

"They're from the Semaris Clan! Chieftain Breila's people! I'm not sure why or how, but it seems like there's magic controlling— ahh!"

A towering beastling knocked the captain to the ground before she could finish her sentence.

"No more outta any of you! And you with the club, throw your weapon away and no one gets hurt. We're taking you prisoners!" he bellowed.

"The only thing I'm putting down is you. Come get some!" I shouted.

Ten of them jumped me at the same time. A spear snapped on my chest, a sword shattered swinging down on my shoulder, and arrows clattered off my back.

"What the…?" The one with the broken spear gawked at the missing metal point, then smashed the shaft over my head.

"I didn't feel shit, but you will." I clocked him over the head with Sacchan.

My blow cratered him into the ground, and an ensuing shockwave knocked everyone off their feet.

The captain lifted her head only to have her jaw drop. "C-Commander, those are our allies!"

"Well, whaddya want me to do instead?" I picked up the feline beastling, who was seeing stars and shook him back to consciousness. "Snap out of it before I beat you up some more."

He groaned. "Ow, my head… what happened?"

"That's my line! The hell are you thinking, attacking your allies? We're UKD. You're Semaris Clan, right?"

"Semaris Clan… That's right! We were attacked by— Uguh!" The beastling seized up. His eyes glowed with a slight shade of pink. In a surprising burst of strength, he wrenched himself free and backed away.

Three winged female demons descended from the canopy. They were half naked and might as well be wearing lingerie. One of them, a red-skinned demon with black sclera, landed behind the beastling and wrapped her arms and wings around him.

"Ara ara~ What do we have here? I had noticed our control over a group of beastlings wavered. We've come to find that you were the one to do this?" the demoness asked.

Scoth and Jinwan soldiers alike swallowed hard, backing away from the demons out of absolute terror.

"They're… succubus…" the captain stammered.

"Suck-a-what?" I threw her a weird look.

"Succubus!" she repeated in exasperation. "Sex demons with magic powerful enough to control our bodies and minds by preying on our most vulnerable memories… The demon lord must really be pulling out all the stops to send succubi at us."

"I don't really get it— Oh! Like those kinds of demons that guys at my school used to always drool over?"

One of the demons appeared behind me and threw her arms around my neck.

"How about I show you what you desire most—"

"Don't touch me." I elbowed the succubus in the gut, grabbed her by the hair, and tossed her back to the other two. "If you're really what you say you are, I don't know where those hands have been."

"You… You'll pay for that!" the demon cried, wiping the blood from her nose.

"Get her, sisters!" the red one shouted.

All three of them flew right for me. I wound Sacchan up to fight when Yui jumped out of the wagon all groggy and yawning into her hand.

"Yui, watch out!" I warned.

"Huh? Is the fun over?" Yui asked.

A succubus embraced Yui from behind. She tensed up. Her eyes brightened to a shade of pink just like the beastlings.

"Hahaha! What a catch. This one is strong! Can you hear me in there, my sweet?" she asked.

"Ehehe…" Yui fell under their control and hugged back, rubbing her cheek against the succubus' stomach. "Anego… is it just me or did you lose your abs?"

"The fuck is that demon showing you? That ain't me! Snap out of it, you idiot!" I yelled.

"Kyaaa~ This terrible demon is threatening me. Please, Yui. Won't you protect me from her?" The red succubus smirked at me.

"Hahh? Is someone screwing with my Anego? I'll beat 'em up. Ora ora! Bring it on, bitch!"

I sighed into my hand.

The succubus trio started cackling like a bunch of hyenas.

"Aww, look at her. Frozen with fear."

"What now? Afraid to hurt your own friend? Despair, human! Like all the rest who cannot lay a hand on those they know!"

"Just give up and fall under our control. We'll let you fight beside your precious friend again!"

Yui pounced at me. I grabbed her by the throat and slammed her into the ground, then raised Sacchan above my head.

"Wakey-wakey, Yui!" I smashed Sacchan down on her with explosive force.

The succubi staggered back with their mouths agape.

"What… She didn't hesitate. Is she a monster?"

"This is out of our depths! We have to warn Lady Lilim!"

They bolted into the canopy and out of sight.

"Oi! Get back here, you bimbos! Tsk… Gone already…" I pulled Yui out of the rubble. She was barely conscious but back to her senses.

"Anego… is that you?" Yui croaked, reaching out to grope my stomach with both hands. "Whew… it is you… Thank goodness you still have your abs…"

"For fuck's sake…" I rolled my eyes and chucked her back into the wagon.

"Commander Micchi, you were incredible! To scare away three succubi like that is nothing short of extraordinary!" the captain gushed.

The beastlings were coming back to consciousness now that the succubus magic on them was gone.

"Let's get these guys back on their feet and get going!" I ordered.

"Yes, Commander!" everyone boomed.

We laid waste to an army of beastlings leading up to Yowan, home of the Semaris Clan. Hopefully, the rest of them weren't mind-controlled, but I wouldn't mind beating up the whole clan if I had to. When we arrived, the gates were closed shut. A rabid group of beastlings were attacking and scaling the wall to get inside. Defenders on top of the wall were firing magic to keep them at bay.

"I'm already down here if you furballs wanna fight!" I shouted.

Most of them turned around. They jumped off the wall, lunging with fangs bared. The soldiers under my command stood their ground until a flash of lightning fried our attackers to a crisp. Yui, who was twirling her nunchucks, came to a grinding halt on her heels and grinned.

One last beastling was left standing. He stumbled toward me and missed with a swipe. A hard kick sent him crashing into the front gates of Yowan.

"We're here! Open up!" I yelled, but the only answer I got was more Semaris beastlings showing up on the walls.

"Believe me, we'd like to." Chieftain Breila poked her head out alongside her people. "But how do we know you aren't mind-controlled by the succubi?"

"Because mind-controlled or not, I can just break through that gate anyway. Open the fuck up! I don't got all day!"

The fox beastling shrunk until only her eyes were visible over the wall. Her warriors also backed away.

"That sounds like Micchi alright… Open the gates!" Breila commanded.

As the gates opened, beastlings poured out to pick up their fallen comrades. We followed them in and were surprised by how much fewer people were around.

"Geez. Everyone just packed their bags and dipped or what?" I searched for some familiar faces from the last time we came but found none.

"We've been getting attacked constantly," Breila said, jumping down from the wall and landing next to us. "By our own. They hit us hard and fast. Pick off a few at a time. Their numbers grow with each passing day because of those damn succubi. It's gotten so bad, we can't even send hunting parties out to gather food!"

"Have you tried hitting 'em back harder?" Yui asked.

"I'm sorry?" The beastling chieftain cocked her head as both ears stiffened up.

Coming up from behind us were the beastlings Yui and I beat the snot out of from the succubus encounter. Their faces were bruised, they walked with a limp, and some were crispy. Breila went wide-eyed.

"That look tells me you recognize 'em as your own," I said.

"I do!" Breila rushed up to them. "You're one of the groups I sent to ask for help from Prince Kain! You fell victim to a succubus? How did you break their control?"

A beastling who could speak nodded. "Sorry, Chieftain… We were caught by that damn trio. Next thing I knew, we were all on the ground and feeling like a carriage ran over us."

Breila pursed her lips and looked at us.

"You're telling me… You broke a succubus charm by… beating them out of it?" she asked.

We shrugged.

"It worked for this knucklehead, too." I grinded a fist into Yui's head.

"Come with me," Breila said.

The Semaris Clan chieftain led us across Yowan to the fighting pits. It wasn't filled with fighters like before. People were trapped inside the holes with large wooden barricades laid over to keep them in. Clawed hands reached out from between the bars and tried to swipe at our feet. There had to be hundreds in total across all of the pits.

My favorite thing about this village got turned into a jail.

"Our shamans haven't been able to break the spell, so this is about all we can do after capturing them. We believe it's the work of an incredibly strong demon known as a Superior Succubus," she explained.

"Ahh… That's a whole lotta people to beat up. It's gonna take me half a day just to knock the sense back in 'em." I shook someone's hand off my ankle and backed away.

"I can zap them all at once!" Yui offered excitedly. She skipped ahead without waiting for Breila's permission, leaping over the many pits and hands trying to grab her. Once at the center of the fighting pits arena, she began flourishing her nunchucks.

Electricity sparked everywhere. A streak of lightning tore a trench in the dirt between me and Breila.

"Are we sure that's not going to just kill my people?" Breila asked.

"I honestly dunno," I answered, scratching my head.

"You don't know?!"

A bright flash of light blinded everyone. Lightning crashed down all around us, most of them striking the fighting pits. I knocked Breila to the ground just before a stray bolt roasted her. The storm had seemingly stopped when we looked up. Yowan villagers hurried to the fighting pits and skidded to an abrupt stop.

Every single one of the pits was smoking and smelled of burnt beef.

"By the gods." Breila's jaw dropped.

"Yui, you could have held back a little!" I scolded her.

"What are you talking about? Everything's fine!" Yui insisted.

A charred hand rose slowly past the wooden cage and gave a thumbs up.

"Chieftain…" The voice came out wheezing and full of pain. "We're okay…"

Another hand from another pit emerged and flipped us the bird.

"Speak… for yourself…" he croaked.

"I want all the shamans and healers to the fighting pits now!" Breila bellowed.

After taking care of Breila's mind-controlled village problem, the chieftain brought us to her war table. A couple of her top people, who were apparently among the cages, joined us when they came to consciousness.

"Aha… Sorry about that." Yui chuckled nervously next to a lioness beastling, whose gold mane had been zapped black and brittle.

"What the hell's been going on? I heard Anya went and got herself captured," I said.

Breila nodded and pointed to a lake not far from here. "That's right. Anya led a platoon of Semaris' greatest warriors and Drox to investigate an obelisk that emerged at a village here. They never came back. I know Anya is as powerful as you are, so it spells trouble if she had fallen under the succubi's control."

There had to be more to it, right? Some bat bitch couldn't bring Anya down that easily.

"Well, you got one thing wrong. I'm helluva lot stronger than Anya, and I ain't scared of a couple of bimbos. If we're going to attack though, then we gotta do it together. They probably got an army of their own."

"Agreed. There are small tribes scattered across Kazaar. We should attack now before they have a chance to seize control of them to bolster their numbers," Breila said.

We gathered everyone who could still fight and set off right away. It was only four hundred strong, including the forces I brought. Not a very good number. Especially with how outnumbered we were…

"You feeling that, Yui?" I asked as we made our way to the lake.

"Ueehh… You mean the smell? How can I not? It's like the rabbit pens back in elementary school all over again." Yui pinched her nose shut.

Breila and her people no doubt already realized it, too. Snarling beastlings and demons followed after us from the trees, behind bushes, and everywhere possible. If they weren't attacking yet, then the succubi must have ordered them to let us through.

We crossed the trees and into a clearing where a fishing village sat at the edge of the water. Behind it was an obsidian obelisk. Hundreds of demons and charmed beastlings waited with weapons in hand. More were behind us, too.

"My, my. If it isn't the ones who defeated Dogra." A female demon's voice echoed from everywhere at once. "That big oaf relied too much on his brute strength and lost. Maybe he should have used his brain for once, but I suppose it's much too late now."

A succubus landed in front of the army of mind-controlled horde, joined by the other three succubi from before. This one, however, her wingspan was a lot wider. She had gray skin, painted red nails, and was devilishly hot.

"That's her, Lady Lilim!" one of the girls cried. "She broke our hold over the thralls just by hitting them!"

"Did she? Oh, you fools. It's quite clear that she can cast magic. She must have connected with some sort of dispel or anti-magic on contact," Lilim said.

"Is that true?" Breila whispered to me.

"I don't got a clue what she's saying." I shrugged, then pointed Sacchan at the succubus. "You, batwoman. Where's Anya?"

"Wouldn't you like to know?" She giggled.

"Yankee diplomacy it is!" Yui zipped ahead with her nunchucks.

The impact created a shockwave that blew dust and dirt all over the place. However, Yui didn't hit any of the succubi. Lilim and the others stood their ground unfazed, because Anya had blocked the attack. She threw a punch and sent Yui crashing into my arms.

"Yo, Micchi, Yui. Hope you don't mind me crashing the party." Anya smirked.

"This one is just so strong it makes me wet~" Lilim said, embracing Anya from behind. "Her mind is so vulnerable. Giving her a glimpse of what she wants brought her right under my control. Ahaha!"

"Anya, you dumbass. Why the hell did you go and get yourself caught?" I shouted.

Before I realized it, Anya was right on top of us. I shoved Yui out of the way to block her bone-shattering punch with Sacchan. A battle unfolded right away. Demons and mind-controlled beastlings jumped out from behind us.

"What's gotten into you, Micchi? Can't you see that's Chika? I ain't letting you hurt her!" Anya growled.

"What part of that bimbo over there looks like Chika? Her tits are bigger than your head!"

I backed away from an uppercut and brought a barrier of ice between us. Anya bulldozed through it. We were about to collide until Yui zapped her away.

"Lemme fight Anya! You get the succubitches!" Yui exclaimed.

Seizing the opening Yui made for me, I charged for the four succubi who looked like they couldn't be bothered. An army of thralls threw themselves over me.

"As if this is gonna stop me!" I batted a flying imp into them. It knocked one succubus out. The other three stared at their downed companion and gaped.

Some of the mind-controlled beastlings were snapping out of it. Their confusion only lasted a few seconds until the succubus came back to consciousness and fell right back under her charm.

"Get her, thralls!" Lilim ordered.

"You keep 'em coming! It's just more fun for me!" I bum-rushed them only to be ganged up again.

"With you, Micchi!" Chieftain Breila body-checked her own people, knocking them to the ground with her swiftness.

Together, we rushed the succubi together until a giant wolfman tackled Breila down.

"Kuh— Drox! It's me, your chieftain! Don't you recognize… eh? Aahh! Drox, stop!" Breila cried, flustering as her right hand man started licking her cheeks.

"Hey, hey… Find a room if you're gonna do this." I sighed.

"It… It's not like I have a choice, but I'd prefer if he were in his right mind!"

I was about to grab Drox off her, but Lilim appeared behind me. Her cool hands wrapped around my chest.

Everything turned upside down. My vision became blurry first, then it went pitch black.

"Relax, my sweet. Open your heart to me. Let me show you what you desire most," Lilim's voice echoed between my ears.

The world took shape again. I stood on the bridge of a riverbank back in Tokyo. Water rushed past underneath. The bright sun shone down on me with a warm glow.

"Over here, Micchi!" Chika called out to me from the other side of the bridge with her arms outstretched.

"Chika?" I asked, emotion swelling up in my chest.

"I've been gone for some time, haven't I? Don't worry, I'm here now," she said.

I swallowed my hesitation and ran toward her.

"Chika… you fucking BITCH!" I balled up a fist and slugged her across the face.

The city and Chika melted away, and I was back in the forest with a battle raging around me.

"Lady Lilim!" The three succubi raced past me to help their master, who was shaking with anger.

"What… What kind of fool are you to punch someone you hold dear to your heart?!" Lilim snarled, hand pressed to the bruised side of her face.

"What are you bitching about? Where I come from, that's how we show love." I smashed a fist into my palm.

"Well, that's weirdly fucked up! You're fucked up!"

They backed away as I stepped forward.

"You can thank my parents for that." I sneered, raising ice to capture their feet when they tried to fly away.

Yui suddenly rolled up to my feet, gasping for breath.

"Anego, what's taking so long? I changed my mind. You can take Anya!" She pouted.

"Stay away from Chika!" Anya stampeded like a herd of rampaging bulls.

"It's time to wake up, Anya!" I charged Sacchan up with focused elemental power and clobbered Lilim over the head.

The blast shattered Lilim's horns and knocked everyone off their feet.

As mind-controlled beastlings snapped back to their senses, they quickly turned their weapons on the demons and forced them to retreat into the obelisk. As for Anya, she was clutching her aching head.

"Fuck me, I guess. Had a nice little dream about going on a date with Chika, then you little twerps came to ruin it." Anya stuck her hands out to pull me and Yui back on our feet.

"Ora, ora! Anya, you dummy! Why'd you go and let yourself get got like that?" Yui asked, driving punch after punch into her stomach.

"These bitches were working with Riri… Embarrassed to say it, but Riri actually got the jump on me." She rubbed the back of her head out of shame.

After a quick look around, it seemed the chaos had pretty much vanished. The obelisk was sinking back into the ground. Breila and Drox sat at a distance from each other, both red in the face. The four succubi were lying in a pile on top of each other, eyes spinning and knocked the fuck out.

I picked up the one named Lilim by her tail.

"You can pass out later. I got questions for you," I said, slapping her awake.

Lilim came to consciousness slowly. Her eyes snapped open upon seeing me, but it wasn't full of fear.

"Yes, my all-powerful master! Anything for you!" Lilim exclaimed, breathing heavily and with a love-struck gaze.

"Ugh." I dropped Lilim back down and groaned. "Maybe I hit her in the head a little too hard."

Beating the succubi freed the rest of Semaris Clan who were still under their control. Not like they had a choice. It was that or our fists. With the demons and obelisk gone, Chieftain Breila and her people were safe for now. But no telling if another one might pop up later.

In the meantime, we got back to Yowan so the beastling army could lick their wounds.

"How the hell did you go and get yourself caught by these bimbos?" Yui chided Anya, who had sat in front of the hearth with a bottle of wine the second we arrived.

"Aarghh… Lay off me. I fucked up, alright? Riri and those damn succubi came outta nowhere. They hit faster than I realized. We didn't even see 'em coming." Anya chugged her frustration away, but there was something deeper bothering her. It was easy to tell by her knee bobbing up and down and the other hand clutching the side of her face.

For now, Breila wanted to give her army a breather. We still had another hit to make. Grishant. To take out Ririko so that we could focus on the demons without worrying about getting hit from behind.

"Hey, Batwhore." I glanced down at Lilim, who was on all fours as my seat. "Is Ririko really on the side of you demons? How'd that happen?"

"I'm not privy to the finer details, but the queen of Mou'nan came to us herself. We were simply told that she was our ally and to obey her commands," Lilim explained.

"The one who told you, was it Chika?"

Anya's restless leg stopped moving, and Yui turned our way.

The demoness nodded. "Yes, for she is our lord. Oh, but you are my master now! I will serve you until the end of my days!"

"Alright, you can shut up already." I yanked her wagging tail.

"Aahhh~!"

"It's too loud in here. I'm gonna go take a walk." Anya headed for the door.

"Wait, Anya!" Yui chased after her but flinched when the door slammed shut, so she came back sulking. "Anego, something's not right with Anya. She's never been this brooding before. That's a you and Kaoru thing."

That big oaf was probably still hung up on Chika—

"Wait. Me thing?" I squinted at Yui.

"Yeah. You've been lost in thought a lot lately. Don't get me wrong. I've been thinking, too! It started when we saw Chika again after so long," Yui said.

I grabbed Lilim by the horn to make her face me. "What'd you show Anya?"

"I really don't know! Our magic places you in a walking, dream-like state, but we can't control what you dream about. All we can do is enter and catch a glimpse," Lilim explained.

Then whatever Anya ended up seeing was probably what's bothering her. I got off Lilim, much to her disappointment.

"Yui, watch the mutt. I'm gonna go find Anya," I said on my way out.

Yowan recovered pretty quickly. They were tough beastlings. Animals after my own heart. I noticed Breila carrying lumber to repair the fortifications on their walls. She stopped when she saw me.

"Oh, Micchi! My forces will be ready to move against Grishant by tomorrow morning. I hope the succubus you held captive isn't giving you too much trouble?" Breila asked.

"Ain't much trouble. Where's Drox? Figured you two would be joined at the hips right now," I remarked jokingly.

"J-J-Joined…?" She squeaked and went red in the face. The lumber slipped from her shoulder, crashing to the ground.

"Alright, switching topics… You seen Anya? Should have bolted out of the cabin just a minute ago."

"Ahh… aha… Anya, right! I saw her heading out to the creek!"

I made myself scarce and left the village in the direction of the creek. Like Breila said, Anya was there alright. Her back was turned to me. She chugged the rest of the bottle and tossed it away. The glass shattered against a tree.

"Anya—" I reached out and got my hand slapped away.

"I wanted some peace and quiet, so you followed me out?" Anya sighed.

"The fuck is wrong with you? Even Yui's worried, and she's the one always upbeat about things."

Anya walked to the edge of the water and looked down at her own reflection.

"I just… I don't know. I dunno, man. When the succubus put me under her spell and made me see Chika, I couldn't do a damn thing to break it. I know it was all fake. It wasn't really Chika, but now it got me thinking. If I see her for real next time, can I really do it?"

"Do what?" I asked.

"Fight, obviously!"

"You didn't have a problem the first time. What's got your balls shriveled up now?"

Anya sat down. Her hands brushed against the dirt until she found a rock. She chucked it across the creek, watching it skip over the waters to the other side.

"We went on a date," Anya said. "You know, food, movies, and a walk in the park? The whole shebang. I was happy. Then I woke up from that dream and was back in this world."

"Mine was a hug." I dropped down to sit next to her.

She laughed. "And you punched the shit out of her."

I laughed, too. It was a weight off our shoulders. The first time Chika showed up, I froze and Yui got seriously hurt. That wasn't going to happen again as long as I was standing.

"For how much I've been getting stronger, it feels like Chika is still so far away. I'm probably still way too weak compared to her. I sometimes end up thinking that maybe it's because I got people I care about holding me back." I searched the dirt for a rock to toss but couldn't find one.

"You mean like Loraine, Kawa, and Yui? Micchi, buddy. Having people to protect doesn't make you weak. After all, Chika had you two." Anya flicked a rock into my lap.

I tossed the rock and whiffed it. The thing flew across the creek inches above the water before embedding into the bank on the other side.

"You gave me a shitty rock," I grumbled.

While laughing her ass off, Anya got up, and we headed back to Yowan together.


Chapter 20 - The Blizzard Comes

We spent the next few days marching to Grishant, battling stray demons along the way and saving villages captured by them. Their numbers were increasing the farther we traveled. It started with small groups. Now whole damn platoons threw themselves at us.

"Damn. They're like ants. How many are they gonna send to fight us?" I growled, stepping over an unconscious demon and yanking the chain around Lilim.

"Sathorayne is an entire continent, Master! We demons have been building our forces for centuries anticipating this day. We are vast and varied. It's been our plan to whittle civilization bit by bit for years," Lilim said.

"It's a lot more than at Kajar, that's for sure. But I wanna fight someone stronger already! Where's Ririko?" Yui complained.

"You sure you wanna take her on? If you lose, she'll put makeup on you."

Yui shuddered and lost all confidence. "O-Oh… right…"

A couple of beastlings rode in on the back of wolves. One of them was Breila. Her face was caked in sweat. Splotches of blood stained her fur and claws.

"Grishant isn't much farther, but we have a problem ahead. This road leads through a canyon. Perfect place for an ambush. What do we do? Circle back and go around?" Breila asked.

"Go straight through it. What are they gonna do? Send more for us to take down?" I smirked, gesturing to the beaten ones that littered the ground behind us.

"Are you sure you don't want to think about this? If they set a trap and ambush us—"

"If you wanna stay here, be my guest. We'll finish this war with or without you. No skin off our backs." I whistled sharply to the others who would follow me.

Yui, Anya, and I made our way up to the canyon pass. Breila ordered her army forward, too. I could just see Grishant's peak from here. Once we finished up, we could finally take the fight to Chika.

The pass was fairly wide. A river probably ran through here ages ago. Taking the other route, the same one Anya and I had taken last time, was too narrow for a big army. It would take way too much time to move us all.

Sheer cliffs ran up the side of the canyon. I scanned the top for any signs of enemies, but there was nothing. Just the wind and a single, gnarled tree jutting out from the rocks.

Then a couple of stones clattered down and rolled up to my feet.

Explosions rocked the canyon to the left and right. A rockslide of giant boulders came tumbling down. Anya picked me and Yui up and bolted ahead with Lilim dragging behind. She tripped on something, and all of us went tumbling.

The rockslide had separated us from Breila's army, including our soldiers from Scoth and Jinwa.

"Shit," I muttered, then rushed up to the giant blockade of earth in our way. "Breila! You guys good?"

"Barely! No one's hurt, but clearing all this might be a problem!" Breila shouted back.

"I got a better idea. You guys move back, and I'll pummel a way through—"

"Anego, watch out!" Yui yelled.

I jumped back as pillars of ice crashed down where I was just standing. Sitting at the top of one of the columns shaped into a throne seat was Ririko, resting her cheek on a fist and watching us.

"Hello, hello! It's like destiny for us to keep meeting each other again like this! It looks like one of the demons that was supposed to be on my side betrayed me though." Ririko waved from above.

"I have a new master now—"

Ririko snapped her finger and encased Lilim in a block of ice.

"Bitch, get down here so I can kick your ass!" I shouted.

"I'm gonna get you back for that cheapshot earlier, Riri!" Anya shook a clenched fist at her.

"Oh, phooey. All you want to do is fight, but who am I to deny you that? If it's a fight you want, then a fight you'll get." She snapped her fingers again.

Hordes of demons appeared at the upper edges of the canyon. The ground rumbled. Obelisks erupted to block the other way, enclosing us in a makeshift arena within the canyon. Demons poured from them like a tsunami. Judging by the commotion on the other side of the rockslide, a brawl was already in full swing.

Ririko jumped off the pillar and stopped several feet from the ground. Fluttering wings of ice kept her aloft. She breathed a misty breath onto her fingers, causing ice to coalesce on her already long nails into blades.

"Nice makeover. Ain't gonna matter when I run your face into the mud," I said, pointing a fiery Sacchan at her. "Anya, Yui! You guys take care of the small fry. Leave Ririko to me!"

Cackling like a maniac, the ice bitch rocketed towards me. I took a swing and missed. Ririko circled around and carved into my back. The impact knocked me down, and ice froze my hands and feet to the ground.

When I looked up, the pillar of ice she had been sitting on was falling. Lightning surged past me and shattered the entire column into ice cubes. Yui nodded to me.

Right. When we were all together, we had each other's backs. Having people to protect didn't make me weak. It made me stronger so that I could protect them.

"I'm coming to back you up, Anego!" As Yui came running to me, a circle of light formed beneath her feet and bathed her in purplish light. Chains fired out to bind her limbs. I didn't know what it was, but my instincts told me only bad news.

"Yui! Get outta that!" I barreled through demons to get to her.

"Caught like a rat in a trap." Ririko grinned.

Unable to break free, Yui looked at me full of fear. Like all the times she walked back home as a kid.

"Anego—"

"I gotcha, Yui!" Anya jumped into the circle to tear off the chains, then pushed her out as the light blinded me.

When my vision adjusted, Anya was gone. Yui was lying on the ground, staring speechlessly at where she had been trapped just a second ago.

"Anya? Anya!" Yui tearfully shrieked, clutching the dirt in front of her.

"Ririko, you fucking cunt! What did you do to Anya?!" I shouted. Elements violently flicked off Sacchan and my body. Demons who got too close were thrown against the side of the canyon, charred black from being burnt.

Ririko clicked her tongue. "Chika wanted Yui, but I guess she'll have to settle for Anya. Sorry I can't stay and chat, Micchi. We've got something in store for you at Grishant, so you have fun here. Toodles for—"

Fire wrapped around my body. The next thing I knew, Sacchan connected with Ririko. She crashed like a bullet shot into the dirt. I landed next to Yui to check if she was okay. She wasn't. Tears ran down her face like waterfalls.

When the dust cleared, Ririko was on her feet and dusting herself off. I left Yui's side to face her.

"Fuck your cliche of escaping. It ain't happening this time. You and me. One on one… We're finishing this here and now! Blizzard of Hokkaido, Ririko Minami, I'll write your fucking obituary and it's gonna be filled with you begging for mercy!"

Ririko started laughing. Puffs of cold air escaped her lips and formed a hailstorm above our heads. The ice gathered on her body like a suit of armor.

"Okay, okay… Fine! No more running. When I beat you, I'll bring you and Yui to that bitch on a gold fucking platter. Kaminari, Micchi Tokiwa, no amount of makeup in the world is going to pretty you up when I'm done with you!"


Chapter 21 - The Cold Mask of Makeup

Some people were just cruel for the sake of being cruel. I hated it so much that I didn't want to exist anymore. Why did I have to be on the receiving end of it? Just because I wasn't pretty like those sluts? I thought my whole life would be at the mercy of others, until a special someone showed me that I could change. That I didn't have to take it.

After all, I became proof of that at Ise Girls' Academy.

Throughout elementary and junior high, I was often among the ones ranked most unattractive. The only saving grace that kept me sane was that my name didn't show up at the very bottom. It was always some other girl. Fat, face full of pimples, and a loner.

I was none of that. I was just beyond average, but in the more attractive and popular girls' minds, I might as well be the worst. My hair was wiry and didn't have any volume to grow it out nicely. My eyes were a little smaller compared to the average person, and my prescription glasses were thick to make up for my poor vision.

Just those meager characteristics made me a prime target for bullying.

Today, just like any other day, I was trying to look as unassuming as possible on my way to class.

"Riko!"

I turned around only to have someone snatch the glasses right off my face. The girl skipped ahead while another shoulder checked me, knocking the notebooks out of my hands. Other students walking by lowered their heads or pretended not to notice so they wouldn't be next.

"Please… Can I have my glasses back?" I quietly asked, sounding as meek as possible in a vain hope to draw pity.

Without them, even the person in front of me was blurry. I could make out distinguishable shapes and colors to tell what things were, but the finer details were lost to me. The pair of girls giggled mischievously.

"I have an idea. I'll put it right here and you try to find it, okay?" The girl that took them placed it on the floor ahead of me.

Fearful of tripping or stepping on them, I knelt down to feel for my glasses. Relief welled up in my chest as I saw the vague shape ahead, then someone's shoe crunched down on them.

"Ahaha! Holy shit, Maiko. You're so savage."

"Oops. Sorry, Riko. Wasn't watching where I was going. Maybe don't accidentally drop your glasses next time, but hey, you look better without them. Let's go, Chi. Class is about to start," Maiko said, turning to leave with her friend.

"Dumb bitches." I sighed with relief as soon as they were out of earshot to hear it.

The first bell rang, but I lost all motivation to go to class. Instead, I picked up the pieces of my broken glasses, headed for the bathroom, and locked myself in a stall. Thankfully, this was my decoy pair bought cheaply from a convenience store. I poured the pieces into a tiny plastic bag, then put on my real prescription glasses.

This had been going on for some time now, and they hadn't caught on. How stupid were they? It ate into my allowance, but losing my prescription glasses would have been worse.

I was about to leave until a group of chattering girls entered the bathroom. They parked themselves in front of the sinks. Fear rooted me back to the toilet. If I left now, they were definitely going to screw with me.

"Ahh, man. Takashi won't stop texting me. I don't wanna go out with him anymore. I wanna go out with Shin! Someone take him off my hands, please!"

"That's your mess to untangle. Don't rope us into it."

It sounded like they were putting on makeup. At a time like this? Class was about to start. Just get out of here already! They were just more like bitches Maiko and Chie. Dolled up mannequins for other people to look at. What was so fun about looking pretty when you're faker than plastic?

The second bell rang.

"Ladies, I can hear you in there!" a teacher shouted into the bathroom. "Class is starting. Hurry up!"

"Tch. Alright, we're on our way out!"

The group of girls quickly packed their things and hightailed it. Finally. I was going to be late, but at least I wouldn't lose another pair of glasses.

When I peeked out, the bathroom had been abandoned. Sitting on the edge of the sink was a brush and a thin, rectangular box that looked like a painting palette at first glance. There were circles of varying colors in it to make a rainbow.

I'd seen these before. It was an eyeshadow palette. Curiosity got the better of me. I took the brush and applied it to my upper eyelid, coating it in a gentle pink color.

"They were painting themselves? That's so stupid," I muttered to myself.

"I don't think it's stupid."

My heart stopped beating.

A girl was standing at the entrance. She wore her skirt a little high to show off shapely thighs, the top two buttons of her uniform were unbuttoned, and her painted nails had unique plastic decorations. Her hair was a shoulder-length bob with slanted bangs that covered her right eye. The left eye that was showing had the same color eyeshadow on the brush. A gentle pink.

"I-I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to use your makeup!" I ran away without turning, hoping that she wouldn't catch up and bully me if I made it to class.

Throughout the rest of the school day, my chest pounded like drums. I kept an eye out for that girl in case she tried to ambush me for using her makeup. During lunch, I even hid in a rarely used bathroom to eat my bento. By the end of the day, however, nothing happened.

Maybe I was overthinking things. Why the hell would she even remember my—

"You the girl who used my eyeshadow, right?" someone behind me asked.

I froze up. It was the same one from the bathroom. A thousand different scenarios flitted through my mind. Groveling on the ground, making up an excuse, or trying to run for the school gate where a teacher was surely around.

Even if I did escape, it wouldn't stop her from finding me tomorrow. I did the only thing I knew to do. I turned around with my head bowing and begged.

"Please, don't hurt me! If you want to, can I at least put my glasses away first?" I asked.

"What? Girl, I'm not gonna hurt you! Chill," she said.

"You… aren't?"

A hand entered my field of vision while I was still bowing. I saw all the pretty decorations on her nails, filling me full of envy.

Maybe since I took too long, she grabbed my hand instead.

"Seriously, I'm not gonna hurt you. I'm Eri. You?"

"Riko," I answered timidly.

"Riri, then. It's cuter. I know we only just met, but what do you say we go to my place? Let me finish the rest of your makeup. It won't look as nice with just one eye having eyeshadow," Eri said, pointing to the only eye I put eyeshadow on.

It had completely slipped my mind I still had it, but did I hear that right? Eri wanted to hang out with me? This had to be a trick. No way. Not with someone like me.

"I-I don't know… We only just met and aren't your friends waiting for you?" I asked.

"They're going to watch a horror movie of all things. I'm not interested. Come on!" Eri tightened her grip on my hand. She didn't let go until we got to her house. A quaint, two-story place among hundreds in this neighborhood.

Everything happened so fast, I didn't even register that I was at a popular girl's house until Eri sat me down in her room. A picture-perfect bedroom of a teenage fashionista, furnished with a vanity desk and closet bursting with clothes. Despite how many friends she probably had, only a single picture frame sat on a shelf behind her bed. It was of a slightly younger Eri, who appeared nothing like she does now, and two other delinquent-looking girls.

"Junior high. Cool people, shitty place. Parents made me move, but I guess it isn't all bad up here. Come on, sit down and I'll finish up the makeup for you." Eri patted a seat in front of her.

I still remembered how I looked when Eri finished and urged me to check myself out in the mirror.

"Oh, I like this look. Might've outdone myself." Eri nodded to herself.

Most of my hair had been straightened out and tied to a bun behind my head. A cluster of curls framed my face. Makeup had been applied to make my cheeks appear fuller, eyeshadow to bring out the color of my deep brown eyes, and light lipstick to redden my lips.

"Is this really… me? Just some makeup did this?" I asked in disbelief.

"Hold on." Eri reached for my glasses, causing me to flinch out of instinct. She smiled reassuringly. Somehow, I felt like I could trust her, so I let it happen when she reached for them again to pull off and set aside.

Everything became blurry again, but I wasn't scared.

"Uhm… What now?" I asked.

"Say cheese!"

A camera shutter went off. Eri put my glasses back on for me, then showed me the picture she took on her phone. It was me without glasses. I looked so pretty in the makeup, too.

Tears rolled down my cheeks, ruining the makeup Eri had done for me.

"Aw, shit. What did I do? Should I have not taken the picture? I'm sorry, Riri!" Eri apologized.

"It's not that." I shook my head. "I just didn't know I could look so nice… If I looked like that all the time, then I probably wouldn't get picked on."

Eri sighed. She put her phone away to help wipe the tears from my face, consequently removing the makeup in the process.

"What are you saying? You always looked nice. The makeup just made you nicer. Hey, wanna try some of my clothes? I bet you'd be smoking hot with some of them on," Eri said.

We spent the entire day trying on different outfits and combinations. Eri had me wear things I'd never consider putting on, like crop tops and skin-tight jeans.

For once, I felt happy.

"Hey, tomorrow we should paint your nails. I noticed you were staring at mine earlier. Any color or design you got in mind?" Eri flipped through a fashion magazine on her bed.

"I'm fine with anything, but… Eri, why me?" I asked.

"What are you asking?" She sat up in bed to look me in the eyes, seeming genuinely confused about my question.

"I mean… I'm just a nobody. Up until after school, we didn't know each other. I actually thought you were going to bully me. Or that maybe at the end of this, you're going to play some elaborate dirty trick… Please don't hate me for saying this, but even now I still feel like you might be scheming something…"

Eri sucked in a deep breath through her nose, then hopped off the bed. She pulled out a yearbook from her bookshelf and beckoned me over. The yearbook was on a page full of portraits of elementary school students.

"Can you tell which one is me? No, right? Here. The boring girl who looks like Edna Mode from the Incredibles. Can't even see my eyes because of the stupid camera flash. Bet you can imagine how my school life went. Not much different than yours," Eri explained.

"You mean you were bullied, too?" I hesitated to ask.

"Believe it! I cracked in sixth grade. Beat the ugly into my bullies and got sent to a school in Tokyo called Motonari. Tough as nails kind of place with delinquents ready to bloody your face with their fist. It's where that picture is from. After my first year, my folks moved us up here to Hokkaido," she explained.

Motonari. That school was regarded by a lot of people as a shit hole. Delinquents from all over Japan were thrown there as a glorified daycare. For Eri to have attended even one year of Motonari…

The yearbook slammed shut, and Eri returned it to the bookshelf.

"You asked me why you?" Eri stood up and walked over to the vanity mirror where she began wiping off her makeup with a facial wipe. "It's because you said makeup was stupid. Makeup saved my life. Gave me a second chance after Motonari. You got a little more confident when I showed you how pretty you looked with makeup, right? But your first thought was that other girls wouldn't bully you anymore. Never wear makeup for someone else. Don't give them that satisfaction. Wear it only for yourself."

When Eri turned around, I gasped so harshly that I choked on my own spit. A three inch scar ran down the side of her right cheek. It had long healed, but just looking at it was giving me phantom pain.

"Did you get that… in Motonari?" I asked.

"I did. It's ugly. It's a constant reminder of the mistake I made letting someone else's stupid opinion about me get the better of me. If I didn't lose it and beat up those kids back in sixth grade… I never would have ended up in Motonari and gotten this." Eri clenched her fists.

Something came over me. I rose to my feet and pressed a hand to Eri's cheek with the scar. She leaned into the touch, and we gazed deeply into each other's eyes. The scar didn't make her look any less pretty to me.

Before I realized it, the two of us were on her bed and kissing. It was my first kiss. We had only known each other for half a day, but that was all the time it took for her to save my life.

And apparently, I had only learned this much later, for me to save hers.

Eri and I started dating in secret after that. She was in her third year, and I was in my first year. I joined her friend group with a new look. I swapped my glasses for contacts, dyed my boring black hair to a dirty blonde. To everyone, we were just good friends. To each other, we were everything.

Life started looking up. I looked forward to going to school everyday. After school and on our days off, we went to arcades, mixers with the all boys' school, and sang karaoke. I cherished those days so much. My bullies must have forgotten about me, because I stopped seeing them after that day.

Until…

Maiko brought me to the back of the school and shoved me up against the wall. Chie and their other friends were behind her, sneering at me.

"Riko? Is that really you? I thought you transferred out or something! Turns out you just put on makeup and took off your glasses, and that was enough for you to look like a different person," Maiko said.

"People are calling you Riri, too. Cuuuute~" Chie teased from behind. "But you know… It kinda— No, it really pisses me off that you've been hanging out with Eri and her gang of sluts."

"Don't call them sluts! Those are my friends!" I growled.

Maiko shoved me harder against the wall with one arm and plucked the toothpick from her lips with her free hand.

"I wonder if they'll still be your friend when I ruin your face." Maiko pressed the toothpick into my cheek, deep enough to puncture the skin.

"Stop… it hurts! Please, I'll do anything!" I cried.

"Riri, you don't have to do anything." Eri rounded the corner with a piercing glare, startling the other girls. "Let her go or else."

Chie and her friends surrounded Eri, numbering her five to one.

"Or else what? You're alone, Eri. Maybe this is a good chance to put you in your place. Always acting so high and mighty like you're better than us. Maybe I'll scratch up your face instead," Maiko taunted.

"No, leave her alone… Eri, get out of here!" I whimpered.

"I tried to put my violent past behind, but I guess it was always going to catch up. If Chika was here, you bitches would be groveling. Kinda pisses me off that she was right: no matter where you go, you gotta break some noses to keep them in line. Come on then!" Eri shouted.

The fight was one-sided. I stood there dumbfounded as Eri beat everyone to a pulp. While the girls pulled hair and slapped to fight, Eri buried fists into their faces and kneed their stomachs.

"You fucking bitch!" Maiko let me go to charge Eri with a switchblade.

"Eri, watch out!" I cried.

Eri sidestepped the swing, grabbed Maiko by the arm, and twisted the knife out of her hand. She slammed her face first into the wall, then let her drop to the ground crying.

"Are you okay?" I threw myself into Eri's chest in tears, and her arms wrapped around me.

"Of course, I'm okay. More importantly, how's your face? I'd hate to see that pretty face of yours ruined." Eri smiled and brushed a thumb over the small cut on my cheek.

"I'm fine, thanks to you." I smiled.

Unfortunately, there was no such fairytale ending afforded to us.

One of the girls we beat up must have been the daughter of someone important in the Sapporo school district.

Eri was expelled from Ise Girls' a week later. Since she was eighteen, the police arrested her on charges of assault and battery. I didn't hear from her again after that. Her parents moved. Our friends were just as lost as I was and leaderless. It seemed like she had just… vanished.

In the years that followed, delinquency and violence erupted in schools all over Japan. It was like an all out war. One familiar name was whispered commonly among them, thrown around like the boogeyman. Chika. The same name Eri had mentioned on the day that ended up ripping us apart. Although I had no proof, some part of me was sure Chika knew what happened to or where Eri had gone.

I loved her after all. Eri changed me for the better. Because of her, I became the Blizzard of Hokkaido that everyone respected and feared. That's why, no matter how low or dirty I needed to get, even after coming to this stupid fantasy world, I'd find a way back to you somehow.

Eri, wait for me.


Chapter 22 - The Storm and Blizzard Clashes

Each time Ririko and I clashed, our blows created quakes in the earth. Pieces of the canyon crumbled down, rockslide after rockslide. Ririko fired massive icicles at me. I jumped out of the way. They plunged into the side of the canyon and froze the length of it into a wall of ice.

"What's the matter, Micchi? Can't fight back from down there? Ahahaha!" Ririko cackled as she fired more at me.

"How about you come down here and fight me toe to toe?" I shouted.

The hail sharpened into blades. One nicked my cheek and drew blood. I swung a wave of fire towards Ririko and melted the deluge into steam. She shielded her eyes and flew higher to avoid my flames. I seized that chance to run to Yui, then created a shield of ice around us.

"Anego… Anya's gone!" Yui cried, clinging into my sleeves.

"Anya ain't gone. Ririko just sent her somewhere. I know because she just mentioned something about trying to send you away. Listen to me, Anya protected you to make sure that didn't happen. Don't let her sacrifice be for nothing," I said.

Yui wiped the tears from her eyes and sniffled. She nodded, filling with resolve.

"H-Help! Let me in, Master! Everything hurts out here!" Lilim pounded against the barrier as hail cut into her back and wings.

I punched through the barrier, yanked her in by the arm, and repaired the hole with more ice. The succubus dropped to all fours and sighed.

"What are we gonna do? The second you drop this barrier, we're getting shredded!" Yui exclaimed.

"Ririko's helluva lot stronger in psycho mode… but I got an idea. Lilim's got succubus hoodoo that worked on Anya. Maybe it'll work on Ririko," I suggested.

When we both turned to the succubus, she flustered.

"In order to do that, I have to touch her. I don't know what you're all made of, but I'll die if I go anywhere near that monster!" Lilim backed up to the edge of the barrier, trembling like a scared puppy.

I clicked my tongue. Lilim flinched and shut her eyes as I stepped up to her. As soon as I threw my enchanted jacket around her shoulders, the succubus blushed and her eyes snapped open. She clutched the jacket tighter around her body.

"That's gonna protect you from some magic. Yui and I will create an opening. Make it fucking count," I said.

"I won't disappoint you, Master! Ahhh~ Your scent… I love your scent… it reminds me of when you hurt me…" Lilim mumbled deliriously while huffing the jacket.

The hailstorm strengthened and tore through the barrier. I picked Lilim up and chucked her away from the deluge so Ririko wouldn't catch on. A giant icicle rained down from above, forcing me and Yui to split.

"I don't have any beef with you two!" Ririko's voice echoed loudly in the storm. "It isn't personal either. I just have someone to get back to, and the both of you are in the way."

"So you decided to shack up with Chika? Like that's supposed to make it any better," I fired back.

"You have no idea, do you? That this is just a game to her. There's no big conspiracy or anything like that. That bitch just wants to play with us because she can. We're just her playthings. I want off this stupid board and back to where I belong!"

Gale winds nearly knocked me off my feet. Without my jacket, the hail was really cutting into my skin. But this was good.

Because the more injured I got…

"Let's turn up the heat, Sacchan!" I raised my bat with both hands, bringing forth an inferno. The flames snapped back at the hail, melting and evaporating them before they even reached me.

"Micchi, it's time to put you where you belong— in the fucking ground!" Ririko rocketed towards me like a giant icicle herself.

"You first!"

Yui was faster. The lightning bolt struck Ririko, frying her out of the air. I raced to catch up for the finishing blow. Just like Kaoru taught me, I gathered all the magic to a singular point on Sacchan and swung. Yui appeared behind Ririko and laid into her with a supercharged nunchucks strike.

"We got you now, bitch!" I growled.

"I don't think so—" Ririko recovered and raised a shield of ice.

We made contact with an explosive force that shook the canyon, but Ririko was still standing. Chunks of ice chipped off her armor. Our weapons were stuck on her as ice coalesced over them. We couldn't wrench them out no matter how hard we pulled.

A wry smile flashed across Ririko's face.

"Do you know who I am? I'm the Blizzard of Hokkaido! Everywhere I go, everyone bows to Queen Ririko! You two are just good for nothing—"

"Now, Lilim!" I shouted.

Yui and I let go of our weapons to hold Ririko instead. She struggled to escape the moment Lilim flew in, realizing what we were trying to do.

"Uwah… It's sooo c-c-cold, Anego!" Yui complained.

"It ain't nothing compared to winter in Tokyo. Now hang on!" I urged her.

"Let me show you what you want to see." Lilim pinched Ririko's chin and stared deeply into her eyes.

"No, stop!" Ririko screamed.

The struggling came to an abrupt stop. Ririko's frosty armor melted away, freeing us and our weapons. Teardrops of ice began to run down her cheeks.

"Did it work?" I asked.

"It should have," Lilim assured me.

"Eri… is that you?" Ririko muttered as she gazed into the distance behind us.

"Who the fuck is Eri?" Yui searched me for answers, but I was just as lost.

Ririko's shoulders slackened and trembled. Not because she was crying. She was laughing quietly to herself.

"Eri, I did it. I became a queen in Hokkaido. I made those girls pay. Now I'm going to come home and find you, but first… I have one more thing to do," she said.

An immense shadow shrouded the canyon that grew larger by the second. We didn't realize what it was until turning to the sky. A whole mountain of ice was plummeting down on us.

"It didn't work! This bitch knows she's being controlled! Make her stop!" I shouted at Lilim.

"I-I can't! She's… resisting!" Lilim warned.

It was way too big to outrun. I climbed the rockslide separating us from Breila's army. Some of them were hightailing it, but many were too hurt to even move. I locked eyes with Breila who offered me a nod.

"If you can get out of here, I suggest you better start running," Breila said, nursing the injured Drox who was lying unconscious on the ground.

"Who the fuck do you think I am?"

For some reason, Yui's words about how I started thinking a lot came echoing in my mind. She was right. I had been thinking a lot. Maybe it was just part of growing up.

There had to be a way to get everyone out of this… and giving it some thought hatched an idea in my mind.

"Yui! Charge me up!" I shouted.

"Charging right up!" Yui flourished her nunchucks until it was a spinning wheel of electricity in my eyes.

"Lilim!" I extended a hand to the succubus. "Bring me up to that giant ice cube!"

"You're all insane… but as you wish, Master!" Lilim took my hand and flew me up to the mountain of ice. She let me go so I could hold onto Sacchan with both hands.

I pushed all the magic I had into Sacchan, forcing that energy into a single point on the bat.

"Here it comes, Anego!" Yui planted her feet firmly to the ground and unleashed a powerful bolt of lightning at me.

The crackling energy burned my skin and electrified my entire body. But all that pain became my power.

"Alright, you can fuck right off!" I smashed Sacchan into the enormous block of ice. All of the energy discharged inside. It exploded into countless smaller pieces, showering the entire canyon in snow and ice flecks.

Lilim caught me as I was plummeting and carried me back down amidst the cheers of the beastling army.

"You crazy son of a bitch!" Breila whooped.

"Start clearing the rubble! Once you're through, we're heading to Grishant to bring the rest of 'em to heel!" I shouted.

Yui tackled me with a hug the instant Lilim put me down. When she let go, I made my way over to Ririko. The glazed-over look told me she was still under the succubus spell. She was somehow mentally strong enough to recognize what was going on though.

"I lost, didn't I?" Ririko asked, gone was the gusto in her voice.

"Yeah." I buried a fist into her and sent her flying into the side of the canyon.

Half-buried under the rubble, Ririko didn't so much as try to escape. The tears and rain had ruined all the makeup. The eyeliner, streaks of black ink, ran down her face.

"Why'd you side with Chika?" I asked, grabbing her by her hair.

"So I can get back to Eri…" Ririko muttered.

"You said that name before. Who's Eri?"

"My other half," she began. "I didn't want to come to this world. I don't know how it happened or why. All I know is that Chika can send us back. Send me back to Eri… I just want to be with her again… not in this stupid world…"

Part of me wanted to throw another punch. What good would that even do now? I unclenched my fist and let go.

"That makes one of us. Hell if I wanna go back. So, what was the deal? You bring us to her, and she chucks you back?" I asked.

"That's the hope. Well… As you can see, Anya got sent instead of you two," Ririko said.

"Where?"

"Where else?" Her gaze lifted to the giant continent of Sathorayne that could be seen even from here.

Chika. It all came back to you. It always did.

Rocks tumbled down behind us. Breila's army was pushing their way through and clearing a larger path for the rest. We put Ririko in chains and continued our march to Grishant. She was surprisingly docile the rest of the way, but we all kept a close eye on her.

Grishant was ready for us when we arrived. A just as massive army gathered in front of the tall gates to the mountain city. They were armed to the teeth. Siege weapons were at the ready. All in their silly colorful clothing and makeup that Ririko brainwashed them into wearing.

"No funny business." I shoved Ririko towards them.

"Stand down!" Ririko shouted. "We've lost. Put your arms down and… surrender."

They traded uneasy looks with each other. Maybe it was because they saw the succubus and got hesitant about Ririko meaning what she said. Ultimately, Grishant's forces threw their weapons into a pile and surrendered.

"Didn't you say you had a surprise in store for us?" Yui asked.

"Oh, curious?" Ririko grinned.

While Breila secured Grishant, Ririko led me and Yui to the very top of the city. I expected a mountain peak, instead it was an entire hangar with a dozen airships at the ready. Workers were melting and sweeping snow off the runways.

The ships were wingless unlike the planes I knew back home. They were shaped like boats. Like the galleon we sailed to Kajar on and even still had their sails. Except there were large crystals at the back of the airships, wrapped with golden bands and weird symbols scratched onto them.

"Wow! What's all this even for?" Yui marveled, spooking a couple of workers by running up to the hull of the ship.

"I was going to lay waste to Scoth with this. You wouldn't have been able to do anything about us all the way up in the air. Those plans of mine have been shot down now. But… you could fly these babies to Sathorayne if you want to take the fight to Chika. You're going to need my help though," Ririko said.

"Absolutely-fucking-not. Especially not after all the shit you pulled." I stormed up to Ririko to size her up, but she was unfazed this time.

"If I couldn't get back home by siding with Chika, then maybe I can by siding with you and beating her into submission. Besides, you need my magic and my airships to get up to Sathorayne."

Ririko's eyes glowed a deep cold blue. A frigid wind blew in, but it didn't hurt like before. The airship that Yui had climbed onto the deck of began to lift off the ground.

"What do you say, Micchi? How about we try an alliance this time?" Ririko asked with a smirk.


Chapter 23 - Airships

Chieftain Breila and the Semaris clan had their own shit to get together before moving onto fighting the demons. The rest of us headed back first. It was time to take the war to Chika. I hoped she was watching from somewhere, because we were coming.

"I still don't trust her," Yui grumbled from the bed.

"That makes two of us. Well… It's not like we got much of a choice." I walked to the window and threw open the curtains.

The airship we were on finally emerged from the clouds. We could see again. Almost two dozen other airships followed after us like a squadron of fighter jets. The metal frame and wooden hull groaned as we cut through the skies, soaring over the Jeweled Lake to reach Kajar. Traveling by air bought us good time. Helluva lot faster than traveling by foot.

"We're almost there." I kicked the leg of the bed Yui was lying on. "Time to get up— hm?"

Something flew past the window. A swarm of armed harpy beastlings had taken to the skies in massive numbers.

"Ehh… I don't wanna get up yet… Can you pick me up when we land?" Yui asked, reaching for the bucket she had been barfing into.

I ignored her and headed to the upper deck. Strong winds blew my hair into a mess. My jacket fluttered so hard that if I turned the wrong way, it might get blown off me.

All the deckhands who were supposed to be working had their hands in the air.

"Why's everyone standing around with their heads up their asses?" I asked.

One of them pointed off the side of the deck. A harpy, who was wearing the blue and white of the UKD alliance emblem, flew up to eye-level with me and panicked.

"C-Commander Micchi? We thought you were enemies! I had no idea you were on this ship!" he exclaimed.

"You're all in the fucking way. Get outta here and tell Kain we're landing at Kajar's port with a surprise waiting for him," I said.

"Yes, Commander!" The lead harpy broke hard right, signaling to the rest of his forces to go down with him.

As soon as they were gone, the deckhands went right back to work. Our airships descended into the port of Kajar, where sailors and dock workers, freaked out by the sight of flying ships, scattered away. A couple of airships even snatched some spots from other boats pulling in.

Mounted soldiers rode into the wharf. Prince Kain and the newly-minted Sultana, Loraine, were among them.

"By the gods, Lady Micchi… What are these… flying ships? We saw your contraptions coming in from leagues away and thought it was an enemy invasion!" Kain exclaimed, dismounting from his horse to clasp my hand.

"I'm so glad you're home safe!" Loraine threw her arms around me. "Kawa's been worried sick. She keeps tearing up the pillows in the palace and running up and down the corridors, scaring the servants."

Everyone suddenly went for their weapons, eyes fixed on something behind me. The defeated queen of Mou'nan hopped off the airship and landed gingerly next to us.

"Wow. Good thing I'm used to a cold reception." Ririko smirked.

"I got a lot to unpack. Be better if we take this to the palace," I suggested.

Loraine called for Amarinth's court to meet at the palace throne chamber. Yui and I gave them the quick short of what happened. By the end, the council was pointing fingers and yelling over each other. Mostly directed at Ririko.

"That woman sided with the demons. We should have her imprisoned!"

"What is she even doing here? Execute her!"

Ririko shrugged her chains. The two twitchy palace guards who flanked her flinched from even the slightest movement.

"Awww! Everyone is so pissy. Maybe I should out some of you monkeys who gladly sided with Sultan Yusef when we plotted war?" Ririko asked.

The raucous grew even louder. It was like they were trying to drown out Ririko's attempt to throw out names.

"Alright, shut up. If I knew it was gonna get this loud, I wouldn't have asked Loraine to bring you. We got more important things to worry about," I said, taking a seat at the foot of the throne steps to play with Kawa.

Kain nodded. "I agree. Losing Anya is a hard-dealt blow, but we cannot lose heart. We may now focus our efforts on Sathorayne without worrying about an attack from Grishant. The airships, as you call it, are quite the feat of engineering. If Queen Ririko is truly on our side, I see no reason not to use them."

"Oh, Prince Kain~ I would never do anything to jeopardize your life. You know that, right?" Ririko fluttered her eyelids.

"It's… hard to believe that after you attacked my Cynderace…" He shuddered.

"Then it is decided." Loraine rose from the throne to address everyone. "As Sultana of Amarinth and member of the United Kingdoms of Dysentia, I motion to begin our campaign against the demons."

Kain stepped forward. So did Drox, who had come with us to represent his chieftain and clan. Even Ririko begrudgingly joined the motion.

"This is preposterous!" an Amarinth councilmember protested.

"Agreed." Another joined him. "We simply do not have the resources for another war. More importantly, why should we have to fight with her?"

A group of irate councilors stirred up another ruckus. I patted Kawa, ushering her to get up. The elemental wolf's mane ignited with fire. She snarled at the councilors, scaring them back to their places.

"There's something you dipshits just don't get. I beat Ririko. When I say she's on our side now, I mean it. Punks like us have a code, something you scheming fucks could take a lesson from." I sneered.

"My fellow countrymen," Jouann began with a booming voice, "we should throw our full support behind them. The demons have been a menace for far too long. Isn't this the chance we have been looking for all this time? A strong, united force to stand against them? I choose to believe. If not for these foreigners, then for our Amarinth."

Few by few the councilors relented. They fell back in line. Jouann gave me a nod before returning to his people.

"You're so cute when you defend me, Micchi." Ririko grinned.

"Shut up. Unless you got something more to offer, I don't want to hear shit from you," I said.

"May I borrow you two for a minute?" Kain asked me and Loraine.

While the guards escorted Ririko away, the three of us spoke behind the throne seat.

"Having those airships changes things. A lot. We can move soldiers and resources faster across greater distances. Unfortunately, Queen Ririko is the only one who knows how to operate them," he said.

"Through magic," Loraine added. "Maybe Mildred can figure out how?"

"It's ice magic, you dolts."

We turned around to find Ririko, tearing the shackles off her wrists. Both of her guards were frozen in a block of ice from the waist down.

"Ice magic powers the giant crystals and raises it to the sky. You let the winds do their thing like on regular sailing ships afterwards. I wasn't keeping it a secret. I just didn't trust Micchi, the barbarian, to power my precious airships," Ririko explained.

"Honestly? An appropriate response," Kain said.

"Hey, fuck you." I raised a fist at him.

Over the next few days, we put everyone to work. The airships most of all. They flew soldiers and food in from Mou'nan, Kazaar, and Scoth. War was hard. There was way too much for my puny brain to keep track of.

"Careful with that! These crates are worth more than your life!" Frey shouted while guiding an airship's cargo.

The airship hovered over the busy port, lowering crates of armaments and food by rope to the dockhands. Frey was busy with whatever paperwork was in her hands to notice. One of the ropes was frayed and coming apart.

I raced ahead and pushed Frey out of the way. The crate crashed and spilled squashed fruit all over the ground.

"Watch it, dumbfucks!" I yelled at the deckhands peeking over the edge of the airship.

"We can't work under all this pressure!" one of them complained.

"The only pressure you're about to feel is the bottom of the sea if you drop one more thing! Don't make me come up there!"

The workers hurried back to work, reeling the snapped rope up to the airship.

"That's the twentieth load we've lost, but incoming shipments are up twenty folds. This is so much more stressful than managing guild funds and quest logistics. There's just so much to keep track of!" Frey whined, lying flat in the mess and flailing her arms in distress.

"You and Oaks are the only ones we can trust to keep the numbers right." I extended a hand to help her up.

Strong winds kicked up as another airship flew in.

"Anego, Frey! I'm back! Did ya miss me?" Yui jumped off her airship and landed right next to us.

"Did you bring 'em?" I asked.

"Got one more trip to get the rest, so I'll catch up to you after, but I brought the one ya needed!" Yui pointed to the airship she arrived in.

Almost a hundred guild members from the Cynderace Branch waved to us from the deck.

"Goodness… I did not miss this sweltering heat." Mildred flew down from the airship on a witch's broom while fanning herself with her hat. "Where is my beloved Kain? I would like to see my betrothed again before anything else."

"Sorry to disappoint you, but Kain's making a trip to Grishant to pick up Ririko's flagship," I said.

"You lied to me, you brute! I was promised Kain would be here when I arrived! Ugh. Fine. Why have you brought me here? It better be good."

I gestured for them to follow me to the other end of the port. My airship was the one moored at the very end. The banner with the kanji of 'Unbreakable' and 'Spirit' had been refitted to be used as a sail.

"We got first dibs to hit Sathorayne first, and I want you there with me to hit it hard. My crew's been handpicked by yours truly. Our first stop is Taiq'ae to pick up Kaoru," I explained.

Pino was on deck, directing soldiers and workers where they needed to be. Thelesia, Hurai, and Naka gave a hand where they could be useful on deck. Oaks managed the cargo going into the ship. The maids, Ethel and Roma, raced back and forth from the windows of the captain's quarter to get my room ready. Ririko lounged at the crow's nest and waved with antagonizing intent at Mildred.

"Quite the party… that I do not wish to be a part of." Mildred rolled her eyes. "But fine. Only if I see that curly-haired, blonde bitch as little as possible on this trip."

I cleared my throat quietly.

Loraine rode into the port on Kawa's back. The palace guards, her personal escorts, struggled to keep up.

"What's the matter? I thought you were waiting on the flagship?" I asked.

"I love Kawa to death, but this time she goes with you. If you're fighting demons, then I want her by your side as much as possible," Loraine said, dismounting from Kawa and urging her to me.

The elemental wolf rubbed her head against my legs and panted happily.

"Not negotiable?" I chuckled.

"Of course not. I'll be fine. But I wish I could join you like old times," Loraine sighed and cast a sidelong glance at the Amarinthian soldiers behind her.

"Master, don't leave me behind! I'm coming with you, too!" Lilim flew in with hearts in her eyes.

I swallowed hard as Loraine's glare burned into me.

"Master? Is this succubus calling you her master?" Loraine asked, eyeing Lilim with a wrathful gaze.

"Eeep! Why is everyone you're associated with so terrifying?" Lilim shrunk and grew meek behind my back.

"Uh… I swear you're the only woman I look at! This succubus is just touched in the head, seriously!" I tried explaining.

The tension became thick and awkward in a split second.

"Then I hope you keep the succubus on a tight leash to remind her of her place." Loraine beckoned for one of her soldier's horses, mounted it, and rode off to their dismay.

"Loraine, wait! Fuck…" I put a hand to my face and sighed.

"You poor lovestruck brute." Mildred laughed aloud as she boarded the airship. "It looks like this will be a lot more interesting than I expected. Let us begin our journey, shall we?"


Chapter 24 - Taking a Chunk Off

"Sathorayne is a landmass not unlike the surface," Lilim began as she drew a large outline of it on the map over Jinwa territory. "In fact, it was once attached to the continent of Dysentia many millennia ago. We are many races with kingdoms and sovereigns of our own. The giants of the Kartolan Badlands are ruled by the warmonger King Garran. Our diverse cultural center, Roila, is led by the former demon lord, Lady Katrine. Lastly, the bratty imp lord Vermin breeds countless monsters in the verdant highlands of Miterhask. However, for all their strength, we all bow to the one true lord."

"Chika." I folded my arms and stared at the newly-drawn map. Three chunks of land surrounded what looked like a castle at the very center.

"Yes, Master. Chika is what you call her, but she has been nameless to us. A few years ago, she appeared out of nowhere and challenged Lady Katrine, defeated her, and claimed the mantle as our lord," she explained.

"My, my. I find it hard to believe you demon buffoons had advanced enough in magical technology to lift and move such a large piece of land," Mildred taunted from a seat across the room. She was smoking from a long pipe with only one eye open. Some kind of magic made her shut eye levitate creepily above the map, but now it squinted pretentiously at Lilim.

"We are on the verge of annihilating the surface world and claiming it for our own. Who are the buffoons now?" the demoness fired back at Mildred's eye with fangs bared.

The tension didn't even get to stew as Oaks bursted into the captain's quarter out of breath.

"Boss, you might want to come take a look at this!" he exclaimed.

We followed him out onto the deck of the airship. Everyone on board was up here, crowding around the edges and gawking in the direction we were headed.

Taiq'ae, the blossoming city, was on fire. Hundreds of floating lanterns were burning and leaving behind trails of smoke in the sky.

"Swarm of demons coming our way!" A sailor on the crow's nest pointed behind the airship.

I pushed my way to the stern just as their spells bombarded the hull. One struck the crystals, causing the airship to lurch.

"Hey, stop that! Don't make me come over there!" I shouted.

A flying demon that led them sneered. "What are you going to do, human? Jump down and get us?"

"Let's see you squawk when I—"

Hurai, Thelesia, Naka, and Kawa pulled me back before I could jump off.

"Are you crazy? There's no way you're going to survive that fall!" Thelesia cried.

The swarm of demons split off into two groups, going down our port and starboard. They fired off volleys of spells again. A barrier encircled the airship in time to block them.

"If there is any time for your brutish intelligence to kick in, it's now. I won't be able to hold this barrier against their magic for long," Mildred warned.

"You got some artifact or relic that's gonna do us any good here?" I asked Naka.

"I-I mean… There's supposedly a hidden relic buried in Jinwa somewhere that grants flight?" Naka shrugged.

I rolled my eyes and pushed the others off me.

"Okay, screw it. Bring the ship down and start fucking up any demon you see! Drop the damn barrier!" I ordered.

As soon as it came down, I jumped.

"MICCHI?!" they cried from above as I fell.

I caught one of the demons by his ankle. He barrel-rolled to try and shake me off. When he tried to kick me with his free leg, I grabbed it and climbed up to his back.

"You're fucking crazy, bitch!" he shouted.

"Where do you think you're going?" I slapped one hand over his eyes and squeezed the base of a wing with the other, threatening to snap it off. This wasn't like wrangling Kawa, but I managed to steer the demon unwittingly towards the rest of his swarm. When they saw us, they didn't hesitate to shoot their own to try and take me down.

Once we got close, I let go of the demon's wing and grabbed Sacchan. One hard swing sent gales of flames licking at their backs. Most of them couldn't escape and were cooked well-done before plummeting.

A bolt of magic nailed us from behind. I lost hold of the demon and went into free fall.

Mildred flew off the airship on her broom and swooped down to catch me. Lilim and Ririko, being able to fly on their own, jumped ship to take care of the stragglers.

"Why the fuck didn't you guys do that sooner?" I asked angrily.

"My broom was downstairs," Mildred said.

"I was doing my makeup!" Ririko huffed.

"I wanted to be the one to catch my master when she fell!" Lilim pouted.

As we descended into Taiq'ae, seeing Sathorayne and the shadow cast over the surface really drove home how fucking gigantic it was. Below, Jinwan soldiers were defending a bridge against demons, mostly concentrated at one side, trying to get to the emperor's palace. It was probably the only place that wasn't on fire.

"What's the situation?" I asked when we landed next to the weary soldiers.

"What does it look like we're doing? Fighting for our lives! And there's a demon RIGHT BEHIND YOU!" one yelled.

"Alright, wise guy." I picked him up by the chestplate. "Where's Kaoru? Ain't no way she's just letting the city get hammered like this."

"Well— oh, no." He lifted a shaking finger to a higher floor of the palace.

A monster crashed inside, making a large enough hole for flying demons to swoop right in. Two seconds later, an explosion blew them right back out. Kaoru walked up to the edge of the opening and jumped. She landed in front of us with a wrathful scowl.

"The demons woke Yonnu and Theo up. My orders were simple. Keep the demons at bay for twenty more minutes. Now, that's twenty minutes watching their cute sleeping faces that I won't ever get back. So, I have new orders for you lot. Start running," Kaoru said calmly.

A hundred Jinwan defenders made a break for it across the bridge. Some outright jumped into the canal. The demons raised their weapons, thinking it was an enemy charge.

Kaoru summoned Kamigoroshi and launched it after them. The spear, which rivaled Sacchan in power, ripped through and decimated both forces. Jinwan and demon soldiers alike laid groaning on the ground.

"Eeehhh?!" Lilim hid behind my back and trembled. "Master, is that woman also your friend? Why is it that everyone you know is so terrifying?"

"We were worried for nothing?" I sighed.

"I see by the Blizzard of Hokkaido and a demon with you that much has happened. Shall we clean up my city before we talk?" Kaoru asked.

When the citizens saw Kaoru and reinforcements from the airship coming, it lit a spark in them to fight back. We repelled the invasion and put out the fires across Taiq'ae by mid-afternoon. Afterwards. Kaoru brought us to the palace so we could fill her in on the missing details.

"So you see, Anya's gone, Ririko and Lilim went turncoat, and we got a bunch of airships coming to bring us onto the giant rock up there," I said.

Throughout my explanation, Kaoru's gaze was fixed on the boys playing with Kawa in her wolf form. They chased each other around the throne chamber. Yonnu and Theo were throwing balls across the room for Kawa to fetch.

"Anya missing poses a problem," Kaoru said. She rose from the throne seat and walked to the edge, one step away from the sheer drop off the palace. "We need her enhancements to withstand breaching the demon's homeland."

"What? You tried going up there yourself?" I asked and didn't expect Kaoru to nod.

"There are obelisks lining the boundaries. Not the usual obelisks that bring demons to fight us, but magical ones that repel any attempts to get close with powerful spells. The airships wouldn't make it. Anya would have withstood the attacks, but now we need to find another way," she explained.

"More than what my enchantress magic can deal with?" Mildred raised a brow.

"No offense, but they were designed by Lady Katrine specifically to protect Sathorayne from invaders like yourselves." Lilim smirked.

If Anya was around, she could bolster up her defenses to take all that pounding, land on the flying island, and destroy the obelisks to open a hole for us. That wasn't an option anymore.

When I joined Kaoru at the edge, pieces of debris trickled down past my eyes. We were a few floors below the one that was broken into earlier.

"Wait a minute… Have you tried just hitting it?" I asked.

"Don't be silly. That would never work." Kaoru brushed me off immediately.

"No, seriously! Like, uh… a lighthouse on top of a cliff. If you hit the cliff, everything and the lighthouse comes falling into the sea. We can just hit the side of the Sathorayne until those obelisks fall off. Only thing is, it's gotta be some serious firepower."

"That would mean myself," Mildred said.

"Me?" Kaoru raised her hand.

"And Sacchan." I looked down at my trusty bat.

"That's a preposterous idea!" Lilim exclaimed and rushed worriedly up to me. "Master, if you go up there, those magical cannons will obliterate you! We shouldn't do it. Absolutely not! No!"

Mildred whistled for her broom to come to life and pick her up. Ririko jumped to her feet to stretch her arms and legs. Meanwhile, Kaoru went to tell her boys that she was going to be gone for a bit.

"Lilim, if you're too chicken, then you can stay here. Just don't try anything funny like screwing us or touching Kaoru's boys. She gets pissy about them," I warned.

"Gaahh! Of course, I'm going to come with you! This is still an insane plan that will most likely fail!" Lilim cried.

From the palace, the five of us flew for Sathorayne. Ririko carried Kaoru, and Lilim carried me. Mildred came up on our rear and readied a magical barrier. The floating continent loomed over like a doomsday meteor. If it dropped down right now, all of Taiq'ae would be crushed.

Which only got me wondering, why didn't they just do that?

"We're nearing Sathorayne! The obelisks can be seen from here!" Kaoru shouted over the strong winds.

Dozens of black obelisks dotted the length of Sathorayne's edges. There had to be hundreds of thousands or possibly to go around a continent this big.

Suddenly, explosions went off all around us. Mildred raised her barrier. A rainbow of magic spells fired from the nearby obelisks in an attempt to blow us away.

"I can't hold them off for long…" Mildred winced with each spell that battered the barrier.

"Go underneath! They won't see us from below!" I shouted.

The spells stopped once we were out of their line of sight and under the floating island's craggy surface. There must be at least a hundred feet of solid rock between here and the obelisks.

"Wowie. Great thinking, Micchi!" Ririko gasped sarcastically.

"This is the best place to hit the obelisks so that debris won't fall on Taiq'ae. Ririko, move me to the other obelisk," Kaoru said.

"Are you seriously going to do this? Blast the island until it gives way?" Lilim asked in shock.

"You're goddamn right." I clenched Sacchan with both hands and took a deep breath.

Kaoru and Mildred spread out to position themselves underneath the adjacent obelisks. They were also skeptical, but we didn't have any other plans than this. Mildred chanted her spell first, a cataclysmic one that had smashed me into a crater before. From her staff came a massive ball of pure, volatile magic. She sent it into the side of the cliff, shattering a chunk of earth away. Dirt and stone shook loose and plummeted to the surface.

Next, Kaoru charged up Kamigoroshi. Black flames consumed her arm and gathered at the tip of the spear. She launched it from her hand, booming like the crack of thunder. The spear plunged into Sathorayne, carving deep into the stone. Cracks snaked up all along the side of the cliff. Everything was becoming brittle.

"Now it's my turn. If you can't get through, then make a hole for yourself!" I buried Sacchan into Sathorayne. The impact blew me and Lilim back. We went into free fall until she recovered and picked me back up.

We watched as the last hit had knocked loose the already weakened cliffside. Pieces of the island chipped off by the tonnage. Enormous stones gave way and so did the obelisks at the very top. The five of us flew away to safety while Sathorayne heaved and rumbled from getting a taste of an earthquake. Now there was a gaping hole and less enough obelisks for airships to pass through.

"Your friends… aren't normal at all…" Lilim's jaw slackened as she gazed upon the destruction we wrought.


Chapter 25 - Sathorayne

After breaking a hole through Sathorayne's line of obelisk defenses, we were able to waltz right in and topple the other ones nearby. They didn't fire back when I got up behind them. Only from the front and sides, it seemed. Talk about a glaring failure in their designs. Now, enough of them were destroyed that airships and flying soldiers could come through without being bombarded.

Lilim said we had landed on Miterhask. Green hills and plateaus were a common sight, including grass as far as the eye could see. It was also cold as fuck. Bogart wouldn't last a second up here.

"I thought the demon's homeland would be… I dunno, more red and rocky. What gives?" I asked.

"Why would we want to live in such desolate places?" Lilim looked at me like I asked a stupid question, and it probably was, now that I thought about it. "The closest place to a crimson hellscape is the Kartolan Badlands, far northwest of here. The climate is much hotter and similar to the dark elven homeland of Amarinth."

We had been cruising through Miterhask by airship for almost an hour now, and I hadn't seen a single city yet. This place was massive. Ahead, we were coming up on a forest.

Perfect.

"Bring us down. It's time to get to work!" I shouted.

The airship lurched and groaned during the descent. As soon as we touched ground, a hundred soldiers and sailors hopped off with axes to start cutting down trees.

"Good call," Mildred began as she levitated down on her broom. "We have maybe five hours left before sundown, and because Sathorayne is elevated, the day cycle up here is shorter."

"Huh? I just saw trees and thought we should get to building a base. What does day and night time gotta do with anything?" I asked.

"Hm. Perhaps I had placed too much faith in your intelligence. At least your instincts are reliable," she said on her way to help the logging.

I growled in Mildred's direction and decided against picking a fight this time. There surprisingly weren't any monsters around. Not yet at least.

Kaoru emerged from within with Ririko following up from behind her.

"You stay there and watch Ririko. I still don't trust her not to take off running to Chika yet," I said.

Kaoru nodded.

"Ah, poo. If I wanted to leave, I would've flown off already and no one could catch me. But fine. I'll stay here and have some girl talk with Kaoru." Ririko waved as she disappeared back into the ship.

I caught up to Hurai and Thelesia on their way to help cut down trees.

"You two are coming with me. Camp needs food. We're gonna go hunting." I whistled for Kawa, and she came right up with her tail wagging.

For some reason, Lilim did, too.

"And… why are you coming?" I asked.

"You whistled, so I have answered your call! You can't just leave me here. I'm the most familiar with Sathorayne. You need me as your guide. Whether it is about the terrain or beasts here, I'm your slave— I mean, succubus!" Lilim exclaimed, puffing out her chest in pride.

So that we didn't waste any more time, I relented in Lilim coming along. If she hightailed it out of here, then it was no skin off my back.

The five of us ventured into the forest in search of food. Unlike Kazaar, the trees here weren't as thick, but they were thin and tall. Curtains of vines hung from branches made seeing ahead of us a little tough. Lilim flew around it all with a basket, picking nuts, berries and fruit while humming happily to herself.

"Chieftain, I've been meaning to ask since we left Kajar… Why exactly is the succubus obsessed with serving you?" Thelesia whispered.

"I think I knocked some screws loose in her head, and she started liking it. Been giving me a headache though." I groaned aloud, but not too loud for Lilim to hear me.

"Looks like it gave Loraine a headache, too." Hurai chuckled into the back of her hand.

"Don't remind me…"

A shrill howl sent chills down everyone's spine. The forest was so vast and dense, I couldn't tell where it had come from.

"Master, heeeeeeeelp!" Lilim came flying back in panic.

Leaping from tree to tree were a pack of red ape-like wolves. Even though Lilim was in flight, the beasts were able to reach her height with some powerful hops. They shook the trees with each jump. One of them bumped into Lilim. She lost hold of her basket and plummeted out of sight into a bush behind us.

"Hurai, go heal her. Thelesia and Kawa with me," I ordered.

As Hurai took off, the three of us stood our ground. Thelesia drew her spear and buffed us with her Dragoon-class skills. As the beasts drew closer, I realized none of them had their eyes on us. They passed right over and didn't even go for Hurai or Lilim.

Were they running from something?

"Not those things! Ahead! Ahead!" Lilim shouted while Hurai helped her out of the bush.

We saw the gleaming red eyes first. An enormous snake slithered into view. Thelesia faltered and started shaking. The beast coiled around a tree, crushing it and letting it topple in a display of strength. When it hissed, the scales behind its head flared out to make itself look larger. The damn thing was as thick as an airplane and stretched longer than a soccer field.

"We're not seriously going to fight this thing, are we?" Thelesia asked.

"Why not? That's a lot of meat. Look, even Kawa's hungry." I pointed to the elemental wolf, who barked back approvingly.

"Master, that's no normal snake! It has to be one of Lord Vermin's beasts… but I don't recall him having bred such giant creatures before. This must be a new and more dangerous one," Lilim warned.

Thelesia backed away. Something, maybe a twig, snapped under her feet. The snake snapped to her and lunged.

I shoved Thelesia out of the way and caught the snake's open mouth, one foot on the lower jaw and one hand on the upper jaw. Sharp, sword-long fangs leaked with venom.

"Kawa, roast this thing!" I shouted, holding it as still as possible.

The elemental wolf hopped on top of the snake. Her coat of fur erupted into blistering flames. She ran down the length of its body, shredding the scales with her claws and searing the flesh just by being on it. The snake writhed and thrashed around, but because I held the head still, its tail flung wildly and knocked down trees around us.

After about half a minute, it went limp. Smoke and steam billowed out from its open mouth as it cooked from the inside. Lilim walked up to me with her mouth as agape as the dead snake.

"Was this thing supposed to be strong?" I asked.

"Is it strong? This macetail serpent is among the top of the food chain of Vermin's list of monsters!" Lilim exclaimed in disbelief.

Kawa returned to us, dragging the tail of the snake in her mouth. Pieces of half-cooked flesh clung to the bone shaped like a spiked mace. She dropped it at our feet, laid down on the ground, and started gnawing on it.

"I-I also wouldn't eat the tail if I were you!" the succubus said worriedly to Kawa. "It contains venom that drips off the spikes!"

When Lilim got too close, Kawa frightened her away with a snarl.

"Never come between a wolf and her food. The rest of the snake is ours. Call in the cavalry to start picking the bones clean!" I ordered Hurai and Thelesia.

Half an hour later, we had twenty people slicing meat off the giant snake to be carted off back to base. This should last us a week. A couple of soldiers stuck pieces of meat onto a stick and roasted it over Kawa's burning mane. While all this was happening, Lilim had fallen deep into thought in front of the snake's head.

"What's got your brows stitched together?" I asked.

"Oh, Master?" Lilim glanced up at me with a curious look. "Apologies. I was just thinking. This is an apex monster that clearly belonged to Vermin, but he usually keeps them captive at Menagerie. It makes no sense for him to let it roam about in the wilds."

Come to think of it, most of the monsters sent at us whenever obelisks appeared were somewhat tamed. They obeyed whatever demon was leading them. You wouldn't tame a monster by letting it run amok in the open.

So, what was this thing doing here?

"Commander Micchi! We've got demons incoming!" a soldier warned from the tail end of the snake.

When we rushed over, UKD soldiers were confronting a band of maybe two dozen unarmed demons whose hands were raised in surrender. They were mostly imps and humanoids with unnatural skin colors like red, blue, and gray. Features like horns and tails were common around them.

"Wait, we are neither armed nor interested in fighting!" an elderly imp woman emerged from the group, guided by a taller demon holding her hand and walked with a cane. She wore a rag over her eyes. Her purple robes had ornate stitchings with strange hieroglyphs.

"Then what the fuck are you guys here for? Get talking or I'll make you all talk." I folded my arms.

"My name is Melfyssa, the seer. One of our children heard a commotion this way. Imagine our surprise to learn that you had slain the giant macetail serpent. The creature had been tormenting our villages for the past year, and while none of us have been killed, its ravenous appetite of the wildlife has made hunting difficult," she explained.

Her voice came out shaky and high-pitched. As an imp, she was short as hell. Maybe three feet tall at the most. Her tail sagged and dragged along the dirt. Her skin was red, but duller compared to the younger demons.

"Well you can blame Ver…? Vermite? Ver-fucks his name for that. Snake's dead though, so your problem's solved. If you ain't here to fight, I suggest you get going," I said, shooing them away.

"Not so fast, young lady. My fellows tell me your hair is gold, you're dressed in white, and you wield a weapon made of wood. Tell me, is this true?" Melfyssa asked.

I exchanged looks with Lilim and the soldiers under my command.

"Yeah? What about it?" I stared at the suspicious seer, expecting some sort of trick.

"It has been foretold centuries ago that one of your very descriptions will bring us salvation. That he or she would reveal themself after slaying a mighty serpent. I believe you are that hero," she said.

I leaned over to Lilim and asked, "What is she talking about?"

"Imps are very spiritual by nature. It's possible that you match a vague depiction from their stories. Personally, I don't believe such fairytales, but I will admit it is quite the coincidence," Lilim explained.

Heroes, huh. Chika was a hero in mine and Yui's lives until she vanished.

I drove a fist into the snake's body and ripped out a chunk of cooked meat, then took a bite into it to satisfy my empty stomach. The fatty juices dripped down my chin. Sadly, it didn't have much of a taste. Would have been nice to add some soy sauce to it, but this world probably didn't have that.

"What happened? What is that sound I'm hearing?" Melfyssa asked the demon holding her hand.

"The, uh… the human tore meat from the snake and is eating it while in thought," he answered.

"Hum… that doesn't sound very hero-like."

"Right." I stuffed the rest of the meat into my mouth. "If you guys want some food, the snake is free picking. Otherwise, get outta here."

I hollered for the soldiers to get back to hacking the snake and was about to leave until Melfyssa blocked my way to camp.

"Please, you must help us. There's no telling if Vermin will unleash more monsters into the forest. The next might not rest until everything and everyone is devoured!" Melfyssa exclaimed.

"Whatever your ancestors told you, they got it wrong. Or you got it wrong. The only thing I'm interested in up here is going straight to that palace in the middle of this floating rock." I walked past her until she started giggling under her breath.

"Then all the more reason you should help us. A powerful barrier surrounds the demon lord's palace. The only way to open it is with a crystal held by Lord Vermin, or by shattering all three held by him, King Garran, and Lady Katrine."

I clicked my tongue and continued walking. "More magic? I've broken barriers before with brute force. If you don't got anything interesting to tell me, then buzz off."

"How about much stronger monsters? Deep in Vermin's city of Menagerie, he holds creatures of unfathomable strength, waiting for the right time to send them onto the surface world to wreak havoc. The only reason he hasn't let them loose yet is because demons wish to have something left to inhabit down there," she said.

"Uhhm… I don't like the sound of that." Lilim shuddered where she stood with her tail tucked between her legs. "V-Vermin's monsters are not something to be trifled with. There are things worse than the macetail serpent!"

Worse than the snake? Strong things to fight?

I turned around and grinned. "Well, shit. That's all you had to tell me."

The seer, Melfyssa, invited us back to her village, a community of burrow-dwelling demons that lived just under the surface of a series of bumpy hills. Their houses literally looked like someone stuck a round door and oval windows against the slopes. Garden patches and flowers grew over the grassy dome roofs.

A few demons were out tending to their farms when they saw us coming and panicked. Some shouted for the kids to go inside.

At the center of their village was a tall stone monument that looked like an obelisk, but it wasn't black in color like them. Instead, there were simple carvings and paintings all along the ivory, marble surface. They depicted people in battle like the artwork at Owyn Medir's manor. One of them was a knight with yellow hair and white armor.

Guess that was how Melfyssa ended up mistaking me for their hero.

"Swank place. You guys piss and shit in holes, too?" I asked.

"Nonsense. We aren't savages. We have a manure and compost pile on the other side of the hills," Melfyssa said, directing us to a modest burrow with red and yellow flowers growing out the top of it.

Thelesia, Hurai, Kawa, and Lilim were the only ones who followed me. I ordered the rest to keep hacking at the snake and tell the others what happened. Kaoru was going to have to babysit Ririko for a little while longer.

The seer brought us into her toasty underground home. We had to duck to enter, but Kawa was too big in wolf form to even fit through the door. She whimpered at me from outside.

"Change into a beastling and get in here already," I groaned.

As soon as Kawa assumed beastling form, Lilim choked on her own spit with a start.

"I-Incredible… Was she always able to do that? I've heard of magically-inclined beasts taking humanoid forms before, but I've never seen it with my own eyes, " Lilim said.

"Kawa becomes a beastling so other beastlings don't get scared!" Kawa proudly declared.

"Get in here already before all the heat escapes. My old bones don't do well in the cold!" Melfyssa shouted from deeper within.

We shuffled into the circular abode divided evenly into four rooms by walls extending from a wooden post at the center. We immediately came into what looked like a living room. Large animal pelts furnished the floor. Despite being blind, Melfyssa snapped her fingers passing by an unlit hearth to ignite the firewood. She beckoned us to sit and wait by the fire while she fetched some things in another room.

I plopped my ass down in front of the hearth and folded my arms. "I appreciate the hospitality, but we're kinda in a hurry. If you just show me to Menagerie, I'll have everything solved in less than a day."

"I'm afraid that won't work," Lilim said. "As amusing as that would look seeing you waltz into Menagerie, Lord Vermin is a coward by nature and knows who you are. He may very well run away from catching even the slightest whiff of you. Should that happen, we would lose our chance of obtaining the crystal."

"The succubus is right. That is why you and your companions will need disguises." Melfyssa returned with a wooden staff that had flower bulbs growing along the shaft.

"You're not going to put me in a dress, are you?" I glared.

"Why would I do that?" she asked with genuine confusion. "The wolf girl will be fine as long as she stays a wolf. The rest of you will need to take on the appearances of a demon. Your jacket, however, must go."

"Not happening."

"There may be those who will recognize your appearance by your mode of dress. Do you want to reach the demon lord's palace or not?"

I begrudgingly took off my jacket and tossed it aside. Lilim and Kawa wrestled for it right away, rolling into the next room as they did.

"What about your bat, Chieftain? Everyone including the demons know it's your signature weapon." Thelesia pointed out.

"Nope. Sacchan stays with me. I'm drawing the line there," I said, holding the bat tighter to my chest.

"Oh! We can disguise a weapon, can't we? Maybe put it in a bag or cover it with something?" Hurai suggested.

"Possibly. I may have just the thing." Melfyssa left the house and came back after a few minutes with two adult demon men, dragging in a big iron club that had spikes all over it.

They placed it on the ground, where the seer drew a finger down the length of the weapon and vertically bisected it with magic. If that wasn't impressive enough, she pressed the head of her staff against the interior of one half. A sweltering heat melted the metal and hollowed it out enough to put something inside.

"If we encase your weapon in another weapon, it shouldn't be a problem. What do you think?" Melfyssa asked.

"Fine." I handed Sacchan over.

Melfyssa placed Sacchan into the hollowed out half, then closed it with the other half like a matryoshka stacking doll. She sealed it up with magic and gave me the iron club with my bat inside it. Just by holding it, I knew it wasn't going to last more than a few swings.

"Alright, what's next? Don't tell me there's more?" I groaned.

"Two more, actually." Melfyssa rubbed my forehead with something gooey and stuck me with two horns. With a swing of her staff, a gust of magic blew through the house and enveloped us. Hurai, Thelesia, and I turned a dark red in color. Our nails elongated and sharpened. The old demon lady conjured water and shaped it into a thin panel to form a mirror.

All of us looked like demons after Melfyssa's makeover. Well, kind of. We just looked like a red version of ourselves.

Me, on the other hand… sarashi around the chest, red skin, forehead horns, and a giant metal club… I looked like a fucking oni from my world.

Off to the side, Hurai and Thelesia cackled at my new look.

"Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up, you shits."

"Master, you look like a bonafide demon!" Lilim, all scratched up from play fighting and losing to Kawa, exclaimed as she hovered around me.

Melfyssa tapped her staff on the ground to draw everyone's attention. "Listen carefully, because this is how you will be infiltrating Menagerie."

Everyone sat back down as the seer faced us with her back to the fire.

"It is a city built on the bones of an ancient dragon," Melfyssa began. "Lord Vermin breeds all manner of beasts collected across Dysentia for entertainment, war, and ownership to the higher bidders. Menagerie hosts a popular event every week out of the month called Feeding Frenzy."

"I know of Feeding Frenzy, but I've never had the pleasure of participating. If you think the macetail serpent is dangerous, there lurks even greater threats within that city," Lilim warned.

"Indeed." Melfyssa nodded. She twirled her finger in the air and pulled the smoke from the fire onto her palm. From it, she created an arena littered with broken bones. Demons and monsters fought fiercely, tearing each other apart.

"That's… terrifying." Hurai gasped.

The seer continued, "Participants face increasingly stronger monsters bred by Vermin for fame and prize money. Unfortunately, the monster lord himself won't show up unless it is to unleash his strongest beasts. You, dearies, must face them in order for him to appear."

Within the smokey vision, a fat imp wearing a suit and monocle roared in laughter as giant monsters knocked around helpless fighters.

"Color me interested. How do we get there?" I asked.

Melfyssa gestured for us to follow her out of the house. A demon rode up to us on a wagon pulled by two wooly beasts. He dismounted to help the seer onto the driver's seat.

"Hop in. I'll bring you there. You can't very well go on your airship, can you?" She grinned.

"Are we really going to do this? Heading into the heart of an enemy city by ourselves? We should at least bring more people in case things turn ugly," Thelesia whispered.

"If you and Hurai don't feel up to it, don't force yourselves. Me and Kawa can take whatever they throw at us," I said.

"And me! Don't forget about me!" Lilim frantically pointed to herself.

Hurai and Thelesia traded uneasy looks.

"You're our chieftain ever since you liberated us from the Rolling Plains orcs. We can't very well let you go alone." Hurai smiled and hopped into the back of the wagon.

Since her friend was going, Thelesia reluctantly climbed into the wagon. The rest of us piled in, and Kawa returned to wolf form to travel alongside us.


Chapter 26 - Feeding Frenzy

The way to Menagerie was chock full of monsters. If I didn't know better, Miterhask was paradise to these things. We reached the city by the next morning. The gargantuan bones of a dragon took our breaths away. Most of the city was centered within the rib cage that jutted out from the ground. The long tail coiled around the body like makeshift fortifications, with walls built up to fill in where the bones didn't reach. Buildings dusted green with moss and dull yellow from age stood side by side with the skeletal remains that dwarfed them. Some of the larger bones like the limbs had been hollowed out with demons making homes inside them.

We entered from a tunnel gate made from the upper skull of the dragon, but some demon giants at the other end stopped us from getting any farther.

"Stop. Where from? Who?" a pot-bellied giant asked.

Hurai and Thelesia started shaking, and Kawa snarled quietly with her fur standing on end.

"From Vistra village. I'm Melfyssa, and we're here to participate in Feeding Frenzy. Is there a problem, lads?" Melfyssa lifted her blind gaze to them.

The other, more muscular giant leaned in and breathed down on us with his stinky breath. "Vistra? That near where Lord Vermin says soft meats broke through obelisks. What you know, hag?"

"How can I be sure?" She shrugged. "Must have happened on my way here."

The fat giant turned to me.

"What ugly race demon you, horned one?" he asked.

"The race that's gonna knock you down to my size if you don't let us through, Chungus!" I taunted.

Both of them went bug-eyed and backed away.

"Hm. This one scary. Must be mean race demon. Okay, you go through."

They stepped aside for our wagon to continue. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. As soon as we crossed the skull, Hurai, Thelesia, and I were shocked to enter a bustling city street.

Demons bartered with one another and got into yelling matches over prices. We passed a brothel with succubi tempting us by flashing their tits. A little demon runt scurried past the front of the wagon and almost got himself run over. Some flying imps were hollering into a pit where two red wolves with deformed teeth and glazed over eyes tore into each other.

Our driver steered the wagon away from patrolling guards, who were riding on menacing beasts that snapped at anyone who got too close. They had chains around their necks with the spikes facing inward.

Something got Kawa frantically sniffing the air. She turned to a merchant stand, where a demon was grilling meat over a slab of hot stone.

"Hey, don't run off!" I warned her.

Kawa ran off, panting hungrily at the demon cook. Then, surprisingly, the guy cooed at her and tossed a chunk of meat over for her to gnaw into. She came back to us happy as she could be, fangs dripping with fatty juices.

"Wow." Hurai sighed in awe. "This place is…"

"Not what you expected?" Melfyssa asked. "Of course not. The surface world would have you believe we are mindless demons hellbent on destruction and conquest. Do the citizens of Menagerie look mindless to you?"

"Tell that to the ones pouring out of obelisks to attack our homes," Thelesia fired back.

"Some of us don't have a choice. It's fight down there or fight up here," Lilim said quietly.

We stopped in front of a large administrative building. A statue of the fat imp Lord Vermin greeted us with its looming shadow.

"Here we are. You will have to sign up inside. Today's battle begins soon. When Vermin appears, look for a red jewel on a golden band," Melfyssa said.

I hopped off the wagon and walked up to the seer.

"What do you get outta this? You know we're on our way to fuck with your bosses, right?" I asked.

"I'm just an old hag who has grown weary of war. Throughout my years I have served conquerors, despots, and warmongers, but our current demon lord is different." Melfyssa laid the staff neatly on her lap and smiled.

"Chika? Different how?"

"I know it may sound outrageous, but she is no conqueror, despot, nor warmonger. It almost seems as though she is only here for… Oh, forgive me. I'm just rambling now. You have the Feeding Frenzy to worry about. Return to the gates when you have retrieved Lord Vermin's crystal. I'll be waiting there," she said, then nodded to her other driver to turn the wagon around.

"Chieftain, what was that all about? Are you alright?" Hurai dipped into my field of vision and asked.

"It's nothing. Let's go. There's monsters that need a beating," I said, whistling for the others to follow me into the building.

We came into a lobby full of tough-looking demons, many of which were yoked up on elixirs, magical buffs, you name it. A couple of big guys were sharpening their axes at the corner of the room. Another group of shady robed dudes were chanting something under their breaths.

"Master, we have to sign up there!" Lilim directed us to the receptionist area where several workers sat on an elevated platform pillar, overlooking the lobby.

"Next!" the peeved imp man yelled to us. "Whaddya want? First five rows from the front are fifty krolins. Best view in the house for the bloodbath. Doesn't come with ponchos for the gore, and we ain't responsible for your collateral deaths. The rest of the rows are ten krolins."

"Not here to spectate. We wanna join," I said.

The imp climbed onto his chair to get a good look at us.

"A little scrawny to be out there, toots. Anyway, no can do. You're gonna have to come back tomorrow since all the spots are filled. Can't throw anymore of you into the arena on a count of fire safety hazards. If you're desperate, maybe you can ask the blokes over there. They were the last ones."

He pointed to the giants who were admiring the sharpness of their axes.

"Maybe we can wait and use today to study what we may face tomorrow?" Lilim suggested.

"Fuck that. You guys wait here." I headed over to the giants.

"Wait. Where are you going? Chieftain, we can't be making a scene!" Hurai exclaimed worriedly.

The demon giants were about to leave until I got in their faces.

"What you want, small thing? Autograph?" the biggest one asked.

"You and your group are dropping out of the match. I'm taking your place," I said.

All three giants erupted into laughter. They laughed so hard, tears streaked down their faces. Their raucousness drew the eyes of participants and spectators in the lobby, who joined with sneers and snickering.

I smashed the knee of the giant closest to me. He went down screaming in pain. I did the same to the other two before either could raise their weapons. The axes slipped from their grasps as they clutched their knees, howling in agony. I was about to hit them over the heads until I noticed pieces of the iron club were chipping off.

Right. Gotta stay in disguise. Couldn't let them know who I was.

Instead of using the club, I picked up one of their unwieldy axes and brought it right up to the biggest one's fat neck.

"What's that, small thing? You wanna drop out or drop your head?" I asked.

"Yes! Yes, we drop out!" he squealed like a pig.

Satisfied with their answer, I tossed the axe to the ground and returned to the reception area. Hurai, Thelesia, Lilim, and the imp's mouths were hanging open. Kawa was the only one excited, her tail wagging out of amusement.

"Looks like you're in need of some extra participants. Sign us up," I growled.

The imp gulped. "You… You got it, chief."

After getting our names on the list, we entered the arena to boos and heckling coming from the audience. Broken and weathered bones littered the ground and gathered at the edges. Hundreds or maybe thousands had come just to watch a bloodbath. The arena itself was formed by the lower jaw of the gargantuan dragon, so the bones and long rows of sharp teeth served as the wall

Combatants of all kinds with different arsenals of weapons pushed past me to get to the front. Spellcasters, archers, some with weird-looking weapons… there had to be at least a hundred of us in total.

"I-I'm beginning to have second thoughts…" Hurai said, trembling as she shot a look to the bones on the ground. "Do all these bones mean many of the contestants died fighting?"

Lilim scoffed. "Nonsense. I'm certain most of the bones were eaten by Vermin's monsters. The gates we came in from stay open should we wish to retreat. See that? Perhaps you surface dwellers may very well abandon the master's side at the first sign of trouble."

"You're acting awfully high and mighty for a demon when Micchi is also a surface dweller." Thelesia squinted at her.

"Hah. Master is an extraordinary exception. Her unbridled strength is—"

A deafening horn bellowed through the arena and the crowds went wild. A couple of obelisks rose from the ground ahead of the fighters. Rabid demon dogs poured from them by the dozens.

"No announcer, huh? Going straight into the fight?" I asked.

"It is marketed as a contest, but Lord Vermin only sees this as a training ground for his beasts." Lilim made a repulsed expression.

When my team raised their weapons to fight, I waved them down.

"Not yet. It's a little stuffy, so let the party thin out a little. I wanna see what the fighters and monsters are made of," I said.

They backed down and watched on. A few other demons had the same idea.

The more gung ho ones charged head-long into battle. The group of cloaked, chanting mages from earlier froze the legs of a pack of hounds, then bombarded them with explosive spells. Another group cleaved through them with swords and axes.

Not everyone was strong enough to stay standing. Weaker demons were singled out, chased down, and made chew toys out of.

"They start out with meager creatures to give us hope, then…" Lilim pointed to the sinking obelisks that were quickly replaced by larger ones.

While hounds were still running amok, a handful of trolls the size of demon giants stomped out of the obelisks, wildly swinging their clubs. They walked with a hunch because their gorilla arms were thicker than their legs. One troll batted a homerun on a party of imps. They went flying into the sky.

"Nice hit." I whistled sharply.

"Watching the grunts take a beating until the bigger fights come along, too? I can respect that." A blue-skinned, seven-foot tall demon sauntered up right next to me and grinned.

"Geez. What ugly smurf gave birth to you?"

"Smurf? My name's Larick. Just wanted to dangle the offer of working together when the real meat of Feeding Frenzy comes knocking. We get out of this alive and split the prize money. Whaddya say?" he asked, reeking of schemes.

"What do I say? Get lost and rope someone else into your game," I said.

"Suit yourself." Larick clicked his tongue and moved on.

"Hmph. Telling him off was for the best. You can't trust any other demon but yourself in the ring." Lilim sneered.

By the time the trolls were pushing daisies, the number of participants still standing had fallen by half. The next obelisks to rise caused the ground to shudder. Kawa began snarling as two hulking dragons, their wings clipped from their shoulders, crawled out from the obelisks with their tongues flicking about. They immediately pounced on the fighters and gulped some of them down.

"N-Now do we fight?" Hurai asked, nocking an arrow onto her bow.

One of the dragons stampeded right for us.

"Sure, why not." I shrugged.

Kawa leaped into battle first. She ran ahead and clamped down on the tail, holding the dragon in place. I threw a punch across its head, sending it crashing hard into the side of the arena.

Hurai fired two arrows. They plunged into the scale body. A thin string attached to the arrows glimmered slightly and moved on its own to entangle the dragon whole.

"Jinwan crystal thread? Good shit." I drove another fist into the monster, splattering blood all over the audience.

They erupted into more impassioned cheers.

"My money's on the pissed off-looking demon chick!"

"Make it rain guts, babe!"

The ground rumbled even more intensely this time. Another obelisk emerged, but it had a wider opening than the others. A giant, red cube slime moved out of it slowly. Half-dissolved bones of demons and monsters floated within the jelly body.

"There he is!" Lilim exclaimed.

A throne seat was fashioned out of the obelisk's peak. Vermin, the fat imp lord, sat with a glass of wine and surrounded by lady imps feeding him fruits.

"Hehe… Been waiting for a good chance to bring this baby out. How do ya kill what doesn't get hurt? Give us a nice show, will ya? Scream now because you won't be able to once it consumes ya! That elemental wolf, though… I'd love to add that one to my collection!" The many folds of Lord Vermin's belly jiggled as he guffawed.

When the slime advanced, many demons started booking it out of the arena's open gate.

"Damn. This slime is a lot bigger than the one I fought before. I don't even see a core. Ain't that what we're supposed to hit to kill it?" I asked.

"Cube slimes have no core, Master!" Lilim exclaimed. "Regular slimes survive long stretches of time without eating because the core serves as a bank of energy. Cube slimes, on the other hand, have no core and must keep eating to sustain themselves!"

"Not to mention, cube slimes are extremely resistant to physical and magical damage. This thing isn't going down easily," Thelesia warned.

"Well, we don't need to kill it. Just gotta get to Jabba the imp."

We were about to spread out and make our move when a wall made of magic split the arena in two, trapping us in with the slime. Hura, Thelesia, and Lilim raced to the edge and banged on the barrier to no success.

"Hah. Looks like you're in a bit of a pickle." The blue demon waltzed up to the barrier that separated us.

"This your doing, Larry?" I asked.

"Larick! You told me to make new friends, and that's what I did." Larry thumbed behind himself to the group of demon spellcasters, pooling their magic together to form the barrier. "Don't worry though. We'll finish the slime once you've softened it up—"

I punched through the barrier and grabbed him by the throat. He blinked at me with an incredulous expression. The mages flinched and stared in disbelief, too. With one hard yank, I pulled Larry in and chucked him into the cube slime. His shouts were short-lived as he plunged into the slime's gelatinous body.

The mages scrambled for the exit.

"Lilim!" I yelled.

"Where do you think you're going?" Lilim intercepted them and smiled. She worked her succubus voodoo, turning them around instead of for the exit. They chanted in unison and fired a volley of magic spells at the cube slime.

The spells and explosions, however, barely fazed the slime. It shuddered and shot tentacles out to snatch Hurai and Thelesia. The Jinwan native weaved crystal threads around her fingers and sliced through the appendages, freeing them both. As the tentacles fell to the ground, they shriveled up like dried noodles.

"Psh. Just another small fry of a monster. Thelesia, beef Kawa up! Kawa, be a good girl and freeze this thing!" I shouted.

The elemental wolf glowed with each spell buff Thelesia placed on her. She trampled over the bodies of unconscious demons and stopped in front of the cube slime, then unleashed a gale of frost from her jaws like an open freezer.

I ran behind the cube slime and, clutching Sacchan tightly, wailed on it as much as I could.

"Extremely resistant, huh? That just means I gotta hit ya even more!"

Every hit sent chunks of slime flying, into the stands, across the arena, and on myself. One hit was powerful enough to kick Larry out and flat on his face. All of the slime began to dry out and die, and the cube slime itself was getting smaller and smaller. Finally, it had gotten so small that Kawa freezed it into a cube of ice.

"My… My cube slime… How did… Preposterous! More! Bring out more! Giant centipede, shifting panthers, the glareon… make them pay for killing my precious cube slime!" Vermin threw a tantrum as more obelisks sprung from the ground.

The giant centipede came out screeching. Thelesia lobbed her spear, plunging it deep into the insect's head. It reared up and shrieked until a barrage of fireballs exploded on its face. The insect teetered and fell backwards, piercing itself over the sharp teeth of the dragon's lower skull.

Next came a pack of black panthers that blinked short distances as they moved. Kawa let loose a piercing howl. They all skidded to a stop, threw themselves to the ground belly-up, and blinked out of existence.

"Careful, the glareon is the most dangerous creature here!" Hurai exclaimed.

"What the fuck is a glareon?" I asked.

"Ehm… A large eyeball monster with many appendages that end with more eyeballs," she hesitantly answered.

"You guys live in a fucked up world with giant floating eyeballs?"

The glareon levitated out of the final obelisk. Its many eyestalks flicked around and fired beams of magic at the fleeing audience. The largest of the eye that was its body stared directly at me. Its upper eyelid furrowed in a piercing glare.

"Don't stare at it, Chieftain! Your magic will become ineffective against it!" Hurai turned away and shielded her eyes.

"Holy shit, it really is a big eyeball. Who invited the junkyard parade float?" I grinned with amusement.

The flames that wreathed the club containing Sacchan suddenly snuffed out. The giant eyeball scanned the arena, locking its gaze with me and floated right up to my face for a staredown.

"Hahh? What the fuck are you staring at, you bodiless cyclops?" I growled.

Confused, the glareon's many eyestalks looked at each other.

"Hey, I'm talking to you." I grabbed one of the eyestalks, yanked the entire glareon to me, and spat a loogie into the big eye. "You got a fucking problem? Don't go around staring at other people unless you wanna pick a fight. Hahh? You gonna say something or do I gotta beat it outta you?"

A waterfall of tears ran down the glareon's big eye. All of a sudden, it tried to fly away from me, but I'd already gotten a firm hold on a couple of stalks. I dragged it to the ground and tied them up until it was just one giant crying eye.

"That's what I thought. As for Jabba the imp, you're coming down!" I bounced the glareon and batted it into the obelisk Vermin was sitting on.

"Oh, shit!" Vermin tried to fly away, but his small wings couldn't carry all that weight. When the glareon crashed into the obelisk, it toppled with him slipping off the throne.

Kawa snatched the imp in her jaws and deposited him at my feet. Vermin was sticky and wet with slobber. He pushed himself up only to meet my eyes. The crowds returned and started cheering.

I picked Vermin up by the tail and shook him. Gold, jewelry, and some lint fell out of his fancy robe pockets.

"How dare you! Do you know who I am?" Vermin shouted, spit flying from his mouth.

"You're about to be Kawa's chew toy. If you don't wanna know what a real feeding frenzy looks like, then you better give me the crystal that opens the demon lord's palace," I said, dangling him towards the elemental wolf.

"Y-You mean you're not after my money…? Whatever, you're insane if you want to mess with our lord! Giving you the key will sign my death sentence!" he cried.

"Kawa, open wide."

Kawa did as asked, and I brought Vermin right above her fangs.

"Wait, wait! Okay… I'll give it to you…" Vermin pulled a ring off his pinky finger.

I snatched it and tossed it over my shoulder. Lilim was there to catch it.

"This is it, Master. The inlaid red jewel on this golden band is the one Melfyssa described," Lilim confirmed.

"Who are you all? Don't tell me you're going to challenge the demon lord for the throne? Give up. That woman is far too powerful! She can destroy mountains with a single punch. I've seen it happen!" Vermin exclaimed.

Good.

Kawa lowered herself to the ground for me, Hurai, and Thelesia to climb on.

"We're done here. Time to scram!" I ordered Kawa, who leaped onto the stands and down to the city streets with Lilim flying right behind us.

"Hey, you're supposed to let me go!" Wasn't that the deal?" Vermin cried while swinging violently in my hands as we escaped.

"Looks like you haven't figured it out yet." I squeezed the iron club until pieces of it broke off to reveal Sacchan underneath. "We ain't demons, and you're about to be our hostage."

We brought Lord Vermin kicking and screaming back with us as hostage. I had him tied to the mast of my airship. To say the fat imp wasn't happy was an understatement. He tried bribing and badmouthing any and everyone nearby to free him.

"Hey. Hey! At least look at me when I speak to you. Come on. I'll hook any of you up with a hundred-thousand krolins just to cut my ropes. You don't have to ferry me to safety. I'll do it myself. I have friends in very high places! I know the demon lord personally!" Lord Vermin shouted to a crew of sailors carrying barrels down from the ship.

I watched from the quarterdeck, wondering what to do with him when Kaoru came up from behind.

"This creature. He's loud. Can't we just kill him?" Kaoru asked.

"You yakuza punks only think about killing and not killing. No, we ain't gonna off him. Jabba the imp down there is the closest thing we've got to Chika. He might know something. It's just a matter of how to ring it out of him." I vaulted off and landed on the lower deck.

Vermin snorted in fright, seeing me and Kaoru saunter up to him. The demon, who hid behind his monsters, was just another thin-skinned, weak little monkey after all.

"I-I gave you what you wanted. Surely you have no need to keep me hostage anymore, right?" Vermin asked.

"You hear that, Micchi? The demon says we have no need to keep him hostage anymore. That means I can get rid of him." Kaoru summoned Kamigoroshi to her hand and lowered the speartip to his nose.

"Hiiiieee— No! No! That's not what I meant! Please, don't hurt me!" he cried.

"Then you better tell us something we wanna hear. Like what Chika's planning." I squatted down next to him and cracked my knuckles.

"Look… if it's about the demon lord, no one knows what she wants other than herself. Oh, I know! Lady Katrine. That bitch probably has a better idea. She was the previous lord until the new one came along to shake things up!"

Lady Katrine was the demon ruling the place Lilim called Roila. She and King Garran also had crystals we needed to open the palace. Didn't matter who we went to first, we were getting them both one way or another. Might as well hit the one who might know something about Chika.

"Well, what do you think? Ririko?" I asked above.

Ririko landed gracefully thanks to her being able to fly. In the back of my mind, I always knew she could outright escape, and we wouldn't be able to catch her. She knew it, too. If the caked up bitch hadn't left yet, maybe she could be trusted.

"Sorry, did you want my opinion? I was under the impression that you had everything going as planned," Ririko sneered.

"Tch… You're the one who was shacking up with demons. You got nothing either?"

"I only met with Chika briefly, and it wasn't in person. You want to know my opinion? Attacking Roila is suicide. Lady Katrine's city is defended by the same artillery obelisks that surround Sathorayne. You would have to attack it normally," she explained.

"No good," Kaoru said. "Our forces are too small to commit to a siege. We have to wait for the rest of the armies to arrive and hit it together."

"Uh… Sounds like you ladies are coming up with a plan. Maybe untie me and let me go, so I can let you plan in peace?" Vermin asked with a toothy smile.

I backhanded the imp, knocking him out cold and a fang out of his mouth.

"Oh, yes. Put him unconscious. You're soooo good at diplomacy," Ririko taunted me.

"Haven't met anything I couldn't solve with these." I raised two clenched fists. "Anyway, we'll be stuck here twiddling our thumbs until the cavalry arrives. After nabbing Vermin here, the rest of them are gonna be on high alert. Everyone needs to be on their toes from now on."


Chapter 27 - Exorcism

Over the next few days, the whole crew put their backs into building a forward outpost before the rest of the army got here. We threw Vermin in a cell inside the airship. Melfyssa and Vistra village were grateful for what we did, so they openly traded with us for food and other supplies like medicine, manpower, and tools.

While walking through the outpost in the morning to make sure everything was in order, Pino came running up to me covered in sweat. Prince Kain promoted the cavalry-captain to legion-commander which put him directly underneath me in terms of rank. Kid's been growing, that's for sure.

"What's got you all winded, Pino?" I asked.

"Some of my scouts have been hearing things in the woods. Some of them returned… not like themselves. Even healers aren't sure what's going on. It might be faster to show you." Pino led me to the relief hut where the injured went when they needed healing.

Mildred was inside, looming over a soldier on a cot with her hands hovering above him.

"You brought her? What is Micchi going to do? Punch them to recovery?" Mildred groaned.

"Worth a try," I said.

"This is the tenth scout now," Pino began worriedly. "It starts with them coming back spooked. Say they saw things attack them from the mists, but none of them show any signs of injury. By the end of the day, they start getting restless, and then comatose."

The scout that Mildred was tending to tossed and turned in his sleep. He was drenched head to toe in sweat, so much that the sheets were moist. Occasionally, he made growling sounds like Kawa did when having a bad dream.

"Could be something attacking them out in the forest, and they just didn't see it?" I wondered aloud.

Pino shook his head. "Can't be. These are among the best. If they said they haven't seen anything… I believe them, and… guh…"

The hare beastling wobbled back and forth until he fell into me.

"Pino? Pino! Ah, shit. You, too?" I carried him over to an empty cot.

When Mildred looked over Pino with her magic, she frowned.

"Hmm. Same symptoms as the other," Mildred said.

"You went out there, huh?" I sighed.

"As… legion-commander… I had to make sure… for myself… I feel so pathetic," Pino explained, panting between each word in great effort before passing out.

If this continued, we would eventually start dropping like flies. Better nip this in the bud before it was too late.

"Where do you think you're going? You don't even know what to look for or even where to begin to look," Mildred said.

"Someone's gotta check it out. You got a better idea?" I asked.

"Since you asked, I do." She flashed her usual patronizing smile.

We left the relief hut and found Naka by the pens where livestock were kept. She was playfully rubbing Kawa's cheeks, and Kawa was licking her hands.

"Who's a good girl? Who's a good girl?" Naka cooed at the elemental wolf.

"Kawa can't guard the livestock if you keep playing with her." I made myself known from the fence and startled her.

The beastling jumped a couple of feet into the air. "M-M-Micchi? I-I was just seeing how Kawa was doing. That's all!"

"We have need of your talents, relic hunter. Let us find the succubus and be off," Mildred said.

After finding Lilim, the five of us headed into the forest alone. A thick fog carpeted the ground up to our knees. Mildred rode on her flying broom and Lilim flew thanks to her wings. Meanwhile, Naka and I rode on Kawa to avoid tripping over roots, rocks, and other shit on the ground.

Naka had been talking aloud to herself all the way here. "It is believed that before Sathorayne was raised into the sky, the landmass was actually part of Mou'nan. Unfortunately, I don't have anything to back up those claims. It's all rumors passed down from generation to generation. There aren't any more maps to depict what Mou'nan looked like back then. The only people who may know for sure is the former demon lord Lady Katrine. However, we do know that deep, deep, deep north, there is a long stretch of canyons that's just covered in snow. If someone were to ever chart it out and outline it on the map, I'm sure Sathorayne would fit perfectly. Just imagine how many relics were scattered through, but oh! In that case, demons must have scooped them all up by now—"

"I don't believe it. She hasn't stopped talking since we left," Lilim muttered in disbelief.

Mildred believed Naka's hunger for knowledge and treasure-hunting ways were our best bet to figuring out what was going on. We finally got to where the scouts last visited the location in the forest. It should have been around here where they and Pino got hit by something.

"Alright. Assuming they were ambushed, then the same is gonna happen to us if we wait here long enough. Naka, I hope your notebooks have something. The rest of us, eyes peeled," I said.

"Right!" Naka rummaged through her knapsack and pulled out a bunch of wrinkly old books, containing maps, notes, and ancient writings.

"Wouldn't it be better if we asked the seer to help us, Master? She and her village live somewhat close. They would surely know something," Lilim suggested.

"I already asked," Mildred said. "They told us to leave this place be. If they won't be of any help, then it is up to us."

I hopped off Kawa to look around with Mildred and Lilim. That was when something reached out from the ground. I stepped away from the two ghostly arms. They missed me by a hair. A dozen misty figures emerged and flew circles above our heads, shrieking like banshees.

"The hell's going on?" I shielded my face when a strong wind blew in and kicked up dirt.

"Wraiths! Don't let them touch you, or they will possess and drain your soul!" Mildred warned.

One of them detached from the halo of fog and nosedived for me. I sidestepped it, and it disappeared into the ground.

"We supposed to dodge 'em forever? How do we fight back?" I asked.

"You don't! We need a priest or paladin to exorcise them!" Mildred exclaimed while dodging her own share of ghosts.

Maybe Lilim had something up her sleeves.

"Hey—"

"Give in…" Lilim croaked, her eyes glowed white and she moved like an amateur puppeteer was controlling her.

"Well, shit. You're about as helpful as a turd stuck to my shoe." I grabbed Lilim by the back of her head and slammed her face into a tree.

The succubus slid down, clutching her nose. "Ow! What did I do to deserve that?!"

We stared at her in shock. Lilim was somehow back to herself. A dazed wraith billowed out of her ears like steam.

"Did you just—" Mildred was interrupted by more wraiths trying to snatch her.

"Naka, tell me you got something!" I shouted.

"I… maybe? Buy me more time. I'm still searching!" Naka yelled back.

The wraiths formed a giant sheet of moaning ghosts above us. The mass beelined it for Mildred, capturing her and soaking into the pores of her body.

Lilim and I stood our ground as Mildred doubled over, then she stood up straight and flexed her fingers.

"Mildred? You good?" I hollered.

"Master, that's not Mildred anymore!" Lilim shoved me out of the way from Mildred's fireball and took the full blast. The succubus rolled across the ground, toasted like a burnt marshmallow.

"Ahahaha! We like this body. It is powerful. Full of magic and capable of such destructive spells. Now, we can take our revenge!" Mildred cackled loudly.

"We? The fuck is wrong with you?" I asked.

Mildred turned to me with glowing white eyes and grinned. Magical energy danced across the surface of her skin like currents of electricity.

"Yes, we. For years our souls have been trapped, suffering in silence. Now that we have a vessel, it is time to enact our vengeance on those who imprisoned us. Your vessel is also strong. We shall take you, too." Mildred zapped me with lightning. Stray blasts ignited fires in the dirt and on the branches.

"Wraiths… ghosts… trapped? I think I got it! There must be a soul conduit!" Naka exclaimed.

"Kawa, sniff out the thingamajig and dig it out!" I ordered.

Kawa pressed her nose to the dirt.

"No!" The possessed Mildred was about to fire a spell at them until I bodied her away.

"Your fight's with me, bitch! Bitches? However many of you are in there, you're all dead when I'm done with you!"

"We're already dead, you fool!" she fired back. "There's nothing you can do to stop us either. You're no priest, paladin, or cleric. You have no holy magic to exorcise us with!"

"Let's see you exorcise this!" I threw a punch.

Mildred raised a magical shield to block it, but my punch went through like nothing and connected with her gut. She dropped to her knees and vomited a slew of wraiths.

"Brute… Your barbaric attacks are working… keep hitting me!" Mildred mumbled in a moment of lucidity before the possession took hold again.

Punch after punch, I laid into Mildred. Each hit knocked a bunch of wraiths out of her body.

"How… is this even possible? What are you?" the wraiths made her say.

"Say your prayers!" I picked her up by the collar of her robes and clenched my fist.

"N-No more! If we had known living again would hurt this much, we wouldn't have possessed anyone!"

All at once, the wraiths escaped from Mildred and returned to a swirling mass above us again.

"We found it!" Naka shouted. "It really was a soul conduit!"

Kawa had dug a giant hole in the ground and excavated a six-sided gray pillar with glowing symbols. I smashed it into pieces with Sacchan, causing the wraiths to shriek with each hit until they vanished entirely. The fog cleared away with them.

"Is it… over?" Lilim asked, coughing up smoke and dragging herself back to us.

I went over to help Mildred up, but she waved me off and asked to be left on the ground.

"I'm utterly flabbergasted that you were able to do that." Mildred sighed and popped a healing potion into her mouth.

"I always say your fists are the most reliable tools. So, what the fuck was that anyway? Gimme the short, and not a long-winded history lesson," I said to Naka.

"Soul conduit," Naka began. "Ancient demon technology before magic crystals became widely mined for use. It drains living beings for their mana to power anything you can imagine. I think it somehow anchored their souls here. Wish we could have brought it back to study, but I guess it was better to set those souls to rest."

After a short rest, we returned to the outpost and brought Mildred to the relief hut to rest.

Pino and the other scouts were still bedridden even though we destroyed the soul conduit. There were probably wraiths still inside them.

"Did you… find out what it was?" Pino asked weakly.

"Yeah. We also figured out how to fix you," I said, walking up to his bedside and putting him in the seated upright position.

"Uhmm… What are you doing?"

"Sorry, bud. Gonna need you to clench your jaw. This'll hurt pretty bad." I balled up a fist in front of his face.

"M-Micchi, wait! I don't like that look in your eyes! Micchi—!"

I socked Pino across the face. Maybe a little too hard because it knocked him out cold. Loud enough, however, to wake the other scouts up. Everyone saw the wraith leaving their legion-commander's body and disappearing from sight.

"Alright. Who else needs an exorcism?" I turned to the others and smashed a fist into my palm.


Chapter 28 - Better Use for Siege Weapons

We watched as six airships sailed in from a distance. The flagship leading the way was almost three times the size of a regular airship. It flew banners off the hull of multiple kingdoms that were members of the UKD alliance. Flanking me was an army of soldiers waiting to receive them. Kawa, too, who was eager to see Loraine again after so long.

They landed in a triangular-shape formation. When the magical barriers of each ship dropped, passengers immediately began to unload cargo.

The flagship's heavy door plopped down to serve as a ramp. Prince Kain emerged first, then Commander Rugal who gave a hand to help Loraine down. They beamed as soon as they saw us.

"Everyone knows their station. Start helping them unload the airships!" Pino ordered.

A flood of soldiers moved forward to help the new arrivals. Kaoru headed for one of the airships that mostly flew Jinwa flags. Looking up at the deck, I could see why. Theo and Yonnu were waving to her from above. Meanwhile, the VIPs came to us. I couldn't hold Kawa's collar for long. She broke free and rushed up to Loraine for hugs and pets.

"You're in some new digs." I grinned at Kain.

The Prince of Scoth donned a fresh set of shining platinum armor. A blue sash crossed from one shoulder to the other. He pulled the lion head helmet off and clasped my hand.

"They belonged to my father. He said it was about time I wore it. I see you have been hard at work on an outpost, and Legion-Commander Pino… that looks like a nasty bruise," Kain remarked, wincing as he pointed to his cheek.

"It… hurts a lot more than it looks." Pino sighed.

Kain glanced over his shoulders. Loraine was waiting patiently for her turn. He bowed out to make room, and Loraine threw herself into my arms. The moment, however, was ruined as Mildred and Ririko bickered on their way through.

"Kain, my beloved! I've been waiting— Insolent bitch! Get out of my way!" Mildred pushed her magic staff, which was electrified with energy, against Ririko's chest.

"Fuck you, cunt! The prince in shining armor should decide who he would like to embrace first!" Ririko breathed shards of ice poised to skewer Mildred.

"Ladies, please! We have important matters to discuss. Like the war!" Kain panicked trying to calm them down.

Yui vaulted over the deck of her own ship and tackled us into a group hug. Behind her, familiar guild members from Cynderace, Taiq'ae, and Ash'tar branches descended from the ship.

"Looks like the gang's all back together!" Yui exclaimed.

"Indeed." Kain nodded. "Let us return to the flagship. There is much to go over. Micchi, will you catch us up to speed?"

Numerous military officers followed us into the flagship. Kain led us to a spacious conference room with papers and maps already scattered over the table. Seemed they were talking all the way here. I gave them the short about what happened, including the capture of Menagerie's leader, Lord Vermin, who I brought in a dog cage to prove it.

"We got two more before we can even think about pushing up to Chika. Two demons named Garran and Katrine who have crystals like this to open the way." I tossed the red jewel, extracted from Vermin's ring, across the table for Kain to check out.

He inspected it for a moment, then passed off the jewel to someone else and folded his hands over the table. "If what your succubus friend and the imp say is true, then we have no choice but to take the fight to the Kartolan Badlands and Roila. I see two paths: we split our forces to attack both at once and hope for a swift end to the war, or bring our combined might to bear on one after another in a protracted war."

"The second option is out of the question," Jouann interjected. "Amarinth has already spared much resources. The longer our forces stay here, the greater we risk a civil war from the disgruntled lords and emirs."

"Who the fuck do you think you are to make decisions?" I snarled.

"Micchi, I know you may not like it, but I've made Jouann Minister of Trade because he understands the situation in Amarinth far better than I do. He's right that we're struggling. The people of Kajar line up for hours at the palace to receive rations," Loraine explained, squeezing my hand.

"Tch. Well, it ain't like I'm against hitting them fast and hard. If we're making a split, I wanna hit the bitch named Katrine."

"I'll go wherever Anego goes," Yui said.

"Then I'll lay siege to the Kartolan Badlands to even the playing field." Kaoru moved a marker with Jinwa's flag to the opposite end of Sathorayne.

The three of us turned to Ririko, who was in the middle of painting her nails and looked like she couldn't be bothered.

"What? I surrendered and gave you my airships. You still want me to fight? Ugh… if I had to choose, I'd rather not be with miss frowny-face." Ririko groaned.

"Who, her?" Kaoru and I pointed to each other.

"Micchi. I choose Micchi!" she exclaimed.

"Heh. You're miss frowny-face," I sneered at Kaoru, who rolled her eyes at me.

Kain rose from his seat. "It's settled. Commander Rugal and three airships will join Micchi and Sultana Loraine to assault Roila. Legion-Commander Pino, you will be transferring to my command with Empress Kaoru and Chieftain Breila to assault the Kartolan Badlands. Members of the guild will serve as reserve forces and provide aid where needed on their own airship."

"Prince Kain, before we're dismissed, there is the matter of our current provisions. They will only last three months at most. We'll need another three months' worth before pressing deeper into Sathorayne," Jouann warned.

"I've given the report to Frey," Oaks began as he read off from a clipboard. "Just to reiterate, our forces— rather, Boss Micchi, brutalized a giant monster not long ago and stripped it of meat that should last a month."

"Wait… you killed my macetail?" Vermin looked at me all teary-eyed.

Come to think of it, that monster did give a lot of food…

"We can just hit Menagerie and kill Vermin's monsters for food. They're just sitting in cages anyway," I said.

"N-No, don't do that! Leave my brood out of it! I beg of you!" Vermin cried as he clutched the metal bars.

"What is that, Anego? Is it a dog?" Yui poked at Vermin with her nunchucks, causing him to move to the other side.

"What the fuck part of him looks like a dog?" I grimaced.

"Regardless, we can't afford to risk moving against the other two without first neutralizing the threat Menagerie poses. Commander Rugal, Micchi, can I trust that front to you?" Kain asked.

Both of us stood up.

"You heard him, Rugal. Ready to bash some heads?" I smirked and threw a fist his way.

"I've been waiting to fight alongside you since we met." Rugal connected with a fist of his own.

We mobilized a thousand troops and moved on Menagerie by foot. An airship would have been a lot faster, but no one wanted to risk our biggest assets getting shot down. By the afternoon, we parked outside of the city with the sun to our backs and an army of demons, monsters, and obelisks to greet us.

"Well, shit. Looks like we gave them time for reinforcements to come," I said while looking at the demon army through a spyglass.

Winged monstrosities soared over the city. A lot of them. Same ones that attacked Cynderace.

"That goes doubly true for us. However, they outnumber us six to one at my best guess. Not counting whatever else might pour out of the obelisks. That isn't very good odds," Rugal explained and collapsed his spyglass to put away.

Menagerie was defended by strong walls and a big fucking dragon skeleton. They could have waited inside but chose to fight us on the field. Maybe they had bodies to spare.

"Give the order." I nodded to Rugal.

The First General of the UKD alliance beat his armored chest. "I want to see the whole sky crashing down on these demons. Spellcasters, siege weapons! Open fire!"

Volleys of magical spells and heavy stones from the trebuchets launched into the sky. Many of them crashed and exploded against the barrier raised by Menagerie's mages. Only a few spells made it through, scattering parts of the demon forces but barely making a dent in their numbers.

All of the flying monsters poured from a hole in the barrier and came straight for us in waves. There were so many, it was like watching the cover of night pull across the horizon.

"Did I say to stop?" Rugal shouted to his soldiers. "Let loose everything we've got! Mages fall back and focus on shooting those birdies down!"

The spells angled for the swarm now. Each explosion knocked dozens from the sky, but it hardly looked like their numbers were dropping.

"Commander, my trebuchet… the firing mechanism must be jammed!" one soldier cried.

"Yo! Anything I can do to help?" Yui casually popped in to ask.

"What the… Shouldn't you be back at base? We're kind of in the middle of a battle here!" I yelled.

She pouted. "Aww, come on. We haven't seen each other in weeks and this is how you treat me?"

I looked at the malfunctioning trebuchet, then at Yui.

"Maybe you can be useful." I dragged Yui over to the siege weapon and placed her in the sling.

"What's this? What's this? We playing a new game?" Yui asked excitedly.

"Something like that. Cut the rope!"

"Are you sure, Commander?" A soldier gaped worriedly at me.

"I said cut the fucking rope or you're going on the next one!" I shouted.

"At once!" The soldier climbed onto the trebuchet and brought his sword down on the rope.

Yui's eyes traced the mechanism and realized too late. The arm flung her into the sky.

"Wait, I just ate— ANEGO, YOU FUCKEEEEEEEERRR!"

As Yui disappeared into the swarm of darkness, a blinding light lit up the battlefield more brightly than the sun. Lightning surged across the swarm. Scores of flying monsters plummeted, and Yui continued in an arc into the demon forces.

"Hmm. Launching soldiers instead of stones. I shall remember this," Rugal said.

"Please, don't!" the nearby soldiers who heard exclaimed.

"It ain't over yet!" I cursed under my breath as still hundreds of flying monsters attacked the siege weapons, tearing many of them into unsalvageable scrap.

Even after all that, more were coming out from the obelisks. We needed to destroy them or nothing mattered.

"Rugal, leaving the rest here up to you!" I hollered over the fighting.

"Where are you going?" he asked.

"To crash the party." I stormed up to the last working trebuchet, pushed off the stone, and sat on the sling. "Someone launch me!"

Two soldiers rushed up to the siege weapon amidst the chaos. Together, they lifted a hammer and struck the release block holding the sling down. I flew through the sky with wind coursing through my hair.

The last thing I heard from Rugal was him shouting, "On me! Onward, charge!"

A massive barrier suddenly erected over the demon army.

"You think that's gonna stop me? Bring it!" I slammed Sacchan into the barrier as I descended, breaking through and landing violently in the middle of the demon army.

All kinds of fearless demons and monsters surrounded me. Guess it was time to put the fear back in them.

They threw themselves at me by the buttloads. Every time I swung Sacchan, hordes of demons went flying, set on fire, or frozen in blocks of ice. I fought my way up to the largest obelisk, possibly a hundred feet in height, when a giant smelly foot stepped out first.

"Nu-uh. Back in you go!" I bashed the big toe, causing whoever it was to howl in agony and fall backwards.

Once they were inside, I hit the side of the obelisks and blew chunks off it. The portal shimmered before vanishing, and the obelisk began to sink into the ground.

"Now for the—"

"ANEGO! YOU COULDA WARNED ME FIRST!" Yui stampeded through the army, throwing demons into the air as she blasted through them to get to me. She pushed past the demons, forehead bloodied, eyes blank with rage, and electricity sparking through her body.

"Hold on, Yui. We can talk about this later— Oh, shit!" I dove to the ground.

Yui swung her nunchucks once. A wave of thunder rippled outwards, shocking everything in its path and destroying the two nearest obelisks. When the dust settled, Yui was swaying back and forth.

"Ahh, crap… I feel sick… I can't move anymore… I'll… be angry at you later…" Yui slumped down against the base of a broken obelisk and shut her eyes.

"You're falling asleep here?!" I cried.

A monster with scythes for arms descended upon Yui to take advantage of her exhaustion. I wasn't going to make it. However, Rugal's charge cut a swathe into the army of demons and monsters. The armadillo beastling himself rammed through them undeterred, his natural armored plating protecting him from spears and swords.

"Micchi, their ranks have been broken and their obelisks destroyed! Now's our chance to advance into the city!" Rugal exclaimed.

"Watch Yui! I'm going in first," I said.

Two demon giants stood in my way at the skull and jerked back in confusion.

"Uhh… This small one looks familiar?" The fatter of the two scratched his head.

"Don't matter. Smash little one—"

I kicked the other one's leg out from under him. He crashed to the ground with a heavy thud. As he tried to pick himself up, I slugged him across the chin and knocked him out.

"You remember me now?" I asked, pointing at the second one with Sacchan. "Get some exercise, will you? Go run around the city and tell everyone it's time to surrender. Or I'm coming in to make them."

"I-I remember you! Mean scary demon! I go. I go tell!" he whimpered, running off into the city.


Chapter 29 - The Warm Comfort of Food

The city of Menagerie surrendered pretty easily. Most of the demon citizens inside didn't want to fight to begin with. They were just ordinary cityfolk. Those that did though, a couple of more beatings put them in their place. Any resistance left vanished when their leaders came out to discuss terms of surrender.

But they weren't what I expected.

Three imps dressed in suits groveled on the ground before me with a mountain of bulging bags of gold, silver, and jewelry tossed to my feet.

"P-Please, take it all! We won't send anything else to attack you anymore!" the one in the center exclaimed.

"What are we even gonna do with this?" Yui asked while untying one of the bags.

The glimmer of riches shone like the sun as soon as she opened it. Citizens were drawn in by all the money. Some of them gulped hard when she plucked a coin out. Krolins, they called it. Probably the name of the currency up here.

"This ain't what we came for," I said, stepping over the pile of wealth and looming over them.

"It… It isn't?" he asked.

"Nah. Vermin's little zoo. Bring us the chunkiest monsters you got. The ones that can be made a stew or roast out of."

Their jaws dropped.

"You mean to tell me, you attacked our city because you wanted to eat?!" the three screamed at the same time.

"Did I stutter? Get going!" I growled.

They scrambled away towards the arena. I kicked over the bag pile and scattered the money on the ground to let the citizens pick at them.

We eventually returned to the outpost with dozens of wagons, carrying big monsters thick enough to feed us for weeks. Kain and Kaoru, however, didn't look like they were staying for lunch. They were getting ready to head out. Their flagship and two other airships were powered up, engines humming with magic.

"Leaving already? Was about to butcher these for a feast." I patted a giant red boar reminiscent of the very first thing I killed coming to this world.

"With Menagerie defeated, there's no sense in wasting time. The Kartolan Badlands is much farther than Roila, so we're taking a head start. I never imagined we would come so far in putting an end to the demon menace, and it's all thanks to you. Good luck, Lady Micchi." Kain shook my hand before boarding the flagship.

Already on the quarterdeck, Kaoru nodded to me as their ship lifted off.

"Chances are, we will be facing Chika together when we next meet. I expect you to not hesitate like before," Kaoru said.

"Count on it," I assured her.

A burst of frigid air rippled through the outpost. The crystal engines glowed more brightly as the airships lifted higher than the trees and began advancing towards the Kartolan Badlands.

"Getting cold feet?" Ririko asked from the outpost palisade.

I ignored her and headed inside to join the others.

Over the next two days, my group prepared to head out. We left behind a crack team of soldiers and guild members led by Oaks to defend the Miterhask outpost. The rest of us boarded three airships bound for Roila.

On the third day, disaster struck.

"Commander, the 3rd and 7th company have also all fallen ill. The mages powering the airships are bearing through the sickness by will alone, but their exhaustion is showing. At this rate, we may have to land until it passes," my airship's yeoman explained, the strain in his voice was also showing.

"Tell them to find a place to land. Make sure the other ships know, too," I ordered.

The yeoman saluted, then hurried out of the captain's quarter to relay my orders.

This sucked. Something gnarly got a hold of everyone last night. A demon's attack, sickness, or whatever… we were all falling victim to it.

I stumbled over to Loraine's side of the bed and wiped the sweat from her forehead. Her breathing was hoarse. She was as pale as a ghost. Even Kawa came down with something. The wolf laid at the foot of the bed whimpering, her head nesting between Loraine's legs.

Now it was getting to me, too.

"Lilim. Where the hell are you?" I asked into the room.

"I'm here, Master!" Lilim opened the door and poked her head into the room. She looked fine. Not at all affected by whatever was making us sick.

"Any idea what's causing this? You're the only one doing alright."

"If I had a guess, it might be a demon-borne sickness. That would explain why I'm okay, and why surface-dwellers who haven't faced it before are having a difficult time," she explained.

"Great. I swear, if we got this far only to get done in by a cold… Whatever. Get in here and use your succubus voodoo to make it easy on these two, will you? I'm gonna go check on the others," I said.

Lilim swallowed her hesitation entering the room because Loraine made it obvious she wasn't welcome. As the succubus placed a hand on both Loraine and Kawa, their demeanors immediately lightened up. They stopped turning in bed and breathed more easily.

I left the room and ran into people slumped against the hall. Some of the doors to other cabins were open. When I peeked inside, folks were bedridden and not looking so hot. It wasn't until I got to the canteen did it dawn on me how bad things were getting. No one was eating. They were strewn on the ground or lying on tables and hammocks. Not dead but might as well be.

"Rugal! Rugal, where the fuck are you?" I shouted with what little strength I had.

A giant ball rolled up to me. It uncurled just enough for me to see Rugal inside.

"Not… feeling too good. I'd rather pass out," Rugal groaned.

"Where's Yui and Ririko?" I asked.

"Check the… cargo bay," he said and rolled back to the corner.

I went down to the lower levels and found Ririko, trying to feed porridge to Yui who was lying in a hammock.

"Hey, come on. You need to eat, kid. I know you don't like me, but curb that rebelliousness until you're better. Open up." Ririko waved the spoon in Yui's face to no success.

"Uu… No… Just let me die," Yui begged.

I was about to call out until a wave of dizziness hit me. The next thing I knew, I crashed into some crates and passed out.

When I next woke up, I heard the sound of boiling first. Ririko was sitting on the floor across from me, stirring a steaming and bubbling pot with a ladle. Her eyes were so laser-focused, she didn't realize I was awake until I tried to get up.

"Whoa, whoa. You lie back down, tiger." Ririko pushed me down onto the cot that was just a bedsheet and pillow laid on the floor.

"What happened?" I asked.

"What do you think? You K/O'd yourself. It's only been an hour though. Lay tight. I'm almost done with this hot pot," she said.

My gaze fell to the pot sitting on a metal trivet. Ririko had one hand on the ladle and the other pressed to the side of the pot. Her fingertips were lit up red, likely controlling the heat. Guess she had more than just cold magic under all that makeup.

However, as much as I'd like to lay around and do nothing, we didn't exactly have that luxury. I tried to get up a second time, but Ririko shoved me down again.

"This is stupid. I gotta make sure everything's alright on deck," I said.

"Airships landed behind a hilly outcrop. We're fine. You, on the other hand, gotta get some rest. Don't worry. Ririko's old fashioned hot pot will get you back on your feet in no time!" Ririko grinned as she scooped the contents of the pot into a bowl and handed it to me.

Chopped pieces of meat, potatoes, and mushrooms floated within the slop.

"Not sure how I feel about eating something you made. How do I know it ain't poisoned?" I asked.

Ririko glanced over to Yui, who was snoring in her sleep. An empty bowl sat on the ground beneath her hammock.

"Poisoned or not, you'll live." She began to scoop some for herself. "But you won't live or get better on an empty stomach though. It's good, I swear! Used to make this all the time in high school, you know? Gets pretty damn cold up in Hokkaido, especially when you go to a shitty school without proper heating. All us girls would take turns using the steam to exfoliate our pores, then head to the bathroom to do our makeup after eating."

My stomach rumbled aloud. Ririko heard it and smirked.

"Wipe that smile off your face…" I started digging in so that she would shut up.

With every savory morsel I ate, my body got warmer. The fact that the ingredients were only lightly salted brought out more of their natural flavor. The earthy taste of mushroom, harsh gamey meat, a little bit of dirt from the poorly-washed potatoes, and the broth that combined it all together… It felt like I was fighting off the sickness the more I put in my mouth.

"Motonari didn't have heating either. Cold as hell every winter. We had to just grit our teeth through it. Now that I think about it, hot pot in class would've been nice." I drained the bowl down my gullet, including the misty dirt at the bottom.

Tasted like home anyway.

"There's no way you're satisfied after that. What say we grill some fish?" Ririko asked, removing the hot pot from the trivet and pulling out a weird fish with writhing tentacles on its face from a bucket behind her.

"You're joking," I said.

Ririko wasn't joking. She doused the fish in animal fat collected from the monsters we killed back in Menagerie, sprinkled salt over it, placed the fish on the trivet, and grilled it on there with magical heat. The fish was pink in color and had spikey fins all over its body, but they were nothing a little tug couldn't pull out. Soon, the body took on a charred and reddish tint.

"Here. Pinched this off one of Kaoru's people." Ririko handed me a pair of ornate brown chopsticks with a dragon coiling up the top half of each stick.

The chopsticks' design reminded me of Anya, and Anya reminded me that Ririko was the reason she was missing.

"What the hell is this?" I asked, putting the chopsticks down. "I'm not here to be buddy-buddy with you. We're not friends. Just allies outta convenience."

"Convenience that's supposed to benefit both of us. I didn't forget, Micchi. Look, you can hate me all you want for what I did to Anya and tried to do to you guys. I'm not going to waste my breath on apologizing because I know you won't accept it. This, me feeding you. Who says you can't eat at the same table as someone you hate? Now eat, grilled fish is best right after it's done cooking," Ririko insisted as she pulled out another pair of chopsticks to pluck meat from its bones.

Sighing, I grabbed one of the pieces Ririko cut out. The smokey taste and tender texture made me tear up.

"You're crying? Great. I'm not Anya or Kaoru, so I dunno what the hell to do about crying munchkins," Ririko complained.

"Fuck you. Fuck if I know. It's always been like this ever since Chika and Anya took me and Yui in. They're always telling us to eat more, eat more. Like shit, I can only eat so much. Why the hell are you guys always telling us to eat more?" I asked as I wiped my eyes.

Ririko shrugged and continued carving into the fish with her chopsticks. "Isn't it obvious? How else are you going to grow up strong?"

I was reminded of a memory. The four of us were at the usual park in the middle of winter. The playground was covered in snow. Anya bought sea bream from the local grocer, and Chika brought a bag of charcoal and grill mesh. Now I knew why they didn't eat. They went through the trouble just to feed us. It always tasted a little burnt, but damn did it hit the spot.

"How come you ain't feeling like shit like the rest of us?" I asked.

"Pft. I got Hokkaido blood in me. We're hearty people. Hell will freeze over before a little bug gets me sick," Ririko said, pulling out another fish.

After cleaning up and grilling the second fish for when Yui woke up, Ririko and I climbed up to the deck to check things out. It was deserted, except for a group of four mages sitting together at the base of the mast. I couldn't see shit past the outcrop, so I hopped off the airship and made my way up the incline.

I slipped on the wet grass. Ririko threw an arm around my shoulder and helped me the rest of the way. When we got to the edge, however…

We were on a cliff, overlooking what was most likely Roila. The city was larger than any I'd seen so far. Cynderace, Kajar, Taiq'ae… none of them compared to the sprawling metropolis. An octagonal wall surrounded the city, but buildings continued to stretch beyond the boundaries. Spaced every hundred meters or so along the wall were the same anti-air obelisks around the continent. At the very center was a palace, taller than the spires in Cynderace, with pointed steeples and towers extending from the castle.

"Geez. What a huge fucking city," I muttered.

"I wonder if they sell lotion down there? My skin's been drying out because of this stupid wind," Ririko said.

Something suddenly flew past us. A gargoyle landed to the side. I was about to break it with Sacchan until the mouth opened.

"You must be Micchi," a feminine and meek voice said.

"Yeah? Who's asking?" I eyed the stone monster.

"Lady Katrine, ruler of Roila. I understand you wish to lay siege to my precious city, but you have no need to attack! I humbly announce mine and the city of Roila's surrender. As a gesture of good faith, I offer you what you seek. The key to the demon lord's palace."

Something dropped into the gargoyle's lower jaw. Its mouth contained a ring similar to the one Vermin had, except the inlaid jewel was blue in color. When I took it, the mouth snapped shut.

"This smells like a trap," Ririko said.

"I'm catching the whiff, too. What's your game? You're not loyal to the demon lord?" I asked.

There was a nervous laugh before she answered. "Against the strengths of you and your armies? I wouldn't dare! I've given you the ring and you may simply move on, but perhaps there is more to be gained here? My obelisks have been de-powered. I would like to extend to you an invitation to the great city of Roila. What do you say?"

Well, I wasn't one to turn down a good time.

"Hoh? Saves me the trouble of bulldozing through to get to you. Alright. I accept. I got a few questions that apparently only you can answer anyway," I said.


Chapter 30 - Lady Katrine and the City of Roila

It took an entire day of rest before some of the crew recovered from the bug. Everyone was up but still very woozy and weak. Whatever hit us wasn't an ordinary sickness, but at least it was short-lived.

Ririko and I gathered enough people who were able to hold a meeting in my airship to catch them up to speed. By the pale color of their faces, they hadn't fully healed up yet. However, even a miserable flu or cold couldn't hide how suspicious they were when I told them.

"They surrendered?" Rugal scoffed.

"To be more precise, Lady Katrine surrendered the crystal. It's real, so we have no reason to believe otherwise," Lilim explained.

"I find that hard to believe. If anything, this is a ploy to lower our guard. We should take advantage of their unpowered obelisks to strike swiftly instead." The beastman searched each person's eyes around the table to find someone with the same sentiments.

"Normally, I'd agree with you. Problem is, a bunch of us are still sick. Which is why I'm heading down there with Ririko first," I said.

After a pause, the table erupted into a shouting match between the upper chains of command. It was too dangerous. It was probably a trap. We would be leaving the airships defenseless… the whole laundry list.

"If you're going down there, then I'm coming with you!" Loraine insisted.

"Me, too! You really think we're gonna let you walk in there alone?" Yui asked.

They were both wrapped head to toe in blankets, snot dripped down their noses, and shuddered in their seats. One of the symptoms of the sickness was bad chills. Yui was usually good with the cold like me, which was how I knew it got them bad. Underneath the table, their legs were buried in Kawa's toasty mane to stay warm.

"Yeah, not happening. You both ain't in any condition to leave the ship," I said.

"But… I'm the Sultana of Amarinth! If we're speaking with Lady Katrine, a member of the UKD should be present." Loraine pouted angrily.

"I agree with Micchi," Jouann chimed in. "Sultana, please allow me to go in your stead to represent Amarinth's and the UKD's best interests. Would that suffice?"

"This ain't a picnic, but suit yourself." I shrugged.

Loraine reluctantly agreed, but she continued throwing a silent tantrum at the thought of not being by my side.

Rugal grunted with disapproval for a different reason. "I don't like it, but I shall stay here. At least one commander should remain with our forces and the airships."

We ended the meeting there. As people left the conference room, I caught Yui sulking in her seat with Frey trying to console her.

"Mad that I ain't letting you come with?" I asked.

"Whaddya think?" Yui huffed. "Well, guess I'm not surprised. Ever since middle school, you never liked the idea of me following Anya and Chika. But where else was I supposed to go? You guys were the only ones I had."

"Sorry, Yui… It's just—"

"Ahhh! Fuck your excuses! If you're gonna leave me here, fine! I'll slack off while you get all nasty and grimy again. Come on, Frey. Let's go find the others," she said, hopping off the seat to leave.

"Awww. Did Mewcchi and Wui have a wittle fwight?" Ririko cackled quietly from behind.

"Screw off, Ririko. You're still on thin ice, bitch. What's the hold up, Jo? We're heading out now!" I shouted.

"Just a moment! I'm gathering my things, and it's not Jo. The correct pronunciation is Joo-ahn!" Jouann exclaimed while stuffing papers into a satchel and being helped into some light leather armor.

The four of us, Lilim, Jouann, Ririko, and I headed down to Roila on foot. The city was a lot more impressive the closer we got to the walls. Unsurprisingly, demon citizens coming in and out of Roila gave us uneasy glances. A female demon riding on a wagon whispered something to her son, causing him to look away and panic. Farmers stopped plowing their fields to make a run for their homes.

We were the invaders after all.

"What's Katrine like?" I asked Lilim.

"In a single word: ambitious. It actually comes as no surprise that Lady Katrine would surrender. I suspect she has ulterior motives," Lilim said.

Ririko made an ugly yawn. "Probably wants you to dethrone Chika, so she can climb back onto that high seat. Surprised you haven't pieced that together yet."

"Wait. Seriously?" I swapped between Lilim and Jouann, both of them nodding after having come to the same conclusion.

"This sort of backstabbing is the norm in Amarinth— er… of course, not any longer since the Sultana changed the law such that usurpers aren't to be recognized!" Jouann added hastily so I wouldn't get the wrong idea.

Like I thought. Politics was too fucking complicated. Only one thing mattered in any world, and it was that strength decided who stood at the top. It was why Chika loomed over us at the very peak. This Katrine bitch was in over her head.

When we reached the massive gates reminiscent of Grishant's mountain entrance, an army of demon soldiers poured out of Roila to surround us. Or so I thought. Without weapons drawn, they fell into formation to frame a path leading into the city. But not for us. It was to keep the citizens from wandering in, because their queen was coming through.

Lady Katrine rode out on a demonic stallion, flanked by other riders with less impressive mounts. The demoness sat sideways on account of her flowing crimson robes. Two pairs of thick horns curled behind her head like a crown, decorated in all sorts of jewelry, gold chains, and bandings. Unlike the color of her people, she had a light human complexion.

If it wasn't for the sword sheathed to her waist and staff wielded in her right hand, I'd have assumed Lady Katrine was the kind of leader that didn't fight. Well, we might end up finding out sooner or later.

Demons behind the line of guards dropped to their knees. Even Lilim, who defected to my side, kneeled down.

"Welcome!" Lady Katrine began in a voice simmering with forced arrogance and pride. "I welcome you to the grand city of Roila, capital of Sathorayne. I am its esteemed ruler, Katrine Amadri Kuruscan, the former de—"

"Blah, blah, blah. Get on with it. You wanna get back to being the top dog, so you surrendered, hoping that we'll kick Chika off that throne for you. Did I miss anything?" I asked.

Lady Katrine and my companions stared at me in shock.

"By the gods, she has no tact…" Jouann groaned under his breath.

"Shit, Micchi. Wanna ask how the demon wipes her ass, too?" Ririko sighed.

"What? It's true! What the fuck is the point of beating around the bush for?" I fired back.

The demons, soldiers and citizens alike, began murmuring amongst themselves. Katrine was the most tripped up about it, her distressed eyes flicking to each of her subjects. The light complexion made it easier to tell she was flustered.

Suddenly, Katrine erupted into boisterous laughter.

"A jest! One made in poor taste! The surface dwellers have quite the humor. No one would dare betray her mightiness, the demon lord!" Lady Katrine exclaimed.

The soldiers started laughing first. Seeing them, the citizens who gathered behind them did, too. Just like that, the atmosphere went from tense to joyful in seconds.

"Oh, you know how it is with people who've never played politics!" Ririko walked past me and presented herself in front of Katrine. "But what I really want to know is how do you keep your skin absolutely glowing? I've got to know what your skin-care regimen is! Maybe we can trade secrets? I'm Ririko, but you can call me Riri~"

"How enchanting! A surface-dweller with finesse—" Lady Katrine extended a hand down to shake with, but as soon as they clasped, their arms became entombed in ice.

Ririko dragged Katrine down from the stallion. Every soldier drew their weapons, and the citizens of Roila gasped hard. That chaos lasted only a split second. Katrine came face to face with a shard of ice. Her soldiers froze, hesitating to take another step.

"Ririko, what the fuck?" I called out.

"Micchi might not know a thing about politics, but I do. Now I know why you sent that gargoyle. You surrendered in secret without telling your army or your people. My guess is you want to look like you're on Chika's side while plotting her demise with us. I dunno what kind of game you're playing, but we don't want any part of it," Ririko said accusingly.

Lady Katrine grinded her fangs so hard, we could hear the crunch. Whatever plan she had brewing between those horns just went down the shitter.

"Heh. So, we're coming out swinging then?" I grinned as things heated up. "Well, alright. You heard the caked up bitch. You surrendering or not? Say it out loud so the city can hear!"

"Lay… Lay down your arms… The city of Roila surrenders to the surface-dwellers," the demoness declared.

A lot of them didn't. They held on for dear life. Kudos to them for having more loyalty towards Chika than Katrine though, but now wasn't the time to play martyr.

"Jo, I hope you got a weapon on you," I said.

"Are we about to fight? I'm not a fighter! I'm a diplomat!" Jouann trembled at the sight of many now-aggressive demons.

"F-For the demon lord!" a soldier rallied a number of others and charged past Ririko's icy barricade.

I came between them and drove a foot into the earth. Fissures opened up, spewing pillars of flames that stopped them in their tracks. I dashed in to grab the heads of two distracted demons and bashed them together. Another demon thrusted his spear forward and missed, so I snatched the pointed end and snapped it off.

Three demons banded together to cast a spell.

"No, stop!" Katrine yelled. "Do not anger the surface-dwellers, otherwise—"

"Give it your best shot and make it count!" I didn't know what they cast until I couldn't move my feet anymore. Looking down, both legs were beginning to turn to stone. The petrification continued up to my thighs, waist, chest, and finally…

I was frozen solid in place.

"Master!" Lilim cried.

The spellcasters were in disbelief, and the soldiers around them bellowed in cheers.

"We did it… We defeated the menace!" one of them exclaimed and walked right up to my statue form with a sneer.

I smirked, cracking the stone around my mouth.

The demon jumped with horror right before I buried a rocky fist into his gut. He collapsed to the ground and barfed up breakfast. Their petrification spell chipped off like layers of dust until I had full control of my body again.

"That's enough! Any more and the entire city will fall to shambles. Is that what you fools want?" Katrine asked her people.

Realizing how outmatched they were, the demons begrudgingly sheathed or threw away their weapons. They fell back in formation and pulled the injured away, but now looking a lot more unnerved after learning of Lady Katrine's surrender for the first time.

"See, that's all you had to do. Not so hard, was it?" Ririko had a look of satisfaction and evaporated the shard of ice from Katrine's face, then helped the demoness to her feet and brushed the dirt from her shoulders.

"Have you… any idea what you've done?" Lady Katrine asked as she chewed off a nail. "The fallout that will ensue from this? You may very well have incited a civil war! So be it. This has changed nothing. The invitation I extended to you still stands. Will you accept? P-Please accept…"

"Lead the way then." I gestured with my chin.

Lady Katrine climbed back onto her steed and gestured for the other mounted demons to offer their horses to us.

"That could have gone better." Jouann heaved a sigh.

We followed Lady Katrine into Roila on horseback. The magnificent demon city was paved in smooth stone, built in tall blocks packed closely together to form walls of homes. The architecture reminded me of Cynderace fast forward a hundred years into the future, but with the criss-crossing bridges and elevated districts of Taiq'ae.

Demon citizens went about their business, trading, chatting, and frolicking like we didn't almost lay siege to the place. Many were dressed finely, whispering to each other in secret while eyeing us.

Citizens were replaced by guards and soldiers as soon as we reached Roila's palace, Lady Katrine's seat of power. It was less like a castle, and more of countless floating towers interconnected by bridges that rotated around a giant spire at the center.

"Nice place. Be a shame if it all comes crashing down because someone is too easily agitated," Ririko said as Katrine led us to a stop in the round courtyard surrounding the palace.

"Your threats are not lost on me. I understand the danger you pose to me and Roila. From the beginning, I wanted to do things carefully and quietly. There are many in my court who are still fiercely loyal to the current demon lord. By now, they should know you have entered the city and heard news of my miserable, public display of surrender. It means they will be harder to find. I'll cut to the chase—"

"Bitch, you can't just give us a long spiel and say 'cut to the chase'. That's not how it works. You're supposed to start with that and spit it out!" I growled.

"Okay, okay! Goodness… I need your help to root out the demon lord's loyalists in Roila. Do so, and I can consolidate power here to keep its innumerable forces from impeding your advance on her palace," Katrine explained.

Something above us exploded and rocked the city. Not just one, but many. Several towers detached from the ring and plummeted.

"Stay inside if you wanna live," Ririko said, creating a dome barrier of ice around us.

Stone and rubble showered the courtyard. More explosions went off across the city, and another tower crashed down somewhere behind the palace. People screamed in the distance. Soldiers scrambled out of the palace in panic.

"Ahhh! Curse the two of you! This is exactly what I was trying to avoid!" Lady Katrine cried.

"Then why the hell didn't you tell us to keep our mouths shut when you sent the gargoyle in the first place?" I yelled over her.

"I didn't expect you to just outright BLURT IT OUT AND THREATEN ME TO CONFESS!" she shouted back.

Ririko forced her icy barrier outward, pushing away the rubble that buried us. A squad of demon soldiers beelined over, and I was about to beat them up until Lady Katrine stopped me.

"Wait, wait, wait! Those are my soldiers!" Lady Katrine cried and jumped between us.

"How the fuck am I supposed to know that? Everyone looks the same!" I groaned aloud.

"Lady Katrine, there are attacks on our stations all across Roila. The rebels severed our means of communication with them. At this rate, half the city will fall to their control by evening. What are your orders?" the captain of the squad asked.

"Rally the loyal to defend the palace," she ordered. "The citizenry isn't their target. I am. We will draw them here. In the meantime, our new friends shall take care of the rebels."

"Oh, great. You really are just making us do all the work." Ririko folded her arms, frowning like she had expected this was going to happen all along.

"I leave my city in your capable hands. The leader of the traitors is Councilor Debaun. Find him and bring him to heel!" the demoness exclaimed as she hurried to the safety of her palace.

Ririko, Lilim, Jouann, and I stayed in the courtyard. Guards and soldiers followed after Lady Katrine, falling into a defensive formation around the palace walls. A massive magical barrier erected over it and separated us from them.

"That was the demon lord before Chika? She's a fucking pushover," I said to Lilim.

"W-Well, caution and ambition often stand side by side," Lilim replied with a nervous chuckle.

Before we even began searching, an army of snarling demons marched into the courtyard. They wielded the same weapons and were dressed in the same armor as Roila's soldiers, but a red slash painted over their chest plates.

"What's this? Lady Katrine holed herself up inside the palace? If that's not proof that she's unfit to rule Roila, then I don't know what is. If that wasn't bad enough, she invites surface-dwellers into the city! We're not the traitors. She is! What say you all?" a hairy demon at the head of the group asked the others.

They roared together, cursing and throwing profanity aimed at Lady Katrine.

"You Councilor Debaun?" I asked, walking up to the demon with Sacchan pointed at him.

"Who's asking?" He flashed his discolored yellow fangs and growled.

"You got wax in your ears, Sasquatch? I am!"

I grabbed the demon by the horn and dragged him to the ground. A punch across the cheek knocked a couple of teeth loose. Someone from the horde fired a magic bolt at me. I cocked my head to the side to dodge it.

Ririko flew in like a blizzard. A frosty mist spread through them between their feets, freezing everyone in place. Ice spikes coalesced in front of their faces.

"Don't move now, you hear?" Ririko sneered.

"Alright, you. Are you Debaun or not?" I asked the demon again.

"No… and I'm not telling you shit, surface-dweller!" He spat blood in my face.

I wiped the blood from my cheek and backhanded the other side of his face. More teeth came loose and clattered across the courtyard.

"Allow me to be of use, Master! I can mind-control him, if you like?" Lilim asked.

"No, that'd take away the fun. Ora! Tell me where the fuck your boss is!" I punched him again.

"Is that all you—"

I punched him again.

"Your punches… are getting soft—"

I punched him even harder.

"Okay… you pack… quite the—"

And again.

The demons frozen by Ririko were starting to act up.

"Hang in there!" one of them yelled.

"Our rebellion will succeed, so stay strong!" another added fervently.

I clenched my bloodied fist for another hit when the demon finally fessed up.

"The temple! Councilor Debaun and his conspirators are hiding at the Temple of the Demon Lord!" he cried.

"Hey, what gives? You gave them up that easily?!" The other demons were beginning to turn on him.

"Shut up! You're not the one getting hit. I am! I got six kids to feed, and I'm not dying for a stupid cause Debaun won't fight for himself!"

"That wasn't so hard, was it?" I smirked, patting him lightly on the shoulder. "Alright. let's go. Everyone's coming with."

The army of baffled demons exchanged uneasy looks with one another.

"What do you mean they're coming with?" Ririko asked.

"Well, Sasquatch over here basically called Debaun a coward. The bastards'll probably take off running when they see us coming. I don't wanna comb through a city this fucking big, do you? That's why the cannon fodders are coming with. We walk with 'em, inside 'em, and Debaun won't notice a damn thing," I explained.

"I'll be damned, Micchi! You do have it in you to think smart!" She got to ruffle my hair before I slapped her hand away.

"Fuck you. Don't touch me. Besides, I learned this back when I was taking down the schools around Motonari. The bosses of those schools kept ditching when I showed up. Had to get creative."

The demons erupted into shouts and heckling.

"Why the hell would we listen to you?"

"Go kill yourself!"

"As if we'd help you to take down the rebellion!"

Lilim stepped in proudly with her chest puffed up and her eyes glowing faintly of magic.

"Master, I believe this is where I come in. Please allow me to bend them to your will," she insisted.

After Lilim placed every single one of the demons under her control, we marched through the city as a cohesive mass of demons. The three of us blended in the middle of them. Roila folks we passed by slammed their windows and doors shut, hid under the shadow of taller buildings, or peeked out from narrow alleys. Some scrawny snot-nosed demon brats tossed rocks at us. A piece of stone hit me in the head and bounced off.

The dumb kids. They're lucky I had to stay hidden. Well, not that they weren't already suffering enough.

"Why's it always kids that get the short end of the stick in big cities?" I sighed.

"Between the war and dwindling food sources, the millions of people living in Roila have a hard time sustaining themselves," Lilim explained somberly.

"It's like that everywhere," Jouann began with an indifferent look and tone. "There are only so many people you can take care of, and it's easy to lay the blame on the city when you do not know the cost of providing aid."

"Yeah, well… then you get punks like me and Yui who do whatever it takes to keep living."

I half-expected Ririko to make a snide remark. Surprised me that she was just as bothered about it.

We got to an iron-fenced plaza with a statue of Chika to welcome us in. The large, U-shaped church was guarded by patrolling demons, all dressed in the same get-up as the ones we're blended in with.

Controlled by Lilim, the lead demon I had beaten the shit out of earlier walked up to the shut gates.

"A report for Councilor Debaun. His ears only!" the demon shouted.

Two guards whispered to each other, then one of them hurried into the temple. A few minutes later, a gray-haired demon in a suit and glasses emerged from the building. He was flanked by better-equipped guards than the ones out here.

"Is it done?" Councilor Debaun asked. "Is that traitor Katrine dead? You should be occupying the palace!"

"It's done alright. Ririko, catch the fish inside. Debaun's mine!" I yelled.

"Always giving me the tough job." Ririko sprouted icy wings and took flight towards the temple.

Lilim's mind-controlled army of demons sprung into combat at once, stampeding through the gate and attacking the church guards. Councilor Debaun panicked. His guards moved to defend him, but I barreled through them like a bowling ball to a bunch of pins. The rebel leader tripped as he took a step back and dropped onto his ass.

"Where do you think you're going?" I asked, picking him up by his neck.

"Surface… dweller… Execute plan b! Do it now!" Debaun screamed.

Something like a fiery flare shot into the sky.

"The fuck is—"

Explosions near and far went off all across the city again. A lot more than just a handful this time. Buildings went up in smoke and collapsed into rubble on the streets. A nearby explosion sent me and Debaun flying. We landed head-first into a hedge.

Smoke all over the plaza blocked my vision. People were crying from every direction. Dust got into my lungs, and I started coughing up a storm. When I got up to get my bearings, I saw that most of the block had been leveled.

"Fuck… Lilim, Jouann! Where the fuck are you two?" I waded through the rubble and found the unconscious Debaun on the ground.

The piece of shit wanted to take out the city with him or what?

"Over here!" Jouann, accompanied by Lilim, waved frantically from the edge of the street where one side of a building had collapsed.

"What happened?" I hurried over, but the blood in my veins turned to ice.

The group of demon kids from earlier. They were buried under the rubble. An arm and leg were sticking out from the debris. Dread washed over me. I started digging into the pile, pulling off heavy pieces of stone, brick, and wood until I found two little girls huddled together. The bigger one had covered the smaller girl with her body, but neither of them were moving.

"How… terrible. Why would they do such a thing?" Lilim gaped at the destruction.

The rattle of rolling rocks drew my attention back to Debaun, who had gotten to his feet and was limping away.

"Debaun, you fucker!" I tackled him and slammed the back of his head repeatedly to the ground. "What the fuck were you thinking? Didn't you just want Katrine? Where do you get off blowing the city up like that?!"

"If the city… doesn't belong to the demon lord… then it belongs to no one!" he muttered.

"That ain't for you to decide! You tear this city down, where the fuck else are they supposed to live? Hahh? You gonna send them into the cold? Make them starve more than they already are?"

The first punch broke his glasses. The second cracked his nose. I pummeled into him even as my fists started aching. He started choking on his own spit and blood.

"The demon lord… wanted this… I was just following… orders…" Debaun meeked out before passing out.

"Chika did? I don't fucking believe it. No fucking way!" My right fist ignited, burning off the blood and sweat.

I drove it down to Debaun's face, but Ririko caught me first. The cold grasp of her fingers clenched down on my knuckles and stifled the flames.

"Micchi, this piece of shit isn't worth getting pissed off over," Ririko said.

"I beg to fucking differ. This is exactly the piece of shit I should be pissed at. Now let go. If you wanna dance, then wait your turn." I tried to wrench away and only succeeded in making her hold tighter.

"You're angry. I get it. But he isn't yours to mess up. How would you feel if someone came along and knocked Chika out before you did? You going to take that satisfaction away from them? The ones who really got dicked over?" she asked.

Someone started coughing. I heard it as loud as day and got me tensed up.

I glanced over my shoulder. The brats I thought were goners started breathing again. Ririko let me go, and I raced over to where Jouann and Lilim were healing them with magic. The older of the two snapped awake and crawled over to protect the other. She faced me with a brave look.

Relief washed over me, putting out the rest of the fire in my chest.

"You good, kid?" I asked.

The demon girl's demeanor softened. She nodded.

I turned back to Ririko, who had Debaun and the other conspirators half-entombed in ice.

"Now that we did Katrine a solid, what say we go back and make her cough up some answers about Chika?" Ririko suggested.


Chapter 31 - The Former Demon Lord

The barrier was down when we got back to Roila's palace. Most of the fighting slowed down as word spread that we gutted the rebellion from the head. The rest either went into hiding or pretended nothing ever happened to avoid being captured.

Roila soldiers dressed in blue and silver formed a path through the courtyard, leading into the palace as if to make sure we didn't get lost. Lady Katrine was inside on her throne and smoothing out the creases of her robes. She flashed a smile as we walked down the long red carpet, smudged up from boot prints and bloodstains from the fight earlier.

"Here's your councilor." I tossed the mangled and groaning Debaun in front of her.

Katrine flinched. She lifted her feet as he landed a little too close. His bodily fluids quickly added to the carpet stains.

"Oh, wow. Ew… You certainly spared no effort to punish him for his treachery." Katrine beckoned to the nearest guards. "Take him away before something else discharges from his body."

"Got the rest trapped at the temple. Wrapped 'em nice and warm in blocks of ice," Ririko said as she inspected her nails, probably checking if any of them got chipped.

Jouann moved forward apologetically. "I regret to inform you that someone might have destroyed the statue at the front out of unrestrained rage."

"Had to take it out on someone, alright? Back to why we're here. We did your laundry, time to air it out. You wanted to cozy up, but I still don't trust you or this place. So first, you can tell me all about Chika becoming the demon lord." When I made a step, the palace soldiers inched aggressively unlike with Jouann.

They backed down as soon as Katrine waved them off.

"To business already? Do you not perhaps want to feast or have fanfare played to celebrate your efforts?" Katrine asked awkwardly.

"What? No, bitch. I want my questions answered. You got 'em? Or do I gotta wring 'em outta you?" I asked.

Katrine let out a quivering sigh and turned white as a ghost.

"This was the demon lord before Chika?" Ririko leaned in to whisper.

"Well, I never said she was fearsome. If it's a fight you wanted, then that was King Garran," Lilim replied.

"Alright, fuck this." I stormed up to the throne. "You're gonna tell me what I wanna know, or you're going to end up like your councilor!"

By the time I reached Katrine, a dozen soldiers had thrown themselves onto me, grabbing my ankles, jacket, and pushing against me from the front. The lady of the house herself lifted her knees onto the seat and trembled, eyes watery and in fear of her life. She was nothing like I expected from someone once named 'demon lord'.

"Please, don't hurt Lady Katrine!"

"Take your anger out on us instead!"

The soldiers were making all sorts of pleas. It made no sense to me why they were so desperately protecting this wimp.

"What is this? What kind of boss can't fight her own battles?" I growled.

"All… All I ever wanted to do was read ancient grimoires and study magic!" Lady Katrine started ugly crying, and a few of her soldiers hovered protectively over their leader.

"Micchi, what the hell did you do?" Ririko asked with a finger plugging each ear.

"I didn't do shit yet!"

"I'll tell you everything…" the demoness finally said with a sniffle. "Just no violence, please?"

Her guards backed away from me. Not that they were ever in my way to begin with. Katrine descended from the throne and opened a portal. On the other side was a backdrop of books. Floors upon floors of books.

Katrine entered first, and we followed in after her. Bookcases blanketed every inch of the wall. The only places they didn't cover was the floor and windows reaching up to the ceilings. Instead of armor and weapons, the demons here wore robes and wielded books. Tables were packed with beakers and contraptions like those in Mildred's workshop.

The heavy thuds of a demon giant approached. I grabbed Sacchan and turned around expecting to fight until I saw the stack of a hundred books in his hands.

"Lady Katrine, where put these?" the lumbering giant asked.

Katrine took one glance and knew exactly what to say. "Sector 2-A. Be careful with those!"

Without so much as a look my way, the giant stomped out of sight around the bend.

"Where the hell is this?" I asked.

"The Repository," Katrine began. "Thousands of years of history, arcane knowledge, and technological advancements are stored in these very tomes. Here is where we also conduct and compile research. A long-lived demon can spend an entire lifetime here and there would still be plenty to read!"

"Oooh, I get what's going on! To put it in layman's terms, Lady Katrine's a nerd!" Ririko exclaimed suddenly.

"I do not understand what that word means, but it sounded like you used it derisively… I am first and foremost a scientist. The position of 'demon lord' was created out of spite as a way to reclaim ourselves. We 'demons' are a collective of many races, each with their own unique rule and culture. For a time, we lived peacefully. Our resources up here were limited, but we made do. Until she came along."

"Chika," I said.

Katrine nodded. She opened the door to a bridge connecting to one of the floating towers. Jouann peered over the edge and recoiled, shuddering at how long the drop was. We entered the tower which turned out to be a smaller, cozier library or study. At the center of the room was a globe. She touched it, seeping magic in to split the sphere open into four even parts.

Everyone gasped when they saw what was inside. A finger-like crystal suspended in mid-air.

"Do you know what this is?" Katrine held it between her thumb and index finger.

"Primordial lifecrystal," I answered promptly. "Chika broke Sacchan to get the one inside it. Pinched a new one from a necro-fucker to fix 'er up."

"Necro… Do you mean necromancer?" Jouann looked at me funny.

Katrine's jaw hung open in shock. "Truly? If the demon lord knew two lifecrystals were here, she would raze this place to the ground for them."

"So what does Chika want with the salt licks?" Ririko butted in.

"Like the name implies," she continued, "it is a crystal full of primordial life energies. Necromancers make use of it by granting life to the dead or enchanters to imbue a weapon with incredible strength. But those are primitive uses. Gathering enough of these in one place can alter realities. Open rifts in dimensions that would—"

"Let people through from other worlds," I finished her sentence.

Katrine nodded. "Using them, I believe someone or something dragged the current demon lord into this world. Then she did the same for you. There must have been a mishap, or perhaps it was intentional, but I'm 95% sure their energies are what empowered you to such an extent."

"95%? What happened to the other 5%?"

"I'm a scientist. I make educated guesswork, not lowbrow conclusions!"

While Lilim and Jouann stared at the crystal curiously, Ririko eyed it like a hawk whose talons were ready to snatch it up.

"So, I can go back to Japan and find Eri…" Ririko muttered to herself.

"You wanna go back to that shit hole? You can't even be sure where it takes you. The fuck are you gonna do if it sends you to bumfuck nowhere?" I asked.

"Just because you don't have someone waiting for you back home, doesn't mean the same for me. I'll take even the slimmest chance. How many lifecrystals is it going to take?" She whirled on Katrine for answers.

"I don't know. It's not like I've seen this happen before—"

Katrine flinched when Ririko reached for the lifecrystal, but I grabbed her wrist first.

"The fuck are you thinking?" I glared.

"Let go, Micchi. I'm taking those chicken tenders and going back to Eri," Ririko answered as she preemptively tensed her jaws.

I'd been in enough fights to know someone did that when they're about to throw down.

"Then what? You take mine next and take Chika all by yourself, huh? Hahh? If I gotta beat you a third and fourth time to make sure you stay down, then fucking come at me!"

"Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait!" Katrine exclaimed.

"What?!" Ririko and I snarled.

"If… If you two are going to fight, can you at least do it outside?" she asked timidly and opened another portal, this one leading back out onto the courtyard.

The both of us walked through it without hesitation.

"You two can't be serious! We're on a diplomatic mission deep in demon territory, and you want to fight each other? I don't even feel comfortable in a palace full of demons by myself!" Jouann cried, head poking partway out of the portal.

"Stay there and wait for us to finish," I said.

The dark elven man heaved a sigh and retreated back into the portal. As soon as it closed, Ririko threw the first punch.

I blocked it against my elbow. Ririko reeled back, shaking her hand and hissing.

"That all you got?" I goaded her and tossed Sacchan over my shoulder. "Don't need this to beat you. Come on!"

Ririko came at me with an uppercut. I backed away, caught the hook from her other hand, and slammed my forehead into her face. She staggered away, clutching her nose. Blood ran down her fingers and painted nails. The impact left it angled slightly to the right. She used both hands to crack it back into place.

"Fuck!" Ririko shouted, then pressed a thumb to one nostril to blow out blood the other.

"Cool your jets yet?" I asked.

"Not until I get a hit off, you fucking delinquent!"

"Then come at me!" I thumped my chest.

Ririko blitzed towards me. I lifted my arms to block, but they didn't go where I wanted them to. Looking down, I saw ice holding my arms and feet.

"You cheap fucking—"

A hard right hook sent me crashing from the ice and across the courtyard. My cheek stung, my eyes were spinning, and I tasted iron on my whole tongue.

"Yep… alright, that's more like it. If that's how you wanna fight, then two can play!" I ignited my fists with fire hot enough to set nearby bushes alight.

We went for each other again only for a bolt of lightning to crash down at the last second. The explosion hurled us away, leaving a smoking crater that Yui climbed out of.

"I knew leaving you two alone was going to be a recipe for disaster. Aren't you supposed to be fighting demons and not each other?" Yui asked, dusting her clothes off.

I threw my hands in the air. "What happened to staying on the ship where it's warm?"

"Saw some big booms going off in the city and wanted to see what was going… go… ahh— choo!"

A sneeze interrupted her sentence. Snot dribbled down her nose. She shivered as the cold was finally setting in, pranced over to me and rubbed her nose against my chest.

"Are you serious? Get off, Yui! You're getting snot all over me!" I groaned.

"Anego, gimme your jacket… it's cold!" She latched on tighter and wailed.

Ririko picked up Sacchan, shoved it back into my hands, and walked past me.

"Where do you think you're going? We ain't finished yet!" I shouted.

"Fine. We'll do it your way, Micchi. For now. I'll follow you to fight Chika, but you better be sure of one thing: I'm going home to Eri with or without you guys," Ririko said as she continued into the palace.


Chapter 32 - Resolve

Although Lady Katrine guaranteed our safety in Roila, I had to convince everyone back on the airship that it was more like she was guaranteeing her own safety. It scared the shit out of the ordinary citizens at first, seeing an army of us walk in. Hell, they reminded me of the kids in every school I barged into.

In fact, both sides probably didn't like it. They were pretty much enemies for god knew how long now.

The move was supposed to achieve a couple of things. Mainly, Katrine wanted to kick down any more rebels or Chika loyalists still looking for trouble. Bringing us into the city was pretty much a big 'fuck you' to their faces. The other was that our airships would be protected inside the walls of the city and not at risk from an outdoor attack.

Well, assuming Katrine didn't backstab us. Though we probably didn't have to worry about that anymore. After all, who in their right mind would bring lions into the house and start kicking them?

Even Rugal was iffy about waltzing right into Roila, but after a couple of afternoon drinks at the tavern…

"Come on, surface-dweller! Is that all you people can muster?" A burly demon sidled up to Rugal's table with more giant steins of beer.

Rugal snatched one and grunted. "Your challenge, I accept."

A dozen soldiers erupted into cheers, egging Rugal on as he got roped into another drinking contest. On the opposite side, demons rooted for their own who challenged him.

I considered joining them when I walked in, but Ririko waved to me from a VIP booth.

It was pretty obvious she was drunk. Ririko had a male demon in each arm. Incubus was what they were called, the dude version of what Lilim was. They were topless, with the exception of a bow tie around their necks. One was a pretty boy with a baby face and the other looked like he hit the gym everyday to compensate for something.

"The fuck do you want?" I asked.

"Oh, don't look so pissy! We're letting loose today, aren't we? I was just telling 'em about your bat… Show 'em your… what was it called again? Sa… Sa… chiko?" Ririko was slurring so much, she was probably plastered.

"Sacchan, and you're wasted. I ain't letting some demons check out my bat."

I was about to leave until two other incubi showed up behind me.

"Join me for once, Mich! We been hanging out a lot, but it keeps ending up in a fist fight!" Ririko exclaimed, raising a glass of wine in my direction.

"If it pleases you," the incubus to my left began, "we can show you an unforgettable night~"

"Touch me, and I break more than just the horns on your head," I growled.

Both demons shrunk away.

"Aww, poo. Fine. More for me then!" Ririko mused.

I shuffled past them, paused, and then grabbed the tail of the one who talked to me. The incubus froze up and stifled an agonized squeal.

"Try anything funny with Ririko, and I'll choke all of you with your own tails. Got it?" I whispered.

"O-Of course…" He gulped.

At the other end of the tavern, Loraine and Jouann were sitting together at a table. Both of them looked up at me when I came over.

"Micchi!" Loraine beamed. "Jouann was just telling me about how you two handle politics together."

"Handling politics, she says… There was no tact, no negotiations… only violence. So much violence…" Jouann muttered with his head buried in both hands.

"It wasn't that bad, Jo. You can learn a thing or two about yankee diplomacy. How about it?" I grinned.

"No, I don't think I will. Please, excuse me. The bar is calling my name. Sultana, Lady Micchi." He bowed to each of us and left to go grab a drink. Or ten, judging by the look on his face.

As soon as I sat down, Loraine scooted her chair closer to me and took my hands.

"If someone had told me we would one day be sharing drinks alongside demons, I would have thought them crazy. I would ask how you managed this, but I think Jouann already expressed my disbelief." Loraine cast a glance at the dark elven minister ordering a drink from the demon bartender.

"This is just how it's always been between us where we came from. Fighting's a way of life. Why talk when you can punch it out?" I shrugged.

"Even though it's caused so much pain? Do you regret not being able to live a simple life?" she asked.

"No," I answered without hesitation. "Sure. Fuck my parents. Fuck fate that fucked me and Yui. Fuck Chika for what she's doing. But there ain't a bone in my body that regrets who I am or how I got here."

Loraine squeezed my hands and smiled. It was a reminder of what I gained, coming to this world. Someone who cared about me. The strength to protect the ones I cared about. What I lost, too.

"Do you think you can face her now?" Loraine asked.

"I can. Because I ain't gonna be fighting her alone," I said.

A shouting match broke out behind us between a drunk demon patron and an equally wasted Jinwan soldier. They were at each other's throats, screaming at the top of their lungs.

"Because of you surface-dwellers, my sister's husband came back in a full body cast!"

"Then maybe he should have stayed up here, instead of going down to get his ass kicked!"

The soldier shoved the demon hard. He staggered back into a waitress, causing her to tip over the large steins of beers in her hand. I stood up to shield Loraine from the spill which drenched me from the head down.

Loraine gasped. The waitress went pale. Half the tavern who saw it tensed up, but the two who caused it were still fighting and didn't realize.

I stormed over and picked them up by the throats. Their eyes went wide upon seeing me.

"You motherfuckers got a death wish?" I snarled.

Something hit me over the head. Beer and glass shards rained down, spilling onto the floor. I glanced over my shoulder to find another demon holding the broken handle. He flinched, realizing his fuck up.

I let go of the Jinwan soldier to snatch a glass from the nearby waitress.

"Hey, tavernkeep. Tab's on the kingdom of Scoth," I said.

The demon owner of the establishment jumped over the counter and went for the entrance. He flipped the open sign to close, then saluted everyone before hightailing it out of here. I knocked back the beer and smashed the glass over the head of the demon who hit me.

A floor-wide fight broke out immediately. Almost everyone started wailing on someone. Weapons were left on the ground in favor of fists. Just how I liked it. When a patron threw a punch, I swung one back in return. Rugal didn't let a good time go to waste, or maybe he was too drunk not to. He let loose just as hard, picking a fight with the demon who had challenged him to a drinking contest.

By the time we were done, every single table was broken, a couple of people were hanging from the chandelier, and the floor was littered with bodies whining in pain. A few people had gotten some good hits in and knocked my noggin around. I staggered out of the tavern with my eyes spinning from too much beer and too many punches to the head. At some point, I ended up lying flat on the road and staring up at the cloudy blue sky.

"It doesn't matter where we are or where we go, these two are always the source of my headaches…" Someone's familiar voice sighed.

The other person giggled. "Both of them have been bottling it up for a while now, but it's good that they're getting it out!"

That voice I recognized right away. It was Loraine's. Frey was standing beside her.

"Well, I guess I'll put Yui to bed early… Should I call someone to help you carry Micchi?" Frey asked.

"I think the safest option is to let me handle her," Loraine said.

Frey headed down the road with a passed out Yui on her back. Meanwhile, a cool hand pressed against my cheek. Before I realized it, Loraine threw my arm around her shoulders, and we were shuffling down the street.

"Sorry," I groaned in bouts of clarity. "When this is… all over, I promise to do better for you."

"Why?" Loraine simply asked.

"Because I've been making trouble for you… Frey just said it herself…"

"That brash, headstrong nature of yours is what I love most. Thanks to you, I faced my tyrant uncle and avenged my father. Something I never thought possible a few years ago. Don't ever change for me or anyone other than yourself," she said.

I choked back tears, but a hiccup made my stomach heave. Hard. Loraine pulled me to the side of the road, and I vomited all of breakfast and lunch in a single go. My mouth and throat stung from digestive juices, but I mostly sobered up from it.

"Okay, I'm good. You head back first. I'm gonna pay our host a visit," I said, wiping the nasty from my chin.

Loraine took a step back and extended both arms to me. I knew exactly what she wanted, so I walked myself in and let her hug me tightly. After what felt like an eternity, she finally let me go.

"Don't stay out too late!" Loraine smiled.

"Yeah, yeah…"

I returned to the palace and asked the guards to bring me to Lady Katrine. They didn't have the magic that she had to teleport, so we were forced to walk up hundreds of flights of stairs to the Repository. She was talking to a couple of demons in academic robes when we got there.

"M-Micchi? What are you doing here?" Katrine asked.

"That primordial lifecrystal. I want you to put it in Sacchan. I know you said imbuing it into a weapon is primitive, but hey, simple's the best. If we're taking the fight to Chika, then we gotta play all the cards we got," I said.

She looked at me like I was crazy, then turned to the researchers. "Gather every ritualist still present to the Arcaneum." Then to me with a serious demeanor. "Follow me."

We grabbed the lifecrystal from Katrine's private study, then entered a round chamber with a giant magic circle etched into the otherwise smooth granite floor. It was drawn in all sorts of geometric shapes that made no sense to me. The only thing I could make out were twenty smaller circles spaced out evenly from each other along the outermost ring. A dozen demon spellcasters followed us into the room and took their places in each of the small circles, but there weren't enough to fill them all.

"You're pretty agreeable with this," I remarked while they were getting ready.

"A good leader must prepare for every foreseeable possibility. I was prepared for this possibility the moment I resolved to show you the crystal," Katrine said.

"Well, alright then. So what's with the peanut gallery?"

"You said there is already a lifecrystal within your club. It's possible their energies will clash, so we need help controlling the discharge of volatile magic. Hold it still, and I will begin pushing the crystal into your weapon," she explained.

I held Sacchan as firmly as I could with both hands. Katrine came around front with the primordial lifecrystal and lifted it up to the tip of the bat. She pulled out a sharp knife to carve out a cavity in the wood.

"Here goes nothing…" Katrine breathed deeply and pressed the lifecrystal into the hole she carved.

The circle at our feet lit up like someone switched on neon lights. Magic energies erupted from Sacchan like a volcanic explosion. Lightning surged up the ceiling. A streak of magic struck an unsuspecting demon and sent him flying into the wall.

"Fuck! Is this supposed to happen?" I was having a hard time holding Sacchan. Some weird force was trying to peel my fingers off the handle.

"How would I know? This is my first time doing this!" Katrine shouted.

The tip of the bat flashed yellow. It blasted Katrine away, and she landed at the feet of one of her demon spellcasters. The loyal guy was about to step off the circle to help when she yelled at him not to.

"Don't leave the circle or we're all dead!" Katrine ordered.

"What the hell do I do now?" I growled.

The lifecrystal was still there. I might be able to push it in myself, but letting go of Sacchan for even a moment, and it would go flying away. It took both hands and all my strength to hang on.

Katrine was trying to crawl back until the door we came in from swung open. Ririko flew in like the wind, and her eyes snapped directly to the lifecrystal.

"I thought I saw you coming up here. So, this is what you're doing?" Ririko asked.

"Something crazy… Gonna take this crystal and beat Chika back to her senses!" I yelled over the intensifying magical storm.

Without saying a thing, Ririko stomped up to me, grabbed the end of Sacchan, and slammed an icy fist into the lifecrystal. For a moment, the chamber was calm. Then the ice shattered into shards that cut into her face and the storm raged on again. She cursed under her breath and pushed harder.

"What are you doing?" I asked through gritted teeth.

"I'm helping! What does it look like?" Ririko fired back, then glanced over her shoulder to Katrine. "You wanna dance or lie around?"

Katrine leaped to her feet and occupied a circle alongside the other demons. However, the storm became a lot more violent.

Ripples of magic bursting past Ririko's frozen entombment cut into her face like knives to paper. Cuts deep enough that they wouldn't heal without scarring. She tried encrusting an icy mask over her face, but it would break off before fully forming.

"It ain't working… We gotta stop! Find another way!" I told Ririko.

The caked up bitch shook her head. Tears ran down her cheeks and turned into droplets of red ice from blood that flaked off.

"Promise me, Micchi! We finish this fight, and you send me back to Japan with those crystals!" Ririko cried as another blast of magic sliced a diagonal gash across her cheek.

I saw the depths of her resolve in those cold, desperate eyes. That desire to be back with the person she cared most about. The conviction to do whatever it took and make any sacrifices necessary.

The one who had it all wrong about you was me. You didn't care about looking pretty. Didn't care what people really thought about you. At the end of the day, the one you wanted standing in front of you wasn't a horde of fans to call you pretty. It was Eri.

"You got my word." I nodded.

Ririko flashed a genuine smile. Not the one where the corners of her lips curved up like she was deranged. Just a regular, old smile like when Chika and Anya used to play with me and Yui.

The Blizzard of Hokkaido fastened her grip on Sacchan with a layer of ice. She reared her other hand back, formed a spiked point like a spearhead, and plunged it into the primordial lifecrystal.

A final blast of magic blew Ririko across the room. She slammed against the far wall and went limp. The magical storm vanished. Katrine and her demon spellcasters collapsed to their knees, ground, or passed right out.

I raced over to Ririko. There were maybe half a dozen cuts on her face. I couldn't tell from all the blood. If that wasn't bad enough, she wasn't moving.

"Hey, get up!" I shook her by the shoulders. "You can't die on me yet, you dumb bitch. I can't fulfill a promise to you if you're dead!"

Ririko sucked in a hoarse breath and coughed painfully.

"Who are you… calling a dumb bitch?" She smirked, then pointed to Sacchan. "Looks like… I did it. Damn… Am I cool as ice or what?"

Wood around the hole began to regrow and seal in the primordial lifecrystal. Holding Sacchan, I felt a deep well of something. Magic? Mana? Whatever it was seemed to have given my bat a big upgrade. I knew without even having to fight Chika yet that the playing field was level now.


Chapter 33 - Legacy

Yui and I came back to Lady Katrine's palace the next day to check up on how Ririko was doing. Taking all those hits and punching the primordial lifecrystal into Sacchan took a toll on her. Katrine said she had the best healers looking after her, but I couldn't help but be worried. The bitch proved me wrong. I wasn't going to turn a blind eye to that.

"So, exactly how much stronger did Sacchan get?" Yui asked while we were led through the palace by a guard.

"Dunno. Haven't tested anything yet. Feels weird though. It feels like I traded a stick for a gun. Like I just know Sacchan is a helluva lot stronger now," I explained as best as I could.

The guard stopped in front of a room like any other along the extravagant corridor. This one, however, was guarded by two others in royal, plate armor digs. Katrine's personal guard, it looked like.

"Lady Katrine and Lady Ririko do not wish to be disturbed right now," one of them awkwardly said.

"The hell not? She snoozing?" Yui asked.

"Well…" The other shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.

I pushed them out of the way and opened the doors myself.

The bed was empty. Katrine and Ririko were lying on lounging chairs on the balcony, dressed in bathing suits and soaking in the high sun. A posse of demon imps gave them pedicures while they relaxed. Two incubi massaged their shoulders from behind.

"What happened to recovering?" I threw my hands in the air.

"Oh, hey!" Ririko lifted her sunglasses and smiled. "I am recovering. What's it look like? Kat here knows exactly what a girl in pain needs. Sunshine, pampering, freshly-painted nails, and…" She picked up a tall glass containing slushy liquid and sipped heartily. "What's this called again?"

"Patallan nut and grimango smoothie. It promotes skin, hair, and bone health. Chamberlain, please bring another for my esteemed guest and two extra for our new guests," Katrine ordered a finely-dressed imp.

"Right away, my lady." The imp took a bow and returned into the room's bar to make more beverages.

"We came to check if you were okay. Guess we didn't need to come at all." I rolled my eyes.

When Ririko turned our way, Yui made a face.

"Holy shit, you look—"

I clocked Yui over the head with my fist.

Ririko had scars all over. Most were small cuts, a shade lighter than her tanned complexion. One, however, was like a trench across her right cheek. I remembered clearly when that happened.

"Healing magic stopped the bleeding but not the scarring. No amount of makeup is going to hide them either. Just make me look even more like a clown, right?" Ririko grinned playfully, but her lips quivered from making that self-own joke.

The imp came back to replace Ririko's empty glass with another mango nut smoothie. He handed one to me and Yui, too.

"Let's go, Yui. Looks like Ririko's fine." I turned to leave.

"We're going already? We just got here and my legs are sore!" Yui complained.

I got as far as the door and paused.

"I haven't forgotten about that promise. I'll send you back once we've settled the score with Chika," I said.

"Sounds good." Ririko chuckled. "See? You really are a lot cuter when you're honest~"

Ignoring the jab, we left the palace with Yui on my back. Rugal was downstairs in a heated discussion with some demon military officers. The spat ended with them storming off in a huff.

"Not used to seeing you with demons unless it's to bash your hard head into 'em," I said.

"Neither Roila nor its leadership wants to fight alongside us against the demon lord. It makes no sense. They appear to have no love for her, but they wouldn't resist her either." Rugal folded his arms and sighed.

"Ahhh, I know how it is!" Yui chimed in after draining her smoothie empty. "When Anego and I became bosses of our schools, the chumps under us didn't like us either. If someone from another school came to challenge us, they wouldn't lift a finger to help."

"That doesn't sound like very good leadership," he said.

"It ain't anything to get complicated about. You fight long enough, then they start respecting you and fight with you. Hell, some would even fight in your place. Those were the ones you kept around. For Chika—" I swallowed the rest of my words.

For Chika, the demons that she united were beginning to turn on her. Lady Katrine and the city of Roila folded pretty damn easily. The Chika from before would have everyone under her thumb. They would fight for her, just like Anya would.

I scratched my head trying to make sense of things. So, what changed?

Right now, Chika wasn't doing anything spectacular or worth talking about. At any point, Scoth, Amarinth, Kazaar, Mou'nan, Jinwa… the entire world could have fallen under her control if she just lifted her finger. Instead, she was just sitting on that throne in the middle of this floating island. Waiting for us.

Could it be that…

"What's the matter, Anego?" Yui asked worriedly.

"I don't think Chika ever cared about conquering anything in this world as the demon lord," I said.

"How does that make sense?" Rugal squinted. "She has been laying siege to our cities using transportation obelisks. The former Sultan of Amarinth, Yusef, and Queen of Mou'nan, Ririko, colluded with demons to attack us."

"I know. It won't make sense to you, Rugal, but… Yui, what if she was doing all of this to poke at you and me?" I asked.

"Stirring up trouble in someone's turf, sending muscle as a message, making a mess of things, and talking smack… sounds like it's all something we'd do to start a gang war back home," Yui said.

Nothing the demons did made any fucking sense to begin with. They weren't a big threat. We beat them at every strategic battle. The war was a joke. We rolled through that. The only thing that makes sense was us being lured up here, like a couple of punks taking the bait to fight in a park.

"Rugal, I got a favor to ask: when we hit the demon lord's castle, I don't want none of you coming in with us. It's going to be between me, Yui, Kaoru, Ririko, Anya… and Chika," I said.

"But Prince Kain will want to send all the help he can to aid you." Rugal searched my eyes for clarity.

"That's just the guy Princey-boy is. But for everyone's sake, you gotta tell him no. Got it?"

I didn't wait for an answer. Instead, I walked off with Yui and headed back to the tavern we were staying at. On the way there, however, Yui started pulling on my hair and pointing to something in the distance. A group of demon kids were bullying someone. One of them was dragging him by the horn and another by the tail into an alley.

Yui wriggled off and chased after them yelling, "Hey, pick on someone your own size!"

"Yuck. It's the surface-dwellers. Run before they give you surface-cooties!" the leader shouted.

They ran off, leaving the beaten kid behind. He curled up against the wall, face buried behind his knees. When I caught up to them, Yui was trying to cheer him up.

"Leave me alone! I don't want your surface-cooties!" he cried.

I couldn't help but make a face. "That shit ain't real. Get over yourself."

"How come you didn't fight back? A one-two pow to the kisser will send 'em running!" Yui said, throwing punches in front of her.

"I don't want to fight… There's so many of them. If I do, they're just going to hurt me more. Thanks for scaring them off, but… I-I gotta go." He jumped to his feet and raced off without so much as a thank you.

Yui zipped down and brought the demon kid back at lightning speed.

"Huh? What just happened?" he asked.

"Yui." I gave her a scolding look.

"Look at him! He's all bruised up and has a bloody nose. Don't you feel bad?" Yui asked.

"Whaddya want me to do about… it…?" I trailed off as Sacchan glowed with a gentle, green light.

This never happened before, but for some reason, I knew to lift Sacchan up to the kid's face. He flinched and squeezed his eyes shut. The bruises vanished. Blood stopped trickling down his nose. He was just as surprised as I was.

"Oh! Nice, Anego!" Yui whooped.

"Th-Thanks… but I really have to go now, so bye!" The kid booked it out of here.

I slapped a hand on Yui's shoulder to make sure she didn't fetch him back a second time.

"Leave him," I said.

Evening came, and a couple of us turned in early to catch some dinner at the tavern. Yui was down in the dumps for the rest of the night. She barely touched her food. She didn't tease Frey even once. Hell, Kawa was snuggled up at Yui's feet and whining, sad because she usually played with her when they were together. I had a feeling why.

"Seriously still thinking about that little brat from earlier?" I asked.

"Brat?" Loraine and Frey looked at me.

"Some kid who was getting beat up. Yui made a fuss about wanting to help him. We did, then he ran."

"You know what? I'm not hungry." Yui put her plate on the floor for Kawa to scarf down.

"Where you going?" I snatched her wrist as she tried to leave.

"To get some air!" She broke free from my grasp and kicked the shin of a demon unlucky enough to cross her path on the way out.

Frey stood up intending to follow her, but I volunteered instead.

"I'll go. Got a hunch where she's headed anyway," I said.

As expected, Yui was gone by the time I got outside. Thankfully, a trail of confused and spooked pedestrians down the road told me all I needed to know. That was her speed at work. She ran through and knocked the poor folks aside.

It didn't take long to find Yui back at the little alleyway where we met the kid. Obviously, he wasn't here. Only demon citizens shuffling down the road and making a wide berth around us.

I was about to call her until a scuffle broke out across the intersection. The same kids were picking on the same kid. This time in front of a fancy building with a garden out front. He was pinned down by the biggest kid, who wailed on him mercilessly. Men and women kept their distance from the fight, watching as if it was primetime TV for them.

Yui dashed towards them, but I stopped her at the last second.

"What are you doing? He's going to get hurt again! We have to help!" Yui cried.

"Do what? You gonna beat up a bunch of kids?" I asked.

"I can just show my face and scare them! What's the big deal? You were there for me when I was getting beat up! Remember?" she exclaimed.

How could I forget? The thing was…

"But we won't be there for him!" I fired back, causing her to stop struggling. "So, we help him today and ditch him tomorrow? Like how Chika left us? The kid has to learn to stand up for himself. He's only got himself to rely on!"

Yui gazed up at me with hurt in her eyes, and I almost faltered for a second. I thought she was going to complain some more, but she cupped both hands over her mouth and breathed deeply.

"Fight back!" Yui shouted.

The group of kids and other demons stared at us like we were a pair of drunks.

"Is this what you want tomorrow, too?" she continued, seemingly growing louder with each word. "To be ketchup on the asphalt next week, next month, and next year for the rest of your life? Use your stupid hands for something and fight back!"

To say I didn't have hope would have been flat out wrong, but I'd been holding my breath on it. The kid balled up a fist and slugged the one pinning him down across the chin. Lights out. He dropped like a rock.

The other four weren't taking their chances. Probably because they saw me and Yui. They picked up their ringleader and scrammed. I let Yui go, and she dashed across the street.

"You did it!" Yui picked him up and cheered. "Sent him into the next life with that punch!"

"You guys came to help me again?" The kid began to choke up.

"Wasn't us. You helped yourself," I corrected him.

While he sniffled and wiped the wetness from his eyes, Yui patted him on the back.

"Nowan?" A pretty demon woman, wearing a white dress, lips smeared with red lipstick, and smelling of smoke, came down the walkway of the building in front of us. "What are you doing out here—" Her eyes snapped open fearfully after noticing he was hurt and who we were. "I'm terribly sorry! I hope my son didn't offend you!"

"You got it wrong, lady. Wasn't us that put a hand on him," I said.

She looked at her son, who avoided looking her back in the eyes. Realization struck her like a sucker punch. Then, shame.

"I see. Nowan is often bullied by other children because of… my work. If that's what happened, then I have you to thank for helping him. I don't have much, but can I offer you some of my tips as thanks?" She reached for the purse tucked under her right arm.

"Save it. We didn't do a thing. Your kid stood up for himself. Turns out, he's got a pretty nasty right hook." I winked at the brat.

The worried mother bowed to me and Yui, said her thanks again, and then took her son's hand to head home. Before turning the corner on the block, he ran back to us, hands on his knees and panting.

"I… never got your names," Nowan said.

"I'm Yui, but you can call me Anego!" Yui beamed.

"Micchi. Keep those fists up, kid." I stuck mine out, and Yui did the same.

It took a second for Nowan to understand. He bumped each of our fists together and smiled, then hurried back to his mom.

We watched them leave until they were out of sight. Somewhere deep inside me, I hoped that kid would be alright. That tomorrow, the ones bullying him would stay away from now on. But I wasn't naive. Things always got worse before they could get better.

Yui's feet were glued to the ground. She had a hand pressed to her chest.

"I wonder… if this was how Chika felt. Do you think Nowan's going to be okay?" Yui asked sincerely.

"Yeah, I think so." I gave Yui a slight nudge. "Come on. I'll carry you home."


Chapter 34 - Crash Course

A platoon of harpies from Prince Kain arrived in the morning to tell us that King Garran had been taken care of. Unsurprisingly, by Kaoru. With the demon giants in the Kartolan Badlands subjugated and the third crystal in our hands, it was finally time to rendezvous and make our move on central Sathorayne. To take the fight to Chika.

Lady Katrine and her attendants came to send us off as we were boarding the airships in the courtyard. They mostly brought food. Some had other gifts like jewelry or weapons.

"It ain't too late to throw your weight into this fight. The way I see it, you got the most to gain from us coming out on top," I said.

"We were never a martial nation like King Garran and his giants. All we can offer are prayers and well wishes for your success. If the sun yet rises after the twilight of this war, then perhaps a new era of friendship may dawn between our kind." Katrine bowed gracefully.

"I dunno what the fuck that meant, but I'm gonna assume we're all chill now."

When I stuck a hand out to Katrine, she looked at me funny before clasping it.

"Yes. I, too, believe we are… chill now." Katrine backed away as the airship's crystalline engines powered on and pulsed a freezing gust of wind.

I climbed the rope up onto the deck where the others were waiting for me. All of them showing a steeled resolve of seeing the war come to an end. Our three airships lifted off and began to our final battleground.

A child squeezed past the guards and raced into the courtyard, accompanied by his mother.

Nowan, huh? I clenched a fist and flashed him a smile.

Keep those fists raised, kid.

High-ranking officers and I gathered downstairs in the meeting room to go over battle plans.

"Our destination is the Seat of the Lord," Rugal began as he pointed to the center of the map of Sathorayne. "That's what demons regard the place as. A simple and apt name, given where the demon lord resides. No villages or cities within sight. Only a massive palace above a shallow crater, large enough to be its own city according to Lady Katrine. The barrier runs along the geographical edge of the crater. With all three crystals in hand, it should come down during our approach."

"What kind of fight should we expect?" Loraine hesitantly asked.

"No one knows. Lady Katrine and Lord Vermin haven't met with the demon lord nor gone through the barrier in years. There could be anything inside. Or nothing," he said.

"Then we're going in blind. Fine with me. Swinging into the dark ain't nothing new to me." I shrugged.

"Aaaand that's how I know we're fucked." Ririko sighed from her seat while two demon incubi she kept around pampered her.

We went to bed that evening without a plan. Hopefully, Kain thought of something. Tensions were high. A lot of soldiers couldn't sleep. Neither could I. Everyone was restless.

Lying in bed with Loraine by my side and Kawa underneath, I started having second thoughts about bringing them with me. This wasn't their fight. It never was. I turned over on my side. Loraine was fast asleep, lips slightly parted, and breathing rhythmically.

Unable to sleep, I climbed out of bed. Kawa lifted her head sluggishly. I patted her head and scratched her chin to coax her back to sleep, then headed out alone.

Ririko was at the bow of the airship, leaning on the railing and gazing out towards where we were headed.

"You're here now?" Ririko suddenly asked without turning around. "Earlier, it was Yui. At least until she started nodding off, so I carried her back inside and came back. You think Kaoru's up right now, too? Or maybe Chika and Anya from the palace?"

"I'd believe it. Say, I never asked. How'd you know Chika?" I joined Ririko and braced my elbows against the railing.

"Don't know her personally. Only ever heard rumors. Eri knew her though. Went to a backwater school called Mo… Moto…?"

"Motonari?"

"That's it!" Ririko lit up with recognition. "She told me a little bit about 'em. Back then, they were known as the four queens of Motonari. Well, at least in their first years."

"Four? Chika, Anya, Eri, and who was the last one?" I searched my memories and turned up with nothing.

"Uh… Name's at the tip of my tongue… It's gotta be Sachi. Not sure what happened, but I heard they were all tight," she said.

Sachi. That wasn't a name I recognized. Chika and Anya never brought her up. I wondered what kind of person she was? If she hung around them, then she had to have been a tough nut.

"So, got anything planned for when you get back to Japan?" I asked.

"Find Eri. Get some facial scar treatments. Can't do compensated dating with a face like this." Ririko grinned.

"I dunno. Gives character. Maybe some old man'll be into that."

"Yuuck! I didn't need that image in my head."

The humming crystals and roaring winds drowned out our laughter. It was a bittersweet feeling knowing Ririko was going to leave. But a promise from one delinquent to another wasn't something you break.

As the sun's rays peeked over the horizon, the Kain's flagship and two more airships flanking it came into view from the clouds. Even the airship with Oaks and guild members from across multiple kingdoms had caught up. I walked over to starboard as Kain's flagship descended until we were level with each other. Kaoru had the same idea from her airship. She nodded at me, then faced the Seat of the Lord.

A black and gray castle of gargantuan proportions laid at the center. Its obsidian walls were as tall as the spires of Cynderace.

The shimmering barrier encompassed the entire crater. All seven ships slowed to a crawl so they didn't ram themselves to their deaths. Something in my pocket started glowing and heating up. I pulled the crystal from Lord Vermin out. So did Ririko with Lady Katrine's crystal. Kaoru held the third from King Garran.

We didn't need to do anything special. All of a sudden, several places along the barrier melted like a thin sheet of ice under the sun until it disappeared entirely.

"Lady Micchi!" Kain called from the quarterdeck of the flagship, accompanied by Mildred and his little brother Theo. "Shall we discuss a plan of attack?"

"I was just thinking of going in there swinging!" I shouted back to their shock.

"We've arrived at a pivotal moment in the war, possibly our last campaign against the demon lord… And you want to go without so much as giving a single thought to a plan?" Mildred gaped at me.

"You're goddamn right. You calling me stupid or what?" I tried to jump over, but Ririko, Yui, and Loraine grabbed me by the back of my jacket.

"Barriers! Barriers!" someone shouted frantically from the crow's nest.

I thought they meant the barrier we had just brought down with the crystals. Everyone followed the gaze of the sailor on the crow's nest to the castle. Magic missiles slammed into the barriers of our airships. I clutched the rails tightly to keep from falling over.

"We're a big target as a group! Break off and retreat!" Kain ordered.

"We turn our asses to those blasts, then we're fucked! Full speed ahead. Take us as close to the castle as possible!" I yelled.

Mildred and the mages on Kain's flagship swapped gazes between him and me.

"A frontal assault it is then… Open all sails! Take this battle straight to the demon lord!" he boomed.

Seven airships spread out and flew directly for the castle. The magical bombardment was taking a toll on our mages. Some of them were beginning to pass out. The clear blue skies were now dark with smoke and fire. A blast from underneath knocked us off our feet. I raced over to the edge. One of the crystalline engines cracked. The airship was on a crash course into the castle now.

"Get inside and hold onto something!" I shouted, ushering as many people inside as possible.

Ririko stayed on deck, one hand on the rail and the other glowing with cold magic.

I grabbed her arm. "The fuck are you doing? You're gonna get flung off when we crash!"

"I'm trying… to keep us afloat, and you yelling at me isn't helping! Do something useful and find a place for me to land!" Ririko argued back.

Somewhere to land…

We were right over the castle. I could see all the demons watching from below on the ramparts and streets. Monsters climbed onto the walls, getting ready to chow down on us when we landed. A garden terrace on the upper walls of the castle looked like as good a place as any.

"Big open space on the left side of the castle!" I told Ririko.

"Alright… you better hang onto something, too…" Ririko winced as the groaning ship angled towards the terrace.

It was coming down too hard and fast. I tackled Ririko to the ground and raised an icy barrier over us.

Everything went dark on impact.

My head was ringing. Smoke filled my lungs. Wet grass tickled one side of my cheek.

"Haha! We did it!" a shrill voice whooped in celebration.

"Damn surface-dwellers… finally rid of 'em."

"Fan out and start putting them in chains. Demon lord's orders!"

A large number of somethings marched past. The ground rumbled as they walked. Someone started pulling on Sacchan, but it only made me hold on tighter.

"Let go, bitch. Learn to give up already," an annoyed imp said to me.

"Give up?" I snatched the imp by the throat and pushed myself up.

Fires raged all around the garden. The lush green I saw earlier was now engulfed in flames, as was the airship behind me. Hundreds of people strewn on the ground laid unconscious and groaning in pain. An even larger number of demons were around us, staring at me like I was a corpse risen from the dead.

"How are you… still up… from that?" the imp squeaked in my grasp.

"Because…" I began, panting heavily and pointed Sacchan at the savage, looming castle before me. "Chika taught me two things… one— get the fuck up!"

Sacchan flashed with pale green light that washed over the entire terrace. The same magic that healed Nowan now enveloped everyone. One by one, UKD soldiers, guild members, Loraine, Kawa, Ririko, Commander Rugal, Hurai and Thelesia, Lilim, and even Naka rose to their feet.

"And two— keep fighting!" Yui roared, shooting into the horde like a bullet. The built up electrical energy in her nunchucks discharged, sending fried demons flying across the terrace.

Rugal rallied the troops, and a battle broke out between both armies.

"Micchi, I don't see the other airships anywhere!" Loraine hurried up to me with Kawa by her side.

My airship was the only one that landed on the terrace. I peered over the edge of the castle. Two had crash landed far below outside of the gates. UKD soldiers were regrouping and helping each other up, but demons poured out to meet them in battle. They wouldn't last long. Inside the gate, however, lying as a smoking mess in the wide promenade half-way to the castle entrance was the flagship. It was surrounded by demons. Turning my gaze back to the castle, another airship had crashed partway through a balcony. The last two were unaccounted for.

"Is it… too late to surrender?" the imp in my hand squeaked.

I tossed him over my shoulder for Kawa to make a chew toy out of.

"Rugal!" I shouted.

"If you haven't noticed, I'm a little busy here!" Rugal exclaimed, bulldozing through a trio of demons.

"Prince Kain's down there. Clear a way and regroup with him," I said.

"And you?" he asked.

"Where else? To the top." I pointed to the highest point of the castle.


Chapter 35 - Memories of the Past, Chika and Sacchan

My head pounded every time something exploded in the distance. I woke up with a start, gasping for air. It wasn't another dark room again. Instead, I was stuck to a chair in some large, fancy-schmancy throne room. Restraints anchored my wrists to the armrests. Sunlight poured in from a tall window behind me and a circular sunroof high above. A nice, long red carpet stretched from the shut doors all the way up to…

"Chika," I muttered.

The one we had been looking for all this time sat leisurely with one leg up on her marble throne. She shifted the reedgrass from one corner of her mouth to the other. Clenched tightly in her right hand was a wooden sword, a bokken, which she had propped on and tapped rhythmically against her shoulder. In the other, she twirled a navy blue gakuran hat.

"Yo, Anya." Chika regarded me without so much as an ounce of emotion. "Almost time for the big fight. You can practically hear the little squirts getting closer and closer. Ririko and Kaoru are with 'em, too. It's going to be the biggest playground fight ever. One to remember."

"Why the hell are you doing this? We don't have to fight, Chika! Micchi and Yui… they just want to be with you again! Same goes for me, I… I—"

"I know, but there isn't much time. I don't have much time," she said somberly.

"What do you mean? Why don't you have much time?" I asked.

Chika stood up. It was only then that I noticed the three empty chairs like mine down to her left and one to my right. She turned to me with that same expressionless demeanor. However, this time around, it was just very slightly tinged with sadness.

"I'm dying," Chika said at last.

The words didn't register in my head. Almost like I refused to understand them.

"What…?" I uttered the only thing that came to mind.

"I've been dying since I was seven years old, and I'm living on borrowed time. There's no magic in this world that can cure it. Not even the gods I beat bloody can change my fate." Chika walked a few steps towards the throne room doors and stopped.

"And you kept this from us?"

"Why wouldn't I? You wanted me to tell Micchi and Yui, a bunch of elementary school brats that would rather be anywhere but home, that their big sister was going to bite the dust?" she asked.

I swallowed the urge to fire back a snide comment.

"So, what the hell is this all about then? You brought us to this world and superpowered us because you… pitied yourself? Why hide away in this place? We could have spent whatever time you had left together!" I flexed against the restraints, but they didn't break and instead bit into my flesh.

"Because, Anya… Having your heart ripped out of you fucking sucks." Chika faced me, holding back tears.

I was so surprised to see it, that I couldn't even say a thing.

She continued after a deep breath and asked, "Do you remember Sachi?"

"Of course, I remember Sacchan." I turned away from her as the buried memories of a girl who should never have met us resurfaced. "But what does she have anything to do with this?"

"I'll show you, Anya. I owe you that much." Chika came within inches of my face. Her eyes flashed red. Instead of blinding me, a strange force sucked me through.

I came to, sitting in a dilapidated classroom. Most of the desks were broken in one or two legs. Trash littered the floor. The blackboard was scribbled with obscenities and stupid faces. The clock was perpetually stuck at 8:29 AM. It was that way because Chika had pulled the batteries off for shits and giggles, and the teacher had long given up dealing with us.

"Motonari? But—"

"We're in our memories," Chika said from my right. She had her feet kicked up on the desk, teetering on the back two legs of the chair.

A group of kids erupted into groans and whoops behind me. I whipped around. Sitting in the corner of the room was us. Our younger selves. Even Eri was there. I'd remember that bob cut and bangs anywhere. If she was still around, then this memory was from the spring of our first year at Motonari.

They were playing Old Maid. My younger self had just lost. She had her head in her hands, teeth clenched, and was miffed about losing. We hadn't met Micchi and Yui yet. For the most part, we spent our time staying late after school to mess around or fuck up other schools in the district.

"One more time!" younger Anya exclaimed.

"You loser, just suck it up and admit you're bad at the game!" Eri teased.

"Hahh? Call me a loser again!" Anya reached across the desk to grab Eri by the collar.

"Why not? Let's play again," Chika from the past suggested.

And that's what they did.

"You remember who lost this time?" Chika asked as she continued to twirl the gakuran hat.

"You did," I said.

After all, that was how we ended up meeting her.

It came down to the last draw. I had one card and the old maid left and the worst poker face ever. Chika must have known back then. She snatched the old maid, and I drew from her the matching card to win.

As was tradition, the loser went to buy some drinks and snacks from the vending machines. After telling her what each of us wanted, she headed out. My memories should have ended there, but present-day Chika got up and followed her past self.

"What are you waiting for?" Chika asked me from the door.

I followed after her, but not without taking one more look at my past self and Eri. Things were so much more simple and fun back then.

"Your sickness. You kept it a secret all this time?" I asked.

"Yeah." Chika nodded.

The two of us followed the younger Chika out of Motonari Middle. No company would service our school with vending machines. It would all get stolen anyway. So, whoever lost always had to go across the block to the public ballpark.

There were always people playing there. This time, however, a real match was happening between two teams. Past Chika, with her hands jingling the coins in her pocket, became distracted by someone coming up to bat. She walked past the vending machines and up to the chain-link fence to watch a girl our age. Sachi Himura. With her dark brown hair pulled into a ponytail through a hole in the batting helmet and laser-like focus while in stance, I'd think she played in Koshien already.

The match was in the last inning. Bases were loaded for Sachi's team, and they needed her and all three runners through home base to beat their opponents.

Everyone fell silent. I even held my breath. This was my first time seeing it after all. The pitcher threw a hard fast. Sachi was faster. She struck the ball and it went far. Home run. The team erupted into celebration, and Sachi took a victory tour around the bases. They mobbed her at the home base. She deserved it.

The ace was coming over to the vending machines to grab a celebratory drink, but past Chika was already waiting.

"Think fast!" Chika pitched a water bottle.

Sachi, being a seasoned baseball player, caught it with ease.

"Tch. No wonder you took so long." I scoffed in the direction of Chika's present self.

"Thanks." Sachi didn't leave immediately. She sidled up next to past Chika and leaned against the vending machine to catch her breath. "I'm Sachi. Guessing you saw my miracle home run? I play around here pretty often and haven't seen you before."

"Chika. I go to Motonari down that way. And, yeah. Couldn't help but watch. Thought you were pretty damn cool. If you told me you always hit home runs, I'd believe you." She grinned.

"I wish. My dad was a pitcher for a team that made it to Koshien. As you can see, the apple didn't fall far from the tree."

Sachi's team was coming out of the field. Her teammates waved and beckoned for her to come back for a group photo.

"I gotta go. Thanks for the water, Chika!" Sachi shook the now empty bottle.

"You wanna hang out sometime? Maybe teach me a few pointers to hit a home run, too?" Chika asked, trying to squeeze out another second to hang out with the ace.

"Sure!" She beamed. "Like I said, I play here pretty often. You know where to find me."

That was how it started. How Eri and I ended up meeting Sachi, too. She was easy to get along with. Always had stories, always making us laugh. We started calling her Sacchan, and she even eventually hung out with us at Motonari. All of us learned right away how important baseball was to her. To her family, too. Whenever she was around, there was no violence. Didn't want to risk anything happening to her. It was the most normal school experience we could have ever asked for.

Memories zoomed by me, like watching the shifting scene from within a fast moving car: the four of us going to the arcades together, attending Sacchan's young women's league, and hanging out at each other's houses.

"Too bad we were all walking curses, and being friends with Sacchan got her caught up in all of it." Chika sighed.

I knew exactly what she meant.

"That wasn't your fault," I tried to reason with her.

"No? See for yourself," she said.

Months had gone by. Sacchan was rising to fame through baseball, but that came at a cost.

"What do you mean I can't hang out with them? Those are my friends! They aren't violent like you think!" Sacchan argued in our defense.

Past Chika was hiding behind a pillar just outside of a community sports center. Sacchan had just come out of practice. She was being confronted by her teammates and coach.

"Sachi… Those girls are in Motonari for a reason. They had to do a lot wrong in their youth to be put there," her coach, a stern man with a soft demeanor, said.

"We're just worried about you," one of her friends added.

Another friend pulled out a phone. "Does this look like they aren't violent?"

Present Chika and I were close enough to see. It was a video of us in a full-blown brawl with another school.

"And she went on staying friends with us even after that," Chika said.

"Shit…" I clicked my tongue. "Fucking Sacchan. Why didn't you just cut ties with us? You had your whole future ahead of you, girl…"

"Because I was selfish." She gazed in the direction of her past self.

After Sacchan's coach and friends left, young Chika emerged from her hiding place. The two of them locked eyes, then glanced away in shame. They ended up heading to the ballpark where they had first met, just lying in the middle of the field where the pitcher would be standing.

"Listen, Chika… I think we should—"

"I'm dying," past Chika blurted out.

"What? Where did this come from?" Sacchan asked in shock.

"When I was seven, they found a tumor the size of a piece of rice in my brain. Been through three surgeries and it keeps growing back. I'm scared… I don't want to die," she mumbled in a quivering voice.

Overcome with emotion, Sacchan drew the crying Chika into her arms and stayed like that.

I stared at Chika— my Chika who watched on without an expression. No hint of how she was feeling.

"You selfish fucking cunt. You told her… so she'd stick around," I said.

"The worst mistake of my life." Chika looked away in shame.

I knew. If Sacchan only broke contact with us, then that cursed day wouldn't have had to happen.

The memory shifted again, and we were back in the classroom after school. Just me and Chika.

"Guys, bad news!" Eri burst through the door out of breath. "It's Sacchan… Those punks from Sugita High… they got Sacchan!"

Our past selves didn't hesitate. They booked it out of school and got to an alleyway behind an arcade we frequented. Sacchan was lying on the ground, surrounded by a couple of girls and boys. One of them lifted her bat high above his head.

"No, stop!" past Chika cried.

The kid smashed it down on Sacchan's right ankle. She shrieked in pain. I remembered it. How agonizing it must have been.

We didn't hold back. Chika most of all went batshit insane and must have broken a couple of their teeths.

"Apparently, one of the Sugita ringleaders had a little sister who was up against Sacchan and her team later that week. They caught wind that we were friends with Sacchan, singled her out, and did this," Chika explained.

"If you found out, why didn't you tell her coach? Or the police?" I asked.

"You think they'd believe a little shit-stain like me? Well, they eventually investigated but didn't find a connection. Sacchan ended up in a cast with a fractured ankle, and her team lost without their ace. Two months later…"

We visited Sacchan in the hospital almost everyday. She was despondent. Always looked out the window. The light in her eyes was gone. Her baseball career was put on pause. She needed crutches to go anywhere. One day, during a rainy spell, she was walking home alone from school when a car struck her dead.

Chika and I stood at her funeral for the second time. Our younger selves were dressed in black. I was crying my heart out. Chika… that must have been when she steeled her heart.

The giant picture of the happy-go-lucky batter sat at the very front of the room. Countless flowers were laid across her casket and tables, including her miracle home run bat. It was finally mine, Chika, and Eri's turn to lay flowers down.

But the unthinkable happened.

To the horror of everyone in the room, Chika snatched the bat. I must have blanked out that memory, but I was seeing it again now. We ran. We ran to Motonari, tears flicking off our cheeks as rain showered over us like the day Sacchan was hit.

We stopped at the courtyard of Motonari. Eri and I were too tired to keep going, but Chika had slowed to a stop and stared up into the sky.

"Chika… You good?" Eri asked.

Chika collapsed to her knees, clutching the bat to her chest and cried. She cried and cried until she couldn't any longer, and I didn't see her cry anymore after that.

The rain washed away the memory, and we were back in the empty throne room.

"Sometimes, I wonder if I was stronger… would I have been able to protect her? Or maybe if I never asked to hang out, would she be at Koshien by now? At least I could have watched her from afar," Chika said.

After seeing all that, I understood that nothing I said would give Chika the willpower to forgive herself. I didn't have that power.

"What's the end game here, Chika? You started all this because you blame yourself for what happened to Sacchan?" I asked.

"I'm going to die anyway, but it isn't going to be by this stupid disease. Micchi will do it. Yui's too soft. But Micchi, I've seen how strong she's gotten. I made her hate me, despise me, all so that she wouldn't feel the same hurt when I'm gone," Chika said.

For the first time since Chika first vanished, anger within the depths of my being bubbled to the surface.

"You… fucking… dumbass! Do you have any idea how badly that's going to fuck her up? Put that on yourself! Don't put that on Micchi! You can't betray her feelings like that… if you won't tell her, then I'll tell her the truth when she gets here!" I yelled.

"I know. That's why I'm going to have you sleep quietly until it's all over." Chika tapped the magic circle around my seat with her bokken.

A beam of light surrounded me. Burning pain rippled across my skin. It hurt so much that I could only scream. Something began to leave my body. It coalesced into a finger-like crystal floating between us. I recognized it. The shape reminded me of what Chika ripped out of the bat, Sacchan. Something like that was in me all along?

The light vanished. My entire being felt weaker.

Another heavy crash boomed outside, but it was a lot closer this time. Like right outside of the throne room close.

"Already here, huh? We taught 'em well, didn't we?" Chika shut her eyes to squeeze out one last tear and fastened the gakuran hat onto her head.

"Chika, wait… Ever since you saved me back then, I… I've always…"

"See ya, Anya." She flashed a childish grin over her shoulder, like when we were just brats without a care in the world. "Thanks for being by my side all those years."

As my vision blurred, Chika turned around to the doors groaning open. Micchi and Yui rushed in first. Of course, they did. They always rushed in without thinking.

For once in your life, don't fight, I wanted to tell them.

But when that last thought crossed my mind, I'd already passed out.


Chapter 36 - Chika, the Ashura of Kansai

We raced up the stairs leading to the top of the palace. My chest knotted tighter and my feet ached with each step. An important-looking demon we beat up earlier spilled the beans that their demon lord resided in a throne at the peak. That could only mean Chika. Finally, it was time to put all this to an end.

Kaoru, Ririko, and Yui were by my side. Two of which I never in a million years expected to run with. Well, folks in this world like to say fate had a funny way of bringing people together. For us, it was all in the fists.

Now, I had more than just Yui to protect. The others were holding their own against hordes of demons below. It wasn't just about beating the answers out of Chika anymore. We were coming to stop you now, because I got a whole lot of people important to me to protect. Even if it meant making sure you stayed down, Chika.

The four of us stopped at the very top on the upper landing. Ahead were two metallic statues guarding an even larger set of doors. Red eyes lit up underneath each helmet. They came to life, one wielding a halberd and the other a two-handed sword.

"Enemies detected. Commencing defensive protocols to protect the demon—"

Faster than any of us could see, Yui cracked the halberd statue over the head with her nunchucks. It collapsed into a heap of junk. She whipped around and sweeped the legs out from underneath the other, then caved in its chest. Electricity sparked where they were hit. They twitched a little before going still.

"Yui." I put a hand on her shoulder to try and calm her nerves.

"I'm fine," Yui said.

Kaoru and Ririko came up from behind, eyes gazing up at the enormously tall doors.

"Ashura, we finally meet again." Kaoru summoned Kamigoroshi from a bolt of lightning crashing down on her hand.

"Huuu~ Anyone else getting jittery? Stress is bad for the complexion. Maybe I should sit this one out," Ririko said, trying to slink away.

"No chickening out now." I shoved the statues away from blocking the door.

Someone inside screamed like a beast. All of us froze up. Yui and I knew that voice right away. Anya.

We threw ourselves against each door. It was like pushing against the weight of a mountain. Whatever locks were in place started cracking. Soon, the doors gave way. Cold wind rushed in, and so did we.

Chika was just now putting her gakuran hat on and turning to us. I couldn't see her face from here, but I swore she was smiling. Behind her, to the right of the throne seat was Anya. She was unconscious. A crystal floated in front of her chest, attached by weird strings of magic. I'd recognize a primordial lifecrystal anywhere.

"It's good to see you all again… is what I would like to say, but it doesn't look like you're here for a nice chat," Chika said as she tapped the wooden bokken against her shoulder.

"That's on you, Chika!" I growled. "You're the one who wanted us to come here. So, here we are. Now we want some answers, but you better bet I ain't gonna be asking with words."

"Anya! What did you do to Anya?" Yui cried.

"Yui, not coming for a hug this time?" Chika asked, causing Yui to wince from recalling what happened last time.

Kaoru came between them. "What you did back in Kazaar was no way to reunite with an old friend-turned enemy. Even my family wouldn't stoop so low."

With her body still facing us, Chika craned her head towards Anya.

"Anya will be fine. She's just taking a nap. It's not her that I need. It's the primordial lifecrystal. After all, that's where we draw our powers from," Chika said.

"Wait… You're saying that is inside all of us?" Ririko gasped.

"That's right." Chika tapped the floor at her feet with the bokken. A magic circle formed on the ground. She drove her fingers into her chest and ripped out two crystals tethered by magic. One of them I recognized back when she took it from Sacchan.

Those things were described as having a ridiculous amount of magic. It explained why we were so strong compared to other things. Two were inside Chika. One was inside each of us. In Sacchan, however—

"Anego, why are you doing all this?" Yui asked.

"Why, I wonder?" Chika turned her back to us and walked up to the throne. "I brought us to the only playground that matters. We can fight to our hearts' content. Here, we truly are queens. Back in Japan, we would have faded into obscurity or ended up in a homeless park to scrape by. Isn't this what we all want? To be someone worth something?"

Ririko clicked her tongue. "Ahhh~ All I hear is whining. Speak for yourself! You think I want this? I had all I needed back home. All the make-up kits I could ever want, fashion magazines to keep up with the latest trends, and… I had Eri. I could care less about your sad, stupid life. Hand over those damn lifecrystals, bitch!"

"Unfortunately, I'll be taking the primordial lifecrystals. I went through great pains to collect the ones I already have. Some shouldn't even outright exist. You see…" Chika shoved the two crystals back into her chest. "I didn't just bring you here to play. The only way for these crystals to exist is if they have a vessel, but at the time, I was still too weak to house them all. So I needed bodies. I needed you. When I brought you into this world, I shoved one into each of you. For some, into your weapons. Now, I have the means to wield it all. Thank you for hanging onto them, but I'll be taking back what's mine."

An eruption of magical energy erupted outwards from Chika. Black flames cloaked her body like an armored suit. Her eyes tightened on me especially. The big sister that I used to know, cared about, cared for me back… I no longer saw that person in her eyes. I saw Ashura, the demon god.

"Then, I guess you ain't telling us why you need 'em for?" I asked.

Chika shook her head and pointed the bokken at us. "Bishamonten of Kyushu, Blizzard of Hokkaido, Lion of Saitama, and Kaminari of Chiba, I'm going to remind you all why they call me Ashura."

It was always going to come down to this. Be it in Japan, this world, or in the next life. I threw a look at Yui. She nodded to me.

"Chika, ever since we met, Yui and I never stopped looking up to you. Not a day goes by that we don't thank you for saving us. From a shitty life, shitty parents… a shitty brother. But I get it. We ain't kids anymore. Crying don't win us any pity points. With Sacchan, my own fists, and all of us…" I ignited Sacchan and lifted it up to Chika. "Ashura of Kansai, you've been at the top for too long. We're dragging you back to the ground and reminding you what dirt tastes like!"

Chika raised her head and looked down at me with a smirk. "Come on, Micchi! Yui! Show Anego how much you've grown!"

Yui and I leaped into battle first. I went left, and she went right. Soon as we were on her, we brought the bat and the nunchucks down. Explosive magic rippled from us. Chika stayed standing, her bokken parrying my Sacchan and other hand gripping the nunchuck's metal baton. She lifted and slammed the two of us together, then kicked us away.

Kamigoroshi flew over our heads. Chika downward slashed the spear into the ground. She spun around and blocked a dynamite kick from Kaoru. The floor at her feet cracked from impact.

A cold wind blew past me and Yui. Ririko picked us back onto our feet first and charged ahead in a suit of icy armor. Her nails extended into long claws, taking swipes at Chika. Kaoru and Ririko bore down on her like a violent storm. Their flurry of attacks kept Chika on the defensive, but…

Chika caught Kaoru's legs and cratered her into the ground. Ririko landed a blow to the back of her head, but Chika was unfazed. Before Yui and I could rejoin them, Chika struck Ririko once and completely shattered her armor, grabbed her by the throat, and threw her into an open seat next to the throne. Bindings immobilized her to the seat. She screamed in agony as a primordial lifecrystal was ripped from her chest.

"Chika, wake the fuck up!" I smashed Sacchan over her head with the same devastating blow that defeated Anya. However, all I succeeded in doing was nudge her an inch away.

"You can thank Anya for the enhancements," Chika said, clenching her other hand and creating a second sword, this one made of ice. "And you can thank Ririko for this."

I drew Sacchan back in time to block Chika's double-slash. A deep cold bit into my hands. Sacchan's flames had become weaker as ice crystals formed along the shaft.

"The fuck?" I shook them off, but they kept coming back.

"Anya and Ririko… Chika must be drawing power from their lifecrystals," Kaoru warned as she climbed back up to her feet.

If Chika got any more of us on those stupid chairs, then she grows stronger. Right now, she had the power of four fucking primordial lifecrystals?

"So, Chika's getting buffed. What kinda powers do you think the two inside her are?" I asked.

"I can't be sure," Kaoru began cautiously. "One she already possessed. Its powers are unknown to us. The other previously came from your bat."

"Elemental magic, big on the fire though. Now she's got Ririko's stronger ice magic and Anya's annoying ass enhancements…"

"You've gotta be kidding me. So, she's getting stronger? How the hell are we supposed to fight her?" Yui groaned.

Maybe we could get them off. Separate Chika from those lifecrystals.

"Yui, you're the fastest. Get to Ririko and Anya. Try and wake 'em up. Kaoru and I will keep Chika busy," I said.

"Sounds wild. I like it!" Yui bounced up and down on her feet, getting ready to sprint. "Leave it to me!"

We split into different directions. Yui reached Anya when we were only half-way to Chika, who knew but didn't care to stop her. Instead, she chose to fight me and Kaoru.

"It's hopeless. The only way to free them is if you kill me, and you're too weak. You're all too weak!" Chika sneered.

Icicles the size of javelins showered the two of us. I created a barrier around Kaoru and myself, but it was quickly cracking.

"This isn't working," Kaoru said calmly.

"You think I don't fucking see that?!" I shouted.

Kaoru pushed me away as the barrier shattered. Chika came through and clutched Kaoru by the head, lifting her off the ground. I got up in time to see Chika throw her into the other chair. It happened just like with Ririko. As soon as she landed, magic bound her to the seat and the primordial lifecrystal emerged from her chest.

"Spellslinger empowered by a primordial lifecrystal? I rather like Bishamonten's power." Chika threw kicks and swung the swords in front of her with explosive might. If her hits weren't strong enough already, they were mountain-breaking now.

Meanwhile, Yui was trying in vain to pull Anya out of the chair. When that wouldn't work, she began slapping her.

"Come on, you big dummy! Anego needs you… I need you! Anya!" Yui cried.

Anya didn't stir, but her eyes flicked around underneath their lids like she was having a nightmare. There were two more empty chairs. Probably for me and Yui.

I held Sacchan by the grip and barrel. Healing magic washed over me for a second, but I cut it short.

"Had a change of heart?" Chika asked.

"Yeah." I sighed. "Fuck healing. It's the pain that makes us strong. Always has. My shitty old man's abuse, your punches across my face on those cold winters, and all the time you pinched mine and Yui's cheeks until they went red. I mean, what are we? Just a bunch of bruised up bags of meat, scarred all over from the shit thrown at us when we were kids."

Yui returned to my side in a split second, wiping the wetness from her eyes. She took the deepest breath of her life to regain composure.

"Ora, ora, ora, ora! Ashura or whatever, this Lion of Saitama is going to rip you to shreds!" Yui roared.

"You think you're stronger than us, Chika? We're two halves of you. Got the ink on our backs to prove it. Got the firepower to fucking prove it, too. We'll come at you with everything we've got, so quit holding back!" I shouted, empowering Sacchan with my elementalist subclass. Volatile magical energy coursed along the length of the bat and melted Chika's ice crystals off.

Still, Chika was unfazed. But she did smile.

"Good." Chika threw the bokken and ice sword away to smash both fists together.

An earthquake shook the entire palace. Fissures ran up the side of the walls. Everything started crumbling. Rubble crashed down all around us.

"Show me how much I've hurt you then! Because there's a lot more pain where that came from if you don't want me holding back!" Chika's lips curved into a thrilled smirk.

It was a lust for battle I hadn't seen in ages.

Chika came straight to us. I met her fist with Sacchan and skidded back. The earth-shattering force rippled past me, blowing out the throne doors. She whirled around with a roundhouse kick to Yui, who ducked and returned a lightning strike with her nunchucks. Chika reared back to avoid it, then headbutted Yui away.

I swung for Chika's head, but she caught Sacchan and clenched hard. Her hand froze over, consuming the entire bat down to my hands in ice. I couldn't let go. She cracked a smile before driving her other fist into my gut.

The lights went out for a second. Next thing I knew, I was staring up at the collapsing ceiling. My chest and stomach was tight with pain. Chika appeared over me. I rolled away, and her foot dropped like a guillotine where my head was moments ago.

"Yui…" I croaked, pointing Sacchan in the direction of her limp body.

Healing magic flowed across the floor towards her until Chika picked me up by my neck. She wrenched Sacchan from my hands and tossed it over her shoulders.

"You're just so weak," Chika whispered slowly into my ear so I could hear her voice dripping with disappointment. "Is this really all you can muster, Micchi? How can you protect anyone the way you are now? You used to have a fire in you that burned like the sun. Now? Like a frozen moon. There's a reason the strong survive. Those people you care so much about down there, I'm going to take my time turning this playground into a battleground for them. Just like at Motonari. Doesn't that sound like fun?"

I grabbed her wrist and met her gaze with a grin. "Yeah. That sounds like fun alright… but this life ain't for all of us. We gotta accept that so the ones not cut out for it don't get hurt. And… you're wrong about one thing … I ain't weak. The people I care about don't make me weak. I'm stronger for it."

Chika clicked her tongue. She slammed me into the floor and wailed into me with her fists. Each hit was like a wrecking ball from Anya's enhancements. Chunks from the ceiling crashed down around us. They hurt so fucking bad, I got closer to blacking out from every impact.

Maybe in an attempt to escape the pain, my mind wandered to our past. Back when Yui and I were still brats. What did they call this? Life flashing before your eyes? I saw Chika comforting Yui, who was crying after falling and bruising her knee. I tasted the savory shrimp cup ramen Chika stole from the store to feed me. I felt the warmth of her hugs, shielding me and Yui from the cold.

At some point, Chika had stopped. Her knuckles were wet with blood pouring from my face. Maybe, just maybe, I saw her hesitate.

"What are you smiling about?" Chika asked.

Was I smiling? Shit. It was hard to tell because my cheeks were swollen. All I felt was a biting pain all over me.

"I guess… I'm just happy," I said honestly.

"There's nothing happy about losing." Chika clenched her fist, filling it with magic like one of Kaoru's explosive kicks.

"Not because I'm losing… because I… finally got a chance to fight you, Anego…"

Chika's fist stopped centimeters away from my face. The magical energy gathered to a small point on her knuckles sputtered out.

"Calling me your anego when I'm beating the snot out of you. Maybe I really did knock some screws loose," Chika said softly.

For a moment, the entire chamber was silent. We looked each other in the eyes and saw our own reflections.

Then I slugged Chika across the face. She rolled across the chamber, coming to a stop against a fallen piece of rubble. After getting to my feet, I spat out a loogie of blood and cracked my neck.

"The screws…" I began, wiping the blood from my chin, "started coming loose when my old man beat the ever living crap outta me. Bruised ribs were just another Tuesday. Try having your head used as an astray. I knew to raise my fists since I was still in diapers. What did that do? He beat me even more. I had no choice. The moment I let them down, it was over. You're the one who tightened those screws back. Set me straight. Now we're returning the favor— Get the fuck up, Yui!"

The lightning bolt appeared behind Chika faster than she could react. Yui blasted her so hard, she came flying into my stiff-arm.

"Anego!" Yui tossed Sacchan to me.

"I can take the pain because it makes me stronger!" As soon as I grabbed it, Yui joined me with her charged up nunchucks.

Together, we brought both of them down on Chika. She crossed her arms to block our swing. A massive discharge of lightning and fire cratered the ground beneath her. Everything shuddered, and the sound of cracking stones intensified.

The walls and ceiling all came crashing down, and we dashed away to avoid being buried. Sunlight beamed down on us. A frigid breeze reminded me of the day Chika had left.

"Did that… do it?" Yui asked as we inched closer to the pile of rubble that buried Chika.

An arm popped out from the debris. We backed away as Chika crawled out like she was emerging from the pits of hell. Her clothes were ruined and her hat was missing. Disheveled hair covered her face but didn't hide the blood dripping from her nose. She casually fished out the hat and returned it to her head where it belonged.

"Still standing after that? God fucking damn." I nearly keeled over from exhaustion until Yui gave me a shoulder to lean on.

"You two need to get a grip if you think I'm going down so easily." Chika stood tall and proud as she walked towards us.

Yui and I threw ourselves into battle again, but Chika was somehow sharper and more agile. She ducked my swing and buried a fist into my stomach. I went down, but my vomit came up. Yui fared better, avoiding Chika's attacks with her speed. However, the longer that continued, the slower Yui became. Her legs were giving out, then she made a misstep.

Chika predicted where Yui would appear and snatched her in mid-attack. She pummeled her into the already fissuring ground.

"When we fought together for fun, I was always holding back. You were kids after all. You're older now. Old enough to understand the consequences. Watch closely, Micchi. You can't protect the weak forever." Chika lifted her foot over Yui's knee.

"No, stop!" I cried. "You know better than anyone… don't you fucking do that to Yui! Or I swear to fucking god, I'll rip your throat out!"

She scoffed. "Then do it."

Just when I thought Chika was about to cross the line and break Yui's legs, something else cracked instead.

"You leave… Yui the fuck alone…" Anya was awake. Her right arm had broken out of the restraints. Pushing against the magical bindings, she grabbed the primordial lifecrystal and shoved it back into her chest.

The Dragon of Tohoku flew out from the cloud of dust and tackled Chika away.

"Anya!" I shouted with relief.

Anya glanced over her shoulder with a big dumb grin. "Promised you guys, didn't I? I'll always be there to protect you! Get Yui. I got a bone to pick with Chika."

I hurried over to Yui, and she was thankfully fine. Just a little winded from being slammed into the ground.

"Ugh… I'm seeing stars, but it isn't nighttime yet…" Yui groaned.

The fight between Anya and Chika was a slugfest. Anya's punches roared like dragons, but Chika withstood all of it.

"Now that you're awake, are you going to tell them? Or am I?" Chika put distance between them to ask.

Yui and I exchanged glances.

"Tell us what?" Yui asked.

"Chika…" Anya lowered her fists and backed up to us. "Wants Micchi to kill her."

"What?" I choked out.

She continued, "This whole fight, bringing you here, pissing you off… It's a bait to get you to deal her the killing blow. All because she's a little shit who hasn't stopped pitying herself for something that wasn't her fault."

When we turned to Chika, she didn't even try to refute it. Anya wasn't lying. Chika was dead serious. Everything? Sending us to this world and starting a war just to get me to off her?

"There's only one way this ends, Micchi. I won't stop. You either beat me for good, or I turn this world and everyone you care about upside down," Chika threatened.

"Anego, why?" Yui's face contorted with anguish.

I stared down at my calloused hands and clenched them tightly together. These fists. They were my problem solvers, so I walked past them to face Chika.

"Micchi, wait—" Anya tried to grab me, but I brushed her hand away.

"Chika wants it, so I'll finish it." I handed Sacchan to Yui and raised my fists. "We're doing it the old fashion way."

"Oh? Do you have it in you, Micchi? To end my life in order to protect others?" Chika asked tauntingly.

I breathed deeply through my nose and spat on the floor. "Shut the fuck up and put your fists up."

We met each other halfway. Our jackets and hair fluttered wildly from the strong winds. Despite all the commotion going on, I was suddenly at peace. The sound of my heartbeat was all I heard.

Chika threw the first punch. I weaved out of it and dealt my own. It connected with her cheek. Dazed, but not beaten, she planted her feet down firmly to stay standing. A left hook caught me in the stomach and knocked the wind from my lungs.

I saw the right straight coming. A punch with enough power to cause earthquakes. Instead of dodging, I dug my heels into the ground and rammed my forehead into it. I blacked out for a second.

"Micchi!" Yui and Anya shouted to me.

Their voices brought me back to consciousness. Both Chika and I recoiled from that blow, making this my only chance.

"Fuck you, Chika!" I balled up a fist with the pain and emotions, of the unchecked rage I buried deep inside me, the memories I held dear of the big sister in front of me, and put them all behind the fiery punch. It connected with Chika's face and sent her flying.

My legs gave out. I fell to my knees, gasping to fill my lungs with air again. Yui and Anya rushed to my side and helped me up.

"I think you got your point across." Anya grinned.

"Bring me to her," I said.

We walked there slowly, but every little movement wreaked havoc on my body. A weight lifted from my chest, standing over Chika. She sat upright against a slab from the fallen ceiling and didn't so much as try to get back on her feet.

"It's your win," Chika managed to say. "I don't have an ounce of strength left in me to stand up…"

Tears welled up at the corners of my eyes, seeing her like this. Yui teared up, too. After all, Chika had always been the one on her feet. I couldn't recall a time she lost a fight. No one could.

I fell as soon as I left Yui and Anya's arms. Bracing against the pain, I crawled up to Chika and sat next to her.

"What the fuck were you thinking?" I asked her.

"I… wanted to see you two grow up strong, and you did." Chika smiled.

Yui, unable to hold back her own emotions, threw herself into Chika's arms.

"I missed you so much… Why did you have to leave us?" Yui wailed.

"Why, I wonder?" Chika stroked the back of Yui's head weakly. "Having you two by my side, it's slipping my mind. I almost forgot what home feels like since I've been away for so long. Maybe I'm getting old."

"Chika, they deserve to know," Anya said.

The two of us gazed at the person we called our big sister.

"Yui, Micchi… I'm dying. The primordial lifecrystal keeping me alive will deplete soon," Chika confessed.

My heart sank. If I hadn't known pain before, I knew now.

"Wait, but what about the other one?" I asked desperately.

Chika shook her head. "Like the lifecrystal I first took from Sacchan and put it in me, they won't work. The one I came to this world with was special. Snatched it from some cocky god of life."

Which explained why the gods like Lyria and Fade were weak. So, all this time, she had taken the crystals from them.

"I don't have much time. I'm not in any position to ask, but do me a favor. Bring me over," Chika said, casting a look to the throne.

The three of us hesitated. That this could be a trap crossed our minds, but Chika was practically half-conscious.

"I'll carry her," Anya said and let Chika lean on her on our way up the marble seat.

"No," Chika said. "Not that one. The smaller seats. You have to extract the primordial lifecrystal from me before it dries up. If you want to go back to Japan, you're going to need all of them… including the ones from your weapons."

"If we take the lifecrystal from you now, aren't you going to…?" Yui choked up and couldn't finish her sentence.

"I will with or without it, Yui. I'm sorry." She avoided looking her in the eyes during the apology. "It's better this way. I caused a lot of pain, so I'll make up for that."

However, Yui stopped Chika from sitting down by embracing her from behind and squeezed. Almost like trying to keep her from leaving again. When she let go, Chika turned around and found the strength to bear hug her. They cried together for a long minute, but what felt like hours before they finally parted.

Both Kaoru and Ririko had fallen unconscious. Their lifecrystals floated listlessly in front of them. Anya brought Chika to a seat next to them. Magical bindings wrapped around her wrists and ankles the moment she sat down.

"Shouldn't there be one more seat?" I asked, noting that there were only two which left an odd one out.

"The only two seats left are for Anya and Yui. There was never a primordial lifecrystal in you, Micchi," Chika said.

I stood there dumbfounded.

"Your strength," she continued and pointed to my chest, "has always been right there, and that hard head of yours. Maybe that's why every fight you faced, every bond you formed made you stronger. Stronger than all of us. Even me. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I was shocked, too. The lifecrystals' powers can't grow stronger, only weaker over time. Heh… you were the hero all along."

"Tch… I don't need your cliche bullshit right now." I put Sacchan on Chika's lap, and she gazed upon it dearly like an old friend.

As Yui and Anya willingly sat down on their seats, I went to pick up the discarded bokken. One tap at each of their feet created a magic circle that drew the primordial lifecrystals from their bodies, including the weapons on their laps. This time, Anya wasn't in pain. Neither were Yui or Chika.

Ten bright primordial lifecrystals shown like the rainbow together. The tethers connecting them to each person and weapon snapped, and they merged together into a single large crystal on the empty throne seat.

Lyria and Fade suddenly appeared at my side.

"So this is where our powers have gone?" Lyria muttered spitefully.

"How the fuck did you two escape the Celestial Bell?" I asked.

"A ripple of incredible holy energies resonated with the bell and set us free," Fade explained. "Worry not, neither of us intend to take back our powers. We would prefer not to get on your bad side… That being said, the brightest stars burn out the fastest. We can stabilize it. Whatever you intend to do with it, do it soon."

The two of them channeled their magic into the large primordial lifecrystal. Doing so expelled a beacon of light into the sky. As quickly as it formed, the column of light dimmed into a sustained glow.

"There. That should do it!" Fade turned his nose up proudly.

"Can this… bring Chika back to life?" I asked, holding my breath.

They frowned.

"Ironic, isn't it? To be called lifecrystals and not possess that capability. I'm sorry, Micchi. Your friend is gone," Fade said.

"I suggest you make use of its power soon. Hmph." Lyria spun around and vanished.

Their forms evaporated into smoke and retreated back into the Celestial Bell.

The magical bindings on everyone dissipated, freeing them from their restraints. Kaoru and Ririko fell forward, then picked themselves up to watch in awe.

"Is that what our crystals turned into? I don't feel any different," Anya said, staring down at her hands.

"This is it, isn't it?" Ririko asked in front of the crystal. "I'm not one for goodbyes. Never wanted to be here to begin with. I will say you got my respect for keeping your promise, Micchi."

"It's been real." I nodded to her.

"Tell Eri I said hi." Anya clasped Ririko's hand, then backed away.

Ririko looked each of us in the eyes, wiped a tear away with her arm, and touched the crystal. It flashed brightly. When it dimmed enough for us to see again, she was nowhere to be seen.

The rest of us walked up to Chika. Her face was pale. Her breaths were hoarse. But she was smiling. Yui was full on crying, bawling tears at Chika's knees. She ran her fingers through Yui's hair. Once, twice… then her hand fell away, hanging limp to the side.

"Anego, you earned yourself some rest," I whispered as tears ran down my cheeks.

"See ya, Chika." Anya chewed on her lower lip.

Looking away, I noticed Kaoru checking out the crystal.

"There's still some power left in there," Kaoru said.

"You thinking about using it?" I asked.

"I considered it." Kaoru thought for a moment, and then shook her head. "But I have people here now."

As Anya pulled Yui away to console her, a thought crossed my mind. I had to try. It was Chika who gave me a life worth living, so maybe…

I picked up Chika's unmoving body from the chair and placed her down in front of the giant primordial lifecrystal. Everyone watched as I lifted Chika's hand up to the shining surface. After another flash of light, her body disappeared and left her gakuran hat behind. The crystal had dimmed completely and gone inert, falling down gently to occupy the empty throne.

"What did you do?" Anya asked.

"Not sure. It just felt right to do." I got up and grabbed Sacchan. "Let's go. We got people waiting for us down there, don't we?"

As we turned to leave, my foot accidentally kicked Chika's hat. I picked it up, dusted it off, and fastened it onto my head.

On the way out, I took one last look inside the throne room.

"Later, Anego."


Chapter 37 - Putting Our Fists to Rest

The whole damn city of Cynderace had been celebrating like crazy since we came home. Didn't matter what time or where, someone was popping champagne and wine bottles. It was probably like this everywhere. From Scoth, all the way to as far as Mou'nan. Hell, even the demons in Sathorayne were celebrating.

Our war was finally over. All four queens, Dragon of Tohoku, Bishamonten of Kyushu, Blizzard of Hokkaido, and Ashura of Kansai… I beat them all, and now I stood at the very top. I had wanted this ever since Chika left me and Yui, but now? I just wished she was still here. It wouldn't have made her happy though.

Something shattered in the streets below, and a fight broke out.

"Hey, you bastard! You better pay for that!"

"Huh? You should've watched where you were going!"

Sighing out my nose, I pulled Chika's cap lower over my face and tried my best to ignore it. The bickering only got louder, to the point where I couldn't relax anymore.

"Tch…" I sat right up and peered over my mansion's roof. "Take your fucking fight elsewhere before I come down and finish it for you!"

Two drunk dudes stood there petrified, hands still on the other person. They let go, apologized, and booked it without looking back.

Maybe I should go. Prince Kain and King Allo were probably freaking out, wondering where the fuck I was about now. But the last thing I needed was to shake hands with a bunch of fancy nobodies.

When I put the cap back on my face, the window squeaked open.

"I knew I'd find you here." Loraine's voice came as clear as day.

I lifted the cap as Loraine climbed out of the window and onto the roof. She pleated her robes out before sitting down next to me.

"Lemme guess. Everyone was asking about me?" I turned back to the mostly clear blue skies of Scoth smattered with some cotton ball clouds.

"You should have seen Prince Kain. He introduced you in front of hundreds of guests. When you didn't come out, he started breaking out into cold sweat," Loraine explained while giggling up a storm.

Imagining Princey-boy's panic got a chuckle out of me. The others were down there, too. Anya, Kaoru, Yui, Emperor Yonnu, Chieftain Breila… hell, even Lady Katrine dropped by to broker an alliance with the UKD. As for Ririko, she was going to miss out. Hopefully, she ended up finding Eri.

"What about you? Aren't they gonna start wondering where the sultana went?" I asked.

Loraine shook her head. "Yes, but my council of ministers should be able to handle all the pleasantries. Same with ruling Amarinth. I'd much rather be with you here in Cynderace, or wherever you go."

"You sure? Things always tend to get a little wild around me."

"I wouldn't have it any other way," she said, placing a hand over mine.

That right there was what made all the fighting worth it. I chose to stay. So did the others. This whole time, we weren't fighting just to fight. We found something to fight for.

"Alright. I slacked off enough. Let's not keep Kain waiting." I fastened the cap on my head and picked Loraine up as I got to my feet, then leaped off the rooftop with her.

We landed on the courtyard below. Freshly-bloomed flowers carpeted the area from the house to the edge of the fence. Kain worked hard to make it look like home again after Sultan Yusef's attack.

Kawa, who was waiting patiently by the front door, sidled up and dropped low enough for us to climb onto her. She raced through the streets towards the Arcane Ward, leaping over and weaving through people in celebration. Many waved to us as we sped by.

We got to one of the arcanatriums holding the party. Prince Kain pushed past guests to get to me.

"Lady… Micchi… where have you… been?" Kain panted.

"Overslept." I shrugged and traded a grin with Loraine. "I'm here now though. Gonna need to slam a couple of shots first." A servant was just passing by with a tray of alcohol, so I pulled him to a stop. "Gimme one of 'em— not just one, the whole damn tray."

Kain had lifted a finger to retort, but he swallowed the urge.

"Now I'm worried," he said by the time I was on my third shot.

"Ah! Prince Kain, this must be the hero of Dysentia you sought to introduce earlier?" an arrogant voice asked.

A group of nobles sauntered up to us with drinks pinched between their fingers. Their gaudy clothes had a little too much flashy jewelry on them. Stung my eyes just looking.

"Name's Micchi. Put 'er there." I stuck out my hand.

"Put… what there?" the confused man asked. It clicked for him a split second later. He extended a hand to shake mine. "Oh, I see! It's a pleasure to— iiieee!"

His face immediately contorted in pain. When I let go, he started blowing on his aching hand. The others backed away, holding their hands as close to their bodies as possible.

"Quite the grip strength… I can see how you ended up defeating the demon lord… If you will excuse me, I must find a healer." He nodded to us and left with his companions.

"Some things don't change." Kain sighed and smiled. "There was a time we never expected to be able to defeat the demons. You have my eternal gratitude, Lady Micchi. Allow me to excuse myself here, too. I'm going to look for Mildred. Enjoy the rest of the afternoon without violence, please!"

Loraine and I did just that, going around and enjoying the atmosphere. Talking to people from other countries. At least she did. I was just along for the ride, snacking on whatever was available. Over by a long table, Kawa was staring at a whole roasted boar. Guests were keeping a wide berth around her. I picked up the entire plate and put it on the ground for her to dig in.

While some folks were chatting Loraine up off to the side, Lady Katrine took the opportunity to strike up a conversation with me.

"Not one for small talk, are you? Neither am I… Being around all these people makes my skin crawl… and I know they would rather I not be here either." Katrine sulked.

"Tell me about it. So, how's life as the demon lord again?" I asked.

"Terrible!" she cried. "Why elect me again? Instead of books, I've been having to play politics again and searching for a place to land Sathorayne… Well, it isn't too bad. Visiting surface-world kingdoms has given me a chance to explore knowledge I otherwise couldn't in the sky."

"I'd like to say I'm happy for ya, but all that nerd shit is gonna rot your brain. Don't forget to throw a few punches every now and then."

"No… I feel that's quite the opposite…" Katrine eyed me with an expression screaming of bafflement.

Across the room, I noticed the distinct cherry blossom design of Kaoru's kimono among the crowds. Loraine, trapped in conversation, shot me a look and gave me the go-ahead to mingle. Kawa was still chomping away at food anyway. I made my way over and realized pretty damn quick they were mostly older men around her.

"What's the matter, Kaoru? You changed tastes?" I teased.

"Oh, Micchi. These gentlemen are offering their sons' hands in marriage. I'm vetting their ages." Kaoru clenched a triumphant fist in front of herself while holding a straight face. "My paradise continues to grow."

"Alright… I didn't need to hear that, but it sounds like you're getting exactly what you want outta this."

Kaoru folded her arms. She made a gesture with her head, and a gang of finely-dressed Jinwan thugs began forcibly clearing away the suitors. They bowed to her after vacating them, then left us alone.

"I can tell you're unhappy. Is it because there's no need for fighting in a world at peace?" Kaoru asked.

"We're just gonna brush aside that you have a mafia at your beck and call now? Whatever. Maybe you're right. Maybe you're wrong. Either way, you're probably not far off the mark. I look at all this and think… You know, I don't actually know what to think." I frowned.

"Walk with me," she said.

I followed Kaoru to the balcony. There were a few guests around having a good time, but her people came out to shoo them away. Once the balcony was clear, they turned their backs to us and formed a wall so others couldn't come out.

"I have two names," Kaoru began. "Makinohara was my family name. Sensoukouji was given to me later by the acting chairman of the Tono Clan after I seized control of my family. I inherited a prefecture of violent criminals who knew of no other career than crime, during a time where yakuza was quickly becoming obsolete. It was tough. Change is tough. That in itself is a fight that you must overcome. Just like the yakuza who had nowhere else to go, in a Japan that left them behind. Otherwise, this world too, will leave you behind."

"You're saying that someday, no one's gonna need a fist to solve problems anymore?" I asked.

She smirked. "I didn't say that. We'll just need to adapt to using… more than just fists. That being said, if you ever want to spar, my strength is still plenty comparable even without the primordial lifecrystal in me."

"Heh. I'll take you up on that offer another day. By the way, where are the squirts?"

Kaoru turned towards the royal mansion where Kain's family lived.

"Theo is showing Yonnu around. They are safe and in capable hands," she said.

I glanced down at my two hands. We all fought for something. Kaoru, for a new life after her kid brother passed away. Ririko, to find Eri again. Yui, to grow strong enough to be recognized. Anya, getting her words through to Chika. As long as we got people to protect, the fight was never over.

"Say, how's Taiq'ae this time of the year?" I asked.

"If you don't mind the giant cinder block still floating in the sky, it's very nice all things considered. Why?" Kaoru turned to me.

"Thinking of taking a vacation with Loraine and Kawa. Probably a whole lotta stray demons that need to be put in their place. Am I right?"

"Jinwa welcomes you with open arms. As long as you don't come in swinging your bat first like before," she chided.

We were about to head back inside when Anya and Yui called to us from below the arcanatrium. Both of them look winded. Anya more than Yui, who was being given a piggyback ride.

"Anego, there's some big monsters tearing up the Rolling Plains! Let's go play!" Yui shouted to us.

"Kaoru, you too! Get your shotacon ass down here!" Anya yelled.

"What's going on?" Loraine asked as the Jinwan group parted to let her and Kawa through.

"Dunno. But I'm gonna go find out." I hopped onto the elemental wolf and pulled Loraine up behind me.

"Lady Micchi!" Kain rushed over, hands braced on his knees and catching his breath. "Don't tell me you're about to leave? We're about to hold an honoring ceremony for you!"

"Sorry, Kain. Got better things to do!"

I whistled for Kawa to jump over the railing. We landed next to Anya and Yui, and Kaoru dropped down a second later.

"Master, wait for me!" Lilim cried as she flew down the street after us.

"Let's not keep those monsters waiting. Time to go fuck some shit up!" I grinned.


Epilogue - A Life Worth Living

The adults in my life told me to think about my future all the time. What future? I'd ask them every single time, knowing there was a nugget inside my head. I ruined so many people's lives without a second glance. Broke their bones, led them astray, destroyed their future… just because… I was bitter about my life. It took Micchi and Yui's last hit to finally knock some sense back into me.

They gave me back my future because they were my future. The two of you were what I'd leave behind as proof that I, a delinquent sack of shit, did something worthwhile. That Chika Oishi lived.

So, was I already dead? The afterlife was a lot louder than I expected. I could almost hear my friends' voices, like… Anya and… Eri?

"One more time!" Anya said.

I snapped awake like something smacked me across the face. My cheek stung. Like someone had thrown the hardest punch of their life at me. To either side of the one desk that we pulled up chairs around were Anya and Eri, bickering over a game of Old Maid. Something about this scene seemed… familiar.

"You loser, just suck it up and admit you're bad at the game!" Eri teased.

"Hahh? Call me a loser again!" Anya reached across the desk to grab Eri by the collar.

Before throwing a punch at each other, however, both of them stopped fighting and looked at me weird.

"Chika, you good?" Anya asked.

"You doze off or something? Gotta get more sleep or those wrinkles set in early like Anya," Eri warned jokingly.

"Oi…!"

While they started fighting again, a weird sense of longing welled up in my chest. A rush of memories I wasn't sure were mine filled my mind. They left me on the verge of tears, but most of all, I wanted to laugh. I bit back the urge.

"I can't believe that little brat," I muttered.

"Damn it, Anya… let go! Look, I think something really is wrong with Chika!" Eri said while trying to peel Anya's fingers off her collar.

I took a few deep breaths and gazed out the window. A baseball game was going on across the block.

"It's nothing," I assured them. "Hey, let's save the card games for later. You guys wanna check out the baseball game over there? Together?"

Anya and Eri swapped awkward glances.

"Sure, but Chika… You sure you're feeling alright?" Anya asked.

"Yeah." I smiled and slung my backpack over my shoulder. "Just feeling like doing something different this time around."
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