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Chapter 1 - Apocalypse System

Akihabara, Tokyo. Friday, 4:23 PM.
Eighteen year old Kari Tachibana, a drab girl with less emotions and more hair than the Grudge girl, was watching the afternoon news recap of last week's incursion while sipping on bubble tea. She had sucked up all the tapioca balls and was only left with milk tea hopped up on sugar. Even though she explicitly asked the barista to make it half-sweet he added four pumps of syrup instead of two.
"Eugh… I don't even want to drink this anymore…" Kari muttered, dumping the rest into the trash can. It landed hard on its side and, since it was still mostly full, exploded at the bottom and began to leak out of the bin. Her eyes flicked left and right, hoping no one had seen what happened.
Some poor janitor was going to have a miserable time cleaning that.
Whatever, she thought. Someone else's problem anyway.
Her attention returned to the television in time to witness a trio of magical girls cut through a crawling monstrosity, incapacitating it from moving any farther. Flare, Candy, and Jade gave each other a round of high-fives before going back to finish the job. Their respective anthems, small fairies that looked like rejected plush toys from a manufacturing line, followed close behind to provide support.
Midori Ward in Chiba City was attacked last week. One of many attacks by horrifying monsters from god knows where plaguing the world, and the only defense against them were young women in idol costumes empowered by a mystical force.
Kari wondered how it would be to live like those magical girls who were practically celebrities and heroes. Possibly the most popular one in the world, Flare, was famous enough to have her own movies and book deals. Posters of her signature peace sign pose were even plastered along the length of the arcade building's window.
That wonder, however, soon vanished and was drowned out by her friends' groaning.
"Aw. You were so close, Gouda! One more time? Please?" Chie urged her boyfriend to go again.
"Okay, okay. Tets, spot me another round," Gouda asked his little brother.
They were busy busting their wallets over the crane game. Gouda, the third year student with a combover, had spent all his Yen trying to get his girlfriend Chie a plush of magical girl Jade's anthem Gauntlet, a panda wearing a full suit of armor.
"Who cares about the plush. Let's go watch a movie or something. I'll cover your ticket, but you can forget it if I'm fueling your crane game attempts. The girls wanna see that new horror flick, so let's go already!" Tetsuo inched closer to Makina only for her to scoot away.
He had been trying to flirt with Makina for the past hour, but her displeasure couldn't be more obvious. In her hand was a plush of Yuyu, magical girl Candy's tanuki anthem, he had gotten for her from another crane game a few minutes ago. Too bad it wasn't enough to change her mind about him, but Kari was beginning to feel like a fifth wheel.
If only Makina would tell Tetsuo off already. Seeing him remotely near her left a bad taste in her mouth. He gave nothing but bad vibes.
It wasn't as if Kari was jealous. Not at all. They only brought the guy along because he was Gouda's brother and were trying to be nice.
"Whatever you guys decide, go ahead first. I'm getting another drink. Hopefully the barista won't screw up my order again," Kari said, making her way out of the arcade and satisfied that Tetsuo's attempts to flirt with Makina were failing.
"I'll tag along so she doesn't go alone!" Makina told the others.
The two of them linked arms once they exited the arcade center and out into the beating sun of Tokyo's sweltering summer. Makina beamed with her usual smile framed by curly, dark brown hair that never failed to make Kari weak. Affection was never her strong suit. All the girls in their extended friend group hugged and held hands all the time. It didn't mean anything. They were just a cuddly bunch, but she always put her foot down on it with them.
But not with Makina. Somehow, Kari couldn't refuse her. It might have to do with them being friends since grade school. Makina was only ever like this when they were alone together. Around others, it was like she had to put up a front.
"What are you going to get?" Kari asked as they walked into the cafe.
Makina gaped. "You were serious?"
"Uh, yeah? I haven't gotten my craving out of the way yet." She returned her friend's stare with the same confusion.
"I just wanted to get away from Tetsuo. Ugh. Ever since Gouda invited his brother last month, he's been all over me every chance he gets." Makina gripped the anthem plush in front of her like it was Tetsuo she was choking.
"Why don't you tell him off straight? Guys are shit at catching hints. Look how long it took Gouda to realize Chie was into him. Tetsuo can't miss a blunt shut down."
They gave their orders, and Kari made sure to be extra insistent that her drink be made half-sweetened. Now it was up to the baristas not to screw up again. While waiting off to the side, Makina's phone was getting blown up with notifications until she put it on silent.
"Gross. It's Tetsuo again. He's saved me a seat away from you guys. Even sent a selfie of himself with popcorn and one drink with two straws in it. Honestly, he should go to hell. Gouda, too, for giving him my number." Makina frowned.
"Alright. If you don't want to deal with them anymore, just say I got a stomach ache and you're taking me home," Kari said.
Makina lit up like a torch. She threw her arms over Kari and almost knocked themselves into other customers.
"You're the best! I love you so much! We should karaoke for a bit before going home," she suggested, completely ignorant to how much those words made Kari's heart throb.
At what point did these feelings emerge? Kari was neither a fool nor an innocent maiden. She knew exactly what love was. What troubled her was whether or not Makina was aware, and if that touchy-feely affectionate side of her friend had meant anything more than being friendly.
The two of them grabbed their drinks, and Makina again, linked arms with Kari as they left the cafe.
"How is it?" Makina asked.
Kari took a sip and swirled the milk tea in her mouth. "I'll be damned. They did it right the second time. Wouldn't put it past them to mess it up next time though."
Without warning, Makina clamped her lips on the straw of Kari's drink. She gulped down a fourth of it in one go before pulling away.
"Hey— Seriously?" Kari frowned.
"Want a sip of mine as an apology?" Makina hovered the drink in her face.
"On second thought… It's no big deal," she murmured to herself and stared at the straw where her friend's lips were just perched.
Akiba had everything. They didn't need to go far to find a karaoke place. In fact, there was one right across the street from the movie theater that Gouda and the others were currently at. Kari and Makina forged the white lie about feeling under the weather. Gouda and Chie didn't particularly mind, but Tetsuo was not happy about it at all.
At least he had a jumbo-sized soft drink and popcorn to keep himself company.
With the rest of the afternoon to themselves, Makina sang her heart out— or rather, sang out the frustration from being so aggressively pursued. Kari declined to participate. She was content watching and listening to Makina.
"Hwuaahh… I'm beat! Ditching those guys was the right choice." Makina plopped down next to Kari and laid a head on her shoulder.
"Really? You're going to do that while all sweaty?" Kari thought about shrugging that shoulder to shake Makina off, but she lost the will after taking one look at her.
"But you won't mind at all." She giggled. "Just for a few minutes so I can rest my eyes."
Makina raised both hands in front of her chest, fingers dancing gracefully across the empty space upon an imaginary piano. She often fell into bouts like this. A prodigious young girl who spent more time on the piano than in her academic studies. The way her lithe fingers moved, Kari could almost hear the song. In fact…
"Mariage d'amour by Paul de Senneville, right?" Kari blurted out.
"Someone's been watching me play. How did you know?" Makina started poking Kari in the ribs.
"You said it was your favorite piece. When I saw your fingers tapping, it sort of clicked."
Mariage d'amour. Wedding of Love. The musical piece had an odd history. Composed by Paul de Senneville and first played by Richard Clayderman, it rose to popularity due to people misattributing it to Chopin. When Kari first made the mistake of thinking it was Chopin who composed it, Makina flew into such a tantrum that she was determined never to get it wrong again.
"I plan to play it at the Ueno Music Arts Festival. You'll come right? It's only a short bus ride away, so you better go!" she declared.
"I'll go! I already promised to go last month. You don't have to keep reminding me. Here, I even have it marked on my calendar." Kari showed Makina her phone, which had the arts festival date marked on August 10th.
Satisfied with the response, Makina returned her head to Kari's shoulder, much to her dismay. The two of them sat there in silence. Kari watched the analog clock tick. It had only been sixty seconds, but for some reason it seemed like an eternity. Just how long was Makina going to stay like this?
"Noticed you watching the magical girls on the news earlier. I thought they didn't interest you?" Makina asked.
"It could have been the animal channel, and I'd watch that over Gouda wasting his allowance on a crane game." Kari scoffed at the idea that he had gone so broke, Tetsuo basically paid for Chie and his brother's date.
"You're dodging my question." Her friend glanced up and was pouting, their faces mere inches away from each other.
"Why do you want to know what I think so badly?" Kari asked, but knew by the look on Makina's face that she wasn't letting it go until she got an answer. "They don't interest me at all. I mean, what's so fun about fighting monsters all day. I'd rather hit up the arcade or mall, chill at home, or hang out with you."
Makina's pouty cheeks deflated. She held a hand out, preparing to flick Kari's forehead.
"Anything but that!" Kari quickly shielded her forehead with both hands.
"That's a cop out answer," she said.
"Okay, you gremlin. What about you? Do they interest you at all, seeing as you're the one who brought it up?"
The truth was, Kari already knew Makina was into magical girls. Who wasn't at this point? Jade and Candy were her favorites, as evidenced by all the posters in her room.
"Hmmm… Same answer as yours." Makina grinned.
Kari felt Makina's hand move on top of hers. She glanced back up to her friend's face to meet her eyes. Makina leaned in like she was about to kiss her— no, she was definitely going for a kiss. Her mind blanked out and was going to let it happen…
Until a rumbling robbed them of the moment.
"An earthquake?" Makina asked.
"Do you hear that? It's coming from outside," Kari said, listening carefully past the ticking clock to the sound of muffled screams on the other side of the wall.
Both of them rushed out into the karaoke lobby to find the attendant cowering under the counter. They saw right away why— an incursion.
Head hounds, four-legged creatures the size of small horses with enlarged caricatured human faces, chased people through the streets. A large number of the monsters stampeded into the theater across the road where Gouda and the others were watching a movie. Those three couldn't know what was going on outside yet.
Her heart sank. She pulled her phone out with every intention to warn them, to tell them to get the hell out of there, but her fingers locked up. If she let Tetsuo die, then neither she nor Makina would have to deal with him again. It wouldn't be her fault either.
On the other hand, Gouda and Chie—
"What do we do?!" Makina cried, snapping Kari from her thoughts.
What should they do? Stay put and wait for the magical girls to arrive? Or—
A head hound pressed its toothy, grinning face against the window and giggled like a hyena. Condensation from its breath ebbed and flowed on the glass. It stared right at them, backed up a few steps, and charged through.
Kari threw herself on top of Makina. Shards of glass bit into her exposed arms. The head hound fell and skidded across the lobby, its jaws only inches away from chomping off their legs.
Adrenaline kicked in. She grabbed a fire extinguisher from the ground and hurled it against the wall behind the attendant's counter. It burst and sputtered, drawing the head hound's attention away and to the attendant instead.
"I want to go home… I want to go home…" Makina whimpered.
"Stay with me and don't look back!" Kari took her friend's hand and ran out as the karaoke attendant let out a blood curdling scream behind them.
Outside was sheer panic. Dozens of head hounds raced up and down the street in a sick game of tag. Those unlucky enough to be caught in their jaws were made a chew toy and snack out of. Large, bat-like monsters with tiny bodies and scrawny legs, swarmed the skies, picking people up and dropping them from a fatal height. So many of these creatures look like they came out of a wax house of horror, taking the appearance of deformed humans. Police officers entered the scene armed with assault rifles, but guns could only stop so many. They were quickly getting outnumbered and beaten back.
Kari turned down one avenue to find a broken lady, a spider-like monster with hundreds of arms as a dress, smashing people caught in its hands into red paste.
"Tch. This way!" Her eyes darted all over the place, searching for a clear path to escape. She made a sharp curve around an intersection with less traffic, but that proved to be a mistake. A lone, speeding car was heading right for them. The driver panicked. He swerved hard to avoid them and crashed into a utility pole.
Makina's grip went limp. She had passed out and wouldn't wake up no matter what Kari did. Three head hounds giggled as they approached them.
"Fuck… Somebody help!" Kari screamed.
Flying in from above as if answering her calls for help, just in the nick of time, was a magical girl. She wore a green and white dress, and wielded a large javelin. It was Jade, whose short blonde hair and shaved right side made her out to be more like a delinquent than a cutesy magical girl. Her panda anthem, Gauntlet, was with her.
"Help us!" Kari pleaded to them.
Jade took one look at them, grimaced, and flew off. Gauntlet hesitated to leave, but he, too, departed to follow after his magical girl.
"What? Why? Come back!"she shrieked
The only person capable of saving her and Makina, the heroes lauded by the public, abandoned them in their time of need. The hero that Makina had posters of in her room had abandoned them. Kari's eyes twitched. She was too angry to be scared, but held Makina tightly to her chest nonetheless.
"Come back here and help us, you bitch!" she screamed at the top of her lungs.
All that answered her were the giggling head hounds.
Kari shut her eyes and waited for the jaws of death, but something like a digital interface booted up with a beep. Texts flitted across her vision, followed by a squeaky voice that spoke in her mind.
Yep. You definitely have potential. Do you want to live and protect your friend? the whimsical voice asked. If so, put that on.
She opened her eyes to a black ring set with a smooth red gem glinting back at her. She didn't question it. She wanted to live. She wanted Makina to live. Most of all, she wanted to continue being with her, and so did the only sensible thing— put the ring on like the voice told her to.
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She returned to her senses, head spinning and resisting the urge to vomit. Stomach acid burned the inner linings of her throat. Tears welled around the corner of her eyes.
The shadow of three head hounds loomed over them, but they hesitated.
"N-No! Stay back!" Kari cried.
"Don't be afraid. You have the power to fight back! Use the Apocalypse System to protect yourself and your friend!" an anthem in the appearance of a rabbit shouted to her from above.
Fight? Could she fight them? Her arms and legs were trembling. She was so scared, the piss in her bladder was going to leak out.
But if nothing was done, she was going to die. If she died, Makina would die.
The head hounds lunged forward. As they did, the world around Kari appeared to slow down. She remembered from watching the news earlier that magical girls yelled their skill names when fighting. Just a second ago, her own skills flashed across the screen. But which one should she use? What would save them right now?
Kari thought of Makina's smile, gritted her teeth, and screamed the first thing she remembered, "Wanton Smash!"
What happened next was a blur. Her arms were sore as hell. The head hounds that tried to attack her had been smashed as flat as pancakes, oozing black blood like syrup spilling from a bottle. She carried Makina away before more monsters could find them, then collapsed in an alley between two tall buildings.
"Makina… Hey, wake up! Come on…" Kari pleaded tearfully, patting her friend's face.
"Nnh… What… happened?" Makina's eyes opened slightly, but snapped wide open a second later. "Kari, is that you? What's wrong with your eyes, and what are you wearing?"
"Thank god, you're okay— Yeah, it's me. What are you even saying?" she asked.
From the reflection in Makina's gaze, she saw the red crosses in each of her own eyes. Kari got the answer from looking at her own body. The school uniform had been replaced with a black and red outfit, with frills like that of the magical girls she saw on the news. When she thought to seek answers from Makina, her friend stared past her.
The rabbit anthem that had yelled at her earlier floated listlessly with a grin and applauded.
"That's right. Kari is a new magical girl, and you survived your first fight! Hooray!" He set off party poppers filled with confetti that landed all around them.
Text from the system began to display in her vision just like earlier.
[System message incoming…
System message received. Displaying message now…
The fate of your world teeters on the precipice of annihilation. Countless will die. Your loved ones will perish.
This power is gifted to you to tip the balance. Will you expedite Earth's doom or become its savior?
Be wary, for others have cast their die from different corners of the table.
Apocalypse is coming, Kari Tachibana.]




Chapter 2 - Kari Tachibana

Several days had passed since the incursion in Akihabara and life resumed as usual. The weekend was over, Monday had come and office workers filled the streets heading to work. Students marched to school eager to see their friends again. Birds perched on branches sung on the other side of the window from Kari's seat. It was like Friday's incursion never happened, and people weren't afraid they could be killed at any moment.
53 people died that day before Jade and Candy arrived to put a stop to it. A 'low death count' was what the news called it.
Kari grimaced.
The number of dead was almost 55 if she hadn't transformed into a magical girl.
Two students were missing from her class— Gouda and Chie, both of whom were among those who didn't make it. In their place was a small cylindrical glass vase with a single flower on their desk. More to provide comfort to the living students than to honor the deceased ones' passing.
Tetsuo survived, but he lost his right leg below the knee. Whispers amongst the second years his surgery went well. He might even be discharged sooner than expected, not that she would mourn his loss if things took a turn for him.
Kari didn't speak a word to her parents about what happened that day. What could she tell them? That their daughter had become a magical girl? She hadn't even checked her new powers yet, too scared to reaffirm for herself what she had become.
Although she already had a constant, incessant reminder in the form of a living stuffed animal that kept pestering her.
"Is it really okay for you to be out in the open?" Kari quietly asked the anthem sitting on her desk while she pretended to pay attention to the lesson. No one in class seemed to notice him, but that didn't make her feel any less tense.
"We're fine. We're fine! Just like your parents, no one can see me unless I want them to," he said, brushing aside her concern.
Rocky was his name. Her anthem that had followed her home after the incident and served as solid proof that she did in fact become a magical girl.
Well…
Him and this black ring with a red jewel on her left index finger. The design was so gaudy. She would never have worn it if given the choice. What really bothered her was that it couldn't be taken off— as in, it was stuck.
The final bell rang at last, signaling the end of school for the day.
"Don't forget, class: cherish everyday like it is your last. Gouda and Chie would want you all to continue smiling," the teacher said with a smile of his own, nodding to himself like something profound had come out of his mouth.
As if he knew what the dead thought.
The class rose, bowed, and began packing to leave.
"Homeroom is a whole lot quieter without Gouda. Gonna miss him making noise," Minato Hitsugi remarked.
"I dunno. We still got you here," Kari replied.
"Harr, harr."
Minato had been friends with them since middle school. He slowly drifted away after joining the manga club upon entering high school, but they always made an effort to reach out to him. If his club hadn't held one of their silly shounen power scaling debates that Friday, he might have been another casualty.
"Mi~ na~ to~!"
He made the mistake of turning to the voice, and Makina flicked his forehead.
"Ow! Shit! What was that for?" he cried, clutching his head in fear of a second strike.
"You promised to hang out with us next time because you couldn't make it," she reminded him.
"This is some weird level of friendship extortion. We have all of summer break, right? Anyway, you need to lay off those legendary forehead flicks. I don't have many brain cells to begin with!" Minato pouted.
"You'll be fine, crybaby." Kari exhaled into her sleeve and rubbed his forehead like shining a bowling ball.
"Makina!"
Several students from the other classes surrounded Makina and threw their arms over her. Ena Mizushima and Sachi Tamura, a pair of third years at the top of the social hierarchy at Suginuma High who normally wouldn't bat an eyelash at them, were among the group.
Makina was mildly popular around school given her bubbly personality and fashion sense that other girls adored. It always surprised Kari when Makina would see someone during passing and shout their names with familiarity. That popularity earned her several confession letters from some popular boys, all of which she rejected. One of even came from the captain of the basketball team.
However, some of these girls she didn't even know. They were just here to frame themselves for a tweet or IG photo, to act all cute and worried for vanity's sake, feigning concern to a fellow classmate for clout.
"We heard you were in Akiba when it happened. Thank goodness you're okay," one girl said.
"It must be hard to lose two friends in one day. We're here if you ever need us," another assured her.
Makina responded to each of them with genuine, upbeat energy that contrasted their cheap, foundation-deep concern. She was able to make conversations with them so easily. Meanwhile, Kari got a pair of asses in her face from people crowding around the desks.
"Makina, let's go." Kari slung her bag over one shoulder and gestured for the door. She threw a nod to Minato. "Catch you later."
"Just hit me up next time you want to hang." He nodded back.
"Sorry, everyone! Maybe we can talk tomorrow," she said just to get them off her back.
By tomorrow, these girls would find something else to squeal about anyway.
Outside, the sun beat down on them like it was nobody's business. Kari wanted so much for it to be summer break already. Only two weeks to go. Maybe she could convince her parents to make vacation plans to go north.
As they walked along the riverbank, Kari noticed a rather peculiar absence. Her arm was light. A certain someone wasn't clutching onto her as usual. Makina held her bookbag with both hands and gazed at her feet as she walked.
On second thought, leaving Makina alone in Tokyo might not be the best idea.
Kari lightly bumped into her friend's shoulder.
"S-Sorry! Did you say something?" Makina asked, startled by the gentle push.
"Not a thing. You're the one out of it. Still thinking about what happened on Friday?" Kari stopped walking and pulled Makina aside as a bike rang its bell to alert them. They stepped off the footpath for the rider to speed past, kicking up a gust of wind and dirt in its wake.
"Yeah. I can't stop wondering if we asked them to go anywhere else, they might still be alive," she said, casting her eyes off into the distance.
This was a bust. Kari wasn't good at comforting people. She also hated saying things she didn't mean, unlike their teacher or those girls back in class. What point was there to offer empty words of encouragement? It wouldn't bring Gouda or Chie back. It wouldn't restore Tetsuo's leg.
"Wanna go to my place? I still got a full jar of those wasabi peas you love so much," Kari offered.
"You mean it?" Makina beamed.
When they got home, she had Makina go upstairs to her room first. A cabinet above the utensils was stocked full of wasabi peas for this very occasion. She managed to convince her parents it was her favorite snack when in actuality she was indifferent. What mattered was that Makina loved snacking on them, and Kari adored seeing her squeal delightfully with every bite.
"Is that supposed to be tasty? Can I try some?" Rocky asked, flying into Kari's field of vision.
"Nope. These are for Makina alone." Kari turned away and poured the entire can into a bowl, then tossed a single pea in the anthem's direction. He caught it in his paws but hesitated to eat it. "Don't you have anything better to do than hang around me?"
"I have to be around you as your system's assistant! Speaking of which, can you start familiarizing yourself with the Apocalypse System already? I'm getting antsy that you might not be prepared if an incursion or stray spawns appear! Or worse… a Malevolent Domain!" he cried.
True enough.
But Kari would rather forget about it if she could. Saying she didn't ask for this wouldn't be entirely true. She put on the ring after all. It shimmered under sunlight, the red gem appeared to almost swirl with life.
"Fine. If it makes you happy, I'll take a look at it tonight. After Makina is gone," she relented.
Rocky was ecstatic. He threw the pea into his mouth and regretted it as his face contorted with disgust.
"I brought your candy, Princess." Kari entered the room to Makina lying on her bed, kicking her feet as she read something on her phone.
"About time!" Makina hopped off and parked herself at the table to feast on the wasabi peas. The anthem, who had just discovered how disgusting it was, grimaced at the sight of her happily munching on them. When she noticed Rocky watching, she scooped a handful and offered some to him. "Don't be shy, Rocky~"
"No, no! More for you… ahaha…" He wiped the sweat from his furry forehead.
Makina was the only other person who knew Kari's secret about being a magical girl. As such, the anthem had no reason to hide himself from her. But how long would that last? Magical girls weren't exactly private figures.
"It still feels unreal, but we were saved thanks to your power. That makes you some sort of hero like the other magical girls," Makina said, staring up at Kari.
Hero.
That word somehow tasted sour in her mouth. Makina was passed out and hadn't seen it, but Jade left them for dead. What part of that was heroic?
"I don't know about hero. All I'm going to use this power for is to protect you and myself. I'll leave the saving to real magical girls," Kari said.
"But you are a real magical girl!" Rocky exclaimed, buzzing around her head like a fly.
"He's right. If it were me, I wouldn't want to waste it. Don't you think becoming one was fate?" Makina asked.
Kari scoffed at the notion as an itching feeling in the back of her mind told her this had nothing to do with fate. Accident sounded about right to her but that also wasn't quite it either.
Fate. Hero. Magical girl. These words occupied Kari's mind well into the night long after Makina had gone home.
More concerningly was the final part of the message the Apocalypse System had left her: Apocalypse is coming.
"Hey, Furball—"
"Rocky!" he pouted.
"The system told me that an apocalypse is coming. What do you know about it?" Kari asked.
The anthem's demeanor grew sullen. "It means what happened in South Africa might happen here. You know about that, don't you?"
The country that got overrun with monsters. It became so dangerous, magical girls and other countries were told to stay away so as to not disturb the hornet's nest.
"You're telling me Japan's next on the chopping block? It's not you guys causing this apocalypse stuff, is it?" she inquired further.
"No, of course not! The system is only named the way it is in response to apocalypses," he explained.
Kari doubted that was the entire truth.
If she lived in any other country and was told the apocalypse was coming, there might have been a reason to panic. The magical girl trio of Japan were among the strongest in the world. Circumstances were much better than when tragedy struck South Africa.
Saving Japan, much less the world, wasn't of any interest to Kari. She was fine just protecting her own neighborhood block.
That night, Mom and Dad brought sushi home for dinner, a surprise since the prices for seafood of any kind has been skyrocketing due to shortages. Well, her mom did make it extra clear this morning that they would have some tonight no matter what.
The two were only happily married for the first few years of their sixteen-year long marriage. Maybe it shouldn't have come as a surprise to Kari that once she was born, her parents' relationship became strained. Her mother worked at a nursing home, dealing with the elderly everyday of the week like a babysitter in a school full of infants. Her father was employed at a land development company, but years of declining construction projects due to a push towards preserving a greener future left him with a whole lot of wrinkles.
"Look at this… They are declaring a development zone in Uenohara a 'climate reserve'. Those trees are already mostly dead anyway! We could have thousands of jobs out there by next spring, but because we have to hit some climate goal it's been put on hold. For how long?" Her dad sighed and crushed the newspaper in his hands.
"Dear, please don't talk about work at home." Her mom wrested away the balled up paper, then pushed a plate of salmon roe closer to him instead.
Apparently, no country was hitting their climate goals for the third year in a row. The United Nations was getting antsy. Only a few countries, Japan being among them, have stepped up in an effort to protect their tiny islands.
Suffice to say, those efforts were affecting people like her dad.
With the topic of work off-limits, their attention seemed to shift to her. It looked like they had something to say but were having trouble finding the right way to broach whatever was on their minds.
"By the way, sweetheart," her dad began, which Kari knew would be a serious conversation about her future since it was prefaced by the use of a pet name. "Your mom and I have been meaning to ask about your plans after high school."
Kari swallowed the urge to groan aloud in their faces. This would have been the tenth discussion this month.
"I thought we talked about this already. I'm shooting for a public university," she reminded them, hoping that would be the end of it.
Mom threw Dad a glance and took over the conversation for him. "Well, it's just your grades…"
Here we go again, Kari thought. Fortunately, she was used to this and learned to tune them out while offering satisfactory replies. Her parents would drone on for as long as she remained at the dinner table. Leaving would be rude, and she didn't want to be rude when they're the ones feeding her.
"We can help you… career counselling… become a housewife… grandpa's farm… civil servant…" Those were among the things Kari picked up— for the hundredth time— but every suggestion chipped away at her patience.
Leave me alone, was what she wanted to say. I just want to do my own thing.
She was a canvas they wanted to paint over. Maybe she should consider herself lucky she had a choice in the matter. Most people didn't.
But that didn't make her feel any better.
As her nails dug deeper into her palm, she couldn't take it anymore.
"How about I become a magical girl instead?" Kari exclaimed. Her chest knotted as she realized the gravity of what was said. Rocky, who had snuck away with a piece of sushi, gawked in surprise with the morsel halfway in his mouth.
Her parents erupted into laughter. It was the loudest this house had ever been in years. They laughed so hard tears streamed down their cheeks and pieces of rice fell out of their mouths.
"You know… she might have a future in stand-up, dear!" her dad said, wiping a tear from his eye.
"Oh, sweetheart. Those young ladies risk their lives every other day, but you can't bring home an exam score over 60 for the life of you," Mom added while giggling uncontrollably.
Kari hung her head and listened absentmindedly without another word for the rest of dinner.
She was a joke to them.
Why did she even bother?




Chapter 3 - Skill Check

"I thought you wanted to keep it a secret! Why did you go and say something like that to your parents?" Rocky asked in the privacy of Kari's bedroom.
"I wanted them to shut up. I didn't expect them to send me to the fucking burn unit," Kari groaned, jumping into bed and burying her face into the pillow which still had Makina's scent. It calmed her nerves, made her forget all about what her parents had said.
The anthem flew down to the bed, ears drooping to the sides.
"Does that mean you really aren't interested in becoming a magical girl?" he asked.
Kari sighed. She had given Rocky her word to take a look at it when Makina was gone. The least she could do was humor him and check out the skills.
"How do I transform?" She rolled off the bed to face him.
The anthem's ears perked right up. "Three ways: by shouting 'transform' with all your heart; tapping into the Apocalypse System via your soul; or I can do it for you!"
"Trans… form? T-Transform!" she stammered. "It isn't working.
"I said 'with all your heart' not like you're going through a seizure!" The anthem threw his paws in the air.
"Screw it. Just transform me already!"
Rocky did as ordered.
Her casual tee and sweatpants darkened like a colorless abyss, morphing itself into a new outfit entirely. It was painted mostly in black and red, like she had come right out of a fantasy vampire movie starring gothic lolitas. The dress was a tight fit around her bust , and the skirt was short at the front but flared out around the back. She liked the boots the most, which had wings framing the heels.
All in all, it was… an alright getup. However, the longer Kari stared at herself in the mirror, the less she liked how she looked.
The whole magical girl appearance didn't suit her scowling demeanor. She felt like a cheap knockoff compared to the other three.
"Couldn't you have given me a brighter, cuter outfit like Flare or Candy?" Kari frowned.
"What? I think it's cool!" Rocky said, buzzing around her with joy. "Can't change it even if we wanted to. Your outfit is a reflection of your soul. Don't you remember?"
Kari vaguely remembered the echoing words of 'syncing soul power' chiming between her ears. Was her soul black and red? What did that say about her?
"Check your powers! Check your powers! Call for the Apocalypse System, but with unf!" the anthem urged.
"Unf? Apocalypse… System!" she repeated after him and was suddenly bombarded with texts flying across her vision. It took her by surprise, and she nearly fell onto her bed thinking to avoid them.
Large texts that read [Apocalypse System activated…] blinked in her face.
"Geez… It's like I put on a VR helmet or something. What is this? Some sort of video game?" Kari asked.
Rocky gasped so hard it almost sounded like he swallowed his own tongue. The anthem grabbed her by the face and squeezed her cheeks.
"How dare you call something as amazing as the Apocalypse System a video game! It was designed to help magical girls to better acclimate to it! Apologize! Apologize to me, to my creators, and to all the magical girls the system has helped!" Spit and bits of sushi rice flew out of his mouth during the spiel.
"Calm down, you stupid furball!" She ripped the anthem from her face and chucked him across the room.
Rocky struck the door head first, fell to his ass, and saw stars spinning.
At least while the little bugger was knocked out, Kari could read her skills in peace. She started with the first one, recalling that it was what she had used to save herself and Makina.
[Wanton Smash (10): Deals 250% of your current physical strength as damage to all enemies around you in a single strike, pulverizing them instantly if the damage exceeds 200% of their physical resilience threshold.]
When she worked out the math, her physical strength totalled to 67.5 with Wanton Smash. The head hounds must have had less than half that in physical resilience, which was why they were flattened.
Head hounds and other monsters must also have a quantifiable stats score like herself.
[Stampede (12): Become impervious to movement impairing effects and charges into one nearby enemy of your choice, dealing 500% of your current physical strength as damage to the primary target and 200% to all enemies in the line of path.
[Apocalypse Power up! (30): Increases your base physical strength by 300% at the cost of reducing your physical and magical resilience to 0. Lasts 1 hour or until removed.]
[Stand Firm (5): Increases your current physical and magical resilience by 200% against a single hit.]
"Yeah… not one of these skills are cute at all. What am I, some sort of brute?" Kari muttered. She opened her laptop to search the plethora of images of other magical girls. Unable to bear looking at Jade, she left her out of the search terms to only look up Flare and Candy.
Flare was the leader of the trio. Although 'leader' might not be the best term as all of them were independent fighters, the other two treated her with the utmost respect. In terms of seniority, she was the eldest at twenty-one years old and had been a magical girl since sixteen. Her outfit was the coolest.
The red and orange of Flare's dress made her stand out the most compared to Jade and Candy. She was like a comet whenever she flew across the sky, her long, burning ponytail streaking behind her. The anthem that fought alongside her was even a fiery falcon.
On the other hand, Candy exuded cuteness. The seventeen year old was always bright and bubbly when giving interviews. Her personality matched well with the white, yellow, and light orange color palette of the outfit, making her appear like a shining star.
Then there was Kari.
Black and red like coagulated blood.
"Hm?" She noticed her points had increased. Previously, it was at [130,000]. The new total was [133,000]. A whole three grand increase.
What changed?
She picked her anthem off the ground and shook him awake.
"N-No! Not the wasabi peas— Huh?" Rocky glanced around the room, slightly dazed.
"What are Apocalypse Points for, and why do I have more than I started out with?" Kari asked.
"Good question!" Rocky materialized a pointing stick as the texts in Kari's vision changed. He directed her attention to the points, seeming to know how exactly the interface is laid out. "Points are used for leveling your class and buying helpful items called 'sigils' to aid you in battle."
The pointer moved to a shopping cart icon and an upwards arrow icon tucked at the top right corner of her sight. When the anthem selected the arrow, a familiar menu popped.
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Rocky gave Kari a few seconds to refamiliarize herself with her stats before continuing. "Currently, you require 100,000 points to reach level 2 of your class, at which point the threshold increases. Your stats will incrementally increase as you level up, and sigils from the shop can boost your health and magic capacity in a pinch. Additionally, the shop has useful add-ons like [Incognito] or [Flight Sigil] you can buy!"
"I can get to level 2 Destroyer right now or buy random stuff in the shop? I'm not an avid video gamer, so stop me if I'm getting ahead of myself. What's stopping me from buying a bunch of healing sigils to keep myself up?" she asked.
"You can, but leveling up is the only way to gain new skills and raise stats. At level 3 you gain your soul weapon and get to choose a subclass!" he explained.
Kari always wondered where magical girls' powers came from. A system like one would see in a video game was the last thing on her mind. It used to be so cringe to hear Candy shouting 'Starfall Blast!' or Jade yelling 'Judgment!'. She knew now those girls didn't have a choice in the naming conventions of their skills.
The anthem also mentioned a weapon at level 3, which meant the trio had already reached that point. Candy wielded a hand cannon, and Jade had a javelin that always returned to her hand after being thrown. Flare should definitely have one, but no one has ever seen her use it.
"Got any ideas on how to spend your points?" Rocky asked.
"Let me see…"
The smart thing to do would be to reach out to one of the veteran magical girls and ask for advice. However, she didn't want to reveal to anyone who she was just yet. From Rocky's explanation, she couldn't go wrong with leveling up. Might as well go with that.
"Alright, Furball. Level me up. We'll save the remaining points."
"Leveling up!" Rocky spun so quickly in place he became a miniature tornado. As this happened, her Apocalypse Points decreased dramatically.
[Congratulations! You have leveled up!
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New skill gained.
Come Here! (5): Clench your fist in the direction of one enemy, dealing 150% of your current physical strength in damage and pulling them to you.]
Kari didn't feel any stronger. Although her health and magic capacity increased, the other stats remained the same.
As the outfit dropped and her casual clothes returned, a wave of drowsiness struck her as the dawning realization of being a magical girl became too real to ignore. Her new power and status didn't make head hounds any less dangerous, or make her feel anymore safe than before. The monsters terrified her.
Yet when Kari balled her hands into fists to keep from trembling, a feeling she didn't expect welled within the deepest reaches of her heart. There was fear.
There was also thrill.




Chapter 4 - The One Who Survived

"Thank you for your patronage!"
Rocky squealed with joy sucking on the fruit-flavored ice pop as they exited the convenience store. Kari tore open the plastic tip with her teeth and nibbled on the frozen cherry goodness. Refreshing as it was, nothing was going to stop the sun from shining, but it served as some small comfort under the oppressive heat. She could practically see the heatwaves in front of her.
Two more remained in the plastic bag meant for herself and Makina. Hopefully neither of them melted by the time she got to school. Even if they did, at least her friend had something cold to drink.
"Mmmm! Humans sure love to put sugar on everything. The trauma of the wasabi pea is finally disappearing~" the anthem remarked, vacuuming the plastic tube so much that it wrinkled up. Without the chilly snack to keep him cool anymore, a frown befell his face and turned to Kari for seconds.
"No dice, Furball. The last two are for me and Makina." Kari tightened her grip on the plastic bag to show she wouldn't budge.
"You're always thinking of that girl, aren't you? You even have a cabinet full of those nasty peas just for her," he said.
"We've been friends for a long time. I'm just used to handling her, that's all. If I don't stock up, she…"
Kari trailed off seeing Makina at the shoe lockers, accompanied by the last person she hoped to see. Propped up on a crutch from the side of his missing right leg and leaning against the locker was Tetsuo. They looked to be in conversation. Makina laughed at every little thing that came out of his mouth and pinched her uniform's skirt as she did, a habit that meant she was forcing herself.
"Hey! Look who got discharged from the hospital," Makina said as Kari entered the school building.
Two weeks after the incident, Tetsuo was already up and walking. Well, sort of walking. Too bad he wasn't injured for a much longer period.
"Doctors said it was a clean cut, so they sewed my leg shut and pumped me full of pain killers. I got lucky compared to others." Tetsuo scowled at his misfortune, topped only by those who didn't survive.
"Sorry about your brother," Kari forced herself to say.
In all honesty, she didn't care one bit about Gouda or Tetsuo. It sucked that Chie bit the dust since she was kind of cool, but there was no itching sensation in Kari's chest unless she thought about Makina in their place. They had only made friends with them this year anyway, so it wasn't too much of a loss.
"Yeah. He died protecting Chie. Good thing you two weren't there. If you were, I wouldn't mind protecting the girl I liked," he said to Makina in particular, who shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other and leaned away from him.
It became so quiet that nails on chalkboard would have been a preferable alternative. Kari raised the plastic bag in her hand, purposefully wrinkling it to make noise.
"I bought some ice pops from the store. It's not going to bring them back, but at least it'll curb this damn heat." She offered one to Tetsuo and Makina.
"Aren't you a saint?" Her friend smiled.
Kari wanted to share it with Makina, but she had enough sensibility not to be rude to a guy who had lost a family member. It was just an ice pop after all. However, while Makina opened hers with ease, Tetsuo struggled to open the tip with the crutch under his shoulder.
"Here, I'll do it for you." Makina ripped open the top with her teeth and handed it back to him.
"Oh, thank you! You're the best!" he exclaimed.
That little exchange ticked Kari off. The guy was missing a leg, not fingers. He should have opened it easily.
The bell signaling the start of classes rang while they were idling around. Kari was about to head upstairs to their class until she realized Makina lagged behind with Tetsuo.
"What's the hold up? We're going to be late," she warned her friend.
"You go on ahead. I'm going to help Tetsuo to his class first. Can you tell our teacher I'll be there in a bit?" Makina asked.
Kari swallowed the urge to protest and watched them disappear into the west wing of the building towards Tetsuo's class.
"Uhm… Makina is really considerate!" Rocky quipped.
"Shut up. Get in the bag." She snatched the anthem out of the air and zipped him inside her book bag.
Makina showed up twenty minutes after class began. Never had Kari kept her eyes on the door for as long as she did than today. When her friend came through, the relief was like a cool drink to a parched throat.
"What took you so long?" Kari whispered.
"Sorry. Tetsuo was being slow. Don't think he's used to a crutch yet," she answered.
Fortunately, the rest of school passed by peacefully without Tetsuo's intrusion. It would have been too much of an inconvenience to come upstairs on a crutch for him. Kari and Makina had lunch together in class to avoid running into him in the cafeteria. However, she seemed more distracted with her phone than usual.
It couldn't be Tetsuo, could it?
"You're on your phone a lot. Checking out more magical girl merch?" Kari chewed on the plastic straw of her drink and pretended not to care.
"No, I have Minato get me all that stuff. You know those girls a while back? I keep getting asked to hang out with Ena. That Ena. I didn't even know I was in her radar." Makina planted her face on the desk and sighed.
"I feel like you and the school diva would get along. Why not?"
She glanced left and right before lowering her voice to answer, "I keep hearing bad things about her. Like she hangs out with bad crowds. But who cares? My friend is a magical girl now!"
Kari lightly kicked Makina's shin and rolled her eyes.
When school ended at last and the somber atmosphere began to dissipate, the students' true colors revealed themselves appearing no less sympathetic to their dead classmates. The glass vase and flowers were tended to by the class rep, who would rather head home than continue the chore. Friends of the deceased quickly moved onto the next social circles.
Kari and Makina included.
"Minato!" Kari shouted to her otaku friend when they crossed paths in the hall. "New burger place downtown. Get your ass in gear."
"You can text me or do a library voice instead of shouting, you know that?" Minato fished wax from his ear in response.
"And give you the 'didn't read' or 'didn't hear' excuse?" Makina countered.
"As much as I'd like to clog my arteries, I made plans with the manga club to go to Akiba after school. My pre-orders of pin-up posters of Flare came in, so I'm going to pick 'em up," he said.
Makina grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and stared him dead in the eyes.
"What about the Candy poster?" she asked desperately.
"That's in, too. You guys want to come with us?" His offer was met with silence.
Makina let go of him and fell silent. That excitement for the new Candy poster had vanished. Neither she nor Kari were particularly interested in going back to where they were almost killed. When Minato realized that, his face wrinkled with guilt.
"Sorry, guys… It completely slipped my mind…"
"Think we're good off going to Akiba for a while." Kari turned him down lightly.
"Well, don't hold back on those burgers on my account," he said. "I'll catch you guys later!"
They split from Minato on the first floor. If it was just her and Makina, that was fine, too.
Unfortunately…
Their faces clouded over when they got to the shoe lockers. Downstairs where Kari had found Tetsuo with Makina in the morning, he was waiting for them at the very same spot.
"What's this about burgers? You gotta count me in, too! I need to put on some pounds after losing some." Tetsuo wriggled his stump of a leg.
"Sorry. It's just going to be all girl's talk. You wouldn't be interested," Kari said, walking past him.
He tapped his crutch obnoxiously against the metal lockers, drawing attention directly to the three of them. Students who were passing by threw awkward glances at them, and others lingered around to see what the commotion was about.
"You guys go ahead then. I just thought hanging out with friends would keep my mind off the shit that happened. Guess I'll head home…" Tetsuo hobbled past her laboriously. He paused at the door, reached into his pocket for his phone, and cursed when he accidentally dropped it.
Makina rushed to his aid, picking up the phone for him. She turned to face Kari and asked, "Letting him come along shouldn't be a problem, don't you think?"
"I guess not." Kari quietly clicked her tongue.
The fast food place Kari had in mind was an extension of a new chain that opened recently in the U.S, an off-shoot of their more gourmet burger restaurant. But fast food. It was the first of its kind in Japan. Their aim was to serve authentic American burgers across the pacific.
Flare made a trip to the States to endorse it alongside the American magical girl Hurricane, and that likely propelled its popularity back here in Japan. The place even had a life-sized cardboard cutout of her holding their signature burger to attract customers.
Right through the door, they were bombarded with adverts and music Flare was involved in. She even had a toy line dedicated to creating action figures of her, freely given to customers who purchased a large meal.
"People really do like magical girls, huh? And I thought I was a fanatic about Candy," Makina remarked as they took the last available table in the restaurant.
"Well, yeah. They're practically idols. I heard Jade and Candy recently signed onto a recording label. Flare though— that babe's got everything from style, looks, money, fame— she deserves it for being a superhero," Tetsuo said.
Makina and I gawked at him, floored by the impassioned praise he'd given Flare.
"That's a heap of flattery when Ja— when they were late to the party that Friday. If they were there sooner, you wouldn't be stuck with a pirate costume for Halloween." Kari jolted from Makina elbowing her in the side.
He shrugged. "I mean, yeah. I wished they came sooner to help, but there's only three of them in Japan. Can't expect them to be everywhere at once."
Something about this kid bothered Kari to no end. Tetsuo didn't appear the least bit sad that his brother was dead. By every right, he should be expressing some anger.
"Kari, can you order me what you're having? I need to… water the flowers." Makina hightailed it to the ladies' room.
It became a hundred times more awkward sitting alone with Tetsuo. He was perusing the menu, blissfully playing ignorant that he had intruded in their outing. The little act back at school fooled Makina, but Kari wouldn't be swayed.
"Check out the menu," Tetsuo began. "It's their grand opening, but every fish burger is out of stock. You think with all the bans on fishing, they might as well ban fish food altogether everywhere."
Kari didn't so much as humor him with a word and simply glared.
"Man, if you can burn holes into someone just by staring I'd be swiss cheese." Tetsuo put the menu down to look her in the eyes.
"What's your game with Makina?" Kari asked.
"No one's playing games. I'm serious about her, you know?" he answered.
She wanted so much to kick his injury and watch him scream on the ground. Lucky for him, a waitress came by to take their orders.
"Bullshit," Kari began after the waitress left. "You used to be on the baseball team. Go hit up your groupies instead."
"Oh, I get it. You're also into her. Makina's fair game, and she's her own person. I have no hard feelings if she doesn't choose me, but if she does…" He forgoed finishing his sentence to let Kari finish it in her thoughts.
If Makina chose Tetsuo?
Some time ago that possibility was inconceivable. Kari never would have considered that would ever happen. She still shouldn't. After all, no one was closer to Makina than her.
Then why? Kari asked herself. Why, why, why, why did it feel like Makina might slip away from me?
Tetsuo's parents came to pick him up after they had eaten. The burgers tasted bland. Or maybe Kari was too lost in thought from what he had said to taste anything. She wanted to retch.
Until today, she never thought Makina could be taken away from her.
Even as Makina clung to her arm as they walked home, it brought little comfort and reassurance. What more did she need? This should be enough, but it wasn't.
"I'll see you tomorrow, Kari— oh?"
At the intersection of a quiet block where they usually went separate ways, their arms pulled taut as Makina was about to leave. Kari hadn't realized her grip on her friend was tighter than usual. She let go, and her arm snapped to the side.
"Sorry, I got lost in thought," Kari said.
Makina approached with a worried expression. "You've been spacing out a lot since friday. Is it because you turned into a magical girl?"
"Gee. I thought that couldn't be more obvious," she answered, glancing around to make sure no one else overheard.
Without another word or question about her circumstances, Makina pulled her into a bear hug. Kari returned the gesture and inhaled deeply, enjoying her friend's lingering peach-scented shampoo. It was calming. She wished they could stay like this forever.
No, that wasn't quite true. Kari wanted more from this.
When Makina at last pulled away, she had a goofy smile on her face. "No time to feel down in the dumps. It's our last summer of high school. Let's make sure to live it up, 'kay?"
Kari smiled and nodded.
"Now let Rocky out so I can hug him, too." Makina extended her arms.
"Tch."
She unzipped her book bag to let Rocky out at last.
"Is this… what freedom… looks like?" he asked, covered in sweat and gasping for air.
"Freedom's across the Pacific. Good luck." Kari chuckled.
Makina scooped the rabbit into her arms and squeezed.
"Ah, man… I'd be a magical girl just to have a cute anthem like you," she said, then recoiled upon seeing Rocky tearing up. "What's wrong?!"
"Oh, nothing. Just thinking how much better my life would be as your anthem. I have this barbarian in… stead— ufuuoh!" Rocky squeaked as Kari clamped a hand down on his entire head.
"What was that about a barbarian?" she asked menacingly.
"I… I meant to say princess… me stupid. Human language… hard…" he croaked.
"Play nice. Or I really will take Rocky away from you, so play nice! I'll see you tomorrow!" Makina waved as she took off running down the street.
After losing sight of Makina disappearing around the corner, Kari received a text not ten seconds later, telling her to 'cheer up! ♥️♥️♥️♥️'. Extra emphasis on the heart emotes.
Today would have been a good day if it wasn't for a certain someone. Maybe they should have taken Minato up on his offer to head down to Akiba.
If Tetsuo wasn't around, huh...
"Say, killing a human being wouldn't give me points, would it?" she asked Rocky.
The anthem stopped waving and straightened up. He turned to Kari with his mouth agape.
"P-Points from… humans?"
"Relax. It was just a joke." Kari smirked and began walking ahead of him in the direction of home.
"Oh… Ahaha! Sometimes your face looks so serious, it's hard for me to tell," he said, wiping the sweat from his brow.




Chapter 5 - Laughter

...ari… Kari… Kari!

Kari was roused from her sleep by a weight on her chest. It was Rocky, shaking her awake and calling her name. She grabbed his head and flung him across the room. He hit the hall with a hard thud, then fell into the laundry basket of worn clothes.
"H-How come you always go for the head…?" Rocky asked, popping out with a shirt on his head.
"It's 11 at night," she groaned. "I'm trying to sleep in; I get little enough as it is!"
"There are monsters hurting people nearby. We have to help them!" he exclaimed.
"Is it an incursion?" Her eyes snapped open and feared the worst.
"I don't think so. These might be just stray spawns. We still have to take care of them or a lot of people can get hurt!"
The image of the head hounds' gnashing jaws kept her anchored to the bed. Going out was an option, or she could leave it alone and the other magical girls would take care of it eventually. No need for an amateur like her to get involved.
"I'm not going. Leave it to Flare, Jade, or Candy." She threw the covers over herself.
"A lot of people will die if we wait for them!" The anthem yanked the bedsheet away and frowned. "You're a magical girl, too. You can handle this."
Kari chewed on her lip.
The black and red ring on her finger glinted from moonlight that squeezed past the curtains. She went to the closet and was about to throw a hoodie on, but remembered that whatever she wore would change upon transforming anyway.
"Hold on. Can't I fly like the other magical girls?" Kari asked as she put her hand on the doorknob.
"Well…" he began reluctantly, "that's a skill you gain at level 3. Or you can spend Apocalypse Points for temporary flight sigil, but you don't have enough after spending it on leveling."
She cursed her luck and decided against looking through the item shop. It should have been something she did earlier, but after putting it off so much she had almost forgotten about it.
They raced into the city to a multi-story construction building that was mainly concrete walls and rebars. Neither of them could make out any sounds other than plastic tarps fluttering loudly from the wind. Blinding flood lights illuminated the construction area outside of the building. Inside, however, was pitch black.
Kari was having second thoughts. She didn't feel any stronger in her magical girl form. Coming out here might have been a mistake.
When she stepped inside, Rocky cast a light centered around him to brighten the surroundings. It wasn't enough to light the whole place and still left them vulnerable to being ambushed.
"Can you sense where they are?" she asked.
Rocky shook his head. "Not directly. Only that they're somewhere nearby."
They crept forward slowly, one foot over the next, keeping their eyes peeled for any movements. Someone was sitting with their back against a concrete column. From here, she only saw an arm since whoever it was sat on the other side.
"Are you alright?" Kari called out.
They dashed up to the man only to find half his body missing. Fresh blood caked the ground around him, and a horrified expression captured his final moments.
Kari turned away and vomited last night's dinner. Her stomach knotted, throat stung, and eyes watered. Nothing prepared her for this. The news had always kept cameras away from the carnage. She made an effort to avoid internet forums sharing pictures uploaded online. Her close encounter with the incursion became a distant memory because all she remembered was trying to escape with Makina, blissfully ignorant of the deaths that happened around her.
Was this the reality of those monsters? To leave such a gruesome scene behind to unsettle her?
"Ahehehehaha…" Laughter echoed from every direction.
She spun around to find human-faced mutts staring her down. Two of them. They giggled like hyenas ready to toy with their new prey. Fear petrified her legs. Despair gripped her heart. She saw herself in the half-eaten man's place, rotting and festering, to be found tomorrow by construction workers and added to the statistics of the dead.
"Now's not the time to freeze up. Fight them! Use your skill! Those things are small fries compared to you," Rocky shouted in her face.
"My… skills? What were… my skills again?" Kari blanked out, unable to tap into her thoughts or even form a coherent image in her mind. Only the grotesque visage of the head hounds and dead man filled her vision.
Before she could react, one head hound tackled her to the ground. She collided hard into a cement column. The back of her head stung, but it didn't hurt as much as she thought.
However…
The status screen appeared to show her decreased health.
Health: [150/150 ⇒ 135/150]
What was going to happen if that number dropped to 0? Was she going to die?
Kari saw the second hound charging and dove out of the way. It smashed into and bent the column. She crawled away in panic, scrambling for the exit, but Rocky cut her off.
"Where are you going? The fight's that way!" He pointed at the head hounds.
"Screw that! I didn't want to come out here, and I never asked to become a magical girl. I don't want to die! If you want to fight them, you do it." She was about to walk past him when a pair of jaws clamped down on her waist and flung her back into the building.
Health: [135/150 ⇒ 113/150]
The hounds must have known she was a new magical girl. They prowled around her, giggling and licking their sharpened fangs. Powerful claws struck out, shoving her around like a ragdoll. She was a toy to them.
Every hit brought her health lower.
Health: [113/150 ⇒ 99/150]
And lower…
Health: [99/150 ⇒ 85/150]
And lower…
Health: [85/150 ⇒ 74/150]
Something had to be done, or she was going to die. Makina's face appeared in her mind, and Tetsuo was next to her with a disgusting grin on his face. She clung to his arm. It should be Kari in his place. If she died, Makina would be sad and nothing would stop Tetsuo from having his way with her.
Prickling thoughts tormented the deepest reaches of her mind. She wanted to live. She wanted to be with Makina.
"You're not… getting rid of me!" She yelled.
The hounds backed off, unnerved by Kari's sudden exclamation. They knew playtime was over, and so the more aggressive one opened its mouth over her head to finish the job.
She swallowed her hesitation and recalled a defensive skill in her arsenal. "Stand Firm!"
The dagger-sharp fangs clamped down on her head, but she didn't feel so much as a pinch. Her would-be killer bit harder to no avail, and this time her health decreased no further as if impervious to its attack. A moment too soon, and she might have lost her head.
Kari hooked her fingers underneath the upper and lower jaw, pried open its mouth with ease, and shoved the hound back.
"Stampede!" She moved faster than she could blink and smashed into the hound, splattering it into a bloody mess on the concrete wall behind it.
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
For the second monster, she figured now was a good time to test out the new skill.
Kari stretched an arm out in its direction and said, "Come Here!"
As if Kari commanded telekinesis at her fingertips, the pull yanked the hound into her grasp. She wailed into it until the caricatured human face was unrecognizable.
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
The scene returned to an eerie calm, too quiet for her liking. The battle had ended, and she emerged the victor.
What a rush, she thought.
Every inch of her body tingled. Her heart raced, beating louder than taiko drums and head flashing white from the near death experience. The aching in her fists were a delight. Pain reminded her she was alive.
It was hard to tell if the hounds' black blood had stained her outfit a deeper shade. Maybe it had always been this dark.
"You did it!" Rocky whooped. "A little messier than I'd like, but you really wrecked them, Kari! Are you hurt?"
"I'm not hurt… I'm still alive." Kari dropped to her knees, clutching her abdomen. Hot tears streamed down her cheeks. "I can do it! Screw mom and dad! I'm a magical girl! Haha— ahaha!"




Chapter 6 - Japan's Fourth

It seemed like ages since Kari had a good night's sleep. Even though she had woken up in the middle of the night to fight those strays, it was as though she had gotten the full eight hours and then some. Restlessness had been plaguing her since that Friday's incursion. The thought that monsters could appear anywhere and anytime used to terrify her.
Not anymore.
It was hard to believe people died left and right to those monsters when they were tissue paper in her hands, the same hands which used to tremble at the sight of them. The difference between her now and then was night and day, yet she didn't feel too… different.
Kari was still Kari Tachibana, a third year student at Suginuma High.
She was now also a magical girl.
Speaking of which, her points should have gone up after killing the two head hounds. She opened the Apocalypse System to see that her new total was [35,000 Apocalypse Points.]
In addition to that, her health had been restored to full. Weird. Kari didn't recall using a healing sigil, not like she had enough to buy one anyway.
"Nnn… When's breakfast?" Rocky asked groggily.
Kari lifted the covers to see the anthem lying on her chest. He rubbed his tired eyes and groomed his floppy ears like a real rabbit would.
"We'll get some in a bit. First, I want to know why my health's back to full. Could've sworn I got hit like a dozen times during last night's fight," she said.
"As long as you get a full rest, your health will return by the time you wake up." He yawned.
In that case, magical girls didn't really need to use healing sigils. Unless they were more intended for mid-battle? Thinking back on that fight, if she had gotten too low, having one on hand would have been nice.
"You anthems sure made an oddly convenient system when it needs to be."
"Oh, we didn't make the system! We were just designed along with it," Rocky replied as a matter of factly.
The two blinked absentmindedly at each other.
"Then who—"
Her phone buzzed with a string of notifications. It wasn't the alarm. She had that disabled over the weekends to sleep in. The culprit turned out to be Makina, spamming her phone with texts and telling her to wake up to check the news.
Kari threw on a sleeveless hoodie and went downstairs. Her parents were already up. Dad was on the couch, staring past his newspaper and at the television. Mom was doing the same, her hands idled over the sink as she watched the morning news from the kitchen.
The headlines cut right to the chase: JAPAN'S FOURTH MAGICAL GIRL?
"The bodies of five homeless men were found inside a construction site in Minato City this morning. They are believed to have been taking shelter there when they were killed by head hounds also found dead at the scene. Who could have done it? Flare, Candy, and Jade have come forward, saying they had no hand in defeating the monsters. Which begs the question: Is there a fourth magical girl in Japan?"
What was shown next turned the blood in Kari's veins to ice. A blurry image, likely from a street camera, had captured her crossing the road to the construction site. Fortunately, she was too far for anyone to have recognized her face.
Her dad, seemingly fed up with hearing about magical girls, changed the channel to a station reporting about multiple oil leaks off the shores of California.
"Wait, I want to hear more about it!" Kari snatched the remote to go back.
"Instead of more magical girls, how about less monsters to deal with?" he bitterly remarked, returning to his papers instead. It, too, had the blurry shot on the front page with the very same headline from the television.
"First an incursion in Akihabara, now monsters in Minato City… Maybe we should start ordering groceries to be delivered to us?" her mom mused aloud.
Kari scoffed.
As if staying at home is supposed to be safe.
The news segment wasn't over yet. It transitioned to the trio of magical girls in front of a municipal office building. Flare spoke to a bouquet of microphones while Jade and Candy stood behind her like backup dancers. Journalists swarmed her with questions, asking about her personal life from topics as mundane as her favorite shampoo to whether or not she was dating.
Flare, however, didn't appear the least bit interested in humoring them. She raised a hand and everyone fell silent.
At this point, Kari had no other reason to stay in the living room. Her identity was still a secret and the public was more interested in the existing ones than a possible fourth.
"I wanted to take this opportunity to speak to the fourth magical girl," Flare began, as though seeing through to Kari on the other side of the cameras and television to give her pause. "Whoever you are, I understand how you must feel. Because before you're a magical girl, you're just a girl. Alone, scared, overwhelmed with how to handle your new powers. I encourage you to reach out to us. We can help you— I can help you. There's no need to fight this alone."
Flare's words resonated with something inside her.
Am I ready to shoulder the responsibility of becoming a full-fledged magical girl? Kari asked herself.
Candy leaned forward to speak into the many microphones. "We don't have to fight together. We can just hang out!"
Even Candy wanted to reach out to her.
"I…" Kari swallowed the lump in her throat, thinking to respond to the television screen. It wasn't as if they could hear her from here. But the invitation had been given. She needed only to reach back and make herself known to them.
Their fame and adoration could be hers, too. Killing head hounds was as easy as swatting a fly. She would lose her anonymity in exchange for being someone in life. That way, her parents might finally shut up about her future.
"Since you're up early for once, could you take the trash out?" Mom asked from the kitchen, eyes cast down to the sink now that the interesting segment of the news was over.
Kari begrudgingly hauled the two trash bags out of the house. She threw a little too hard against the collection area and caused the plastic to tear open, spilling its contents to the asphalt. A mess like this would end up attracting vermin.
Several nearby roaches were already being drawn to the spilt garbage
"Ugh. Whatever." She returned to the house and left the trash untended to.
Makina wanted to meet up at a cat cafe in the afternoon. Today was a Saturday, so they could take it easy and leave the schoolwork for tomorrow. After that, one more week of classes and summer break would begin. Going somewhere for vacation sounded nice. Okinawa was high on Kari's list, but her parents explicitly said they wouldn't be going anywhere for summer.
Which was fine. At least she could stay with Makina.
Both of them arrived at Nekomura, a small cat cafe in Minato City. They had come here many times in the past, and in retrospect, should have paid a visit much sooner to get some therapy cuddles after the traumatic incursion. Cat trees rose up to the ceiling, tunnels and bridges hung above people's heads, and treats were given to customers free of charge if they ordered something to eat and drink.
Right through the door, Rocky choked up in fear. Several cats appeared to have detected his presence despite being invisible and chased him around the cafe.
As soon as Makina took a seat, she became free real estate and was swarmed by three kittens. One claimed her lap, another laid snug between her outstretched legs, and she cradled the third in her arm.
On the other hand, none of the cats approached Kari. A stark contrast to the last time she visited. When she reached out to pet one on Makina, it hissed at her.
Even Rocky was having better luck with cats. A pack of four managed to catch the anthem midair and dogpiled on him.
"Help… me…!" he pleaded.
"Do I have a bad smell on me or something?" Kari asked, hurt by the lack of feline attention and ignoring Rocky's pleas for help.
Makina leaned in to sniff. "You smell fine to me."
"That… wasn't an invitation for you to sniff me…"
A waiter came by with two iced lattes and a small bag of cat treats. "Cats are fickle. One day they'll like someone, another day they'll hate you like their worst enemy."
"Of course, you'd know, Shuu. You're around these cats so much, they see you as one of them." Kari reached for her drink, only to have another cat swat at her hand.
Shuu Hasegawa was a college kid with black hair slicked back and shaped with hairspray. Whenever they visited, he'd always be here like there wasn't any other place for him to be.
"I can't tell if that's an insult or a compliment coming from you. This is the part where I feel insulted, right?" He looked to Makina for confirmation, to which she turned away and giggled at his expense. A calico at his feet rubbed its head against his leg, purring for attention. What they were really after were the treats he had just delivered.
Kiko was the name of the cat by Shuu's legs. Everyone crowned her as the idol of Nekomura for her behavior and friendliness. She allowed Makina to scratch her chin and purred affectionately from the attention.
"The kitties seem fine with me whenever I come by," Makina said.
"Try feeding the gluttons to get on their good side," Shuu suggested.
"Worth a try." Kari ripped open the cat treats and held the piece of dried salmon morsel to the cat at Shuu's legs. She recalled that some cats didn't like things shoved in their faces, and so held it at a distance to allow Kiko to approach her.
The cat, to everyone's surprise, detached itself from Shuu's leg and crept closer to Kari's treat— and bit her hand instead.
She dropped the treat, and Kiko snatched it off the floor before running away.
"Are you okay?" Makina asked.
"Oh, god. Kari, I'm so sorry!" Shuu apologized profusely, horrified that one of their cats bit a customer. "She's never done that before. I'll talk to the manager and see if I can—"
"No, don't sweat it." She brushed off their concern.
Fortunately, Nekomura carried antiseptic cream and first aid in the very slim chance that this happened. The seal was broken from the tube for the very first time, a testament to how rare this occurrence was. Her index finger didn't sting at all. There wasn't so much as a bite imprint, but she placed a bandaid on anyway so as to not draw suspicion.
Shuu returned later, frowning. "I had to put Kiko away in the back. She wasn't happy, but it's store policy if something like that ever happens."
"Maybe Kiko was having a bad day?" Makina wondered aloud.
The one silver lining— Kari and Makina were promised a free drink the next time they visited. Less of an apologetic gesture, and more of a bribe to keep them quiet about the incident. Business in the store went on as usual. It wouldn't stop just because one customer's finger got nipped.
Adjacent from their seating booth, a group of students from another school were talking up a storm about the magical girls. The possible existence of a fourth became the topic of the country in a single morning, and the day wasn't even over yet.
"A magical girl in Minato City? That's so cool! I wonder if she's adorable like Candy?" one girl asked her friends.
"I hope she's a babe like Flare and Jade. Do you think they have boyfriends?"
"Even if they don't, they're way outta your league."
"I'm just glad there's another one. I feel safer already."
"Yeah, but the new girl is staying hidden. I wonder why?"
"For real. I'd be flaunting if I became one!"
Kari ducked her head. Not out of embarrassment or to hide her identity in case someone recognized that photo— certainly not out of shame— but in indignation. Protecting people simply wasn't her problem.
Why should she reveal herself? It was her life to live.
"Everyone expects so much from the magical girls, but I kind of feel bad for them." Shuu grimaced from having also eavesdropped on the conversation.
Kari felt the same way. At least someone understood.
Before you're a magical girl, you're just a girl. Flare's words echoed back and forth in Kari's mind.
The two of them were left alone again, and Makina shooed the cats away to sit closer. She had a smile that could melt the ice caps. Surviving last night's encounter to live another day for this was all Kari could ask for.
"So, this morning on the news, Flare and Candy were definitely talking to you! Ahhh! You're sooo lucky!" she managed to exclaim quietly and loudly at the same time.
"Yeah. Gave me a real shock. I still don't know what to think of it. Definitely don't want to reach out to them yet. Maybe give it some thought during summer break," Kari replied. More importantly, meeting up with the magical girls meant she would come face to face with the bitch who left them to die. She wasn't mentally prepared for that yet.
"You're always looking out for me, so I think you'd make a great magical girl. You should totally be going out and saving people, buuuut I wouldn't mind hogging you to myself for a while longer. My personal magical girl!" Makina giggled.
"God, how the hell do you say all that without feeling embarrassed?" Kari turned the other cheek to hide her blush. "Anyway… What do you say we drag Minato along to the mall tomorrow after a study sesh?"
A shadow fell over Makina's face. Kari wondered if she said something wrong, but that didn't appear to be the case.
"I, uhm… Don't be angry, okay? I promised to go on a date with Tetsuo tomorrow."




Chapter 7 - Bitter and Sweet

Kari made sure to keep at a distance to stay out of Makina and Tetsuo's notice. She ducked behind store signs and alleys, trailed far behind, and wore a baseball cap low enough to remain out of their radar.
"Are you sure we should be doing this? Sneaking usually implies we shouldn't be doing this!" Rocky complained, flying close behind.
"Doesn't matter if we should or shouldn't. I'm doing it. A week ago Makina couldn't give two shits about Tetsuo. So the kid loses a leg and she's going with his every whim? Give me a fucking break." She scoffed, then bent down to a row of gacha machines when Makina and Tetsuo stopped walking. They went into a cake shop several buildings down and emerged a few minutes later, carrying small pastries in a plastic bag.
It boggled her mind that Makina even dressed up for this. She wore a plaid overall dress and even did her make-up today.
They began to move again, but Kari bumped into someone as she tried to catch up. A small girl staggered back, rubbing her nose in pain. A painter's hat fell off her head and landed between their feet.
"My bad." Kari picked up the hat but was shocked to see who it belonged to.
The girl had familiar yellow and orange ribbons that held her bleached blonde pigtails up. More telling was the anthem perched on her shoulder— a tanuki. While Kari stared at the critter, the girl stared past her to Rocky who should be invisible right now.
Both of them reached the same conclusion, but it was the smaller girl who opened her mouth first.
"You're the fourth ma—!"
"Shhh!" Kari quickly put a hand over the girl's mouth before she could say another word.
There were many serendipitous and coincidental events that could happen in life. For some people the stars aligned, and they won the lottery to be set for life. On the opposite end, luck would have them killed by a freak lightning strike. Most got the short end of the stick and went through life without any earth-shattering surprises. They were the people in-between.
Kari wasn't sure where she fell on the spectrum. The cosmic pendulum could swing either way, seeing as she became a magical girl.
Bumping into the one and only Candy in a city of over two-hundred thousand was the last thing she expected would happen today. Any other time and she would be starstruck by possibly the most adored magical girl on the planet. Hell, there were countless people that would kill to be in her position, sitting across from the magical girl dubbed the Star Child.
Imagine Kari's surprise when Candy expressed interest in going into the same cake shop that Makina had entered with Tetsuo. She had to stall until they left or risk bumping into them. Now that she was thinking back on it, however, she sorely regretted not actually crashing their date on 'accident'. Had Makina seen Candy, she would have freaked the hell out and forgotten all about Tetsuo.
"Mmmmm! Dropping by was the best decision of my life!" Candy swayed joyfully left and right after putting a mouthful of cake into her mouth. She handed her anthem a plate, who then dove under the table to dine inconspicuously with Rocky.
Rie Natsume was Candy's real name, and the tanuki anthem was called Yuyu. Candy was a seventeen year old magical girl living in Nagoya. Her favorite things were foods as sweet as her name implied, akitas and spitz, and watching anime. All of which were details Kari had learned from Makina and was known to most of her fans.
Details Kari wasn't ready to reveal about herself to the rest of the world.
However, the desire for privacy might not matter soon. She was now known to one of the three magical girls.
"Heeyyy~"
Kari snapped out of her reverie to a piece of cake, heavy on the frosting, floating in her face. It was Candy, waving a fork around like a mother tempting her child with sweets. Only it wouldn't work for Kari since she wasn't fond of sweets to begin with.
"I'll feel bad if I'm the only one eating. You're not going to order anything?" Candy asked with a troubled expression.
"I usually order a coffee cake, but they're sold out," Kari answered.
"In that case, take a bite! Come on, come on!" the pint-sized girl urged until Kari reluctantly bit down on the piece of cake.
It was way too sweet for her liking, but she swallowed nonetheless and shuddered uncomfortably from the overload in sugar. At the very least, Candy was satisfied that her offering was accepted.
"Let's clear the air first— your secret's safe with me."
The comment struck Kari by surprise.
"You're not going to try and convince me to join you guys?" Kari asked.
Candy shook her head. "I can tell at first glance you want to stay out of the limelight. What good does it do anyone if I force you?"
The weight on her shoulder vanished, but another problem presented itself. If Kari was seen in public with magical girl Candy, people would suspect something. Strangely enough, no one recognized her despite the signature ribbons in her hair.
"I'm not going crazy, am I? No one seems to know who you are, and you're pretty recognizable even in that," Kari remarked about Candy's clothes. She was dressed in baggy cargo shorts that looked like a skirt when her legs were together. It didn't match with the red and blue polka-dotted white shirt and large, round glasses on her rather small face.
"Oh! It's because of a purchasable skill called [Incognito]. It stays active for as long as I want, and no one can recognize me unless it's another magical girl or I let them. Count on it that the moment I disable the skill, everyone here will be asking for autographs." She smirked.
Purchasable skills and items. Rocky had mentioned something along those lines. She had checked the shop and was appalled to see healing and magic sigils worth upwards of 50,000 points. It was outrageous to think a magical girl would spend that much as opposed to increasing their level, especially when they healed up the next morning.
At the same time, the price paid was one for precaution.
"Sorry for the wait! Here's your tri-layered lemon cake with extra frosting and whipped cream!" A waiter sat down a large slice of the cake as golden as Candy's hair.
The sight of it reminded Kari why she had come out into the city.
The sweet-toothed magical girl lit up like a Christmas tree, but her grin flipped to a frown when Kari stood up.
"Hey, I'd love to hang out more, but I got something to do. Sorry!"
"Where are you going? I'll come with you!" Candy offered.
Kari was reluctant to bring Candy along, given that she was tailing a friend.
"M-My friend's on a date with some guy. I'm following her to make sure she's okay," Kari answered.
It was the truth. Just not the whole truth.
Candy stuffed the entire slice of cake into her mouth and sighed blissfully, then she stuck out a hand. "Let's drop the formalities. Just call me Rie. Hope we can get along, Kari!"
The two had an easy time finding Makina after leaving the cake store. It wasn't difficult due to how often she posted to her social media accounts. Not surprisingly, she kept Tetsuo out of the pictures and mostly took shots of foods, animals, and landmarks. Right now, they were at a supermall. Kari could tell by the clothing store they frequented together in Makina's latest upload.
"Is that the friend you're following? She's really pretty!" Rie exclaimed.
"Yeah… She really is," Kari replied adoringly, but realized a second later how that might have sounded. "Er— Makina's really good with make-up and style. Always keeping up with those fashion trends."
"Oooh. I see~" Rie giggled at her expense
The girl might be a year younger, but that didn't mean she was obtuse to these sorts of things.
"Jade has that same look when she meets someone she likes. Hahhhh~ I wish I had someone to like, too!" She hugged herself.
Kari swallowed the urge to pat the little ball of energy and was reminded that they were only a year apart in age. They were also strangers, yet Rie was so easy to get along with that it was like they had always been friends. For her to gush about a topic as innocent as romance was a pleasant reminder that these girls really were just girls after all.
The mall was packed with junior high and high schoolers with nowhere else to go on a Sunday. They flocked to outlets with what little pay they got from part-time jobs and allowances from their parents, walking around in large groups with friends blocking the walkways, and filling the food court to the brim like a school cafeteria.
People like Rie used to be among them before they became magical girls. Any one of the girls in the crowds might find themselves in a similar situation one day.
"What are Flare and Jade like?" Kari asked as the automatic doors to the mall opened for them.
"Hmmmmmm!" Rie pressed two fingers to her head to probe through her memories. "First of all, I love them both! Flare's like a magical girl right out of an anime. She's so heroic, a real team leader when it comes down to it. Jade's one of the nicest people I've ever met. I heard she used to fall in with the wrong crowds at school. Doesn't like talking about it though."
Jade, Nice? Yeah right, Kari thought.
The delinquent part sounded about right. Jade was always scowling like she had a bone to pick with someone.
"Over there! Is that them?" Rie pointed.
Kari followed Rie's finger across the food court where Makina and Tetsuo waited side by side. They glanced around as though expecting someone, and sure enough, a group of four with even girls and boys around their age approached them. That was undoubtedly a mixer ratio if she had ever seen one.
She recognized them all from school. The two girls were Ena and Sachi. The two boys were Daisuke, captain of the basketball club, and Sougo, the vice-captain. All four of them were at the top of the social hierarchy at Suginuma.
They, of all people, were hanging out with Makina and Tetsuo? Something about it seemed fishy. Just the other day, Makina expressed little interest in hanging out with Ena, too.
The group of six turned their way to leave the food court. Kari yanked Rie into a comic book store to avoid being seen and prayed they weren't coming in here. Fortunately, they passed right by. Makina looked troubled. She did say it was a date and must not have expected company.
Their destination turned out to be a karaoke place. It was a bigger establishment than the one she and Makina had gone to previously, and possibly meant for much larger groups with party-sized rooms. Kari followed them in after they entered a private room. She wanted to eavesdrop against the door, but Rie was already one step ahead.
"I got us a room!" Rie pulled her by the arm into the adjacent room. She was gung-ho about this despite how obviously like a stalker Kari had been acting.
The two of them pressed an ear to the wall. No one was singing. Low music from the speakers made inaudible what little they could hear from the conversations.
Kari thought to send Rocky into the other room through the vents, but how far was she willing to go? It was as though she didn't trust Makina enough to leave her alone. Sighing, she decided against it.
Sitting on a comfy couch after running around the city all day made her realize how tired she was.
If only she wasn't such a coward. If only Tetsuo died that day. If only she had just gone in for a kiss. So many if onlys. Kari wanted to tell Makina outright that she liked her but was afraid of what that might do to their friendship. The status quo was nice, but it wasn't enough anymore.
Maybe sending Rocky in to spy on them was a good idea after—
"Stray spawns!" Both Yuyu and Rocky gasped at once.
Rie transformed without hesitation.
"I know you wanted to keep an eye on Makina, but what do you say? It's going to be our first time fighting together! If you want to stay with your friend, I won't hold it against you," she said.
On one hand, Kari didn't want to leave Makina alone. On the other, it would be her first time fighting alongside another magical girl. How great of a story would this be to tell Makina later?
Just the thought got her adrenaline pumping. It should be fine. Makina would be in even more danger if she let head hounds run amok in the city anyway.
"I wanna go, but…" Kari glanced down at the glass table and saw her reflection gazing back.
Rocky was quick to realize why and created an expressionless white mask with two eye holes.
"Will this work?" He handed her the magic-made mask.
"Wait!" Candy snatched the mask and drew a star underneath the right eye with a sharpie before returning it. "Now I've made my mark. Hehe!"
Kari couldn't put a finger on why, but she felt a sort of kinship with Candy upon putting on the mask. The cutely drawn, five-pointed star was like an induction that welcomed her into the world of magical girls.
"I'm ready."
Both of them set out into the city to find flying monsters swarming the skies. The bat-like creatures with faces similar to head hounds screeched as they approached. Many people ran into nearby buildings and ducked behind cars for cover. Those unlucky enough to be snatched up were taken into the sky to be dropped at a deadly height.
Candy had something to say about that. Being able to fly, she caught every single person, saving them from being a paint job on the ground. Several monsters tried to intercept her, but she fired multiple star-shaped projectiles from her hand cannon that annihilated them with ease.
A group of six scattered in all directions to attack Candy from every side. She wouldn't be able to kill them all at once.
"Candy, watch out!" Kari shouted from below and raised her hand up with the intention of covering her blindspot.
"Watch and learn!" The bubbly magical girl pointed the hand cannon above her head. "Seeking Shots!"
A volley of projectiles fired into the sky, then angled in every direction to kill six monsters all at once. Candy blew the smoking barrel of her weapon and threw Kari a triumphant wink and smile.
"Wow," Kari uttered in sheer awe.
Seeing Candy on television didn't do her justice. This was what a real hero was. Nothing like Jade.
"No time to stand around. You got some fighting to do, too!" Rocky pointed to a pair of flyers diving right for her.
"Leave it to me. I gotta have something to brag about to Makina tomorrow!" She took a running start and leapt high into the air. "Stampede!"
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
The first monster exploded into a mist of blood, but the second bit down hard on her right arm.
Health: [150/150 ⇒ 133/150]
"Tch… Let's see you try to bite a second time— Apocalypse Power-Up!"
A great surge of strength filled her being, but robbed away all her defenses.
Physical resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
Magical resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
Physical strength: [27 ⇒ 54]
Kari slipped her free hand underneath the jaw and pried it open. She tore further and further until the flying monster was ripped in half.
[+2,000 Apocalypse Points.]
Without the monster keeping her afloat, Kari went into free fall.
"Oh, shit! Rocky, a little help?"
"Th-There's no way I can carry you!" Rocky tried to keep her up, but he was nowhere near strong enough.
"I got you!" Candy swooped in to grab her hand.
As the two landed gingerly back onto solid ground, they were met with applause and cheers. Kari reveled in their ovation. For once, she felt useful. Needed. Pride welled within her heart, and from it, the desire to do more.
"Over here! Over here!"
"Can we get a picture?"
People shouted from all directions to get her attention. Although the spotlight was intoxicating, she didn't like being a thin mask away from revealing herself to the public.
"Sorry, everyone! The new girl's a little shy, and it's my duty to look after my junior!" Candy picked Kari up a second time and flew them away.
They landed behind a building near the mall and away from prying eyes to shed their transformation.
"My bad… I'm just not used to crowds yet," Kari said, rubbing the back of her head.
"Hehe! I was really shy when I started out, too. Just take all the time you need! As long as we can still fight side by side one day, I'm happy. Candy and the masked magical girl will make for really fun headlines, don't you think?" She extended a fist to Kari.
"You got that right. Let's do this again sometime."
The two bumped their fists and cracked smiles at each other. They hung out for a while longer back at the karaoke place.
It didn't seem like Makina and the group had left when they got back. An hour had passed and they weren't showing any signs of slowing down. It was already well into the afternoon by now.
At Kari's side, Rie was nodding off with Yuyu in her arms. This girl came all the way from Nagoya to eat cake and play, but Kari wasted half her day with a foolish endeavor.
Well, it didn't turn out to be for naught. She made her first magical girl friend with the Candy. Rie Natsume.
It didn't seem like anything happened to Makina all day. She was perfectly fine enjoying her date and mixer.
Kari felt stupid, hoping that her best friend would have a shitty day just because she didn't like Tetsuo. All the pictures posted on Makina's socials showed she was having the time of her life anyway.
"Let's get you to the station. You need to get home soon, don't you?" Kari knelt down to give Rie a piggyback ride.
"Mm… Leaving already?" she asked groggily and buried her face into Kari's back.
On the way out, Kari saw Ena and Sachi as they exited the karaoke place, not looking particularly pleased with their day. Was it just her imagination or did their mixer end at some point? She distinctly heard chattering in the other room before leaving.
Putting the matter aside, Kari walked briskly to the station in time for Rie to board the train back to Nagoya. The girl awoke to the sound of rumbling tracks and gave Kari a bear hug from behind before hopping off her back.
"Thanks for carrying me. I don't usually get sleepy around this time." Rie twiddled her thumbs in embarrassment.
"All that sugary cake and fighting put you in a coma." Kari grinned.
"Ah! The cakes! I wanted to bring some home, but I think I left it back at the karaoke place." She groaned as though she had tragically lost a friend.
The mall and karaoke place weren't too far from the station. If they made a run for it now, Rie might be able to catch the next train.
"I can run back and grab 'em for you," she offered.
"You know what? Why don't you take them as thanks for letting me hang out with you today?" Rie suggested in return.
Kari couldn't exactly say she didn't like the cakes. If it was up to her, she would just leave it there to be thrown away if the attendant hadn't already.
"Bye-bye, Rocky!" Yuyu cupped her hands over her mouth to shout.
"Let's fight together again one day!" Rocky said.
Rie put a finger over her lips and winked as the train doors shut. Kari knew then that her secret was safe.
Once Rie departed, Kari returned to the karaoke place and explained to the attendant that something was left behind. The man was kind enough to let her check, but it was more like he was too lazy to clean the rooms and hoped she would take care of some of the mess. Sure enough, Rie's overly sweet, tri-layered lemon cake slices were on the table neatly stacked in a plastic bag. No way in hell was she going to eat these herself. Maybe she could give them to Makina at school tomorrow.
As Kari left the room a second time, she paused in front of the door where Makina had been inside earlier. It was quiet now. Only the ambient static from an idle karaoke machine and… crying?
The blood in her veins turned to ice, colder than when she came face to face with head hounds for the first time. Kari checked her phone. Makina's last upload was an hour and a half ago of an image of her strawberry smoothie inside the room.
Makina couldn't still be in there, could she? And if she was, why was there crying inside?
Kari turned the handle and the door swung open. She grimaced at the rank, musty smell of sweat mixed in with ashes from cigarettes filling her nostrils. Someone was sniffling in the dark room, pressed up at the corner of the L-shaped couch. Her heart sank when she realized it was Makina, trembling, hair disheveled, and mumbling to herself.
"Makina…?" she choked out her best friend's name, unsure whether the cruel sight before her was an illusion or joke.
Both of them locked eyes. Makina's gaze, however, was filled with shame first, then overflowed with tears. Her body jolted to life upon remembering something, and grabbed the plastic bag out of the mess on the table, the same one from the cake shop. However, her hands grasped an empty bag and crinkled it into a small ball.
Makina forced herself to smile. "I… I bought your favorite coffee cake for you, but I think someone took it. I'm sorry…" 




Chapter 8 - Enrage

Kari buried her fist into another head hound, crushing its skull into the throat. It lumbered back, sputtered a fountain of black blood, then fell limp to the ground. She leaned against a nearby tree to catch her breath, a short reprieve to rub out an itch on her back that had been bothering her during the fight.
Sweat dripped down her forehead and stung her eyes. She pulled off the mask Candy had given her to wipe the moisture away. The pain in her chest hurt more than her bruised knuckles.
After spending the entire night killing strays, Kari had lost track of the time and how many she had killed.
"How many does that make?" Kari asked Rocky.
Her anthem pulled out a notepad and donned a pair of glasses. He licked his finger and thumbed through the pages until he reached what he was looking for.
"Seeing as you earned 15,000 points, that makes fifteen hounds. We sure did a lot of work today, despite uh… that thing…" he hesitated to say.
Finding Makina in that state left a bitter taste in Kari's mouth. It looked like Tetsuo and those guys did something to her, but she wouldn't say what.
The two had always shared everything with each other, even the smallest of things. Why not this time? Just what the hell did they do to her?
The more Kari thought about it, the angrier she became again. There was one answer she could think of, but pushed it to the back of her mind. Dwelling on it would make her go insane.
"Find me another," Kari said through gritted teeth.
"But I'm not sensing—"
"Find me something else to hit!" she snarled.
"R-Right away! Engaging long-ranged detector now!" Rocky fell into a trance-like state. His eyes went wide, beaming with light as he spun around in place like a rotating lighthouse— then stopped.
The anthem pointed northeast. They came to a remote part of the city, far away from any residential or commercial districts. A large field overgrown with tall weeds hid an even larger tract of land flattened for eventual construction stuck in bureaucratic limbo. Yellow construction vehicles and stacks of cement cylinders were left idle to collect dust.
"I don't see anything?" Kari kept her eyes peeled, but it was dead quiet.
"I'm sure something's here…" Rocky produced binoculars from himself to help in the search.
It wasn't until Kari checked the riverbank that cut across the field did she find it. The head hound was hidden behind an iron sewage gate, staring forward with its mouth open and giggling quietly.
"These things really can end up anywhere, huh?" She returned its deadpan stare with a glare. After killing so many head hounds, they had become about as scary as an ant.
Keeping something like this around…
A dark thought flitted through her head.
Maybe it would come in handy later. It didn't look like it was getting out anyway.
"You're not going to kill it? A thousand points is a thousand points!" Rocky flew too close to the gate, and the head hound snapped at him. Its face struck the metal bars, only barely denting it.
"I think I've worked out my frustration for now. Besides, it doesn't look like it's breaking out of that," she said.
The anthem tried to protest. "But—"
"Let's go, Rocky! I got school tomorrow!"
Breakfast the next morning tasted bland. Or maybe Kari was finally getting tired of her mom's cooking. It never did taste that good anyway.
When Dad entered the kitchen to grab a cup of coffee, he didn't so much as acknowledge either of them and quickly returned to the living room. If the news was on nothing else existed to him, not even his family.
Not that it mattered to Kari. As long as they left her alone, it was a good day, morning, and night.
"In other news, the fourth magical girl strikes again!" the news anchor began enthusiastically. "A masked magical girl was seen fighting alongside Candy in Minato City yesterday afternoon. Fifteen more head hounds have been found dead across Minato City, likely defeated overnight. It seems Tokyo has its very own guardian angel!"
"All I know is I'm feeling a lot safer already. Whoever she is, she must be shy to do all this away from the public eye and with a mask," a fellow anchor remarked as the camera panned over to her.
Guardian angel of Tokyo.
Any better day and that might have made Kari jittery with joy. Her parents watched the television, unbeknownst to them it was their daughter the news was talking about. What kind of face would they make if she transformed right now?
"Great. Now all I'm going to hear at work is more talk about magical girls." Dad stood up to stretch, grabbed his briefcase, and made for the door. He hadn't even taken a sip of coffee Mom so kindly brewed from scratch for him.
Kari watched from the kitchen as Mom intercepted him before he could exit the house.
"Hey, what do you think about vacation when Kari's on summer break? Okinawa is great this time of the year. Just one week— a single weekend?" she asked from the hallway.
"You know I don't have time for that. If you two want to go, then go. The company is going through a merger between August and September, and they're laying off poor performers during the process. I have to be at my best unless I want to be let go," he replied half-heartedly. The door creaked open. He stepped outside and lowered his voice, thinking it was quiet enough that Kari couldn't hear. "I'm busting my ass providing for you, our parents, and in case Kari becomes a NEET here. Talk to her."
The door slammed shut.
Mom reentered the kitchen with a scowl. "Your father doesn't know how to be a part of the family unless it was his job."
It wasn't as though her parents were particularly antagonistic to each other. In fact, both of them were, by social standards' sake, good-looking for their age and had married out of love. Work just absorbed everything out of Dad, and Mom wanted more out of life than being a senior care provider.
Kari pretended to watch the television, waiting for her mother's inevitable talking-to like Dad wanted. Nothing of the like came.
Instead…
"How about you, Kari? Just the two of us, mom and daughter bonding time?" she asked, staring at a calendar on the fridge. "I could take a few days off here…"
"Makina and I made plans." Kari answered.
It was true, just not the entire truth. She promised to attend the music arts festival Makina was set to perform at, and was sure they would make more plans in the coming days.
"Figures. Just put the dishes in the sink. I'll wash them later." Mom sighed and exited the kitchen a second time, presumably heading to her room upstairs.
"I think your mom really wanted to spend some time with you," Rocky said, picking up a piece of salmon from Kari's plate to nibble on.
Kari had forgotten he was here this whole time. Since he was going to be living with her, the rascal had technically become part of the family. A member that only interacted with her.
"You my family therapist now?" She left the plates on the table and grabbed her school bag. Before exiting the living room, she chugged down her dad's coffee and gagged, realizing why he might not have drunk it— too much sugar.
When Kari arrived at school, Makina was waiting by the school gate with her head down and nails digging into her bag handle. She half-expected to find Tetsuo buzzing around, but he was nowhere to be seen. He better count his lucky stars that she found Makina first instead of him.
"You sure you don't want to talk about it?" Kari asked as she caught up to her friend.
"Really, it's fine. Let's pretend that day never happened. Promise me, please?" Makina pleaded so desperately that Kari couldn't possibly refuse.
However, curiosity was killing her. If she wanted to get an answer, she might have to coax it out of Tetsuo. But was she ready to hear the truth, confirming her terrible suspicion? Was she able to take it without going berserk?
As soon as they got to class, all eyes were on Makina. Students parted ways for them to pass and whispered derisively.
"What's everyone gawking at?" Kari asked out loud, but saw first why they had become the center of attention. She thought to stop Makina and block her from seeing what she had seen.
Too late.
"Who… Why?" Makina gasped. Blood drained from her face. She was on the verge of tears.
Written on her desk, scrawled in large black letters were hateful words: whore, slut, trash, bitch— just to name a few. Dead roaches spilled out of her desk and emitted a foul stench.
She stood there, unmoving and staring with a blank expression.
"I'm going to be sick…" Her voice quivered. She covered her mouth and looked close to vomiting, then ran out of the room.
"Wait!" Kari was about to go after her when students in the class began to whisper amongst themselves again. Her anger got the better of her and lashed out at them accusingly. "Which one of you did it?"
None of them answered.
They turned away and pretended not to be involved. As far as Kari was concerned, they were all at fault. Some of them had to have seen who did it. Even the class rep turned a blind eye, and returned to her routine chore of replacing the water in the vases for Gouda and Chie.
Kari snatched the vase from Gouda's desk and tossed the flower aside, and the class rep finally found her voice again.
"Hey! That's disrespectful to the deceased. Give that back!" she cried.
"And this isn't disrespectful to someone who's still alive?" Kari asked, pointing to Makina's vandalized desk. She poured water over it, trying to scrub off the obscenities with a handkerchief to no success. It had been written with a permanent marker.
It must have been her imagination, but the whispers had grown louder. Why did some of them sound so inhuman?
Just a week ago these students raised their voices a pitch higher to offer Makina effortless words of comfort, then at a flip of a coin they turned on her.
What changed?
Several students peeking in from the door quickly ducked away as Kari raised her head. She barely caught sight of some girls from other classes.
"Geez. What kind of people say 'fuck off' instead of apologizing when bumping into someone?" Minato came in, glancing over his shoulders with a scowl. He, too, became horrified at the sorry state Makina's desk was in. "Kari? The hell happened?"
"Those girls you saw just now. Did you recognize them?" Kari asked.
"Ena's groupies? What about them?"
Her nails bit into the palm of her hands. "I think they're the ones who did this to Makina… but why?"
Fortunately, Minato had a bleach pen on him due to his finicky tendencies. He was able to remove most of it by rubbing on the marker stains.
When homeroom began, Makina never did come back to class. By lunch, Kari and Minato were getting worried.
"Mr. Nakamura! Can I talk to you for a second?" Kari flagged down her homeroom teacher at the door before he could leave the class.
"Yes? What's wrong, Kari?" the young teacher asked.
"I think a couple of girls from the other classes are bullying Makina. They were the ones who drew on her desk and stuffed bugs into it," she explained.
Nakamura furrowed his brows and frowned. "So that's why Makina went to the infirmary? Ms. Wakana informed me earlier that she had gone to her. Do you know who did it?"
"I… I don't have solid proof, but I'm pretty sure Ena and Sachi got their friends to do it—"
"Ena? As in Ena Mizushima?" He suddenly went stiff in both voice and posture. "Look, Kari… Uhm… If you don't have proof, I can't do anything about it. Please understand that you can't call a witch hunt on whoever you want."
Mr. Nakamura apologized and hurried down the hall without another glance over his shoulder.
What?
"Can't get any more suspicious than that," Minato remarked coldly.
"I'm going to check on Makina," Kari said.
"I'll come with—"
She pushed him by the shoulders back into the classroom. "I don't know why they're bullying Makina. I sure as hell won't give them a reason to target you either."
"You know we're friends, right? Don't forget you guys can depend on me, too. Even a geek like me can do something." He grinned.
"Even though you're so flakey about hanging out?" she teased.
Minato relented, and Kari headed for the infirmary which was on the first floor at the very back of the school building. Few frequented this hall unless they were the nurse or faculty. However, it seemed a couple of students in front of the room had the same idea as Kari, but for a very different reason.
"You guys wrote on Makina's desk, didn't you?" Kari called out to the group of girls, stopping them at the door to the infirmary. Looking at them closely now, she recognized one of the girls with blonde hair and a pink headband on her head from the mixer group.
Third year Ena Mizushima, a caked up hype-girl who took her voice several pitches higher than it normally was to act cutesy.
"I thought I saw you yesterday," Ena said, taking her hand off the door handle now that she had found new prey.
Kari was surrounded by the group of five. Ena stepped into her personal space to size her up.
Their show of force was laughable, if only this was a laughing situation. They really thought they could take her. None of them had any idea what she really was.
Monsters died in one or two hits. All it took was a flick of her finger to kill someone like Ena. She could do it. She felt her hand clenching into a fist and muscles tensing.
"I was having a real nice time with Daisuke yesterday, but Makina had to butt in looking all pretty. You two stay away from him if you know what's good for you. Or you can just stay mute. Whatever." She scoffed and stormed past with her groupies following close behind.
The taste of iron filled Kari's tongue. She didn't realize she had been biting her lower lip to keep from blowing a lid. When she spun around hoping to get a word in, Rocky was there to hold her back.
"You have to control yourself! You just transformed without even knowing. Look!" Rocky poofed a hand mirror to show a magical girl in the reflection. Her school uniform was gone, replaced by the black and red outfit. She dove behind a corner before anyone could see.
"Change me back!" Kari demanded.
"For some reason I can't! It might be because your mind is in battle mode. Take deep breaths, and think about happy thoughts?" Rocky breathed rhythmically in an effort to get her to mimic him.
Kari took his advice. The first thought that came to mind was Makina, but the image of her warped into the scene at the karaoke place. That seeded hate in her chest cracked and ignited.
"I said 'happy thoughts!' What on earth are you thinking about?!" Rocky yelled, snapping her back to her senses. Electricity sparked at her feet and ran up the walls. A hallway light above shattered and rained glass shards around them.
Her body was on fire. A power she never felt before coursed through her veins and set her nerves alight.
[Apocalypse System activated…
System message incoming…
…
…
…
System message received. Displaying message now…
Interesting… You have more potential than We thought.
Embrace it. Let Us give you a little taste…
We'll call it a loan.
…
…
…
Ne# p#ss#ve s#ill gai##d…
Enrage: While your health is at or below 20%, your base physical strength is doubled. The effect is lost when healed above 20% or health reaches 0%.]
"What… How did I…?" Kari grew faint, and Rocky's panicked cries were all she heard before losing consciousness.




Chapter 9 - Iori Wakana

Lub, dub… lub, dub… lub, dub… lub, dub...
Something like a heart was beating in the sea of darkness. It wasn't red like a human heart, but a deep orange with black veins. Each successive pulse emitted a light brighter than the last.
Kari wanted to get closer but had no legs with which to move. She was formless, suspended in the empty black. Perhaps she was the space itself, because everything around her didn't seem… unfamiliar?
By now what she thought was a beating heart had brightened to the point of revealing its true form. A crystalline core, an amalgamation of flesh and metal that throbbed a gruesome, rhythmic tune.
Lub, dub… lub, dub…
The darkness and heart vanished at once, replaced with a blinding light. Feeling returned to Kari, and she felt first a cold metal against her chest.
"Oh, thank goodness," a relieved voice uttered.
Kari's eyes snapped open, staring up at the ceiling and the face of a worried nurse. She backed up in the bed in panic, knocking the stethoscope away and hitting her head against the headboard.
"Relax! It's me. The school nurse, Iori Wakana! Your classmate Minato found you outside of my office, so he carried you in," the nurse explained, then knelt down to find the stethoscope that fell out of her hands.
In the short reprieve afforded to her, Kari clutched her body and expected to touch the magical girl outfit. Instead, it was her school uniform she grabbed. Although her shirt had been partially unbuttoned when the nurse was checking her heartbeat.
If Minato picked her up outside like she said, it was possible he and Ms. Wakana saw her in the outfit. Kari quickly buttoned up her shirt, saw Rocky sitting by the window alongside a row of small stuffed animals, then glared at him for answers. He shook his head and made a poor okay sign with his paw, confirming that they should be in the clear.
"Whew. It looks fine." Ms. Wakana stood up and brushed the dust away from her stethoscope.
Kari apologized. "Didn't mean to freak out on you."
"No, no! It's alright. Heat strokes are getting a lot more students lately," she said.
That wasn't it. Just before passing out, the Apocalypse System activated. Kari had somehow learned a new skill without leveling. A quick glance at Rocky, and he returned a just as confused shrug.
As if this was something she could tell the nurse.
"Yeah. Probably just dehydrated." When she tried to hop off the bed a wave of dizziness kicked her back down.
"I know you're eager to get home, but please rest for at least another ten minutes. I'll fetch you some water, so just stay put," Ms. Wakana urged.
Kari clutched her throbbing head. She noticed the other bed's lack of an occupant and was reminded of who she had come to find.
"Did Makina leave?" she asked.
Ms. Wakana returned with a glass of water and a pain reliever. The cool drink was a welcome relief to her parched throat.
"Makina left a little before lunch. She didn't look too good, so I called her parents to pick her up." The nurse frowned.
Coming here was a waste if Makina wasn't here to begin with. Did Ena Mizushima know?
When Kari glanced up from the glass, Ms. Wakana was waiting with a reassuring smile.
"I'm sure Makina will be fine. A little rest should fix her right up," she said.
Ms. Iori Wakana likely didn't know the full story.
The nurse could easily have been mistaken for a student wearing a cosplay. As the youngest of Suginuma High's faculty at age twenty-three, she was the quickest to get along with because of their small age gap. At least, that was what many students have said.
In reality, boys and male faculty just saw her as an attractive woman to hit on. Some girls weren't any better, using her as gossip fodder to spread baseless rumors that exacerbated high school boys' baser instincts. The young college graduate with silky black hair and naturally sleepy eyes made for an easy target.
A shame, too. Ms. Wakana genuinely cared for students' health. Even going as far as writing pamphlets for nutritional diets and posting weekly newsletters on how to take care of mental health. No student cared enough to give them a glance over, as evidence to the untouched, pristine stack on her desk. Yet she continued to make them to this day.
The moment Kari thought to leave, someone knocked on the door to the infirmary. Ms. Wakana left her side to see who it was.
"You always knock when you come by, Principal Nishida. You know my door is always unlocked in case students need to come in," the nurse said.
"Aha! It's a habit. Besides, I can never know if you're alone. Maybe you spend some of that free time… you know? I don't want to intrude in your private time!" Principal Nishida's blatant sexual harassment wasn't what Kari was used to hearing around school. Since she was behind the curtain, he couldn't have known she was here.
Ms. Wakana cleared her throat, evidently unamused. "Actually, I have a—"
"Since you're still here, Iori, have you given what I said before any thought?" he asked, interrupting what she was about to say. "Just dinner with a drink or two couldn't hurt."
Kari coughed twice, rolled over on the bed to ruffle the sheets, and took shallow breaths to pretend she was asleep. The principal gasped. She didn't need to see to know he had turned white as a ghost trying to come onto Ms. Wakana, thinking they were alone.
"I didn't know you had a student in here! You should have said so sooner. We'll talk another time," he whispered, then scurried out in a hurry.
Gross.
The way Principal Nishida spoke to Ms. Wakana reminded her of how Tetsuo spoke to Makina. His mouth was so full of shit with the whole 'serious about Makina' that it needed a diaper.
"Sorry you had to hear that." Ms. Wakana popped in again. "The principal's a good man. He just needs to learn to keep it in his pants."
"It's nothing. Thanks for looking after me when I passed out." It was about time for Kari to leave. She handed the cup back to the nurse, hopped off the bed, and bowed to express her gratitude. When it seemed fine to walk and the dizziness was gone, she made for the door only to be stopped by Ms. Wakana a second time.
"Before you go— Why don't you take this?" The nurse fumbled over to the desk to fetch a small pamphlet. She appeared almost hesitant to hand it over, like she had seen it in the trash bin far too many times to count, and would break her heart if she found another in there. "Summers are getting hotter. You and Makina take better care of yourselves out there!"
"I will, but you won't have a job if students are too healthy to need looking after." Kari cracked a smile and earned a chuckle from the nurse.
Rocky flew to her side and Kari bowed a second time at the door. Maybe it was just her imagination, but it looked like the nurse could see the anthem on their way out. She snatched him out of the air once they reached the hallway, holding him by the scruff of his neck.
"Mind explaining to me why I passed out earlier? Or how the hell I learned a new skill out of nowhere?" Kari asked.
"As far as I know, that's not supposed to happen!" he said.
Kari checked her new skill.
[Enrage: While your health is at or below 20%, your base physical strength is doubled. The effect is lost when healed above 20% or health reaches 0%.]
This didn't seem like a reliable skill at all. If her health dropped that low, retreat would be the only thing on her mind. Screw everything else.
"What happens when my health drops to 0? Do I just die?" She let Rocky go before he suffocated to death.
"You lose your magical girl form. In the middle of a fight, that might as well be the end of you," Rocky answered, smoothing out his fur.
At the lockers, Tetsuo was talking to a group of friends. He chatted happily like nothing had happened between him and Makina. Anger boiled within Kari's chest, and she beelined for him, grabbing him by the collar of his uniform. The crutches dropped away from his arms, and the friends around him were startled by the sudden confrontation.
"Whoa! What did I do to piss off the lioness?" Tetsuo put his hands between them as if that was going to stop her.
Makina told her to forget about it, but how could she?
"Should we call the teachers?" one of his friends asked.
Tetsuo put a hand up to tell them not to.
"The hell did you do to Makina yesterday?" Kari growled.
"I'm too much of a gentleman to kiss and tell. Don't worry, though. I'm not chasing after her anymore. She's all yours, you flaming lesbo," he taunted.
Kari raised him enough that he had to stand on the toes of his one remaining leg, then balled up a fist. A single punch would reduce him to a smear on the blue lockers.
But Tetsuo saw the hesitation in her. "You're not gonna hit a cripple in front of all these people. I won't stop you, but say bye-bye to your social life."
"Kari, it's not worth it. Come on, let's go and check on Makina. I'm worried, too!" Rocky whispered.
"One day, I'm going to stop giving a shit that you're crippled." Kari shoved him into his friends and kicked the crutches away.
"You really don't hold back with anyone," her anthem remarked as they exited the school.
"You got it wrong. I'm doing my best to hold back right now," she replied through gritted teeth.
They stopped in front of the gymnasium where basketball practice was being held. The double doors were left open, and players could be seen racing back and forth across the court.
Kari peeked into the entrance hoping to speak with Daisuke in spite of Ena's threats, but the bitch and her groupies were watching from the sidelines. Showing up specifically to talk to the basketball team's captain would probably piss Ena off, and consequently intensify Makina's bullying. She decided against confronting either of them, opting instead to leave school and head to Makina's house.
"Think fast!"
A shadow flew across her face. She caught the bottle too hard and caused the cap to pop off, splashing herself, Rocky and the ground wet. A now-empty water bottle was crushed into an hourglass shape in her hand, only a small gulp of water left in it.
"Uh… That was supposed to be my gesture of kindness you have crushed in your gorilla hand," Minato said, coming out from behind the gate.
"Maybe pass it off gently next time. Thanks for earlier, and thanks for this, too, even though there's only a sip left." She tipped what little water was left into her mouth and tossed it off to the side.
"How you holding up?" Minato asked, grimacing at the litter and going to pick up the crushed bottle.
"Like I want to wring my hands around a certain someone's neck." Kari scowled.
"Tetsuo? So, are the rumors true that Makina was—"
"Don't go adding fuel to it. If you ever hear someone say that shit, just tell them it isn't true and move on," she said.
"We should tell Principal Nishida. Or hell, the police. If they did something as despicable as that, they deserve to rot in jail. This is a crime. If you aren't going to the police, then I will—"
"You aren't going to tell anyone." She stopped in front of Minato, giving him both a fright and pause. Having realized how forceful her words came out, she cleared her throat to spoke in a much softer tone. "Makina doesn't want anyone to know. Whatever happened, she and Tetsuo look like they're staying away from each other now. She just wants to put it behind her."
Minato appeared as if he had forgotten to breathe, and it wasn't until he ran out of oxygen did he find his speech again. "No, you're right. Sorry, I was getting ahead of myself. If that's what Makina wants, I won't push it. You going to go check on her now?"
"Yeah. I'd ask you to come with, but…"
"Makina hasn't told me. It'd be better if she was ready to tell me herself, I understand. I got manga to catch up on back home anyway. Counting on you to cheer her up," he said.
"Thanks, Mina-taku." She clasped his hand as he chuckled at the stupid nickname.
They wished each other well and split ways at the intersection.
Kari apologized to his back as he left. The school was already blatantly ignoring the issue anyway; their homeroom teacher turned a blind eye this morning. She couldn't tell Minato she wanted to take matters into her own hands instead. 




Chapter 10 - Hero

That afternoon, Kari visited Makina's house and her mother answered the door in a plaid apron. The woman, who was a more suburban housewife than any other woman in the city, greeted Kari with such a warm smile that there might already be cookies waiting inside to be offered.
"I have printouts for Makina. Is she home?" Kari asked.
"She is, but… She hasn't been out of her room since coming home. Maybe hearing from you will cheer her up?" her mother suggested.
Rocky straightened his back and started acting up.
"Incursion…? No. Stray spawns in the city again, but there's something stronger. We have to stop them," he whispered.
Now? At a time like this? She didn't have a single inclination to leave, not while Makina needed her.
"After," Kari whispered back, then took the invitation to go into the house.
Unlike her house, Makina's place was a modest, single-floor home. Right through the front door led into the hallway that branched into the rest of the rooms of the house, including Makina's bedroom at the very end.
The door was locked. It was quiet on the other side. Mrs. Oikawa assured Kari that Makina was in her room. Maybe she was sleeping.
"Makina, it's me. I have your printouts from class. Bought a slice of cake and your favorite wasabi peas, too. " Kari considered knocking, but thought against it.
"We're wasting time. People are dying! H-How about we come back after?" Rocky offered, desperation growing.
Kari sighed.
As they were about to leave, the lock turned, and the door creaked open. Makina stood under the frame, wearing a long-sleeved shirt and sweats even though it was summer.
"Will you stay with me for a bit?" Makina asked.
"You bet." Kari inhaled a breath filled with relief.
Makina's room was about as girly as the girl's section of a furniture and decor catalog. Large stuffed animals sat together at the edge of her bed, upon sheets, and next to pillows with prints of the same plushies. Large posters of Candy and Jade were taped next to each other behind her desk. The walls were painted a light pink, made brighter by the sunlight and room lights switched on.
The stuffed anthem of Yuyu she had gotten from Tetsuo a while back had been thrown into the trash bin.
"Makina!" Rocky dropped his invisibility and fluttered up to her face in panic. "There's—"
Before he could say another word, Kari chucked him out the door. She shut it closed, leaving herself and Makina alone in the room.
"Rocky looked like he had something important to say. Was that really okay?" she asked.
"Nah. He just likes babbling. More importantly, are you okay? I went to check the nurse's office, but Ms. Wakana said you went home before lunch," Kari said, taking Rocky's place in front of Makina.
Even though they were inches apart, it seemed like the space between them numbered in the miles. Makina took a seat on the floor, back pressed against the bed and trembling. Shaky fingers clenched the sleeves of her shirt in a vain attempt to keep them still. She grabbed a stuffed animal from the bed to hold and buried her head into its back.
You can hold on to me instead, Kari wanted to tell her friend.
Though she wasn't sure where the line was drawn, and if she would be overstepping that boundary by taking advantage of Makina's pain. Kari sat down next to her and considered putting a hand on her shoulder, but then lost the confidence to do it.
"Is it about what happened on sunday?" Kari asked.
Makina nodded.
"Did… Tetsuo and the other guys do something to you?" she asked after swallowing her hesitation.
Again, Makina nodded.
Kari's mind was spinning. Did she really want to know? What else could those fuckers have done to a girl by herself, especially when she had discovered Makina in a messed up state like that?
The word was at the tip of her tongue. The question was waiting to be asked. An hour must have passed, but when she glanced up at the clock, only a minute had gone by.
The silence had to have been just as unbearable to Makina, until she posed a question of her own.
"You're not going to ask more?" Makina asked in a quivering voice without looking up from the plushie.
"Not unless you want to tell me." Kari shook her head. "You told me not to confront Tetsuo and ignore it this morning because you wanted to put it behind you. If it hurts you to tell me, then I'd rather not know."
Either way, Kari knew one thing for sure— although Makina wanted her to forget about it, she would make sure Tetsuo got his one day. When that day arrived, it would have nothing to do with revenge, but everything to do with seeking satisfaction from it.
No matter how much Makina tried to hide the hurt, the tears staining the stuffed animal wouldn't stop. When she pulled away from the plushie, their eyes met. Dried tear stains caked her cheeks, lips puffy from sleeping in so much, and her eyes were redder than a tomato.
"My best friend turning into a magical girl was the last thing I expected. I was afraid of losing you. Should I congratulate you or beg you to stay being the Kari I always knew? Then I got my answer when you showed up at the karaoke place. Even now you're being considerate of me. You make it really hard for me to support what you've turned into, you know?" Makina pouted, cheeks puffing up so much she turned into a hamster.
Kari fought the urge to deflate those cheeks with a pinch.
"If I could change that easily, my parents would have a doctor, astronaut, and politician wrapped into one Kari. I'm still me. Just think of the magical girl part of me as a DLC."
"Uninstall it! Tell Rocky to uninstall it!" Makina cried in jest.
The two of them erupted into laughter.
Hearing Makina laugh was as much music to Kari's ears as when she played on the piano.
"When you're out there being a hero to everyone… don't forget to be my hero, too," Makina pleaded in earnest.
"You bet. I'll be the best damn hero you've ever seen." Kari stood up and transformed from her school uniform into the magical girl outfit. Upon seeing herself in the mirror, however, she frowned. "Just… not a very cute one."
Makina fell into a giggling fit. The second positive reaction she'd given all day. She got to her feet to inspect the outfit, then lifted the skirt to look underneath. Kari jumped back and pushed the skirt back down.
"W-What was that for?" she asked, feeling her face heating up.
"I just wanted to see if your underwear also changed. Spoiler alert: it's still the same blue and white striped panty," Makina said. She approached, but Kari instinctively took a step back, fearing that she might lift her skirt again or find another way to tease her.
Instead, Makina came just a step shy away from butting heads.
The smile that Kari adored so much returned to Makina's face. Even if it was at the expense of her dignity. Makina reached out to tighten the ribbon that held her mantle together. She put a finger to her chin and scrunched both brows together.
"Uh, Makina?"
Kari watched as her friend undid the ribbon on her waist entirely. It didn't fasten anything to begin with and was just there as decoration. She then used it to tie her long black hair into a ponytail, then pushed her up to the mirror.
"What do you think?" Makina asked.
"I… like my hair down better? What am I supposed to say?" Kari shrugged and was then met with Makina's grimace in the reflection.
"Flare wears her hair like this, too. It makes you look heroic!" she declared
To each their own. Kari rolled her eyes. But this isn't so bad.
The dark colors of her costume didn't seem like such an eyesore anymore. To be called heroic was a first, and it came from Makina no less. Just that one compliment and tweak to the outfit made her incredibly happy.
Why? Just because of a silly comment she didn't think much of before?
Although… it wasn't just any compliment, and it didn't come from just anyone.
Kari couldn't contain the joy welling up within her chest. She threw caution to the wind and wrapped her arms around Makina, who squeaked a little when it happened but returned the embrace.
When they let each other go, Makina took a seat at the digital piano. She pulled the long cloth away and rested her fingers above the keys.
"Do you know why I play the piano?" she asked.
"I thought it was because you just liked playing?" Kari answered.
Makina shook her head. "My dad got me started. I hated it. I wanted to grow out my nails, but they always got in the way. That's why it's not hard for me to tell that you think being a magical girl is troublesome. If you could, you wouldn't bother, right?"
As shameful as that was, Makina was right on the money. Helping people sounded like a pain. Maybe this was why Jade ignored them that day?
"Wait a minute… So, do you still hate it?" Kari asked, recalling all the times Makina so happily played the piano for her.
"Nope! I absolutely love it now," she declared gleefully. "It didn't just grow on me. I want to play for more people, on a big stage one day. Oh! Maybe get big on television or a streaming service."
If only Kari shared that same level of ambition Makina had with the piano when it came to being a magical girl. She stared into the palm of her hands and clenched.
"You have people to go help, don't you? Rocky doesn't act all panicky unless you're bullying him or there's trouble," Makina said, spinning in the seat to face her.
Maybe this was all Kari needed. Makina saw a magical girl in her where her parents saw a worthless kid. That was enough.
"You got me, but I had to make sure you were alright before I left. If you see a magical girl on the news, you'll know who it is." Kari smirked, dropping the transformation before opening the door.
Rocky must have had his ears pressed to the door because he tumbled in like a bowling ball.
"Sometimes I wonder if Makina would have been a better magical girl." The anthem sighed.
Makina picked him up, smoothed out his fur, and scratched behind his ears.
"I can't think of a better person to be a magical girl than Kari. Take care of my best friend out there." She handed him back to Kari
"You betcha!" Rocky saluted Makina's request.
Before leaving the room, Kari took another look at the posters of magical girls on her friend's wall. Maybe one day, she would be up there, too.




Chapter 11 - Broken Lady

The stray spawns had emerged from a square between a large commercial plaza and Tamachi Station. Kari and Rocky arrived to find police officers forming a barricade around the perimeter. A trail of dead people and head hounds littered the ground in front of them. They were too busy pointing their guns into the plaza and shaking in their shoes to notice her, so she hid behind a building to transform out public eyes.
Kari held tightly the mask Rocky had made for her and took several deep breaths to control her nerves.
It was better than nothing. She didn't want to reveal to the world who she was yet, and if she were to fight in broad daylight for once, people were going to snap some clearer pictures than the ones at night. Thanks to Makina, the ponytail might throw some people off who were more familiar with her appearance.
As soon as they stepped out of the alley, Rocky shivered like a chill had crept up his spine.
"Getting cold feet when I finally got over mine?" Kari teased.
"There's… something stronger than a head hound up ahead?" Rocky folded his arms across his chest and fell into thought.
"Can't be that much stronger. Whatever it is, I'll beat it up like the rest."
They took a running start and vaulted over the barricades, landing on the other side where a stocky police officer confronted her. The rest of them stared in awe and had a mixture of shock, relief, and confusion on their faces.
"You're… real?" The officer took his glasses off and put them back on.
Kari cleared her throat. And again. Maybe too many times that it made both of them uncomfortable.
"Th-That's right. I'm as real as they come by. I even have one of these." She pointed to Rocky, who floated down next to her shoulder and waved at the officer. "Can you tell me the situation?"
"I'm Sergeant Ogata. We've secured a perimeter and evacuated as many people as we could. Any breaches and I'll hear from the radio, but so far— none. By witness accounts, there are at least seven head hounds lurking within the plaza and the buildings. Several reported about a monster that looked like an octopus." The police sergeant spread out a map of the vicinity on the hood of his vehicle. Locations marked in red were where the monsters were last seen and arrows detailed their movements.
The mapped out plaza wasn't very large and was mostly contained within the block. They were currently at the southwest entrance which looked clear for now. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to think some monsters might try to pin or ambush her if she went in alone. But exactly how smart were head hounds? Including the octopus-like monster Sergeant Ogata described?
Behind the barricade of police vehicles and yellow partition tape, people were beginning to gather in mass. What was originally fear and apprehension that kept them away, relief and hope brought them back. All it took was a magical girl appearing before them.
Kari turned away just as some pulled out their phones to take pictures and videos of her.
"You're really a magical girl? Not just some girl in cosplay?" Sergeant Ogata asked, taking off his cap to scratch his balding head.
"Huh? Yeah, of course! Is my anthem not proof enough?" She stuttered over herself, completely unlike how a hero was supposed to act.
It was no wonder the officers around her were skeptical. Nothing but a doddering mess when all eyes were on her.
"Sarge! There's one hound coming this way! Permission to open fire?" one of his officers shouted.
The rest took cover behind the vehicles and aimed their firearms at the hound, which was giggling and cackling as it ran at full speed.
"Permission gr—"
"Save your ammo. Let me handle it from here!" Kari charged head on to meet the head hound.
No need to use skills on a single small fry.
"I'll take you out with a single punch!" She buried a fist into the monster's head and sent it flying into a tree.
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
The addition of points signified the head hound's death.
"She… She really is a magical girl!"
"Japan's fourth!"
"Kick those monsters' asses!"
Police and citizens alike erupted into cheers like she took down an entire horde. They saw her as their hope, just as Makina did.
As great as it felt to bask in their praise, now wasn't the time to be complacent. Six head hounds and an unknown monster remained.
"Ahahahahaha!"
"Ahehehe!"
"Ahehehaha!"
Cheers morphed into horrified screams. The hyena-like cackling of head hounds stole Kari's thunder. Six of them prowled into the plaza, carrying bloodied body parts in their jaws. She readied herself to fight them, but goosebumps crept across her skin.
"It's here! The thing that's stronger than the head hounds!" Rocky exclaimed into her ear a little too loudly.
"God, I wish you'd be more specific and not yell!" she screamed back, causing him to pull his ears down.
Terrified screams echoed across the plaza. The mass of people who had gathered to watch Kari fight monsters took off running where they had come. Several of the police officers fell on their asses, and the braver ones left standing continued to point their guns but went pale.
Their fear was palpable.
Because crawling towards them from the plaza, was a monster that struck terror into the depths of their hearts. It walked on dozens of elongated arms, towering over the hounds below it. A woman's body sat connected atop the mass of limbs, undulating back and forth like it was having a seizure. The faceless and hairless head twitched as it approached her.
A broken lady.
It was among the many monsters that appeared during the incursion at Akiba, and their kind was much stronger than head hounds.
Its terrifying visage gave Kari pause, but the beating blades of a news helicopter flying above brought her back to her senses. People were watching. Makina was probably watching, too.
"Shake it off… I'll use my strongest skill to finish them all at once— Stampede!" Kari sped forward, focusing on the larger monstrosity as the primary target and turning the remaining head hounds into roadkill along the way.
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
The final blow was going to deal 500% of her physical strength. It should be more than enough to defeat it.
"Kari, wait!" Rocky shouted too late.
Her fist struck hard. Whatever this thing was should be a bloody mess on the—
Like drawn curtains, the many limbs had pushed aside to a much more muscular arm which blocked her attack with an open palm. The creature before her was unhurt.
"How?" Kari choked.
Gangly fingers clamped down on her fist, and she couldn't pull away.
"Stand—"
Too late.
It flung Kari around like a doll in a tantruming child's hand, the first smash knocking the wind out of her lungs and repeatedly wailing her into the ground. Each impact left craters in the plaza. She was brought up to its faceless, twitching head, and then thrown into a statue.
Every inch of her body screamed in agony. If she wasn't a magical girl, a smear on the pavement would have been all that remained of her.
The tantrum of attacks took out a huge chunk of her health, dropping from [150/150] to [45/150].
Suddenly, Kari didn't feel so heroic anymore.
Everything hurt like hell and back. The battle-high had vanished the instant she was smashed into the statue.
Up until now, monsters died in a single hit. Then this limbed monster appeared out of nowhere and stopped a punch that should have ended its life.
Kari picked herself up and sat on her knees. She stared at the ground where blood trickling from her head dried as soon as it hit the hot pavement. The monster stayed put, dancing on its many limbs and clapping as if to applaud itself. It was toying with her, boasting that it had beaten a magical girl.
Not wanting to watch her life slowly drain from her body, she stared up into the blue sky instead. A cool breeze blew in. It wasn't her heart that began to throb like crazy, but a helicopter that had flown closer, and their blades were beating louder than her thoughts.
All around Kari was the shattered statue of some long dead Japanese man that made some modicum of change in this city. Probably a lot more than she could ever amount to. His head laid sideways, and the stiff smile chiseled from stone appeared to taunt her.
There's nothing to smile about, she thought.
"Are you okay? Where are you hurt? I gotcha, partner!" Rocky came to her aid to unwind gauze in his paws, but he lost hold of it from the gusts of wind kicked up by the helicopter.
"Give it to me straight. Do I stand a chance at that thing?" she asked as the will to fight began to leave her.
"I… don't know… That monster is called a broken lady. It's a much, much, much stronger monster than head hounds and flyers that you shouldn't even be fighting yet," he explained. "It has a higher physical resilience score than your strength can dish out."
Kari put a hand to the unmasked side of her face. The lower half had broken off.
Why had she come out here to begin with? To save people? Staying home would have been the better alternative. There were stronger magical girls out there. If these stray spawns caused enough trouble, then Jade, Candy, and Flare would have come out to take care of the problem eventually.
It would be nice to have someone save her for once.
She pressed her palm into the pavement and left a crimson handprint. Something to leave behind before the broken lady finished her off.
The collar of her outfit tightened as Rocky tried to pull her off the ground.
"You can't give up yet. Makina's waiting for you!" Pull as he might, the small anthem couldn't lift a whole human.
The shadow of the broken lady cast over them as it approached.
"No, you don't!" Rocky foolishly tried to fight the creature himself and was swatted away like a fly.
The skirt of limbs parted for the hulking, muscular arm to emerge. It clenched into a fist, raising it into the air for the final hit.
Kari used the pedestal that no longer had the statue in the way to prop herself up, and faced the monster with a defiant glare. At the very least, she refused to take it sitting down.
"Don't give up!"
A sweet yet panicked voice echoed in her head, but it wasn't her imagination.
Makina stood at the edge of the barricade, restrained by police officers to keep her from running in.
"Don't you dare give up!" Makina repeated, much louder and in pain as tears rolled down her cheeks.
One girl's rallying cry started the domino effect for others to follow suit.
"Keep fighting!"
"You can beat it!" they shouted.
Really? Now? Of all times?
"You… just had to go and cry for me… Makes it real hard to give up, you know?" Kari muttered under her breath. One corner of her lip curved into a smirk. "Guess dying can wait."
The broken lady's fist came crashing down.
"Stand firm!"
The increased resilience surged through her body and both hands were enough to stop the giant fist.
Health: [45/150 ⇒ 37/150]
Despite having the defenses doubled, it still hit hard.
Kari held on long enough to push the fist away, letting it crash off to the side behind her and destroying what's left of the pedestal. She dove right and ran away to put as much space between them as possible to buy some time. Instead of turning around, the monster's humanoid body leaned backwards into a full n-shape to check behind itself.
"Think, think, think!" She tapped into the Apocalypse System.
A list of skills opened up in her vision: [Wanton Smash, Stampede, Apocalypse Power-Up!, Stand Firm, Come Here!]
None of the offensive skills alone were able to defeat the broken lady. Kari had to raise her strength, but would [Apocalypse Power-Up!] be enough?
There was another way.
Earlier today she somehow learned the passive skill, [Enrage] which would increase her physical strength further. Combined with [Apocalypse Power-Up!], should empower [Stampede] to hit that much harder.
Only, there was one problem— she had to drop below 20% health.
Now wasn't exactly the best time to be running math in her head.
Furthermore, she was also running low on magic capacity. [43/60] to be exact. She couldn't afford to use another [Stand Firm].
Is this a good idea? she asked herself, recalling the voice that told her the new skill was a loan.
Then what was the price for using it?
"It's going to be a gamble, huh. Come on…" Kari stretched her arms out to the side. "Hit me, you stupid monster!"
The broken lady took the bait. It charged and swung its larger arm, but Kari could dodge the much slower limb thanks to her haste. One of many smaller arms struck out, hitting her square in the stomach and sending her rolling across the ground.
Health: [37/150 ⇒ 12/150]
Makina shrieked in horror.
[Passive Skill: Enrage has activated.]
Base physical strength: [27 ⇒ 54]
"Heh… Now you've gone and made me angry." Kari sneered as her blood boiled. Visceral rage coursed through her veins, setting her body alight with the intensity of an inferno. Blood on her face began to sizzle and steam away.
The pulsing pain hadn't subsided, but served to fuel the indescribable anger that clouded her reasoning. It took every ounce of willpower not to lose control.
Although her vision blurred, Kari instead sensed friend and foe through instincts alone. In spite of this, the greatest moment of clarity revealed to her who she despised— Ena, Tetsuo, Jade… if any of the three were here, they would undoubtedly be treated as enemies.
But right now…
Kari shouted during a bout of lucidity, "Apocalypse Power-Up!"
Another surge of strength filled her being, but she felt all the defenses that once protected her vanish.
Physical resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
Magical resilience: [35 ⇒ 0]
Base physical strength: [54 ⇒ 162]
Vulnerable. Defenseless and weak as her human self once was, yet she had become stronger than she ever thought possible.
"STAMPEDE!"
Kari appeared in front of the broken lady in the next instance and drove a fist into its abdomen.
[+50,000 Apocalypse points.]
The impact obliterated it from existence such that neither blood nor body parts remained. It had simply ceased to be.
For in that split second, Kari saw her physical strength value ramp up an additional 500%, increasing it from [162 ⇒ 810].




Chapter 12 - Responsibility

"On Monday afternoon, just shortly after 5:00PM, stray spawns appeared in the plaza just outside of Tamachi Station—"
"A masked magical girl in black and red—"
"27 people between the ages 3 to 79 died that day—"
"—hundreds more saved thanks to her timely arrival—"
"Who is she?"
"I want to grow up to be like her!"
"—not as cute as Candy, or as cool as Jade—"
"They should call her Black Rose—"
"Twilight—"
"—Eventide!"
"Kari! You keep your eyes glued to the television any longer, and you'll be late for school!" Mom scolded from the kitchen.
"I'll be off in a sec!" Kari took one last glance at the television, showing a photo of her winding up the final punch, then raced out of the house with Rocky following close behind.
Only a single day had passed since the incident at Tamachi Station. One day. Now Kari's partially masked face was plastered all over the tabloids and internet. She became an overnight sensation and was more talked about than the original three.
Even people overseas began speculating. One of the most outrageous identities thrown out there was the emperor of Japan's daughter, which she and the royal family have already dismissed.
Fortunately, no one but Kari and Makina knew the truth. Putting on the mask and tying her hair into a ponytail almost created a new identity. The whole masked hero thing might work out like in those superhero films. But the cat was out of the bag now. It was only a matter of time.
Jade, Candy, and Flare knew she was active. Eventually, the three of them would come find her themselves.
Kari activated the mysterious Apocalypse System as she walked to school. After escaping the public eye and exiting her magical girl form with Rocky's help yesterday, the [Enrage] effect ended instantly. Whatever consequences came of making use of a loan, she had yet to feel them.
Defeating those head hounds and the broken lady raised Kari's Apocalypse Points to a total of [75,000].
What would be the best use for it? she wondered.
Level 3 was still a ways to go at 250,000 points.
If the fight against the broken lady was any indication, her physical strength's value was worth way more than what it appeared. Through a combination of skills, her meager 27 rose to a whopping 810. That was nothing short of insane. She had gone from barely scratching the monster to annihilating it.
Did other magical girls have similar skills?
Kari heaved a sigh and cracked her neck. Other than waking up with sore joints that were quickly relieved from a good stretch, her body was perfectly fine. It seemed all the damage taken as a magical girl didn't transfer to her out of form. She would be in the hospital instead of going to school otherwise.
A dry leaf smacked her in the face, pulling her from her thoughts and landing off to the side. Its fragile existence lasted mere seconds before a salaryman walking the opposite direction crushed it under his foot. A length of trees on both sides framed the long and wide path to her school, providing a semblance of peace from the urban metropolis beyond it. Hundreds of people, especially students, walked along this pedestrian avenue.
It was a strange feeling. All Kari could think of was how jam-packed they were for a killing spree should a monster randomly spawn here.
Makina waited by the school gate at the end of the path, waving excitedly as Kari approached. Rocky flew ahead to greet her, occupying the top of her head as a more preferable spot than the inside of a book bag.
Kari returned the smile, but she was feeling a different emotion brewing inside. Rumors circulated in school that Makina slept around, and was using her near-death experience in Akiba to score pity points with popular boys. None of it was true, and she was strong not to let it get to her.
For now.
A teenage girl could only handle so much. It wasn't hard to see the cracks along the surface of her friend's happy facade. Wherever they went, clumps of students lowered their voices to a whisper and stared.
If only there was something Kari could do about them.
During lunch, Kari, Minato, and Makina went down to the cafeteria to avoid the stuffy confines of their classroom.
"Your families doing anything for summer vacation?" Kari asked her friends.
"Nope," Minato answered curtly. "Staying home with the AC for me."
"Ah, yes. The hikikomori lifestyle," she teased him.
"I'm eating lunch with you guys for once, aren't I?" he retorted.
"My mom wants to go to Hong Kong," Makina began, "but dad wants to visit Lyon, France. They decided on both, but I'm staying behind."
"They going to be back in time for your recital at the arts festival?" Minato asked.
"Yeah. Their return trip will be a few days before then. You two better make sure you're free that day!" she exclaimed.
A whole month and a half break with Makina sounded like a dream. Her parents loved vacationing out of the country and had gone to Egypt last summer, leaving Kari alone to twiddle her thumbs and hang out in manga cafes. Minato's shut-in attitude certainly didn't help with her boredom while Makina was gone either.
Since Kari's own dad had no plans to take time off work, there won't be any family vacation plans as per usual. Mom wanted to do a mother-daughter outing, but Kari would much rather stay in the city if Makina was staying, too.
"Excuse me!"
A pair of skittish second year boys approached them like they had been dared to. A larger group from another table, coincidentally with two empty seats, shot glances their way.
"Can we help you?" Minato asked them, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.
Kari had a bad feeling about this. She didn't like the way those boys were acting, elbowing each other and snickering under their breaths.
One of them with a bandage over his nose and spiky hair swallowed his hesitation.
"We were told that you'd be willing to take our virginities," the kid said of Makina.
The three of them gaped, appalled by his outrageous comment. Makina sunk in her seat and clammed up.
Minato got to his feet to confront them. "You guys—"
Kari slammed her fists on the table, cracking the metal frame underneath. Both boys, including Minato and Makina, flinched. The nose was so loud, it quieted everyone in the cafeteria down and drew their attention.
"And who the fuck told you that?" she asked, standing up to face them.
"Y-You know what? Forget we asked!" the other student said.
Kari grabbed both of them by the back of their collar as they turned to leave. She shouldn't have the strength to stop teenage boys in human form, but neither of them could so much as escape from her grasp.
"We… can't say!"
"Sorry, alright? We won't bother you again!"
Makina put a hand on Kari's arm, the touch imploring her to release them. She shoved them away, only for the two to stumble into none other than Ena Mizushima, who was flanked by her groupies and unhappy about being bumped.
"Let's go." Kari gestured to Minato and grabbed Makina's hand to leave, but they were blocked by more of Ena's gang.
"Where are you going? Ten more minutes of lunch left, and your trays are still full. If you're so eager to get out of here, then you can spare a few minutes with me to talk, right? Just a little chat," Ena said, thumbing towards the exit.
"I'm going to call a teacher," Minato whispered.
"No, you won't." She snapped her fingers and two girls moved to his side. "Take him to the janitor's closet—"
"Don't. Leave him alone, and we'll go with you…" Makina said to her, then gave Minato a reassuring nod.
Ena and twelve other girls led them out of the school building behind the cafeteria where all the dumpsters were located. The smell of rotting food waiting to be picked up on trash day lingered heavy in the air. Kari wrinkled her nose with each breath.
They had their backs up against the wall and surrounded. No other students or faculty were around to call for help. Makina hid behind Kari's back with trembling hands clutching her arms.
"Is there anything I can do? Anything?" Rocky whispered desperately.
"Go lure a teacher here. Don't care how you do it," Kari mumbled.
The anthem flew away in search of help.
Things were mostly going back to normal. Why the hell did Ena single them out again? Whatever the case was, Kari had no plans to let these bitches touch a hair on Makina.
"You know why I had you two come out here?" Ena asked, her arms folded and scowling.
"If it's fashion advice you want, I suggest removing the layer of frosting on your face. You're starting to look like a three year old's birthday cake." Kari smirked.
One of the bigger girls buried a fist into Kari's gut. The hit came as a surprise and put her on the ground, but it didn't hurt as much as she expected. However, in the ensuing scramble, two girls pulled Makina away.
"Let me ruin her face." Sachi Tamura leaned down to show off her recently painted red nails.
"We'll save that for strike three." The ringleader sneered.
Several others emptied reeking trash bins into a pile on the ground. The fat girl who had thrown the punch pinned Kari to the ground with one arm, grabbed a handful of her hair with the other, and lifted her head to face Ena.
"You know what isn't funny? Getting expelled and losing your only shot at a good life. My old man's the superintendent of Minato City's entire school district. I can fuck you and that little scamp's life up," Ena snarled.
"We didn't do anything to you!" Kari yelled.
"Your tramp friend didn't tell you? Guess you're just finding it out today like I did. You tell me who this is." She fished out her phone and shoved it into Kari's face.
It was a picture. A slightly blurry one in a dark room. Daisuke, Ena's target of affection, posed at the corner of the photo holding up the peace sign. But he wasn't the main focus. A girl was. Lying on a familiar L-shaped couch, underwear pulled down to her ankles, shielding her eyes with an arm… the girl in the photo was Makina. No other proof was needed other than the plastic bag from the cake shop sitting wrinkled on the table next to her.
Picture proof of what Kari feared all along. Her heart sank and stomach knotted. She watched helplessly as Ena showed the picture to Makina, who shrieked in horror.
"Why do you have that? Delete it! Delete it! Please!" she cried.
"Doesn't matter if I delete it. The whole school has it." Ena grimaced.
"He forced me… it wasn't my fault…" Makina's eyes lost their lustre. Whatever strength she had left to fight with vanished, and her arms fell limp to the side that the girls restraining her didn't need to hold on anymore.
A torrential rage within Kari's chest swirled like a maelstrom in place of her beating heart.
"Let us go," Kari demanded, breathing hate into each word.
"Hahh? You two aren't going anywhere. Your little scamp friend loves being so trashy, then she can live in it." Ena put a piece of pocky in her mouth, then leaned against the wall to watch the show.
Makina didn't even plead for help as she was dragged by her hair towards the pile of garbage.
"Leave her alone!" Kari gripped the fat girl's wrist so hard it cracked. One hard shove knocked her away, causing her to tumble into the trash pile they were dragging Makina towards. She whirled around with every intention to punch Ena in the face.
"Kari, no!" Makina cried.
Her fist collided with the wall instead.
The pocky stick slipped away from Ena's lips.
The area of impact had made a small crater in the concrete wall.
"Get out of my sight and don't bother us. Ever. Again." Kari growled.
Ena and her groupies ran away screaming.
"Are you okay?" When Kari reached down to help Makina up, she backed away and kept her head low.
"You hate me… don't you? I'm trash now after… Daisuke… I didn't…" Makina began to choke up.
"You're not trash, and I don't hate you. You're my best friend and nothing's going to change that." Kari wrapped her arms around Makina and squeezed. She was never the affectionate type, but right now Makina needed it the most.
Her friend's tears were a cry for help, much like when Kari pleaded Jade for help that day. Except now she had power to enact change.
That's right…
Having this power meant she had a responsibility to protect Makina.




Chapter 13 - Pests

Kari had been trying to keep her mind off what happened yesterday to little success. Fortunately, swimming class today offered a brief reprieve.
"Pass, pass!"
A student from the other team lobbed the ball hard.
It was going to fly right over Kari, too high and fast for her to reach by normal means. At least that was true for the old Kari. She launched out of the water like a killer whale with her hands outstretched and easily intercepted it from the other team.
"Nice, Kari!" a teammate shouted.
Water polo. Possibly one of if not the most physically intensive sport known to man. Seven players on each team, six players on the field and one goalkeeper minded the net. Now that she had the ball, she was open season to be manhandled by the other team. Her team had red swimming caps on, while the other team wore blue, and two students in blue caps were closing in fast.
"Over here!" Minato erratically waved his hands and swam further to create distance from the opposing players.
Kari was about to toss it, then noticed one blue cap student swimming towards Minato underneath the water's surface. That was a bait. She took her chances and tossed it to a group of three red caps and two blue caps, then dove under water before getting mobbed.
However, as she was about to swim past the two blue caps, someone's foot kicked her hard in the face. A mouthful of chlorinated pool water filled her throat. She returned to the surface coughing her lungs out and saw who had done the cheap shot— Sachi, one of Ena's friends.
The aggressor glanced over her shoulder and sneered, mouthing the word 'bitch' before swimming off.
Even after that scare the other day, those cunts hadn't let up.
Kari rubbed the side of her cheek where she had been kicked. It didn't hurt at all. She was sure her teeth cut into the upper lip.
The battle went back and forth across the pool for almost ten minutes without either team making a goal. Everyone was exhausted from swimming so much, and the allotted time of half an hour before teams were swapped out of the pool neared.
Any other day Kari would have swam off to the edge and pretended to play instead of actively participating. The extra strength and stamina from becoming a magical girl gave her an edge over the others, even over the more seasoned swimmers. And with Makina watching, how could she not show off a little?
"Go, Kari! Go!" her friend cheered from the sidelines.
"Holy crap, Kari… you possessed by a demon or something?" Minato asked, treading through the water up to her and looking like he'd drown if his feet stopped.
"Just feeling a little competitive today." She grinned, then noticed one of their teammates chucking the ball to another. "I got a plan. I want you to catch the ball, then pass it to me."
"Wait, what?" The inflection in his voice dripped with more doubt than pool water. "As in you want me to swim far to catch it then?"
"Nope. Just stay right here— pass!" she shouted.
Their teammate tossed the ball just as he was pushed into the water. Two blue caps, including Sachi tried to block the ball but were too slow to react. Minato surprised himself having caught it square in his hands, and the opposing team's goalkeeper was already getting ready to defend. Two additional fielders rushed in to play defense.
"Eehh— aah? What was the other part of your plan? I pass it to you now?" he asked, flicking his gaze between Kari and the fast-approaching opposing players.
"You'll know when!" Kari put a hand on his chest and shoved hard.
"Oohuuggh?!"
Thanks to her strength, Minato skidded much further than the enemy team could slow their own momentum, missing their chance to grab him. The goalkeeper moved to defend the opposite end of the net, but Minato chucked the ball into Kari's hands. She threw with all her might and scored an undefended goal.
2-3 in favor of Kari's team.
The seven of them gathered to give each other high fives.
"Alright, time to switch teams!" the teacher announced.
Makina came up to the edge of the pool and beckoned. A huge smile awaited Kari as she swam over to her.
"You scored the winning point!" she exclaimed, then pretended to hold a microphone between their faces. "Do you have a few words for the camera? Maybe someone you'd like to thank for getting you this far?"
"Shut up and help me out of the pool already." She splashed Makina and rolled her eyes.
"Hey, I have a practice concert after school. You wanna come? It'll be quick. I go in, play a piece and go home," Makina said.
"You know I'd never miss a chance to hear you play."
Makina lowered a hand, but as she was about to pull, Sachi walked by and nudged her. Both Makina and Kari tumbled back into the pool. They emerged coughing up water.
"Are you fucking serious? Hey!"
"Ignore it." Makina said, tugging on her hand. "I'm next to play anyway, so if anything she helped me in!"
Kari swallowed the urge to succumb to rage. Sachi did them dirty twice in one day. Those girls should have been too scared out of their wits to try anything anymore after seeing her crater a wall. Was breaking one of their wrists not enough?
As much as she would like to ignore the problem, she wasn't Makina. At some point, her patience would run out completely. If Sachi kept screwing around, there wasn't going to be a third time.
A couple of boys sitting on the benches whispered derisively amongst each other, eyes fixed on Makina. It didn't take a genius to know what they were talking about, especially after that picture got leaked.
Kari snatched Rocky out of the pool while he was lounging on a stray kickboard given to students who couldn't swim. The anthem even had a swimming cap and goggles on in case he fell in.
"You see those guys behind me? I'm going to need you to splash them every time they start perving on Makina," she said.
Rocky pulled his goggles off and squinted. "They're nowhere near the pool for me to make it look natural!"
"Then do it unnaturally. I'll buy you something nice to eat later. If you don't do it, I'm going to show you how fun waterboarding can be." She lowered him gently back onto the board.
The anthem gulped hard. "Somehow… I don't believe that's fun at all. I'll do what I can for Makina then!"
After letting Rocky go and wishing Makina good luck, Kari decided to turn into the lockers early to catch a shower before the rest of the class. She didn't have to, but the teacher did say students who finished their match had the okay to do so.
A pair of girls who were in the same team as Kari exited the locker room looking peeved.
"I wouldn't go in right now," one of them said.
"Why?" Kari raised a brow.
"Queen Bitch is inside," the other remarked.
That certainly narrowed down the list.
"Thanks, I'll keep that in mind." She nodded as they walked away, then made her way towards the entrance and stopped short of entering when a hushed conversation was within earshot. Slipping inside unnoticed was the easy part, and an oversized laundry cart of towels provided a sufficient hiding spot.
There was a group of four girls, but Kari couldn't tell who they were hidden behind the multiple rows of lockers. At least not until one of them spoke.
"Why are you getting cold feet now?"
Kari's ears twitched with recognition. Those girls earlier weren't kidding. The one who just spoke was Ena. She wasn't part of this class cluster swimming today and shouldn't be here to begin with.
"I already kicked Kari and pushed Makina into the pool. Just how much more do you want me to do? W-Where the hell did you even get this many anyway?" The other voice belonged to Sachi.
It sounded like she was hesitating over something. More bullying?
"Another school in my dad's district had a roach infestation problem. The pest removal guys were more than happy to pass these to me for some pocket change, but forget about that. You were about to carve Kari's face open yesterday. You're chickening out now?" Ena asked, her pitchy voice echoing painfully through the lockers.
"You saw what she did yesterday! Don't you think she's like… not normal at all? Someone doesn't just break a—"
"You're still going on about that? My dad said the wall behind the cafeteria was cheaply constructed anyway. Look, the roaches are dead. Just dump it on one of them and get out. I got eyes in your class, too. I'll know if you chicken out." Ena scoffed at the girl who was supposed to be her friend and stormed out of the locker room.
Kari emerged from her hiding place and found Sachi, her wet bob cut clinging to her troubled face, on the bench between the lockers with a cardboard box in her hands.
"More roaches? You guys are running out of originality." She folded her arms and confronted the would-be perpetrator.
"What are you— I dunno what you're talking about! It's just my stuff in this." Sachi jumped from her seat, clutching the box so hard that the corners wrinkled. She couldn't lie to save her life. It was written all over her face and glare.
"I heard you and Ena talking about it. Are you still going to play the ignorance card?" Kari asked.
"I… have to do it…" she said, appearing a lot more terrified than expected. "This is your fault to begin with! If only you didn't fight back yesterday, Ena wouldn't be making me do this shit."
Classic victim-blaming.
This was going to go down in one of several ways. Kari could take the box of roaches by force or tell the teachers beforehand, ruining Ena's plans. That wouldn't stop the bullying in the long term. They would just do it again. Sachi was their fall guy to take the blame if it ever went back to them.
Maybe there was another way. Sachi was on the fence. This rift between her and Ena could use a push. A little kindness might worm its way into Sachi's head.
"Leave Makina out of this. Dump the roaches on me instead," Kari said.
Sachi's mouth flopped open like a fish out of water.
"I don't know what Ena's got on you," she continued, "but it doesn't look like you want to do this. If you have to do it to anyone, do it to me and not Makina. How's that?"
"You think you're some kind of goody-goody magical girl by doing me a favor? Just rat me out to the teachers already!" Sachi cried.
"Who cares what I think! Either you do it or don't. Other girls from our class are coming back in ten minutes. I'll be in the last shower stall on the left end, so please— Leave Makina out of this." Kari picked up a towel, then headed for the designated stall without turning back.
When she reached the entrance to the stall, her fingers and shoulders started shaking. Dead cockroaches. Just what was she thinking? It sounded so disgusting, she wanted to barf. Her eyes stung as hot tears dripped to the floor first, followed by the shower water once she turned the dial.
Kari instinctively wiped the tears from her eyes, sucked in a quivering breath, and glanced behind herself.
The stall curtain was low enough for someone to tip something in, and the space inside was cramped enough she wouldn't be able to avoid it.
"What the hell am I even doing?" Kari muttered.
Makina wanted a hero, so this was her playing the hero. So then why didn't it feel good? Where was that feeling of catharsis for doing something selfless?
Dozens of footsteps entered the lockers. Some made a beeline for the showers.
She preemptively turned the water all the way to hot. Her skin was on fire, but at least the burning water would dull the sensation of their husks.
As many bare feet wet from the swimming pool squeaked their way in— it happened.
The sound of the box hitting the top bar, followed by the rain of roaches.
Kari felt it all. Every single carapace, every leg, and antenna that clattered off her head and back. As they rained down, Kari shuddered and wept, keeping her mouth shut for fear of one hitting her lips despite the urge to shriek. She screamed into her hand instead until the avalanche of insects stopped, and she couldn't so much as move an inch without kicking a pile.
There were so many it clogged up the drain, and she had to turn off the shower to keep the roaches from flowing out of her stall. She brushed a few off her shoulder and plucked another off her head.
This one was alive.
A pest like any other head hound.
Horror warped into pity and disgust as she gazed upon the wriggling insect, trapped between her index finger and thumb. Then she crushed it, killing it as easily as snuffing the life out of a head hound.
And just like that, Kari stopped trembling. She was no longer afraid of roaches.
Stepping out of the stall naked and without her towel, the other girls who had seen what happened gaped in astonishment and repulsion. A few roaches spilled from the stall, kicked out by her feet. One girl barfed into a trash bin.
"What happened?!" Makina rushed over to shield her body with a towel, then glanced into the stall and gagged. "Oh, Kari… let's get you washed up in another stall, okay?"
They had to explain to the faculty what transpired. As expected, no one who saw was willing to snitch on Sachi for fear of getting on Ena's bad side. Makina wasn't present when it happened, and Kari was the only person who knew but feigned ignorance.
"Are you sure you're alright?" Makina asked as they walked out of the faculty office and towards the shoe lockers.
"I'm really okay!" Kari tried to assure her. "I'm a whole lot tougher than you give me credit for, you know?"
"But it's not okay! Like at all. I can't believe someone did that to you. If it was me, I… I'm not sure what I would've done." Her lips quivered as she spoke.
Kari knew then that she had made the right choice. If anyone, due to what's been happening to Makina lately, she understood how painful being bullied was. That was precisely why she couldn't let her go through that.
"I couldn't be a magical girl if a couple of dead bugs freaked me out," she said.
"That still doesn't make it okay…" Makina frowned.
Kari found a note inside her shoe locker and thought it was a love letter until she unfolded it. Turns out, only a phone number was written on it.
"Ooooh. Did you get a confession letter?" Makina asked, peering over her shoulder.
"Nope," she answered, crushing the note and stuffing it into her pocket. "Just a self-reminder to buy some milk after school."
They were both leaving school when Kari saw Sachi waiting outside the school gate, back pressed against the wall and eyes cast to the ground. She looked like she wanted to come over and say something, but Kari shook her head.
Quick on the uptake, Sachi abandoned her approach and pointed at the phone in her hand.
That explained who the mystery number was from. It seemed Kari's little act of kindness did get through to Sachi, and that was all she needed.
Slowly but surely, she would chip away at Ena's inner circle. If violence couldn't send a message, then there were other ways to get back at someone.
Until then…
Both of them took a taxi into the city. The music arts festival on August 10th was held at the Minato City Performing Arts Center, built within the past year in an effort to viciously promote fine arts to Japanese citizens. This was Prime Minister Naoki and the National Diet's master plan to curb rising suicide rates, shut-ins, and declining birth rates.
A tone deaf response to a nation-wide pandemic going on for decades now, but at least it gave Kari a chance to see Makina at her best.
Makina was among several student performers, along with some big shot composers of the music world, invited to the center's grand opening. Applicants were screened a year in advance and auditioned by sending a video performance sample. She couldn't stop grinning the day she got accepted.
They arrived at the concert hall to the sound of a classical piece being played on the piano. Heavy velvet curtains were drawn, revealing a stage upon which someone was playing on a Yamaha grand piano. Off to the left wing, prospective musicians were waiting their turn for the piano or with an instrument of their own.
At a glance, the concert hall could probably seat around a grand on the first floor. God knows how many more were on the balcony. She wasn't about to break her neck to check.
A man in white dress shirt and comically large, round glasses descended the stage to greet them.
"Daigo Shinozaki. Are you two performers? May I have your names?" he asked, raising a clipboard to his face.
"Just me. Makina Oikawa, pianist." She then leaned into Kari and lowered her voice. "That felt good to say."
Daigo wrote something into the clipboard, then turned it and a pen over to Makina.
"Please sign your name next to your printed name and wait your turn behind the other performers. Your friend may watch from any of the seats, but no filming and recording," the strict man explained. After Makina signed her name, he stuck the clipboard under his arm and returned to the stage.
"I can still text though, right?" Kari called out.
"Quietly!"
Before searching for a seat, she noticed Makina shaking uncharacteristically and asked, "What's wrong? Nervous?"
"Just jitters. It's been a while since I performed on stage. Still embarrassing even if there are only a handful of people watching." Makina proceeded to pinch her own cheeks until they turned red.
"I'll be sitting right here, so you'll know where to look." Kari moved to take a seat but Makina stretched out her arms.
"Jitters won't go away. Hug me," she demanded.
"You can't be serious…"
"Hug me!" she repeated, much louder this time that people from the stage turned their way.
Kari relented, hugging Makina until she was satisfied enough to make her way to the stage.
It would probably be a whole 40 minutes before Makina's performance. In the meantime, she added Sachi's number to her contact list on LINE.
Kari sent the first text, "Sachi?"
A minute later, her phone buzzed.
"Yah. Sry and thx 4 earlier," was Sachi's response in typical teenage girl fashion.
"You owe me." Kari hovered her finger over the send button, then reconsidered the blunt response. She deleted the text and sent another instead. "No prob."
If she was going to turn Sachi against Ena, the first step was to not act like her to begin with. Play the role of their hero, even if none of them deserved it.
After what seemed like an eternity, Makina was finally up on the stage. Something about her posture was off. She slouched, one side of her shoulder was lower than the other, and the previously cheery demeanor had withered to a somber one.
The reason was obvious. Performers waiting by the left stage wing were snickering, checking their phones and making double takes at Makina. Had the photo spread so much that students from other schools got ahold of it?
Makina took several deep, audible breaths and placed her fingers on the keys. Whether she had successfully calmed her nerves or not, Kari couldn't tell. Daigo tapped impatiently on his clipboard, urging her to begin.
Then, much to the delight of the audience members and Daigo, Makina began to play.
Kari instantly recognized this piece. Harpischord Concerto No. 5 in F minor, by Bach. Normally performed by several stringed instruments, Makina alone breathed life into the whimsical piece by slowing it down.
"Wow! Makina's really good," Rocky said.
"Damn right." She smiled.
It brought Kari peace, to a time where neither of them had to worry about magical girls or bullying. The music touched her heart, lifting her very soul onto a cloud to gaze upon the lush blue sky, then— thunder.
Or not quite.
Discord.
Makina leaned over the keys, staring down as if peering through a microscope. She had messed up and struck the keys with such dissonance it shattered the audience's peaceful reverie.
"Ah…" She gasped at her own mistake, then turned to Daigo, who twirled a finger to signal her to start again from the top.
And she did. Makina continued to make the same mistake even as she restarted from the beginning. She couldn't finish the piece. Her hands shook so much, Kari didn't have to squint to see it. Members from the audience began to whisper mockingly.
"Alright, that's enough. Make way for the next performer." Daigo shooed Makina off the piano. Kari rushed up to the edge of the stage as he continued to berate her friend. He double-checked his clipboard and clicked his tongue. "I would have expected someone playing piano for twelve years could play a piece from start to finish."
"She's fine," Kari said.
Daigo followed them off stage. "The music arts festival is around the corner—"
"I said, she's fine!" Kari snarled, loud enough to give the next performer a fright and silencing any more of his attempts to spew doubt.
Kari led Makina off stage by hand. As soon as they exited the concert hall and into the lobby, she wouldn't move another step.
"It's not like you to mess up like that. There I was, hoping to hear you play, too. What's eating you?" Kari asked.
"I can't help it. I know it's my fault they started bullying you, too. I never wanted to drag you into this… Every time my fingers hit the keys, I thought about why someone would throw those bugs on you!" Makina cried.
It wasn't because other people were whispering behind Makina's back that tripped her up?
A couple of people trying to enter the building stopped in front of them. Kari pulled Makina aside so they wouldn't block the entrance and mulled over how to cheer her up.
"Help me out, Rocky. You go left, and I'll go right." She and her anthem each squeezed one side of Makina's cheek.
"Uu— whah are you hoing?"
They were already slightly swollen from her own pinching earlier. Now she really did look like a chipmunk.
"Reminding you to focus on your music and not me. Now promise me you'll do better next time, or we're not letting go." Kari smirked.
"Ohay, I phromish!" Makina rubbed her swollen cheeks after they let go. She leapt into the air to snatch Rocky and hugged him tightly to her chest, then raced to the exit. "I promise to focus more on music and on you!"
"You little…!" She sighed as her friend stuck a tongue out and hightailed it out of the building.




Chapter 14 - Rie Natsume, the Star Child Magical Girl

Night in Minato City was incredibly humid. Tokyo Bay was just a stone's throw away, so even after the sun had long set and the blanket of night was draped across the sky, ambient heat continued to cook the city alive. It wasn't something one could get used to. Kari hated how hot it was despite growing up in it. Eighteen years— eighteen summers didn't make it any less bearable.
Tonight, however, she didn't mind the suffocating heat one bit. Sweat beaded down her face and back, soaking into the magical girl outfit, and sometimes flicking off her cheeks whenever she moved fast enough. Everytime a fist smashed into a monster, their yelp followed by the splatter of blood painting the pavement filled her with an indescribable high.
They also served as good punching bags to relieve her frustration.
Rustling leaves alerted her to the trees above. One leapt off the branches, baring its jaws at Kari.
"Quickdraw!"
A concentrated mass of bright energy took off a chunk of the head hound's body, puncturing a star-shaped hole where it had been shot. The monster crumpled to the ground with a wet thud, gushing black blood onto the pavement.
Kari kicked aside the creature blocking the way, rejoining Candy at the top of the steps of Nogi Shrine. They had successfully defeated the stray spawns in the area.
"Our second joint monster-slaying is a success!" Candy exclaimed triumphantly.
"Feels like you did most of the legwork, but I guess that's about right for someone who's been doing this for over a year." Kari high-fived Candy with both hands. They grinned at each other, faces caked in sweat and panting like they had run a marathon.
"You weren't too shabby yourself, Miss Mysterious Masked Magical Girl!" Candy threw a series of light punches on Kari's shoulder, mimicking her brutish and unrefined fighting style.
Rocky and Yuyu laid on the ground belly up, catching their breaths. It seemed the more a magical girl exerted themselves, the greater the toll the anthems took as well.
"Candy!"
A large group of police officers assembled at the top of the steps, looking just as tired and out of breath. Kari reflexively adjusted her mask even though it remained secured to her face after all the fighting.
"Good work, officers! We've taken care of all the head hounds. Doesn't look like it was an incursion, but there sure were a lot of stray spawns this time around," Candy said.
"It was quite the scare. Moto-Akasaka is just behind Nogi Shrine, and the prime minister had several foreign dignitaries residing there this week. They have been evacuated to a more secure location just in case," the police officer explained.
"Hehe. We're glad we could help!" She pumped her fist into the air.
Twenty-one stray spawns had appeared around Nogi Park leading up to the shrine. Miraculously, no one was injured or killed. A surprise, seeing as one head hound could rack up a kill count in the double digits if left alone for a few minutes. They should count their lucky stars no one came this way past midnight.
It was only by chance that Candy was in Yokohama and flew here quickly after a text. Although Kari wasn't great at answering texts— a flaw Makina used to love pointing out in middle school— she was glad it was the opposite for Candy, who replied back almost instantaneously.
The same officer turned to Kari and bowed. "Thank you so much, um…?"
"It's no problem. I live in this city. In a way, it's my responsibility to help protect it." Kari scratched the unmasked side of her cheek.
She wasn't accustomed to praise. Especially when her parents, the two closest adults in her life, felt like strangers in her own house.
"You have no idea how relieved I am to hear that. Sergeant Ogata told me how you saved him and his squad at Tamachi. For that, too, I cannot thank you enough." He bowed even lower this time, putting Kari in an embarrassing spot. An older person normally didn't bow to someone younger than them. She had always been the one doing the bowing.
The officers stayed behind to deal with the aftermath. Kari and Candy transformed back into casual clothes out of sight from the public, then hit up a manga cafe to hang out in.
"Kari, the door! My hands are full!" Candy whispered from the other side.
She wasn't kidding.
Food containers and plastic bags in her arms were stacked up to her chin. Kari helped to unburden her and placed it all on the desk which didn't have much room to begin with. Rocky and Yuyu carried a beverage tray in after her.
"You bought too much. No way in hell we're going to finish it all." Kari, floored by how much junk food Candy had bought, stared in disbelief.
Donuts, mochi, chocolate bars, okonomiyaki, taiyaki, and more. Her cholesterol levels were rising from being in the mere presence of it all.
"Oh, yeah? Just watch me!" The tiny girl rubbed both hands together and licked her lips.
As it turned out— and Kari was prepared to be wrong— Candy could not in fact finish everything.
"You know, I didn't mean what I said to be a challenge to begin with." Kari rolled her eyes.
"Uweh… I'm going to be sick, but it was worth it…" Candy laid flat on her back with a blissful expression.
Yuyu rested on top of her with a bulging belly of her own.
The slow and quiet moments like these were worth being a magical girl. Killing a couple of monsters and then ending the night stuffing her stomach with junk food wasn't a bad deal. If this was all she had to do, being a magical girl wasn't so bad.
Something did bug her.
Points from killing monsters weren't shared. Kari earned 9,000 points from defeating nine head hounds, while Candy earned 12,000 from defeating twelve. She found it odd that the system discouraged magical girls from working alongside each other.
"Candy—"
"ie! Remember?" Rie wagged an admonishing finger.
"Rie…" Kari corrected herself. "Do you and the others often fight together?"
"Hmmmmmm. I wouldn't say often," Rie began, rolling onto her side and knocking Yuyu off in the process. "We only team up if it's something dangerous like an incursion and mostly stay within our own region to take care of stray spawns."
Made sense. The more spread out magical girls were, the easier time they had reaching places the others couldn't in a timely manner. Although… that certainly didn't stop Jade from leaving some to die.
Kari wanted to learn more, but if the Apocalypse System designed points to be awarded that way, then that was just how it was. Leveling up or getting stronger in general appeared to be benchmarked by how often monsters show up. If they worked together too often, they wouldn't become as strong as they have.
Worse, they might even begin to fight over each other for points.
In a way, Kari crippled her potential to gain as many points as possible by calling Rie down. It sucked to miss out on points, but hanging out with another magical girl was a lot of fun.
Kari reached into the bag and found a pack of wasabi peas which reminded her of Makina. The taste of cola in her mouth suddenly turned sour.
Was being out here really okay?
Makina was suffering at home, and here she was having a grand old time with her friend's favorite magical girl.
"Watcha looking all bothered about?" Rie asked, fishing out a bag of cotton candy.
"Oh, nothing. My friend, Makina, the one I was following the other day, she's a big fan of yours. Think you can autograph this for her?" Kari handed Rie the bag of wasabi peas, who gawked at the bag of snacks.
"Sure, but… you want me to sign wasabi peas for her? I could get some paper?" she offered.
"Nah. This is her favorite snack. It'll be funny seeing her mull over enshrining it or eating it." Kari grinned, already imagining Makina's reaction.
Rie wrote her signature as Candy, and included a small note which she then encircled with a giant star. She always went the extra mile for her fans. While the other two enjoyed the spotlight and fame, neither of them were as talkative as Candy.
Could some of it be forced?
The girl before her was so bright and full of energy, and yet…
"Ahhh! I wish I had a friend looking out for me like you do with Makina. It makes me jellier than this jelly-filled donut!" Rie frowned at the last one in the box.
"Aren't you super popular at school since everyone knows who you are?" Kari asked, then realized too late the land mine she had stepped on.
The lively magical girl's demeanor became sullen. It seemed Kari wasn't the only one wearing a mask after all. Behind Rie's cheerful facade was a meek little girl.
"It's hard to know who the people around me really like. Rie or Candy? Even my parents stopped treating me like Rie. I'm just Magical Girl Candy to them. I feel like I can only really be myself around Kanae and Tsubasa," she explained.
Kanae Hashimoto and Tsubasa Shibusawa were the real names of Flare and Jade respectively. Unlike Kari, their identities weren't a secret. Maybe fame wasn't all it was cut out to be.
"They aren't the only ones." Kari smirked. "You got me now, too. Or are we not friends yet even after fighting together and sharing all that junk food?"
"Oh… We're friends. Ehehe… I don't know why I'm getting all embarrassed over it. Right. We're friends!" Rie giggled and returned to her usual, bubbly self.
That's right. This person was Rie Natsume first, then Magical Girl Candy.
Flare had said the same thing when calling out to Kari on the news.
Because before you're a magical girl, you're just a girl.
Guess Flare wasn't just pulling shit out of her ass. There was a deeper meaning behind that simple statement.
"So, what do magical girls talk about when they hang out? You've got to be at least level 3 since you have your weapon, right? I wonder what mine's going to be," Kari said, hoping to learn more about Candy.
However, she had unknowingly stepped on a much larger land mine. One that came as a surprise.
"Uhm… Flare doesn't want us sharing each other's stats. She calls it an invasion of privacy." Rie squirmed uncomfortably like this was a touchy subject for them.
Was it supposed to be? But how did that make any sense? The best way to fight would be to learn how each other fought, what skills were available to synergize with and whatnot.
"I didn't mean to put you on the spot! We can talk about something else instead?" Kari suggested.
"It's okay! Well… It's just the two of us, and Flare doesn't have to know." Rie glanced around the booth as if scared it had been bugged, then gestured for Kari to come closer. She scooted closer in the already cramped space, and Rie cupped two hands over her ear. "My primary class is a level 3 Gunslinger, and my subclass is a level 2 Mage."
Gunslinger explained Rie's hand cannon. The skill names she shouted in battle were also firearm-themed. Then there was her subclass, Mage. It must give Candy some kind of boost in skills and mana capacity. A potent combination, seeing as she was able to fire off a lot of skills in quick succession.
Meanwhile, Kari could only use her skills so many times before needing to rely on swinging her fists.
For the two of them, going home became an afterthought. They talked well into the night, revealing each other's skills and stats, including coming up with strategies that might synergize in battle together.
The Apocalypse System and magical girls weren't the only things they talked about. Kari learned a lot about Rie from just listening to her ramble. She gushed about Flare's heroic personality, but it was clear she had a soft spot for Jade. Their friendship could best be described as sibling-like.
It bothered Kari that someone like Rie spoke so highly of the magical girl who could leave people to die. Maybe she didn't know that about her colleague.
She was about to bring it up when a chill ran up Kari's spine, a sensation akin to fingers dragging broken nails up her back. Rie felt it, too. Their anthems sprung into the air and tensed up.
"Yuyu, is that what I think it is?" Rie asked.
"Something big, very big! The Apocalypse System raised a Malevolent Domain," Yuyu answered.
Rie's phone buzzed, and as soon as she checked it, the color drained from her face.
"I gotta go," she said, and began to pack her stuff while reading the message on her phone. "It looks like a Malevolent Domain appeared in Fukuyama,"
"Those giant purple domes, right? Let me help!" Kari also got to her feet, but was faced with a hand in her face.
"Fukuyama's far, and it's not like you can fly yet. Malevolent domains also aren't something a level 2 can deal with. Leave it to me, Jade, and Flare!" Rie struck a pose as she said that.
Still too weak to help. Catching up to them was going to take ages if all she fought were stray spawns. If tonight was any indication, she remained miles away from the likes of the established magical girls.
A part of her was worried for Rie's well being. They had only just met, but Kari felt a strong sense of responsibility from the magical girl the public crowned the Star Child. More so than Jade who was nicknamed the Magical Girl of Justice.
Kari didn't just want to let Rie go without saying something to encourage her.
"Rie!"
The young girl stopped with one foot out the door and spun around.
"Good luck. Let's hang out again sometime," Kari said.
Rie's eyes glistened with joy. She returned to the booth and threw her arms around Kari for a hug. This was only their second time meeting, yet they were already like the best of pals. That cutesy personality reminded her a little of Makina.
"For sure! Makina's really lucky to have a friend like you. Maybe one day we can all hang out together." She skipped out the door, waved with both hands like an idol, and took off.




Chapter 15 - Monsters Among Us

Makina was looking worse with each passing day. It didn't matter how many stink-eyes Kari gave to people, she couldn't stop the photo from being passed around in school. It was one thing for guys to stare lecherously at her, but at least they kept to themselves and stayed quiet. Girls were especially vicious. At their core, they all had a piece of Ena Mizushima in them.
'Whore' and 'slut' weren't the worst Makina was called. Dead rats were found in her shoe locker, her desk continued to be drawn on every morning and no student was willing to out each other, and to make things worse, the teachers did nothing to stop the bullying.
Kari and Makina were eating together on the school rooftop, backs pressed to the chain link fence and gazing across the city, to avoid the derisive whispers from fellow students. This has been the only quiet they managed to find, and it would be a fleeting one given that lunch didn't last much longer. By the look of her friend, who was holding Rocky as she ate a bento box, it was obvious she didn't want to go back down.
There had to be something Kari could say or do. Upon glancing down at Makina's school bag, which she had been keeping close to her person so that students wouldn't mess with it when left in class, a keychain of Yuyu returned Kari's stare.
"Say," Kari began,"what do you think about meeting Candy and Yuyu for real?"
"Meet… Are you serious?" Makina gaped.
"Yeah. Truth is, I've been hanging out and fighting monsters with her lately. Met up with her the other day and got this signed for you, too." She revealed the bag of wasabi peas which had Candy's signature on it and had it snatched out of her hands.
"You got her signature on this?! Oh, my god— I'm not sure if I should hate you or love you. Aaaaahhhh!"
It went just as Kari expected.
Makina crinkled the sides of the bag with her fingers, conflicted over whether or not to eat her favorite snack, or keep it sealed to preserve the signature. In the end, she expelled an incredulous sigh and put it away in her bag.
"So, so. How's Candy? Is she as cute as a button in person like they say?" Makina asked.
"You're just going to have to find out for yourself. Let me drop her a line and we can even meet up with her today. Let me just drop her a line," Kari said, pulling out her phone to send Rie a text. Makina leaned over to see their messages and was brimming with envy.
Kari was expecting her message to be read immediately and receive a text back a few seconds later. That wasn't the case this time. Rie was uncharacteristically quiet which was completely unlike her.
"Maybe she's busy," Rocky wondered aloud.
"Candy's a magical girl after all. It's okay. I can wait!" Makina deflated just a little, but at least her mood was on the upswing and eating with more energy.
However, that didn't last very long. After school, Makina received a call from the intercom.
"Makina. Makina Oikawa, please report to the faculty office," Principal Nishida requested from the intercom.
They knew this was coming from a mile away. With how much the picture had been spreading between students, it was inevitable that a teacher eventually caught on and reported it to the principal. Next would be her parents.
Although Makina wanted to put that day behind her, there were people that didn't want to let it go. Kari being one of them. But maybe this was a good thing. If Principal Nishida found out, they might actually get the police involved. Tetsuo and Daisuke could get their just desserts.
"Stay strong," Kari said, reluctant to let go of Makina's hand.
Makina smiled weakly and entered the office while Kari waited outside. Teachers were leaving a lot sooner today than usual. They often stayed for up to two hour going over student paperwork before going home.
There might not have been much to do. It was already Thursday. One more day of school tomorrow and then summer vacation. Hopefully Rie responded soon and would be willing to come down again. Giving Makina a chance to meet her favorite magical girl would be a dream come true.
The only problem was that Rie hadn't been answering her messages.
"Kari? What are you doing still hanging around?" Ms. Wakana came walking down the hallway.
She appeared to be among the last faculty who hadn't left yet that wasn't a club advisor or sports coach. Thinking about it, the nurse staying to look after potential injuries made sense. This woman took her job way too seriously even when she didn't need to.
"Makina got called by the principal, so I'm just waiting for her. Ms. Wakana, don't you have a boyfriend or someone to be with? You're always staying late," Kari teased.
"As if finding a boyfriend is at the top of my priorities." The nurse heaved a sigh, then wagged a finger in Kari's face. "We're so close in age, you don't have to call me by my last name. Other students use my first, so feel free to call me Iori, too!"
Kari was about to do just that until the nurse opened the faculty office door and the dull sound of struggling could be heard clear as day. Both of them traded worried glances, then ran to the end of the room where the principal's office was.
"Principal Nishida? Is everything alright?" Iori rapped her knuckles on the door.
Kari clicked her tongue and assumed the worst. She kicked the door by the side of the knob, breaking it open and tearing off the lower hinge.
"Wh-What is the meaning of this?" Principal Nishida cried, gawking at the broken door and wiping the sweat from his fat neck with a handkerchief.
Makina was curled up against one end of the couch just like that day at the karaoke place.
"What did he do to you?" She pushed past the principal, making a beeline to her friend.
Makina didn't answer.
"Kari Tachibana!" Principal Nishida put a thick hand on her shoulder. "Destruction of school property is a serious matter. Your parents will hear of—"
Reason slipped her mind. She grabbed the principal by the tie and shoved him into a bookshelf, knocking off several books and decorations in the process.
"I'm at the edge of my fucking mind. Destruction of school property? That's about to be the least of your worries," Kari snarled.
"Kari!" Iori, Makina, and even Rocky's words echoed in her head, just in time to prevent her from making a bad decision.
Kari let go of the principal, took Makina by the hand, and raced out of the room. They got as far as the shoe lockers when Makina couldn't run anymore. She sat on the ground, burying her head between her knees and back pressed to the lockers.
"I don't want to do this anymore…" Her words came out monotonous and meek.
"What did Principal Nishida do to you?" Kari asked again after swallowing her hesitation.
"He showed me the picture. Said if I didn't want my parents to know, I had to give him… a blowjob," Makina gagged as she answered.
The same anger Kari felt when she was enraged in the fight against the broken lady filled her entire being. So blinded with fury, her hand crushed the metal door of the locker she had opened.
Tetsuo and his friends were just entering from the hallway. They locked eyes, and Kari lost control. She pushed the others aside, lifted the cripple off his feet by the collar of his shirt, and shoved him up against the lockers.
"You sent everyone that picture, didn't you?" Kari growled.
One of Tetsuo's larger friends tried to put her into a chokehold. Another came to his aid, prying vainly at her fingers. Each one of them were surprised they couldn't budge her.
"I… I can't get this bitch off you!" his friend cried.
"When the hell did you get so strong?" Tetsuo winced.
"Wrong answer." She shoved him harder against the lockers, causing the metal to echo down the halls.
"Wait, wait! I didn't send that picture. I swear to god… it wasn't me…"
Kari was about to slam him again until a familiar touch wrapped around her from behind. Makina pressed a teary face between her shoulder blades. She felt them soaking into the fabric.
After letting Tetsuo down, the others also let go of Kari.
"It was Daisuke…" Tetsuo said, rubbing his neck as two friends helped him up.
Kari and Makina left without saying another word. It wasn't until they reached the intersection where they usually split that Kari was afraid to let Makina out of her sight.
"You're scared to go home, right? Sleep over at my place tonight. We can see your parents together tomorrow instead," Kari suggested.
Makina sniffled and nodded.
When they got home, Kari's parents weren't there. It was still too early in the afternoon for either of them to be back, so she sent a text asking if Makina could stay the night.
Thankfully, they were both alright with it as long as Makina's parents were informed. Hopefully that bastard of a principal hadn't called them about her circumstances yet.
Makina slipped into the bed as soon as they entered the room and threw the covers over herself. Kari was about to offer the bed anyway. Saved a few words was all.
"Is she going to be okay?" Rocky quietly asked.
"I hope so," Kari answered, although she wasn't sure herself.
Anyone else and this amount of stress would have killed them. Makina was strong. Much stronger than Kari could ever be. But a person could only take so much before breaking.
Something had to be done.
"Dinner's ready, you two!" Mom shouted from downstairs.
Kari stirred from her nap. Her back ached from sitting against the foot of the bed.
Night had rolled around, and Makina's parents still hadn't called her. Which meant Principal Nishida was keeping quiet regarding the assault and photo. He was probably afraid of risking his position.
Just the thought of him, Tetsuo, Ena, and Daisuke doing anything to Makina made her tremble with rage.
"If you don't want to go downstairs, I can bring some food up," Kari offered but received no answer aside from rhythmic and shallow breathing. She pulled the covers away to find Makina still asleep. Her lips were slightly parted, breathing quietly through her mouth.
Kari poked at Makina's cheek, causing her to stir.
The covers slipped away and Kari came face to face with Rocky, trapped in Makina's arms and sweat dripping from his forehead.
"Help… I've been stuck like this for an hour, and it doesn't look like she's waking up anytime soon…" Rocky groaned.
"Keep an eye on her. I'm stepping out for a bit," she said.
Downstairs, her parents ate together silently. A fourth chair had been pulled out for the guest who wouldn't be joining.
"Oh? Makina isn't coming down?" her mom asked.
"Fell asleep studying too hard," Kari answered.
"If only you could give that amount of effort into your schoolwork." Dad's offhand remark only served to curb her appetite.
Maybe it was a good thing Makina fell asleep. They didn't have to sit through being compared to one another.
"I need to go buy some pads for Makina," she said.
They didn't even try to stop her from leaving. She had become the child they simply tolerated and only occasionally tried to get along with. It was better this way. Nothing short of her becoming a CEO of a tech company would make them happy.
Kari threw on a hoodie and took the long way into the city. Street lights flickered on even though there was plenty of sunlight to go around. Minato City was bustling in the early evening. People were still shoulder to shoulder like in the morning. Salarymen got off work looking for izakayas to crash at. Students who stayed late at school came down to play before going home.
Coming out to buy pads was a lie. She had plenty. What she really needed was to clear her mind. The blood in her veins hadn't stopped boiling. Anger continued to rage like a violent storm within her heart. But it was nothing compared to what Makina was going through. If she could take that pain from her, she would do it in a heartbeat.
Unfortunately, things weren't that simple. For all the power she had as a magical girl, there was only so much she could do.
Dwelling on it wasn't going to solve anything either.
Kari came up to the entrance of a SEGA center, thinking to take a load off by shooting some zombies when a group of rowdy boys from Suginuma emerged from the arcade. She stepped aside as they passed by and was lucky they didn't recognize her.
Daisuke, the fucker who leaked the photo all over school, and three other boys from the basketball team were with him.
Kari began to follow them without even realizing it.
Why? To what end and what good would that do?
She did so nonetheless, and thanks to the crowds, was able to stalk them without attracting notice. Her hoodie was loose and large enough to cover most of her head and not look out of place. Just a girl bundling up as the sun was going down and night took over the city.
Daisuke and his friends didn't have any particular destination in mind. They wandered the city, hitting up comic stores and other arcades for a bit, then moved onto the next.
"Hold on, I got a text." The captain of the basketball team stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and pulled out his phone.
"Who is it? Ena?" vice-captain Shougo, the other guy who was with them that day, asked.
Kari faced a vending machine and pretended to browse the selection.
"Yeah. Ena's been texting me non-stop since that pic of me is going around," he answered.
"Man, you're always getting the girls. Spare some for us," one of his friends pleaded jokingly.
"Hey, I'll take used goods. Introduce us to that girl in the picture," another said, elbowing Daisuke in the arm.
It took every ounce of willpower not to blow a lid right then and there. Kari selected red bean soup to continue eavesdropping and hid on the opposite side of the vending machines to avoid being seen.
"Who? Makina?" Daisuke scoffed. "You can try if you want. No skin off my back. I only did her because Tetsuo had a little something for her. She's too much of a prude for my taste, but hey, at least her pussy was tight as fuck."
Kari's fist crushed the can like it was made of paper. Fortunately, she had already drunk it all and only got a little on her hand.
"Why'd you send that picture to people anyway? Not afraid it's gonna bite your ass later?" his vice-captain asked.
"Wasn't me, and— pfft. Coach suspending me before the Summer Invitationals?" He sneered at the thought of being punished.
It wasn't Daisuke?
Still… Seriously? This guy was the captain of the basketball team? Blessed with good genes and popularity, but didn't have enough sense to be remorseful about what he did. And what was that bit about Tetsuo? So he did play a bigger part after all.
What made these shits any different from the monsters I kill? Kari wondered.
The boys were beginning to move again. They talked a while longer and went their separate ways. Daisuke turned the corner into a park absent of a single soul now that it was getting late save for two— herself and him.
Kari could confront him, but what should she say? Nothing she did would change anything. People still called Makina a whore. Men who couldn't get their dick wet still saw her as an easy target. Her desk continued to be drawn on and the locker filled with unwanted refuse.
Before Kari knew it, she was standing in Daisuke's way, spooking him as she emerged from the bushes.
"Geez! Fucking scared me. Who the hell are you?" Daisuke asked, adjusting the duffel bag on his shoulder.
She was just as stunned, speechless even.
"Freak." He tried to walk past, but she grabbed his wrist and twisted.
"What the fuck— let go, bitch!" Daisuke threw a punch. She blocked it with ease and slammed him face first into the ground.
Kill him.
Voices not of Kari's own echoed with her mind.
Kill him! He raped Makina. The piece of shit deserves it. Put him in his place.
The terrible thoughts whispered louder than Daisuke's pleas for help. She couldn't shake it. Couldn't extinguish this inexplicable anger clawing at her chest.
You promised to protect her. Do it. Teach him a lesson. What is he to you anyway? He doesn't know who you are. You're stronger. You can get away with it.
No one will know.
A hero is supposed to fight evil, right?
"H-Hey! Whatever I did to you, I'm sorry! Please, just let me go!" Pinned under an indomitable strength he couldn't fight back against, he began to beg for mercy— of which Kari realized she had none.
She put her foot on his shin. All it took was a little bit of weight and…
Crk!
A dull snap. Quieter than she expected, like a twig or toothpick breaking in two.
"AAAARRRGHHHHHHHHHHHH! MY LEG! YOU BROKE MY FUCKING LEG— HELP ME, SOMEBODY!" Daisuke cried so loud, it shocked her back to her senses.
Kari ran. She ran as fast as she could before anyone saw. All the while laughing to herself. No regret. Only relief.
A single thought did race across her mind.
Was human bone always so fragile?




Chapter 16 - Mask

Still riding the high of breaking Daisuke's leg, Kari skipped across the city with a spring in her step. She stopped in front of a closed bakery and saw her reflection in the window. Her face was drenched in sweat, grinning like an idiot, and cheeks flushed red. This high was like an orgasm that wouldn't stop.
She did it. She really did it. Daisuke was lucky he got off with just a broken leg. She could have taken his life, but didn't because she was merciful. Or maybe it wasn't about mercy. He needed to suffer just a fraction of what Makina was going through.
Daisuke wasn't the only one. There were others to take care of. Tetsuo, Ena, and Principal Nishida needed to be punished for what they did. School remained a living hell for Makina otherwise.
"Next, I'll deal with Tetsuo. Then…" Kari nibbled on her thumb to stop the jitters.
"Kari? That you?"
Her heart nearly leapt out of her chest. She whipped around to Shuu on his bike, one foot on the pedal and the other on the ground, and a helmet under his arm.
"N-No…" Kari turned to leave, but he rode past to block her way.
"It is you!" he exclaimed.
"It's not nice to follow girls in the middle of the night, you know?" she teased him. "If I shout 'stalker' that's the end of your life right there."
"You're not going to do that to me." Shuu folded his arms as if daring her to.
Kari cupped her hands over her mouth, taking an audible deep breath to call his bluff.
"Stop! Stop! I just got off work. I swear to god, running into you was a coincidence." He put his hands up in resignation.
She bursted into laughter. As the tension left her shoulders, the fog clouding her mind dissipated, but the gravity of what she had done was dawning on her.
Kari dropped to her knees, clutching her head with both hands. She replayed in her mind the moment she broke Daisuke's leg. Why did that feel so good? It shouldn't. She hurt someone. Probably ruined their future.
And yet, she did not feel an ounce of regret.
"Hey, don't faint on me. Are you okay?" Shuu cradled her in his arms. He had let his bike fall to the ground just to help her back up.
"Yeah… but the guy who hurt Makina isn't," Kari said, clutching his shoulder.
They went to an izakaya that Shuu frequented. The place was packed full of salarymen still in their suits and faces as red as tomatoes. Despite only being eighteen, Kari was allowed in but couldn't be served alcohol even if she wanted it. A drink might have done her some good. After all, didn't people drink to escape their cruel and boring realities?
Her senses weren't the only things that returned. Hunger gnawed at the pit of her stomach. She was starving so badly her hands and knees trembled.
Kari stared at the food laid before her with a hint of shame because it was all on Shuu's Yen. The table was cramped with plates of mouthwatering crispy and golden fried chicken, grilled squid, edamame, shrimp tempura, and crab cakes.
"We're already here and food's been ordered. You better eat so my money doesn't go to waste," he chided.
The invitation was given. She helped herself to everything on the table. Each intake of breath met a new morsel to be devoured until the plates were licked clean. Shuu had to place additional orders just to feed himself.
"I'm stuffed. Grub is a lot better on someone else's money." Kari leaned back in her seat, stroking her belly.
Shuu frowned. "You ate half my day's pay in less than an hour…"
The remark was a reminder that it was getting late. She shouldn't stay out too long in case Makina woke up in the middle of the night.
"Appreciate the looking out. I'll pay you back someday!" She thanked him for dinner and was about to leave when he cleared his throat.
"You can repay me by explaining what the hell you meant back there. The two of you are my favorite customers, of course I'm going to be worried when I see you almost pass out on the street." Shuu's genuine worry gave her pause. She had her guard up because recent events chipped away what little hope she had for humanity. It was easy to forget that there were many more good people out there than not.
Kari returned to her seat, figuring Shuu deserved to know as much. Things might have spiraled more out of control if he hadn't shown up. She gave him a quick rundown of what happened, taking care to make obvious omissions like her brutal act of vigilantism.
"Well… shit. I didn't think it was going to be something so heavy. Is… Is Makina doing alright?" Shuu asked after taking a moment to sort through everything.
"She's at my place tonight, so I can make sure she doesn't add to a statistic. In retrospect, I should've stayed home, but I really needed some air." Kari sighed.
Shuu tapped the open beer can and let out a sigh of his own. Judging by the sound of how full it was, he hadn't taken a sip. Poor guy was coming home from work, hoping to get a drink in, and she showed up out of nowhere to put a damper on his night and lightened his wallet.
"If I was in your position, I would have beaten him to a pulp. Good on you for taking the high road with just a slug." He offered a smile that wracked her with guilt. Not in what she had done to Daisuke, but that she had lied to a good guy like Shuu.
She didn't let it show on her face. It served as some semblance of comfort that Shuu at least expressed an urge towards using violence. Were people just naturally predisposed to it to resolve things? When it came down to it, what made right was up to those who could enforce it.
How ironic that she had been given the Destroyer class as a magical girl.
"Not that I can do anything," Shuu continued. "I lay one finger on a minor and my life's over. You're all teenagers though. This will blow over when the next trend or something worth gossiping about appears."
"People my age really do have the attention span of a squirrel. Makina's been getting harassed for a week now. It's going to take—" It struck Kari like lightning.
Something else worth gossiping about.
Like…
"Like the fourth magical girl's identity?" she asked.
Shuu chucked the last edamame into his mouth and gnawed on the shell. "That girl, huh? She's been the hottest topic at my workplace since the Tamachi Station incident. Customers come in talking about her, too. One of my coworkers called me a creep because I've been staring too hard at long, black-haired high schoolers that come in. I can't help it. I mean… she's got to be one of them, right?"
Kari tuned him out as he fell into a spiel about the fourth's identity. Shuu, just like everyone else, was crazy about magical girls. And who could blame them? If she were to unmask herself, it would take attention away from Makina.
In fact, when people realized that Makina was friends with a magical girl, they wouldn't so much as dare look at her the wrong way.
But then that was it. Her short stint as the masked magical girl would come to an end. For Makina's sake, this was a small price to pay.
"What's up? You're shaking in your seat. Don't tell me you got the runs after eating so much." Shuu chuckled.
Kari swallowed her hesitation and looked Shuu in the eyes. "I'm the fourth magical girl."
Shuu went from astonished, to disbelief, and finally to outright laughing his ass off in the span of two seconds. They had suddenly become the loudest table in the izakaya, and there were a lot of boisterous drunkards to compete with.
After laughing to his heart's content, he wiped the tears from his cheeks and took several deep breaths to recompose himself. Their gazes met again, but his giggles stopped upon seeing that she wasn't laughing, too.
"Alright, where's the punchline?" he asked as the lighthearted, humorous atmosphere turned thick with uncertainty. His eyes went wide and the edamame slipped from his lips. "You're not joking."
"Thanks, Shuu. Remind me to owe you one later!" Kari jumped out of her seat and went for the exit.
Behind her, Shuu also stumbled out of his seat.
"Kari!"
"Excuse me, sir! Your bill!" One of the waiters stopped him before he could give chase.
Kari bolted out of the izakaya and into the streets. Stray spawns or an incursion. Something. Anything to make her debut. It had to be tonight, as soon as possible. There was no telling how close Makina was to breaking. Even one more day of bullying could paint a lifetime of misery.
"Stray spawn…" She skidded to a stop, recalling the head hound trapped behind the sewage gate.
The monster was still there when she arrived, hidden in the shadows and occasionally giggling. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and suppressed the urge to retch from running on a full stomach, then walked up to its prison.
"Just what the hell are you that you can survive for so long like this?" She glowered at it and received a low growl in response. "Not that it matters. I'm going to kill you, but first I need you to run amok in the city."
Fortunately, no one was around except the two of them. It would have been a problem if someone saw what she was about to do.
Kari kicked its face, causing it to tumble back. She then used her incredible strength to pry open the metal bars just enough for it to squeeze through and escape. Not wanting to draw its attention, she hopped above the concrete sewage entrance and watched as it slowly crept out. The head hound looked left, right, then took off running into the city.
When she transformed, her mask appeared along with the outfit.
"How should I debut? Without the mask, or taking the mask off after I defeat the head hound?" she asked herself. The train of thought, however, was cut off by a high-pitched shriek. It was much closer than she liked.
The body of an elderly woman laid dead, face down along the grassy riverbank. A chunk of her right abdomen had been bitten off. Kari cursed her luck and gave chase.
Her heart dropped when she saw three more corpses littering the ground leading up to the intersection. This was supposed to be a quick chase, but the damn thing went right to a killing spree.
Cars were blaring their horns. People ran in every direction, screaming in terror and for help. Two terrified men ran into her and staggered back with a start.
"Twilight! Or was your name Eventide?" The older of the two gawked.
"Who the fuck cares what her name is. There's a monster eating people!" the younger one cried.
The head hound was in the middle of an intersection. It jumped on top of a minivan, gnawing on the chewed off arm of some unfortunate victim. The occupants within the car thought to make a break for it, but the child tripped. Her yelp caused the head hound to take notice.
"Flare… Jade… Candy… Please, help me…" the kid whimpered.
Kari pushed the two men out of the way as the head hound leapt from the car hood.
"Oh, no you don't. Come Here!" Kari shouted just before the creature's gnashing jaws reached the child. In the next instant, the hound appeared in her grasp. She slammed it into the ground and caved its face in with her foot.
[+1,000 Apocalypse points.]
Kari raced over to the girl whose parents had returned and cradled her in their arms. She gritted her teeth, glancing over her shoulders at the damage done from just a single monster.
"Thank you so much!" the mother said.
"You okay?" Kari asked the girl who couldn't be much older than eight.
The child broke free from her parents grasp to come closer to her. "Are you… Flare?"
Kari was taken aback, then remembered that having her hair in a ponytail resembled Flare's much longer style.
Before she could give an answer, people began to crowd around them. They pulled out phones to snap pictures, most of them cheered and clapped their hands.
This was her moment. It took a few casualties to give her this opportunity, but what were a few deaths at this point?
She wondered what name she should give them. Twilight? Eventide? Maybe spare a few seconds to come up with a cool name? No. There wasn't a need to beat around the bush.
"No, I'm not Flare."
The crowds gasped as she pulled off the mask given to her by Candy and pressed it into the little girl's hands.
"My name is Kari."




Chapter 17 - Debut Cut Short

"Shit…"
Kari woke up clutching her head, not in physical pain but in mental anguish over what she had done last night.
Rocky delivered a cup of water for her to drink. She welcomed the room temperature liquid sliding down her parched throat. It rejuvenated her, but no amount of water would wash away the events she set in motion.
Yesterday was almost like a dream. Daisuke's leg snapping under the weight of her foot, the chance meeting with Shuu, the bodies that lie dead on the street from letting the head hound run free, and the declaration to hundreds of people who she was… everything happened.
Was it hubris?
No, that couldn't be it. This was done for Makina's sake.
Just like when she had found the courage to face the monsters, her hands stopped trembling and a renewed sense of purpose replaced her anxiousness with calm. There was no turning back now. She had to face the music of what awaited her downstairs and at school. Of what would be her life as Kari, the magical girl, from now on.
Downstairs, her parents would be glued to the television around this time.
Kari crept down and was weirded out by the silence in the living room. No wrinkling of newspaper or running water from the kitchen faucet, just the sound of static and inaudible conversation from the television.
When she entered, her parents were standing in front of the tube, staring at it like mannequins. Her dad didn't have the morning paper in his hands. His arms were folded across his chest, and her mom was by his side with a hand over her mouth. Kari came close enough to see what it was they were watching.
"No, I'm not Flare. My name is Kari." The news segment replayed the moment a young woman took her mask off, freezing the frame on her face. She was so full of energy and spirit that Kari couldn't believe it was herself.
Did I always have a smile like that? she wondered.
Mom turned around and gasped.
"Kari, what's the meaning of this?" she asked with a blank expression.
"You can't possibly— No, that's not our little girl." Dad remained fixed on the screen in disbelief. "There are probably hundreds of girls named Kari in Tokyo alone."
Kari's eyes began to sting. Even now they didn't believe her. It had always been hopeless with—
"No. I know it's her. There is no way I wouldn't recognize my daughter." Her mom's arms fell to the side, but a warm and knowing smile met Kari's gaze. "You've been out there saving people all this time?"
"I… have," Kari replied, eyes now stinging for another reason. The acknowledgement was finally there. She pulled the ribbon out from her pocket and tied her hair up into a ponytail, then called Rocky to reveal himself.
"Hiya! I'm Kari's anthem, Rocky. Hope you guys don't mind, I've been sneaking food from the kitchen here and there. Mom's cooking is really good!" he exclaimed.
Her parents gasped a second time.
"Oh, you're just the sweetest thing! Thank you for always taking care of Kari. That explains some of dad's missing edamame, right?" She nudged him in the arm, but he was in no gleeful mood.
His expression clouded over. He began to pace around the room, clenching his fists until his knuckles turned white, and occasionally throwing glances between the television and Kari. Glaring eyes returned to the TV, where it transitioned to the familiar scene of their front house. He rushed to the curtains and threw it open, revealing a number of news vans parked in the streets.
They were all here for her.
"Just go to school," Dad exhaustedly said at last, back turned to them and facing the crowds of people outside.
Kari balled her hands into fists. It was never enough. She loosened up to the touch of her mom's hand on her arm.
"He just wants better for you than a life of fighting monsters," she whispered.
"Dad, I'm done being ashamed of not meeting your expectations, and I won't apologize for it. This is what I want to do! Can't you be happy for me?" Kari asked, voice full of hurt.
"Who do you think raised you?" he asked in return, raising his voice and finally turning around to face her. "Who provided a roof over your head, a bed to sleep in, and a bath to soak in? Just because you're a magical girl now, doesn't make you any more independent than yesterday!"
"Keiichi, that's enough!" her mom shouted.
"Then why am I old enough to fight monsters, but not old enough to make my own decisions?! I'll show you…" Seething, Kari grabbed her school bag and bolted out of the living room.
"Kari—!"
Right out the door, countless microphones were being shoved between the gaps of the iron gate. A dozen strangers shouted over each other, barraging her with questions and comments.
"It's her, the fourth magical girl! Kari, could you give us a moment of your time?"
"Just a few questions!"
"I-I'm late for school. Sorry!" She vaulted over the stone fence and raced down the street without looking back. They tried to give chase, but she was much too fast for them. After all, haste was her highest stat, higher than even strength, allowing her to leave them in the dust.
With every passing day it seemed she was becoming more accustomed to her power. Although her strength, speed, and resilience was significantly diminished when not transformed, she remained much stronger than the average human. Possibly stronger than professional weightlifters, faster than olympic sprinters, and more durable than sumo wrestlers. It must be the Apocalypse System's effect on magical girls to keep them moderately protected in human form.
Right now, her legs carried her so quickly the world was a blur.
"Kari, watch out ahead!" Rocky screamed.
She saw a mother pushing a baby stroller too late. Digging her feet into the ground would just cause her to skid into them, and at this speed they might be seriously injured. Kari chose instead to leap into the air and came crashing down on a pile of boxes being unloaded from a truck in front of someone's house.
A pair of movers peeked out the back of their truck and frowned at the mess. She apologized and took off running at a normal speed from here on out. Although there was little reason for a magical girl to go to school now, Kari knew nothing else than to go through the motions. Most of all, she wanted to see her friends.
School wasn't any less safe from the mob of journalists and news crews. They amassed at the gates, unable to walk any further for fear of trespassing, but forcing students to walk around or squeeze through them. A thin line of faculty behind the gate kept them at bay. As soon as they saw Kari coming, the stampede began.
"Excuse me!"
"Kari Tachibana!"
"A few questions, please!"
"For the love of…" Kari looked for a way out before she was surrounded. A bad idea came to her. She sprinted forward and leapt over them, this time landing on her feet on the other side of the school gate. It wouldn't have earned her 10s across the board, but at least she got out.
However…
"Kari?" Minato and Makina were standing side by side and uttered her name at once. No other word needed to be exchanged for Kari to know what they were thinking.
"I can't believe you did that last night! Do you have any idea how crazy it's been on the web and TV? I tried calling and texting you all morning!" Makina exclaimed, rushing over to her.
Minato followed up, but not appearing as surprised as Kari thought. "If it wasn't for the anthem, I might not have believed it… You told Makina but kept me out of the loop this whole time?"
Kari and Makina glanced at their feet in shame.
"It's not that I didn't want to tell you. I just wasn't sure if I wanted to be a magical girl to begin with," Kari confessed.
"Dude." Minato's frown flipped into a big grin. "I can't believe you're a freaking magical girl! Like really? I'm personally friends with one. This is so damn cool!"
The three of them erupted into laughter.
"You're still wearing your hair in a ponytail. Guess you really liked the style I gave you, huh?" Makina said, fidgeting with excitement.
Kari hadn't noticed. She forgot to take it off after showing her parents.
"Now I don't have to be invisible anymore since it's not a secret, right?" Rocky asked.
In a matter of seconds, they were swarmed by students flooding out of the school building.
"Is it really true? You're a magical girl, Kari?" one girl asked.
Another pushed his way to the front. "Does that mean you're friends with the other magical girls?"
They might as well have been the news journalists. First, second, and third years alike wanted to ask their question or get a picture of the new magical girl. The faculty helplessly tried to corral students back into the building and into classes, but even they couldn't hide their interest.
"Can you transform for us!" someone shouted. That was the domino that sparked a chain reaction of students asking for Kari to transform. Even the reporters outside the gate, with their cameras poised, began chanting for her to do so.
"Transform! Transform! Transform!" they repeated like a mantra.
Kari and Rocky traded glances, then nodded.
Her uniform glowed a blinding light, but what came after was anything but vibrant. The colors darkened. The black and red magical girl outfit replaced the short-sleeved school uniform and skirt.
Students pulled out their phones to snap pictures. They erupted into gasps of glee, eyes filled with adoration and awe. Even on the second and third floor of the school building had students pressing their faces to the windows to see her.
For once, Kari felt important. Like she was someone.
And more importantly…
In a significantly smaller group than the one around them, was Ena Mizushima and her groupies who watched from afar. If Ena's resting bitch face wasn't bad enough, the glowering was going to leave some wrinkles on that make-up caked face of hers.
Ena scoffed, brushed her hair, and entered the school building. Sachi lagged behind to take another look over her shoulder. She smiled at Kari, then followed them inside.
Further in, leaning against the shoe lockers was Tetsuo. His usual smug grin was replaced by a blank expression, one slightly tinged with fear. Like a prey stunned upon meeting the eyes of their predator.
That's right, Kari thought, making it obvious to him who she was glaring at. Now you know who you're really messing with.
"Alright, students. Please, get to class! This doesn't change that school is in session!" Principal Nishida shouted over the squeals. He and the faculty pushed their way through in an attempt to disperse the crowd of students until he reached Kari. They locked eyes, and she returned a gaze full of malice.
Principal Nishida knew. Wiping the sweat from his fat neck and brow, he knew what he did wrong.
"Ms. Tachibana… I-I would appreciate it if you returned to class as well. You… You may be a magical girl, but you're still a student at Suginuma High," he said, stuttering over himself.
Makina hid behind Kari's back.
"Kari," Ms. Wakana emerged from the dwindling crowds. Her eyes weren't filled with disbelief as the other adults. The nurse appeared ashamed of herself, but Kari couldn't figure out why. "You really are…"
"Quite the gathering you have here!" a stoic voice said from above.
All at once the students came running back.
"Flare! It's Flare!"
"Jade, too! It's them!"
Kari whipped around in time to see Flare and Jade descending to the courtyard. Their anthems, a fiery falcon and panda in armor, flew beside them. The army of journalists, unable to control themselves any longer, rushed past the gate to meet them.
"Iron Fortress!"
A wall of armored knights materialized in formation, stopping the journalists in their tracks and preventing them from coming any closer. Jade leaned her back against one of her knights and waited at a distance.
This should have been cause for celebration. Kari should have been thrilled to meet them.
So why did she feel so afraid and small at this moment?
"Looks like we won't need introductions, huh, Jade?" Flare asked her companion.
"Get on with it already." Jade groaned and looked like she would rather be anywhere but.
"Sheesh. What bit your ass this morning?" the fiery magical girl retorted. She turned to Kari and grinned. "Yo, rookie! Let's ditch school and have a chat, yeah?"




Chapter 18 - Jade and Flare

The three of them took an elevator to the Top Deck of the Tokyo Tower. From up there, 250 meters above sea level, it provided them a grand view of most of greater Tokyo and into the bay. Kari could pinpoint her and Makina's house, their school, and other landmarks.
She had come here plenty of times before. Heights had never terrified her. Makina, on the other hand, always needed her hand held until their feet touched ground again.
They were here in casual clothing so as to not draw attention. Although it struck Kari as odd that no one else was around. The Main Deck below was bustling as usual, but people were normally put on a waitlist to be sent to the Top Deck, where staff would await to receive them. Yet there were neither staff nor sightseers. Just three magical girls.
Their anthems flew circles around the tower from the outside. Gauntlet was Jade's anthem, a chubby and panda in a full suit of armor, and Blaze was Flare's anthem, a falcon with red and yellow feathers that left behind cinders wherever he flew. Along with Rocky, they merrily chased each other in the sky. It was hard to believe by their pet-like attitudes that they were sentient.
Jade accidentally kicked a balled up flyer and went to put it into the trash. She walked to the edge of the platform and gazed out towards the west. Her head was angled straight ahead, so she must be thinking about somewhere much further away than what was visible.
Dubbed as the Magical Girl of Justice by the media, Jade appeared less like one than Kari in both transformed and human state. The left side of her head was done into cornrows, and the right half's messy shoulder-length, dirty blonde hair was all that remained of the original style. The sloppily put together outfit of a sleeveless hoodie and baggy sweats didn't help her christened chivalric image either.
Kari was baffled that Jade could waltz around like nothing had happened between them. Or maybe she really didn't remember. Was Kari and Makina really just blips on her radar that day?
Flare walked past her, each step made in confident strides, to the north side of the deck and placed a hand on the glass. She beckoned Kari over. Both of them stared out north.
"When I was just a runt, my mom and dad brought me to the Tokyo Tower once. I still remember how much my legs were shaking. I was so scared, I entered the Top Deck with my eyes closed. Coming from the boonies of Owani, I thought a tree was tall until I saw skyscrapers. Imagine my surprise when I finally opened my eyes up here and saw their rooftops. A speck of dust on the glass was ten times larger than the people below… it took my breath away. For me, it all stopped being scary when I became a magical girl."
"Because you can fly?" Kari asked.
"Is that your takeaway from my experience?" Flare turned to her with sharpened eyes, grinning with a mixture of surprise and disappointment.
Owani was all the way in Aomori, just shy of Hokkaido. What else would a country bumpkin think?
"Kanae, can we move this along?" Jade asked, glaring at them.
"I'm sorry, Miss Grumpy-pants. Maybe you would like to try and ease the newcomer into this without scaring her off?" Flare rolled her eyes, and Jade returned to watching the city. "Ignore her. After what happened to Rie…"
"Is Candy— Is Rie alright? I've been trying to get in touch with her, but she hasn't answered any of my texts," Kari said.
There was no news of what happened to the magical girls other than the giant monster's defeat. The last press briefing they gave, Rie wasn't there alongside Jade and Flare.
"Rie is in the ICU. During the battle, her health was reduced to zero and took a bad hit out of form. Healing sigils only restore a magical girl's body. Our human bodies aren't as durable," she explained.
From the other side of the deck, Kari heard Jade's fists clench and teeth grind. If there was anything the two of them shared, it was the concern for Rie. Had Kari gone with them that day, if she was strong enough to fight with Rie, would she have come out fine?
"Rie will be alright. She's a strong girl. Let's get the pleasantries outta the way first, yeah? I might be your upperclassman, but you can just call me Kanae. Grumpy over there is Tsubasa. It alright if we call you Kari?" the leader of the magical girls asked.
"Sure. That's my debut name after all." Kari sighed.
She flashed a grin. "You could have given yourself a cool nickname, but you went with your given name instead. Wouldn't be the first though. You missed out—"
"Kanae." Tsubasa growled, her patience at its limit.
The sudden outburst straightened Kari's back. For being the supposed leader, Kanae allowed herself to be disrespected a lot. Just what the hell was Tsubasa's problem? Maybe she wasn't a good magical girl to begin with and was just a delinquent who got lucky.
Nevertheless, Kanae resigned from making anymore small-talk and cut right to the chase.
"What happened to Rie is exactly why we came to you. When the Apocalypse System first activated for you, did you get the same message we got? Apocalypse is coming," Kanae repeated the final part of the eerie message.
How could Kari forget?
The message, however, was more loaded than that. It sounded like it wanted to sow doubt between her and the other magical girls. Someone like Tsubasa as Jade might be what the message warned her about.
Though right now, it seemed Kanae wanted to focus on a greater threat— the apocalypse their system spoke of. At the same time, could it be that Kanae and Tsubasa didn't get the full message Kari had received?
"I didn't know what to make of it at the time. Do you really think some sort of apocalypse is really coming?" Kari asked.
"It ain't coming," Tsubasa rebuked, making Kari feel as though she posed a very stupid question. "The apocalypse is here. We're in the first stages of it."
"Stray spawns and incursions are popping up more frequently across Japan. Big bads are getting stronger such that Malevolent Domains are having a tough time containing them. We need to find and prepare for ground zero before it's too late," Kanae added.
Malevolent Domains.
Whatever was inside it was what the trio had fought that night. What hurt Rie so badly she ended up in the hospital.
Kanae continued. "We need to bring you into the fold to stand a chance against the apocalypse. Otherwise, Japan will turn into another South Africa."
Kari choked.
Everyone knew about the country that was forsaken by the world and the magical girls who died trying to stop the Apocalyptic Incursion.
Four years ago, the magical girls in South Africa had lost. The monster situation grew so out of hand, the United Nations raised a 30-foot tall concrete wall around the entire country, along with parts of Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Botswana, and Namibia closed in. 70 million people were abandoned by the rest of the world, another ten million forced to seek refuge in other countries.
If that were to happen to Japan, the destruction would be unimaginable. But what strength could she possibly offer them?
"Maybe Rie's already told you, but I'm only level 2. Compared to you three, I'm still a chick who hasn't leapt off the nest yet." Kari frowned. Yesterday she was on top of the world, ready to become a magical girl. Standing before the Flare and Jade, even though they weren't in their suits, they seemed miles apart from where she was at the bottom of the rung.
"Do I have to remind you that the little chick who hasn't left the nest one-hit KO'd a broken lady? You're a hero whether you believe that or not. Your wings haven't sprouted yet, but I can see you flying with us someday soon," Kanae said.
Kari was no hero. She thought back to Makina. How much more she could have done for her but was too pathetic to act, afraid to make the tough decision for fear that Makina might push her away.
Yet when Kanae— no, when Flare called her a hero, Kari believed it. One of the strongest magical girls in the world called her a hero.
Kari saw a fire come alight in Kanae's eyes. She transformed in a burst of flame. Cinders filled the space around them, incinerating her shirt and jeans into the fiery outfit. The way her long, red ponytail danced behind her back made her out to be like a living inferno. It made Kari seem like a pale imitation.
"We girls should stick together after all. Pick up after each other's weaknesses. We'll even help you get to level 3 so you can unlock your soul-weapon and subclass. That's a power spike that will help a lot. What do you say?" Flare stuck out a hand to Kari.
The fire in those eyes burned with a resolve greater than anything Kari could ever muster. Any word out of her mouth and she would believe it. She might even go to hell and back if Flare ordered it.
Kari gripped her right hand to keep it from trembling.
"Are you sure you want me? I'd be taking points away from you guys. Candy and I fought together a few times, and I noticed points were only given to the one who dealt the killing blow," she explained.
Flare frowned. "Maybe I should clarify— That's actually why we three are spaced out across Japan. That way we don't impede each other's point gain and hamstring progress. But if you join us, we can get you caught up and—"
"I-I can't…" Kari answered at last.
If her hands were full being a magical girl, who would protect Makina in her absence? It would be a different story if she could trust Minato, but then he might also get hurt. There would be no one to stop Tetsuo or Ena. Sachi might fall back in line. When Daisuke returned to school, who knows what he might do.
More than that, she couldn't trust the likes of Jade watching her back if they fought together.
Wait a minute...
Jade was actually the biggest problem, wasn't she?
"The world is at stake, Kari. Isn't that enough for you to join us?" Kanae pleaded.
"I knew this was a waste of time." Tsubasa scoffed and headed for the elevator.
"As if I could fight alongside someone like you anyway!" Kari let her emotions burst forward and stopped Tsubasa in her tracks.
"You've been staring daggers at me since we left your school. You got something you wanna say, then spit it out already." She spun around with a piercing glare of her own.
Why? Kari asked herself. This bitch really doesn't remember. While every waking moment since that day I keep wondering how different my life would be if she had saved us. How Makina wouldn't have had to suffer all that bullying.
The girl before her was so uncaring and cold. This was a magical girl? She was a stark contrast to Flare and Candy who were both warm and kind.
"Wait… You two have already met, too? Am I the odd one out?" Kanae asked, swapping glances between them but only became more confused by the second.
Kari chewed on her lower lip and let the words erupt from her throat in unfiltered rage. "You don't remember me, do you? Of course, you don't. You would leave people behind without batting an eye. How the hell does a bitch like you play the hero of justice? You're probably the reason Rie got hurt!"
"You got some nerve to say that shit to me, kid." Tsubasa scowled.
"Three weeks ago during the incursion in Akiba, you left me and Makina to die! Do you remember now?" Kari growled back.
Finally, Tsubasa's emerald eyes went wide with recognition.
"Explain yourself. Is Kari telling the truth?" Flare asked her partner.
"Yeah. It's true," she admitted at last. "Rie was already closing in, and there were a helluva lot more points to be earned on the main street. Three head hounds on a bystreet with only two civilians as casualty? I saved hundreds of more people, killed countless more monsters with a single Judgment, and I would abandon them all over again to do the same without batting an eye."
The true face of justice was no knight in shining armor, but a magical girl who picked and chose who she wanted to save.
"Tsubasa, you're going too far. We want Kari on our side, not piss her off!" Flare fired back.
"If she's gonna be doing what we do, then she needs to drill it in her head that we can't save everyone. Besides, she and her friend got out alive, didn't they? Maybe they should be thanking me for putting them in a situation that turned Kari into a magical girl." Tsubasa sneered.
"My friend's name… is Makina." Kari snarled between gritted teeth, transforming into her magical girl through anger alone. "She has posters of you and Candy in her bedroom. You don't belong on that wall, and you don't deserve to take credit for what I've become!"
"Look at yourself. A baby throwing tantrums." The emerald magical girl transformed, her clothing was enveloped in bright green light and replaced the casual attire in her signature green robes.
Now she was Jade.
Now Kari had no qualms letting her emotions run wild.
Blinded by rage, she stared Jade dead in the eyes and shouted her most powerful skill. "Stampede!"
"Molten Shield!"
Kari's fist didn't reach Jade. She instead struck an orange and red shield in the shape of a phoenix, oozing with molten lava. The area that absorbed the impact had darkened, immobilizing her fist underneath hardened rock.
"You're too emotional to be a magical girl." Jade dropped her transformation and entered the elevator without looking back.
"Tsubasa! Damn it." Flare cursed under her breath as the elevator doors shut. She also transformed out of her magical girl outfit. The shield vanished between them, releasing Kari and her fist from the encasing. "But wow, girl. You were really going for the kill with that attack."
There was only one other time something withstood Stampede, and it was against a broken lady. Kanae didn't so much as budge when she took the hit as Flare.
The blood drained from Kari's head and left her woozy. All the strength in her legs abandoned her. She fell to her knees as the outfit returned to the school summer uniform. The futility of her outburst finally dawned on her.
Just what was she thinking attacking Jade like that? Against a magical girl who had years of experience, when Kari had only become one at the beginning of the month? Fighting her was tantamount to suicide.
Kanae waved a water bottle in her face. "Takes balls of steel to raise your fists at Jade. You know she has the potential to be stronger than me, right? If that girl wanted to fight back, she wouldn't have to lift a finger to skewer your head like a dango."
Kari brushed aside the offering. "Don't make it sound like she spared me. Is Tsubasa really the kind of magical girl you want on your team and watching your back? Someone that would leave people behind?"
"Frankly, it doesn't matter what I want. In case you need reminding, the apocalypse is coming— or already here. Japan's survival pretty much supersedes whatever nitpicks I have about who's on my team," she said.
Kari felt her soul leave her body. It was like someone lifted the lid from her world. She was forced to watch the contents inside slowly rot from being exposed to open air. Everything around her began to distort and misshapen the longer her eyes remained open.
This was her— no, their reality. Even though she didn't want to hear it, even if she were to shut her eyes, nothing would change that fact.
Magical girls couldn't save everyone, and that somehow hurt Kari more than she ever thought possible.
Of course, Kanae was right. As the leader and voice of reason for the group, she had to make the hard decisions. That didn't make it any easier for Kari to swallow the idea of fighting alongside someone who previously left her to die.
"Sorry if we weren't what you expected us to be," Kanae said. "Part of keeping up appearances is so that people don't lose hope. So that folks like you can keep going to school believing you're safe, and your mom and dad can go to work with that peace of mind."
"You don't have to apologize. This is just a lot to take in." Kari sighed, wondering what Makina and Minato were doing right about now.
"Do you know why South Africa fell to the monsters?" she suddenly asked.
It wasn't exactly a secret. No one could hide what happened to an entire country. The way Kanae posed the question made it seem like there was more to it.
"Only what the news showed. That they were overwhelmed by the Apocalyptic Incursion," Kari answered, but slowly became unsure of herself upon seeing Kanae shake her head.
"That's the story we ran with. The truth is a lot less heroic." Kanae ignited her index finger and drew a rough outline of South Africa. She created five flames that hovered above it. "The entire continent of Africa had eight magical girls. Five went to South Africa to subjugate the apocalypse there. All five of them died."
"Everyone knows that. What's the part that you haven't told me?" Kari asked, her patience waning.
Kanae put a finger through each flame, and one by one, she snuffed them out until only one remained.
"They let each other die, foolishly thinking they could take a bigger piece of the pie at the end of the incursion. The last one alive couldn't handle it by herself and perished," she said.
A lump lodged in Kari's throat as she digested this revelation.
So it wasn't just because they were overwhelmed. The magical girls abandoned their own companions until none were left. If something like that got out to the public, it would ruin the world's perception of their so-called heroes. Magical girls were supposed to be protectors of humanity, not greedy hunters going after the biggest game.
An outrageous explanation like that… she found it amusingly believable. That would mean magical girls like Jade were a dime a dozen. Then what did that make Flare and Candy?
"How do you know this? Were you there when it happened?" Kari asked.
"I didn't need to be there. After all, one of the five anthems who managed to survive that apocalypse told us everything," Kanae said.
"Who?"
Kanae gave no answer and stared past her. Kari followed the gaze behind her shoulder to find Rocky, ears drooping and eyes cast to the ground in shame.
"I saw it all happen. They used to lend a hand to each other all the time, but by the end of it, every single one had their hands shut. I'd rather not see that happen again," Rocky said.
She suspected the little furball was hiding more than he let on. To think, he had witnessed an apocalypse already. That only served to put weight to the gravity of their situation
"Some of Tsubasa's actions are questionable," Kanae began, "but we need that power on our side."
"And if she eventually turns on us like those magical girls did to each other in South Africa?" Kari asked.
"Then you, me, and Rie will deal with her together, not divided." She stuck her hand out for a second time.
Kari reached out to shake on it, but was surprised to clasp a sweaty hand.
"Thank goodness we got this sorted out. I'd love to get to know you better, but I gotta scram. Two commercials to shoot in Sapporo and a movie cameo to film in Akita later in the evening. We'll take more later, yeah?" The busy-body magical girl breathed a sigh of relief.
The two of them traded LINE IDs to keep in touch. Rie was already in her account. The only one missing was Tsubasa's, which she was fine without.
Satisfied with their somewhat fruitful meeting, Kanae said her goodbyes. She smiled and gave her trademark peace sign over her eyes as the elevator doors closed.
"That girl is more superstar than magical girl. I don't like her," Kari said, long after Kanae had descended. Her cheeks ached from putting on a fake smile to return the gesture.
"You don't like anyone! Come on, we really need to work together to stop what's coming. It's like Candy is the only one you can really be friends with," Rocky complained.
"Can't explain it too well, but Kanae's got the look of a girl who thinks she's got someone fooled. I think she pulls off her charismatic act better on TV." Kari wiped her slightly moistened hand from Kanae's sweaty handshake.
A girl who cameoed in movies, conducted countless interviews, and spoke to the public on a weekly basis shouldn't have stage fright. Flare was nervous. The question became, nervous about what?




Chapter 19 - Test of Mettle

Days after Kari revealed herself to the public as the masked magical girl, she was spending her first summer away from home. Not for any sort of vacation but to avoid facing her parents and the onslaught of media attention.
Her mom had been sending texts non-stop, updating about what's been happening at home. Everyone in her family up to their cousins were being contacted by journalists. News vans continued to park outside of the house.
Her dad had been taking it the worst. Kari had learned recently that he was forced to make a public apology to his company as a result of being hounded by news outlets. It caused a lot of trouble for his workplace being the father of a magical girl.
What a weird fucking time to be in, Kari thought.
Fortunately, very few people recognized her unless she had her hair in a ponytail. Too average of a face to go viral.
While laying down, Kari tossed a dart at the board across her manga cafe booth. The metal pin sunk deep into the bullseye alongside four other darts.
Somehow, her life had become a lot less lavish since going public.
"I miss your mom's cooking," Rocky said, finishing the scraps in the potato chip bag.
"Me, too. But I'm not going home begging. My dad can issue a hundred apologies to his company, but he won't say one good thing to me even if it kills him." Kari sighed and reached for the box of darts only to find it empty.
A text notification popped up on her phone just as someone rapped their knuckles on the door.
She reached over to open it without getting up. Minato and Makina stood in the corridor with exasperated expressions that could shame a donkey into a horse.
"Sorry, miss. Wrong room. We're looking for a magical girl, not some sloppily-dressed hobo," Minato jested.
"You've definitely seen better days." Makina giggled at her expense.
"Give me a break. This is what I left school in! I haven't gone home since Friday," Kari said, sitting up and snatching the plastic bag in Minato's hands.
An onigiri, egg sandwich, and green tea was all that was inside. Rocky waited patiently to receive what's left. She settled on the sandwich and handed him the onigiri.
Kari scooted further in to give her friends space to squeeze in. The booth wasn't the most extravagant, and it only had enough room for her to stretch her legs. Now they sat up against the wall with knees tucked to their chests.
"How's solo life treating you?" Minato asked, flicking a piece of rice from his shoulder due to Rocky's messy eating.
"This gig isn't working out like I thought. I'm not sure how the trio got to be so famous. What do I gotta do? Walk outside in my outfit and have money thrown at me?" Kari washed her frustration down with a big gulp of green tea and savored the bitter, unsweetened taste.
"You'd be surprised. There are people who do literally just that for their idols," he said.
"Do I look like an idol?"
Somehow, that put Makina into a laughing fit.
"She's more like the kind of girl to get typecast as a delinquent or an unassuming side character who fades into obscurity by the end," Makina remarked.
"Is it getting hot in here? Because I feel like I'm getting burned. Hard." Kari rolled her eyes.
The truth of the matter was she hadn't given the whole magical girl shtick much thought. At least Rie continued going to school. Tsubasa and Kanae had their own private lives, and were public figures as both magical girls and celebrities. Their fame only really surged about half a year into becoming one. Kari, on the other hand, was only into her first month.
It wasn't as if she could walk to the nearest advertising agency in her magical outfit and offer her image in exchange for money. Could she? What about all the legal affairs that she might become entangled in?
At times like this, Kari couldn't believe her first thought was to turn to her parents for help.
"You're really set on staying away from home?" Makina suddenly asked. "I can talk to my parents and see if they'd be okay with letting you lie low there."
"If people caught wind I'm hanging around your place, it's going to cause you and your folks trouble. I still have some money left. Don't worry about me," she replied.
It was a lie. She only had enough to live and eat in the manga cafe for another week.
"Have you tried leveraging who you are to the manga cafe to get a free stay?" Minato suggested.
"Come on, Minataku. You really think they'll keep a secret? They'd probably want to leak that I'm here to get that free publicity." Kari wracked her head. "Damn it… How the hell did Candy, Flare, and Jade get their start?"
"That's it! You can ask them to introduce you to people," Makina said.
"Flare does have a big public presence. If anyone, she might be your best bet to hook you up." Minato nodded in agreement.
"I'll be taking this as thanks." She grabbed the green tea from Kari's hand and took a sip from it.
Kari stared at the mouth of the bottle and pursed her lips. Makina was about to hand the drink back when everything took on a light purple hue.
"Oh… Oh, no…" Rocky uttered.
Makina and Minato were seemingly frozen in place. Kari waved a hand in front of their eyes and received no reaction from them. The bottle was also stuck firmly in Makina's hand.
"Rocky, what the hell is going on?" she asked.
He swallowed hard and answered, "We've been put into a Malevolent Domain."
Both of them trembled as a shiver ran up their spines.
[Apocalypse System activated.
WARNING. WARNING.
Malevolent Domain has been erected in your area. Please dispose of the monster in a timely manner.]
"Don't screw with me! Now?" she screamed at the ring on her finger, which simply gleamed in response.
A loud screech caused them to flinch. It came from outside. Kari wanted to investigate, but she was hesitant in leaving Makina and Minato in here.
"It's no use," Rocky said, pulling her to the door by hand. "As long as the monster is alive, everything except us will remain frozen."
"I just gotta defeat it then?" she asked.
"This… might be out of your depth…"
Kari cursed under her breath and exited the booth, making a beeline to the front entrance of the manga cafe. She gasped as she reached the door, the egg sandwich was creeping up her throat.
The semi-truck of a monster was slowly making its way down the street. Her first thought was that it looked like a lizard. The thing was anything but. While it walked on four stubbly legs, it had an enormous human head reminiscent of a head hound.
Like a frog catching prey, a very long tongue fired out from its mouth at a nearby salarywoman. However, it didn't pull her in. The tongue instead caught a spectral apparition of the woman who was kicking and screaming until she disappeared into its mouth.
That wasn't all. The creature also had a tail, the tip of which looked like a flail whipping back and forth. Although it clearly stomped on and crushed the vehicles in its way, nothing appeared to be physically damaged. Ghostly outlines, much like the woman, were demolished in its wake.
"Didn't the thing just eat the woman? What happened?" Kari asked her anthem.
"When the Apocalypse System raises a Malevolent Domain, it also creates a copy of everything's existence to minimize damage. That woman's copy was definitely eaten. Her lifespan has been reduced significantly," Rocky explained.
"Tch. How is that minimizing damage?"
"Because she isn't dead. Anything destroyed while in the Malevolent Domain will turn out fine, like nothing happened if you kill the monster. If you don't…" The anthem hesitated, almost as though fearful of revealing more. He thought better of hiding the information and took a deep breath before continuing. "It will grow stronger once it breaks out after eating all those people. While inside the domain, its growth is temporarily stunted."
Kari gulped.
A monster that grew stronger from killing people? That sounded similar to how magical girls leveled up.
She turned to head back to her booth.
"Wait, where are you going?" Rocky followed after her.
"I'm getting Makina and Minato out of here so they don't get eaten."
He flew to block her way. "Magical girls and anthems are the only ones that can come and go. If you move your friends, you'll be separating them from their copies and—"
Rocky shut his mouth with both hands, but the words had already reached Kari's ears.
"Don't ruin this partnership we got going on. Tell me," she demanded.
"It's a copy of their souls… If you separate them too far, they will fall into a comatose state when the Malevolent Domain drops. Doing so won't prevent their copy from being eaten anyway," he warned.
Kari cursed her luck. With every breath she took, the lizard-like creature drew nearer. Every second that passed left a wake of ethereal destruction and snuffed the life of dozens of unsuspecting people.
"Does it know we're here?"
"By instinct, yes. It senses us in a similar way that I vaguely sense monsters nearby," Rocky answered, confirming her fears. "You're not really thinking about fighting it, are you?"
Makina and Minato were in danger as long as she was in the manga cafe with them. At the same time, they were in just as much danger if she were to leave the domain entirely.
Kari jumped to the sound of her phone buzzing. It was a text from Kanae on the LINE app: On our way. ETA 10.
Buy time it was then.
"You said it only gets stronger once it gets outside right?" Kari opened the map app on her phone to check their location.
In the direction the monster was coming from, there was a large plaza full of people. A whole buffet. If she hid there, it should go back to casually feasting until Flare and Jade arrived.
"Yeah. What's our plan?" her anthem asked, the desperation in his voice growing.
"The plaza in front of Tokyo Midtown Mall. I'm going to let it fatten itself up on as many people as it wants there to buy time," she explained.
"But all those people…"
Wrong place, wrong time. They wouldn't be on her conscience, but her friends' lives would.
Kari transformed and stepped out of the manga cafe. As she did, a long tongue destroyed the entrance to the building behind her. The two of them dove behind a car just as the organ retracted.
The real test began now. She had to get past it and escape the reach of its tongue.
A terrible thought struck her like lightning. Her skills worked on things that weren't monsters, as evidence when she struck out at Jade.
"How durable are you?" Kari asked.
"Oh, do you need me to fight with you? Because I can! My body might look weak, but I can take quite a few punches and duke out a couple myself," he said.
She grabbed him like one would a baseball. "Keep your chin tucked in. Arms and legs straight as an arrow. Might want to grit your teeth, too."
"Eh?"
Kari ran out of cover and dodged another attack from the monster. This was her chance. She wound up her arm and threw him as hard as she could.
"Let this work…" She took a running start towards the monster. As it launched its tongue out a third time, she jumped into the air to avoid the attack, then aimed her skill at Rocky. "Stampede!"
To their surprise, she sped into the sky and struck Rocky square in the ass.
"YOU'RE THE WORST!" he screamed in agony, his voice becoming more distant as he was sent flying.
Fortunately, he didn't die. The momentum of her skill had both of them soaring far above and past the monster. Although Kari was much farther away from it now, she began to plummet.
"Oh, shit. Shit. Shit!"
Rocky came flying back to her at full speed and held her by the shoulders of her outfit. He wasn't strong enough to keep her up. Both of them crash landed in the street and destroyed a copy of the crepes stand, the sound of wood snapped beneath her feet as she got up.
Health: [150/150 ⇒ 149/150]
The crepes owner and people in line had copies of their souls knocked to the ground. No sense in worrying about them now.
After shrugging off the impact, she picked Rocky up from a pile of ghostly debris and ran towards the mall plaza that was within sight. The monster was hot on her tail and was for some reason crawling faster than before, like it moved with purpose
Kari ran past the plaza and into the mall, then dropped her magical girl form. As though on cue, the monster slowed down and moved more sluggishly again. It began to wander about the terrace, content with devouring copies of hundreds of human souls.
It seemed something about being in magical girl form allowed the monster to track her more easily.
She turned to head deeper into the mall to hide and didn't see someone's extended arm. The impact knocked a soda can out of his hand which clattered to the floor, echoing across the quiet hall.
"Watch out!" Rocky gasped.
Kari glanced over her shoulder in time to see the tongue flick towards her.
It wrapped around her waist and pulled her out of the mall towards its gaping mouth. She transformed just in time to hold the monster's jaws to keep herself from being swallowed.
"Not… yet—"
The tongue sprung out and slammed Kari into the ground twice.
Health: [149/150 ⇒ 100/150]
On the third, she caught her breath quick enough to shout, "Stand Firm!"
Health. [80/150] ⇒ [62/150]
"Wanton Smash!"
Her fists wailed into the tongue, causing it to release her and retract its injured organ back into the mouth. The two of them sized each other up. Much like with the broken lady, the lizard was taking joy in this and giggled like a lunatic.
How much time had passed? When were the others getting here?
Kari saw in slow motion the monster's tongue fire her way.
"Iron Fortress!"
A row of knights materialized before Kari's eyes, successfully blocking the tongue from reaching her.
"March forward!"
As ordered, the armored soldiers drew their swords and marched to do battle with the lizard. Though they were quickly getting slaughtered.
"Sorry to keep you waiting! Minato City's a long way from Sapporo!" Flare flew in like a comet with a cloak of flames at her back.
Jade was flying just above, adorning the same scowl from the other day.
"Woohoo! The cavalry's here!" Rocky shouted gleefully.
"Get up, rookie. At least put some effort in so we don't do all the work for you," the emerald magical girl remarked coldly. She took a moment to get her bearings and scanned the surrounding plaza. Her eyes went wide with terror after taking in all the destruction. "Flare! This fucker's probably eaten over a thousand people already!"
"We won't give it a chance to escape. Solar Ecliptic Prison!" Flare formed a ring with her fingers and positioned it over her eye as she stared at the lizard monster.
It shot a tongue out at her, but hit some sort of invisible wall and retracted. A ring of fire formed around it, and the ground within the ring turned pitch black.
The imprisonment was short-lived and shattered in seconds to a high-pitched shriek. The three of them, including their anthems, squeezed their ears shut.
Health: [62/150 ⇒ 61/150]
Health: [61/150 ⇒ 60/150]
Health: [60/150 ⇒ 59/150]
Their health was being chipped away under this ear-spitting cry.
By the time it ended, a large number of stray spawn head hounds appeared in the area.
"I can't take the lizard, but I can at least hold the head hounds back!" Kari shouted, waiting for them to get close enough to finish all at once. "Wanton—"
"Judgment!"
A golden javelin in the air glowed brightly. It began to split.
Two. Four. Sixteen. Thirty-two. Sixty-four.
Numerous javelins of light rained down from above like a god was smiting all the enemies nearby.
"Save your magic to deal that monster the killing blow." Jade pointed to the lizard creature, who had been turned into a porcupine by all the javelins stuck in its back.
A whipping tongue sent Jade crashing into the mall and charged straight at Kari. For some reason, it seemed intent on fighting her. They were supposed to be after magical girls in general, right? In that case…
"Kari! Get out of the way!" Flare yelled.
She attempted to leap away, but the tongue followed after her. Without second guessing herself any further, she dropped her magical girl form. The tongue retracted, and the monster turned its attention to Flare instead.
It worked.
Kari shouted to Flare as she was falling. "Can you trap it again?"
"You got it! Solar Ecliptic Prison!"
A ring of fire appeared at its feet again. Kari transformed back into magical girl form and clenched her fist.
"Apocalypse Power-Up!" Kari was filled with incredible strength at the cost of all her defenses. "Stamp—"
She realized her mistake too late. Her magic had mostly run out. After using so many skills, her magic had been reduced to [3/60].
As Kari fell, the monster opened its mouth wide and sent the tongue rocketing up toward her.




Chapter 20 - Growing Stronger

When Kari came to consciousness, she was no longer in her magical girl form and was staring up at the purple-tinted sky instead. Jade was dragging her by the wrist.
The entire block had been destroyed. An ethereal fire not of Flare's making, but of a copy of the inferno from the destruction raged around them.
Neither Flare nor Jade looked injured. They appeared perfectly fine.
"What… happened?" Kari winced from pain just trying to breathe.
"Some magical girl you are. Who forgets how much magic they have left in the middle of a battle?" Jade growled, letting her drop to the ground in front of the monster at the drink of death. Its back was so full of javelins that it couldn't move, eyes were scorched blind, and the long tongue which was no longer attached to its mouth hung limp on an electrical line.
"It's Kari's first battle with a Malevolent Domain-level threat. Cut her some slack." Flare was sitting atop the humanoid lizard monster with a grin.
Never had Kari felt more humiliated in her life. Not even under her parents' shaming rants.
"It knocked you down to one health." Rocky flew down to her, his eyes filled with worry and relief. "You were about to enrage while unconscious, so I transformed you out after Jade carried you to safety."
Kari chewed on her lower lip. If there was a luck stat, it might be her highest. She was sure the last attack was the end.
"I hope you're not expecting any thanks," she grumbled.
"I wasn't," Jade calmly replied. "Just finish it already."
Kari transformed and was immediately filled with rage from the effects of [Enrage]. She crushed the monster's head between her hands, splashing the outfit a deeper crimson.
[+500,000 Apocalypse points.]
Mental and physical pain filled her entire being. Kari spun around to face Jade with bloodthirst begging to be satiated. The emerald magical girl threw a punch before Kari even lifted a hand.
[1/150] ⇒ [0/150]
Taken out of magical girl form, Kari dropped to her knees and threw up the sandwich she had earlier.
"You ever look at me like that again, there won't be a third time," Jade said, walking past her.
"Time to level up for us. I'd like to see what kind of weapon you're getting." Flare hopped off and landed next to Kari.
"Rocky…" Kari called weakly, wiping the vomit from her lips. "Pump me up a level."
"You got it!" Energized by an eagerness to serve, Rocky spun in place as 300,000 points were sunk as experience to level her up.
[Congratulations! You have leveled up!
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Kari did as the Apocalypse System told her and held a hand out with the palm facing up.
A brutal weapon materialized in her grip, like it was being forged in real time. She held the shaft of cold metal, the head of which looked like a meat tenderizer on one side and a guillotine axe on the other. It only looked unwieldy in her hands but was as light as a normal-sized hammer.
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The Malevolent Domain began to crumble within itself starting from the top. Bits and pieces of glass-like fragments shattered on the ground upon impact, vanishing from existence along with the monsters that were killed here, as well as passing through people and structures like an illusion. Sunlight poured in and replaced the purple hue cast by the dome that was quickly fading away.
Now that the giant monster was killed, the city was spared from a potential future as shown from the ethereal copy's destruction.
As though someone had pressed the resume button on a paused video, this section of Minato City's bustling scene came to life once again. Helicopters circled them from above, and piercing police sirens snapped Kari back to her senses.
She wasn't the only one.
"Were we just… frozen in time?"
"Hey, why the hell did an hour just pass?"
All around her, people started moving again. Many checked their phones as notifications reached them at once since they were no longer stopped in time. Elderly folks fell unconscious on the spot, few were lucky enough for kinder souls to help them. The more opportunistic masses saw the magical girls and rushed to meet them.
"It's Flare and Jade!"
"The new girl's with them, too!"
"Kari! It's magical girl Kari!"
A powerful gust of wind sent Kari's ponytail aflutter. Flare and Jade had taken to the skies.
"What are you waiting for?" the fiery magical girl shouted from above. "You're going to get swallowed up by the crowds if you stay down there!"
"But how do I…?" Kari pushed aside the subclass selection menu for now.
"Like this!" Rocky landed at her feet and made jumping motions.
[Flight. You fly up to a maximum speed of your haste in meters per second.]
Going off her haste stat, that was 39 meters a second.
Isn't that a little too fast? Kari thought.
"Flying doesn't cost magic. You can do it inherently. Just think about the point in space in front of you that you want to fly to and jump," her anthem explained.
Jump.
Kari did just that and launched away from the crowds, flying to both Flare and Jade like a rocket.
"You have to stop!" Rocky screamed, flying in vain to catch up but quickly falling behind.
"I— I can't!"
She continued to fly further and further away and nearly struck one of the news choppers until something— someone caught her.
"I gotcha!" Flare was holding onto Kari and had successfully stopped her from flying away.
For Flare to have reached this height and caught her so quickly must mean a much greater haste stat. It happened in an instant, and Kari's own haste stat was no joke at a whopping 39 points.
Kari glanced down and wished she hadn't. Her stomach knotted. Both of them were much higher than the nearest skyscraper. The view was much like the one on the Tokyo Tower. A crowd of people, which she was sure Makina and Minato were likely among, gathered below.
"I-I'm not going to fall if you let go, am I?" Kari asked.
"You won't. Watch. I'll let go slowly, so just watch how your feet stay in the air. You won't move unless you want to move," Flare explained.
The most terrifying moment was letting go of Flare's hands. However, just as it was described, her feet remained levitating, and not at all falling as she normally would. This weightless sensation, unimpeded by gravity's pull, was something special.
Kari was free like a bird.
"Trying flying towards me," Flare began. "Lean into it, focus on the point in front of me. I'll keep you from flying too far."
She did so at a snail's pace at first. Then, after leaning too far in, slammed into Flare with great force.
"Geez! You really pack a punch even if you don't mean it."
"I think I have the hang of it," Kari said, detaching from Flare and moving gently on her own.
Rising up to put a damper on her mood was Jade.
"Flare and I could've made better use of those points. Better than a rookie who forgets how much magic capacity she had left," Jade sneered, robbing Kari of that brief feeling of triumph and liberation.
"Lay off her. We promised to get her to level 3, and she's a lot stronger now for it," Flare said in defense of her.
Without another word other than a pointed glare their way, Jade and her anthem Gauntlet flew away.
For once, Kari was too ashamed to feel angry or make a retort.
Some magical girl she was, almost dying after miscalculating her remaining magic. It would have been such a shitty way to go. She almost wished she hadn't survived. Almost.
"Kari, you have time? We should talk for a bit," Flare insisted.
After being gifted this entire level, it would be rude to decline. It didn't hurt to get friendly with another magical girl either, and Flare might not be so bad. In that case, Makina and Minato were going to have to wait a bit longer.
"Sure," Kari said, then winced as the helicopters from earlier caught up to them. "But I hope you have a better place in mind than out here."




Chapter 21 - A Soul's Worth

Kari texted her friends to fill them in on what had happened, including why she was gone and who she was with. They got the gist from the news quickly going viral online about a Malevolent Domain that was dealt with in Minato City's shopping district.
Makina was understandably upset. The series of texts she sent came in rapid succession, and that girl only typed like a maniac when it came to something she was excited for or terrified about. This time was the latter.
Fortunately, Minato was with her. Kari had also promised to meet up with them again after speaking to Flare, and that seemed to be enough to quell Makina's worry for the time being.
She put the phone away and sighed as the siren of another ambulance pulling into the hospital rang in her ears.
"You could have picked a quieter place," Kari said as they walked into the hospital building
"When all you hear back home are rustling trees and birds chirping, you start liking the chaotic energy of a big city." Flare shrugged.
They stepped aside as multiple teams of paramedics barreled past them with the injured on stretchers. One of them Kari recognized as an older man in his 80s who was present at the shopping mall. It was her fault that the poor man was in this state, having led the monster to a feast of souls that robbed the rest of his life.
No hard feelings, but better you than my friends, Kari thought.
"What happened?" a doctor who intercepted them asked.
"Not sure. We have five more coming in, all lost consciousness after the Malevolent Domain dropped in the city," the paramedic explained.
When the man's loved ones, a family of five with three small children among them, rushed into the hospital in tears, Kari turned a deaf ear to them.
"What exactly are we doing here?" Kari asked.
"Being a magical girl is more than just fighting monsters. You gotta give the hopeless a glimpse of hope," Flare said.
As soon as they got to the front, the nurse looked up from her clipboard and gasped.
"Oh, Flare! Are you here to visit the children again?" she asked, clearly enamored by the more popular magical girl's presence.
"That's right." Flare nodded, then pushed Kari to the front. "But I'm not here alone. Maybe you've heard of Kari? Our newest magical girl on the block."
"Uh, hi." Kari awkwardly raised a hand.
The nurse gave her a brief glance over and couldn't make it more obvious who she really wanted to speak to. After taking a photo with Flare, they were chaperoned to the pediatric ward. If it weren't for the hospital beds, Kari would have thought the room was a daycare from the underwater wallpapers, cartoonish fish characters, and colorful drapes that separated each bed. There were few bedridden kids who watched with envy as their healthier bunkmates played with toys on the ground. Most of them didn't appear outwardly injured.
Everyone beamed the second they entered.
"It's Flare!"
"Flare came to visit, guys!"
The kids who could walk swarmed her in an instant.
"Hey, you little munchkins! Did you miss me?" Flare asked.
"They've been asking about you every day." The nurse smiled.
"Well, today's a special day. We got some new toys." She emptied a trash bag full of stuffed animals they had purchased on the way to the hospital.
Everyone was overjoyed, smiling from ear to ear. One girl, who was on a bed and attached to a ventilator, watched with envy as her hospital mates were able to play with Blaze and Rocky.
"Her name is Asako," Flare whispered. "She's recovering after a brutal six-month battle with pneumonia. Recovery has been difficult so her parents keep her here out of an abundance of caution. Why don't you give her something?"
"I'm not exactly great with kids," Kari said.
"If you mess up just giving the girl a toy, I worry about how you deal with giving an interview to the press." The fiery magical girl shoved a stuffed anthem of Yuyu into her hands and nudged her forward.
The girl named Asako glanced up at Kari expectantly. The look she gave was one of recognition.
"Magical girl… Kari," Asako mumbled the name with great difficulty.
Being recognized came as a pleasant surprise.
"Yeah, how'd you know?" Kari smiled, gently handing over the plush to the girl. "Thought I was still too new for anyone to know me."
"I saw you… on TV. You look like an action hero—"
Asako began to cough.
"Hey, you okay?" Kari asked, but the girl couldn't answer. She cast a panicked look at the nurse. "There's something wrong! Can we get some help over here?"
Her coughing fit wouldn't end and grew worse enough that the nurse had to cut their visit short. They were asked to leave as another doctor and nurse shuffled past them into the room to check on her. Before the door shut, Kari glanced over her shoulder one more time to see the poor girl's eyes screwed shut from heaving to the point of tears.
"Is she going to be alright?" Kari asked as she faced the closed door.
"Who knows. Asako and her folks lived near a coal plant for most of their lives. The doctors are sure that's what triggered her pneumonia. Well, I'm sure seeing you made her year though."
They exited the hospital and into the grassy courtyard behind the building. It was like a park here, with winding walkways and tall trees casting umbrellas of shades. A few patients were out in wheelchairs, being pushed by nurses or sitting still to soak the late afternoon rays. Some gazed absentmindedly into the distance.
A female doctor bowed to them as she and her much younger patient hobbled past on crutches.
"Kari, what is a soul to you?" Flare suddenly asked.
"Nothing. If I don't see it, why should I care about it?" Kari answered with a question of her own.
The fiery magical girl dropped her transform and intertwined her fingers to stretch both arms to the sky.
"The thing is, Rookie, we do see souls. It was our souls that became our power when we put on the ring, right? Can you imagine: the city is full of souls that might have the potential to become magical girls, but you're the one who was chosen. Don't you think that's something special?" she asked.
Kari averted Kanae's gaze and her eyes landed squarely on an older woman in a wheelchair under a tree, accompanied by a male nurse, reading aloud from a book. Her eyes were closed shut, and a content smile creased along her many wrinkles.
Some souls were special, luckier than others.
"Speaking of my city, what the hell is happening?" Kari asked. "First an incursion, then a whole bunch of stray spawns, and now a Malevolent Domain all within Tokyo? Not very random if you ask me."
Kanae chuckled. "You're sharp. Maybe you do have what it takes to survive the coming apocalypse. We'll have them tell you."
It seemed the one to explain things would be Kanae's fiery falcon anthem, Blaze, and Kari's own Rocky.
"You have noticed much sooner than most," Blaze began, his voice much deeper than Kari expected as this was her first time hearing it. "Do you know what the paradigm of detective fiction is?"
"What am I, back in school?" Kari shrugged.
The falcon anthem sighed. "Crimes always happen around a detective, otherwise there would be no story. Likewise, these occurrences tend to happen more around a magical girl. That is not to say it wouldn't in other places."
Rocky appeared reluctant to continue after his peer. "We've come to understand that there are some rules behind it. The strength of a monster that can potentially spawn is relative to your aggregate strength."
"Then what the hell is the point of getting stronger? I'm just putting my friends in danger by being here, right?" Kari asked.
"Not quite." Kanae placed a hand on her shoulder. "Think of it like those gacha games. The rare ones, or in this case the super big bads in Malevolent Domains, have a very low chance of spawning. It's why we mostly deal with fodder."
"We system assistants believe the monsters' tendency to spawn within a magical girl's vicinity are their attempts to defeat you," Rocky added.
That made sense. Before the incursion in Akihabara, monsters rarely came into existence in Tokyo. Once she had become a magical girl, things started spawning more often.
"You guys are making it sound like there's someone behind all this. Then whoever or whatever is sending these monsters, why not just drop the biggest monster onto earth to off us all at once?" Kari asked.
"We can only guess. My Yen is that the answer lies in an Apocalyptic Incursion. Currently, the only one in existence we know of is in—" Kanae handed the floor to Kari to answer.
Kari gritted her teeth as some of the pieces fell into place.
"South Africa."
"I want to put together a team to visit South Africa in two months. I know you're going to refuse. But a lot can change between now and then, so give it some thought," she urged.
Kanae had a skewed idea of time if she thought a lot could happen in two months. Although, it might hold true for Kari. By then, she was more likely to be done in by starvation and boredom from being homeless than by another Malevolent Domain.
"Tell you what. I'm kind of strapped right now. I'll think about giving it some thought if you help me out of my bind," Kari suggested.
"You're brazen for a junior and rookie. I'll see what I can do, so expect a text in the morning. Until then, you should probably buy the skill [Incognito]. Your face is getting pretty popular nowadays!" Kanae transformed and flew off with Blaze, leaving a trail of fire in their wake.
Kari nudged Rocky in the stomach. "Why couldn't I have looked as cool as that?"
"Don't blame me. Blame your soul!" he complained, rubbing his belly.
An assault on South Africa's Apocalyptic Incursion that had been left alone for years after the magical girls there failed to stop it. Even if they were to learn nothing, most of them would come away with a lot more points and become much stronger. At the same time, just how deadly was it that they needed to put together a team?
For now…
Kari bent her knees just a little, filled her lungs with air, and leapt upwards. She rocketed into the sky and wouldn't stop. The torrent of winds blowing into her eyes made it hard to see.
Point in space! Point in space!
Repeating that line in her mind brought her to an abrupt stop. She looked behind herself to find a much smaller city, like the view from the Tokyo Tower. Like Flare had described of her own experience, Kari was no longer anxious. Her legs stopped trembling once she got her breathing in order.
"You did it! You're learning how to fly!" Rocky exclaimed as he caught up.
"Guess we can fly together now." Kari grinned.
She looked into the Apocalypse System's shop feature. It had a small list of items called [Sigils], and next to them were the cost of points needed to purchase them.
Most of the items sounded useless like the [Flight Sigil] which she no longer needed. The very top listed 'popular sigils' which were ones that restored health and magic capacity. Those were worth 50,000 points a pop, way too much to even consider buying.
"Although in retrospect, I wouldn't have looked like a fool if I had a magic sigil during that fight…" she reprimanded herself. "Now how do I find that damn skill?"
Rocky put his hands on his hips and puffed up his chest. "Two words, baby— voice recognition! Just say what you want and let modern tech do the work for ya!"
"Okay… [Incognito]." She and the system's deep voice spoke simultaneously.
Immediately, the scroll bar moved on its own and highlighted the skill she was looking for. It costed a whopping 100,000 points that could be saved for leveling up, but such a skill was necessary to preserve some semblance of peace in her life.
After purchasing the skill, the next on her to-do list was to choose a subclass.
Before deciding, it would be best to learn each of their strengths and what they had to offer. She navigated back to the main menu of the Apocalypse System, then pressed the blinking arrow icon which brought up a second interface.
[Subclasses unlocked. Choose one of the randomly generated to unlock additional stats and unique abilities. Additional subclasses may be accessed through the respec sigil available in the shop.
{{Lvl. 1 Knight}}
{{Lvl. 1 Summoner}}
{{Lvl. 1 Siegemaster}}]
"What do you think I should choose?" she asked Rocky, who was the more knowledgeable one of them both.
"It really depends on your fighting style," her anthem began. "The Knight and Siegemaster subclass both sound like they suit you. Don't forget— you can 'click' on things in your interface to bring up more details!"
Kari did as he suggested and tapped the {{Knight}}. Another menu popped up.
[{{Knight}}
Become the embodiment of chivalry and warfare.
-         Increases your maximum health by 20 points and 10 per subsequent level.

-         Increases magical and physical resilience by 5 points and 2 per subsequent level.

-         Gain the skill Castle (10): Create a stone tower that shares your current resilience and half your health. It lasts until you leave it, or its health is reduced to 0.

-         New skill unlocked at lvl 3

-         New skill unlocked at lvl 6]

"More health and defense seem nice, but I feel like I've been relying more on finishing things off before I get killed myself," she remarked with disinterest and selected {{Summoner}} next.
[{{Summoner}}
Like loyal dogs they are yours to command.
-         Increases your maximum magic capacity by 100 points and 20 per subsequent level.

-         Gain the skill Chains That Bind (20): Subjugates a creature less than your total levels to fight for you until its death or your health reduces to 0.

-         Gain the skill Forge from the Elements (30): Create a golem, up to a maximum of five, from an element of choice. It gains your stats.

-         New skill unlocked at lvl 3

-         New skill unlocked at lvl 6]

"Some of the summoned units get pretty crazy at later levels. By crazy I mean Malevolent Domain level strong, but you might be eating magic sigils like candy," Rocky said.
"If I'm ever in a fight, I'd rather rely on myself than something else."
The last one was {{Siegemaster}}.
[{{Siegemaster}}
Devastation is an art.
-         Increases your base strength by 5 points and 2 per subsequent level.

-         Gain the passive skill Collateral: Overkill damage is dealt to all enemies around the original target in a ten meter radius.

-         New skill unlocked at lvl 3

-         New skill unlocked at lvl 6]

"If you don't like the ones you see now, a respec sigil can generate new subclasses for you!" the anthem reminded her.
"Nah. I know what to choose." Kari confirmed with the Apocalypse System to specialize into the Siegemaster subclass.
[Congratulations! You are now a Lvl. 1 Siegemaster subclass.
Physical strength. 27 ⇒ 32
New passive skill gained.
Collateral: Overkill damage is dealt to all enemies around the original target.]
When she checked how many points were left, it showed [197,000 Apocalypse Points]. It would cost 500,000 points to reach level 4 Destroyer, and only 200,000 to reach level 2 in Siegemaster.
Just in case, so that she wouldn't make a fool out of herself next time, Kari had Rocky purchase her a health sigil, further reducing her points to 147,000. Even though she was only 3,000 points away from hitting the next subclass level, none of it mattered if she died before then.
"Then I just pop it into your hand like this!" Rocky twirled around and pointed at Kari's open hand.
A rugged blue crystal the size of a baseball materialized in her grasp. It was a lot tougher than she expected. Given her strength, she thought it would break in an instant. Just how much of a good squeeze was going to—
"Wait, Kari don't—"
Crack!
"Crush it yet…" Rocky sighed. "50,000 points goodbye."
The crystal shattered into dust, healing Kari for nothing since she was already at full health.
"You could have warned me sooner…" Kari added her own sigh, chest wrenching up from seeing that many points go to waste.
"Well… Lesson better learned now than later."
There was truth in that, painful as it was. The sigils were pretty damn tough and needed a strong grip to actually crush it.
"Let's look at my new weapon before I get depressed." Kari summoned her hammer axe, a weapon as brutish as her skills and yet so gaudy in appearance with golden hearts imprinted on the sides. She swung it with ease, eager to use it in her next fight.
The tooltip showed its name and additional details.
[Soul-weapon: Destruction and Ruin.
Summoning your soul-weapon costs 20 magic. It will remain available for use until your health reaches 0 or dismissed.
May be used with your skills.
Attacks with Ruin will sever a living being's soul and incapacitate their physical body. Stronger beings may require more than one strike.
Attacks with Destruction chips away at a living being's lifespan. Killing or injuring them stores their life away as a charge to empower the weapon. At 20 charges, your next attack deals 100 unmitigated damage to a target regardless of their defenses.]
Rocky gulped. "That's a terrifying soul-weapon you got there, buddy."
"Wanna be a target dummy for me?" Kari asked.
"You know, I think I preferred your usual beating instead!"




Chapter 22 - Unapologetic

When Kari turned on [Incognito] and went searching for her friends, she was surprised at how many people didn't recognize her. Everyone went about their business and she had become just another face in the crowd.
"Hey!" Kari interrupted a group of raucous middle schoolers outside a convenience store. "You guys see what happened over at the mall today?"
"Yeah, that shit was crazy!"
"I think it's the first time we saw Kari with Jade and Flare!" one kid exclaimed a little too enthusiastically.
None of them seemed to recognize that the magical girl in question was talking to them. [Incognito] worked like a charm.
"Does this thing stay on in magical girl form?" Kari asked Rocky.
"Don't try it!" Rocky answered promptly. "Otherwise it will turn off. This only works in your human form."
Sighing that she couldn't fly to surprise her friends, Kari ran at a brisk pace for the city park where Minato and Makina were waiting. Her mood took a dive when she walked in on Mrs. Oikawa scolding her daughter.
"So that's why you've been looking so terrible. Are the rumors true? Are they?" her mother demanded.
"Mom, please… I don't want to talk about it. I just want to forget it ever happened…" Makina mumbled.
"I'm not going to stand by and pretend this never happened! We're going to the police and filing a report right this instant. You're going to tell them everything! At least they will hear it from you. I had to hear it from Principal Nishida!" She grabbed Makina's hand and tried to pull her away.
"Mrs. Oikawa, wait!" Minato helplessly tried to intervene.
Kari turned off [Incognito] and was instantly recognized by her friends.
"Kari!" Makina wrenched away from her mother's grasp and hid behind Kari's back.
Then the unexpected happened.
Mrs. Oikawa stormed up and slapped Kari across the face.
"Mom!" Makina cried.
The four of them were stunned. Onlookers did a double-take and walked away to avoid getting involved.
"I thought you were Makina's best friend? What kind of magical girl are you to let such a horrible thing happen to her?" she asked, shoulders trembling and clutching her wrist with the other hand.
Those words sliced into Kari's heart like a hot knife through butter.
"You're right. I should have done more sooner. I'm sorry…" Kari bowed as low as she could.
The apology did little to assuage Mrs. Oikawa's anger, but it did astonish her. Maybe she expected Kari to be more rebellious. She couldn't possibly, because Makina's mother was right.
But Kari had a reason for staying quiet. For listening to Makina about not bringing it up to anyone. This just wasn't something she could tell them.
"Let's go home, Makina. We don't have to go to the police now. Your dad and I just want to speak to you," her mother pleaded.
"It's okay. You should go," Kari urged her friend.
Makina swallowed whatever it was she was about to say and let go of Kari's shirt. They were walking away when Mrs. Oikawa stopped to address Kari once more.
"The principal also called your parents. He said you assaulted him. None of us honestly believed you would do such a thing, but you should give your mother a call," she said sympathetically.
Kari waited until Makina and her mother were gone to ask Minato, "Do you think I'm a bad friend and magical girl?"
"You can be a bitch sometimes, but I never once considered you a bad friend," Minato answered with brutal honesty. "I may not look it, but I'm freaked the hell out that a Malevolent Domain went up here. You protected us from that, didn't you? So you tell me if you're a bad friend and magical girl."
She turned to leave.
"Seriously, Minato. Thanks for dropping by today. I needed it."
Kari returned to the manga cafe she had been staying at to bide her time until dark. When the blanket of stars pulled across the sky, she turned on [Incognito] and exited the booth.
"Bathroom?" Rocky asked drowsily, waking up from the door creaking open.
"Got some monsters to take care of," Kari answered.
Her anthem looked perplexed. "But I don't sense anything?"
She said nothing more. The two of them flew towards Yokohama at breakneck speeds. Although unsteady at first, a few crash landings and apologies later and she was soaring like a plane.
There was something— several things that needed to be done. As a magical girl, as someone who fought monsters, this was her burden to bear. As such, there was no need to confirm anymore.
School being one of them. It had always been a prettily-dressed factory that churned out gears to serve as society's cogs once the old ones rusted up. She was beyond that. A piece no longer bound to the machine. Those consequences meant nothing to her.
Kari stopped above an affluent neighborhood in which every two-story home had a nice yard and car in front of it. One house in particular, with landscaped bushes framing the path up to the door, had a nameplate that read, 'Nishida'.
She landed in the streets, dropped her transformation, and walked up to the front door. The living room lights were on, and the sound of television could be heard from out here.
"Nishida… Nishida… Where have I heard that name before? This is your principal's house, right? What are we doing here? Kari?" Rocky repeated her name twice more, each time growing more uneasy.
It was finally time to take responsibility.
The television's volume lowered after a few knocks on the door. Footsteps shuffled to the front door and was followed by a gasp.
"Kari… Tachibana?" his staticky voice came through the intercom tinged with fear.
"Hey, Principal Nishida. I dropped by to have a little chat. Why don't you open the door?" Kari asked as the corners of her lips pulled up into a smirk.
The doorknob broke easily as Kari twisted against the lock. She threw the door open to Principal Nishida stepping away and tripping backwards.
"S-Stop! You're a magical girl now, aren't you? Don't come any closer!" Nishida cried from the ground.
"You had a lot more threats to give when you thought I was just a high school girl. I'm here to tell you I'm pulling out of school," Kari said, kicking the door closed behind her as she walked in and transformed.
She summoned the massive weapon [Destruction and Ruin] into her outstretched hand and propped the weapon on her shoulder. The terror in her principal's eyes delighted her. When she took a step forward, Rocky flew between them.
"Kari, this is wrong. You're supposed to be helping people, not terrorizing them!" He pleaded to a side of her that wasn't listening.
At least not for the likes of Principal Nishida.
"If you don't want to see this, then step outside." Kari glared at her anthem.
The conflict brewing in Rocky didn't last very long. He glanced over his shoulder at the terrified principal, decided against his better judgment, and floated out of sight.
Without anyone to come to his defense anymore, Principal Nishida tried to crawl away. Kari pressed a foot to his back. Any more weight and she might snap his spine in half.
"What… What do you want? Is this about Makina? I'm sorry! I won't go near her ever again!" he whimpered.
"Oh? Suddenly you don't want her to suck you off anymore?" Kari snarled.
In a bout of rage, Kari put pressure on her foot and heard a crack.
"Ah… I… I can't… feel my legs…" Principal Nishida wriggled his upper torso and arms, but his body below the waist was completely still.
"Oops. Didn't actually mean to do that. What I really wanted to try was this." She dragged Ruin across his back. The bladed edge passed through his body and didn't leave even a cut on his clothing. Principal Nishida remained whole, but his terrified blubbering did come to an abrupt stop.
A ghostly form of Principal Nishida clung to the axe. He gawked at his hands, at her, and finally at his physical body lying still as a corpse. She might as well have killed him, yet no sense of guilt or remorse tormented her. If anything, she was awash with relief.
The heart emblem on the side of her weapon became a tad brighter, a sign that it had absorbed a piece of Principal Nishida's soul as power.
"What did you do to me?" he asked, panic growing in his voice.
Any second now and his soul should return to the body. The tooltip read that they were only temporarily incapacitated, but…
"Wait… help! Please!" the principal cried desperately as wispy, translucent hands dragged him into the ground and out of sight.
"What did your weapon just do? Was that supposed to happen?" Rocky asked.
"I'm not sure," Kari answered, just as bewildered and slightly disappointed.
Whatever that was just now, she knew for sure it wasn't supposed to happen.




Chapter 23 - The Celebrity Magical Girl

The manga cafe's lobby was understandably empty the next morning. Only a few very early risers and an employee at the front counter were up, all of whom were minding their own business on laptops, reading comics, or watching the television. Sunlight escaping past the curtains, reflected off empty mahogany tables and floorboards, caused Kari to squint as she entered the cafe section of the floor.
Rocky followed close behind, despondent after last night's incident. Meanwhile, Kari was feeling great. Though she slept for much fewer hours than usual, it nevertheless turned out to be a restful and peaceful night.
She filled a paper cup with cappuccino from the self-serve beverage machines provided freely to the customers, then tuned her ears to the TV in time for the news. Unbeknownst to the clerk, Kari had walked up to the counter as he was flipping through the channels. Only snippets of the news anchors' reporting made it through before the channels changed.
"Yesterday morning, a Malevolent Domain was raised in the southern edge of Minato City—"
"Magical girl Candy was nowhere to be seen, but the fourth— Magical girl Kari was there when the dome shattered."
"—fought alongside Jade and Flare—"
"I'm feeling safer already!"
"The National Diet and Prime Minister are considering a magical girl registrar similar to the United States—"
"Keep magical girls out of politics—"
"A man in Yokohama was found comatose—"
"Go back!" Kari blurted out, startling the clerk to do just that.
"—in what appeared to be a case of burglary. Now onto more exciting news that happened yesterday in Minato—"
The news brushed Principal Nishida aside like an afterthought just to focus on magical girls again.
"Cool if I switch channels yet, miss?" the clerk asked.
"Yeah, my bad. That guy just now was my school principal," Kari said.
"That so? Not anymore, so it looks." He returned to absentmindedly flipping through the channels.
"I still can't believe you did that to him…" Rocky murmured in disbelief as they walked away.
The world had a greater need for her than someone who abused his position of power in exchange for sexual favors. A cold hard truth that Rocky had understood well enough not to stop her from severing Principal Nishida's soul.
Makina was safer for it, and his position at Suginuma would be filled before summer break ended anyway.
"Are you going to do this again?" he asked.
Her hands were stained with both human and monster blood. Last night, she didn't so much as hesitate like that time she broke Daisuke's leg.
"Only to those who deserve it," Kari answered flatly.
Just as they were about to return to the booth, Kari received a text from Kanae about a gig. She wasn't exactly hurting for money anymore, at least not for some time after taking the principal's money. Not the most noble thing to do, robbing a brain dead man, but he didn't really need all that cash in his current state. Making the scene appear like a burglary worked in her favor.
Right now, it would be best to accept Kanae's offer so as to not draw any suspicions. Especially after making a big deal of being strapped for money the other day.
Kari and Rocky flew out to Utsunomiya, following the GPS location Kanae had sent her.
The job was a simple photoshoot of them looking pretty holding a toy company's new line of mascot plushies. One of them she recognized from Makina's bed was a frog with bulgy eyes and its tongue hanging out. This one was new and hadn't been released yet, among the others they were about to take pictures with.
Flare and the director talked business between each session. Meanwhile, Kari was frozen solid on a chair as several women took care of her makeup. Their words were flowing in one ear and out the other. All around her, people ran around frantically setting up cameras and lighting equipment, or tinkering with something on the computer and raising a green screen for the backdrop.
The second Kari had stepped into the studio, she stopped feeling like a magical girl even though she was in the outfit and all. On the other hand, Flare neither flinched at the camera flashes nor minded the hundreds of directions given to her. She really carried herself like a true celebrity, and might be closer to one rather than a magical girl.
This was all so overwhelming, Kari began to feel lightheaded. Although her hunger might be the biggest contributing factor after having not eaten anything for breakfast.
"Does that make sense?" the director asked after giving an explanation that flew over her head.
Kari nodded wordlessly.
"We've got a few more things to talk about. You chill here until we're ready." Flare patted her on the back as she and the director continued their conversation off to the side.
The people doing her makeup had finished and moved on, leaving behind a skittish young man to pick up after them. He was about to leave after packing his things, but took a few breaths to psych himself up and spun to face Kari.
"I… noticed you were looking faint. If you'd like, may I offer you some water and a snack?" The guy procured from his shoulder bag an unopened bottle of water and a bag of chocolate chip cookies.
"Thanks." Kari accepted them gratefully, but noticed he wasn't looking too hot himself. "You sure? I feel like you need this more than me."
"I'll be fine! I had a big breakfast because today's going to be a long day."
"Natsume, you're not getting paid to fraternize with the VIPs. Get back to work!" the director shouted from across the room
The Natsume guy apologized to his boss, bowed to Kari, and quickly returned to work. He was soon replaced by Rocky, who dropped in after disappearing for half the photoshoot.
"How do I look?" Rocky asked, striking poses as if anything about him had changed.
"You're a rabbit," she replied curtly.
"They brushed my fur with dry shampoo! Look how pristine and smooth my ivory coat is now!" The anthem fumed.
Kari rolled her eyes.
The little pick-me-up given to her came in clutch and carried her through the rest of the shoot. By the end of it, Flare had to step out, leaving her alone with a crew of workers scrambling to clean up and go home.
"Thank you so much for coming today!" the director exclaimed, ducking under a diffuser panel as a worker carried it away. He reached into his suit and pulled out an envelope to hand over. It was filled with a thick stack of ten-thousand Yen bills. "200,000 Yen for full copyright and commercial use of today's photoshoot."
"Wait, really? All this for just my pictures?" she asked, feeling the true weight of money in her hands.
"Listen, you were great! A natural! I can see your face on billboards and television already. What do you say about coming back and doing some solo work? You could be making tens— no, hundreds of thousands per shoot. I just need your name at the bottom, and we can have you back next week." He handed her a pen and clipboard with a contract on it filled with blocks upon blocks of paragraphs that made her head spin.
All this cash in a single day from just having pictures of her taken, and the others did this on a regular basis. Most spent years in school or climbing up the career ladder to make as much as she did in one day. Her dad was wrong all along. Who cared about going to college or getting good grades if she was a magical girl?
Flare came up behind the director and snatched the clipboard from his hands, incinerating it all down to the metal clip which she tossed over her shoulder.
"What was that for?" Kari asked, furious that her future wealth crumbled to a pile of ashes.
"Encouraging the rookie to sign a shady contract? I knew I couldn't take my eyes off you," Flare said accusingly.
Sweat gave the director away as he flicked his eyes between her and Flare.
"Shady?" Kari raised a brow.
"I'm a fair guy! I've treated you really well, and I wouldn't dare endanger this business partnership. H-Here, why don't you take some of our new toys on us?" He grabbed two nearby plushies sitting on the table and hastily handed them over before booking it.
Flare blew a stray cluster of hair from her eyes.
"Don't underestimate how ballsy guys like him can be. Put them and a head hound in the same room together, the head hound will come out having signed away its soul." She chuckled.
With the photoshoot over, they flew high above the city to take in the sights of Utsunomiya Castle sitting upon its hill. Flare pushed her envelope of money into Kari's hands. It was five times thicker than the one she received.
"Wait, I can't take this!" Kari tried to return it, but Flare vehemently refused.
"I know about your situation. What's the world going to think if they find out magical girl Kari's living like a bum? Find a nice place to settle into. No compromises. Your image affects the rest of us," she said.
The more Flare showed her kindness, the more Kari suspected something fishy from her. All this money was chump change to a celebrity like her. Why did Flare care how she was living?
"Right," Kari mumbled, recalling her current living situation.
Flare put a hand on Kari's shoulder. "Thought you'd like to know— Rie's awake now. You should check up on her. I'm sure she'd like that."
The fiery magical girl and her anthem flew off in a streak of flames, leaving Kari overwhelmed with relief. She swallowed a deep breath and smiled to herself, knowing that Rie was alright.
Kari received a message on her phone a second later from Flare of an address to a hospital, and so she flew straight there.




Chapter 24 - Hospital Visit

As Kari sped down the corridor towards Rie's room, she made a mental checklist of all the things she wanted to talk to her about. So much had happened in such a short time. They could fight alongside each other on even footing now that she was closer in levels, strong enough to not be a burden, and hang out whenever they wanted.
She was excited to share all that again and more with her friend.
When Kari threw open the door, however, standing between the hospital bed and window was Tsubasa and Gauntlet. Kari felt a wave of disgust travel down to the bottom of her gut, but that sensation vanished when Rie smiled at her entrance.
"Kari, Rocky! I'm so happy you came to see me!" Rie leaned forward on the bed's side rail and waved with her free hand, but the action caused her to wince in pain.
"Candy, be careful!" Yuyu urged, tugging Rie back by the hospital gown sleeve.
"Quit moving so much," Tsubasa scolded her gently. "You wanna be discharged soon, right?"
"Ahah… Sorry."
The star child without her magical girl outfit was just a normal, fragile girl. She had a cast on her right forearm, bandages wrapped around her head, and a patch of gauze taped over her left eye.
"If this is a bad time, I can come back later," Kari said.
"I was just about to leave." Tsubasa peeled off the window she had been leaning on. "Make sure to keep resting and listen to the doctors when they tell you to take your damn medicine. I'll drop by again tomorrow."
"Okaaaay~" Rie replied, drawing out an exaggerated sigh.
Tsubasa looked and sounded more gentle around Rie. In contrast, Kari's encounter with her only went as far as making eye contact to acknowledge each other's existences. She was ten times more at ease as soon as Tsubasa left the room.
Rocky dove onto the bed to sit with Yuyu between Rie's legs, and Kari pulled a stool up to the bedside.
"Thought you might be craving something better than hospital food." She raised a small box that contained cake from Rie's favorite store in Tokyo.
While they ate together, Kari caught Rie up on what happened while she was hospitalized. The girl listened with avid interest. People normally nodded and responded with single words. Not Rie. She made conversations out of the smallest things.
Kari took notice of the rather empty and modest hospital room.
"I expected someone as popular as you would be getting hundreds of gifts from fans. A balloon from Tsubasa's all you got?"
"Me being here is a secret. No one but us and the top doctors know that Candy's here. Kanae doesn't want us showing weakness to the public," Rie replied meekly.
That line of thinking by Kanae probably made Rie feel more alone than she already was. Maybe that was why Tsubasa was so eager to leave that day they came to recruit her.
"Anyway, I can't believe you're quitting school! That means no more culture festival, club stuff, or the third year trip!" Rie exclaimed, shifting the tense mood in an instant.
"Hey, we don't need to be a student for any of that. Besides, magical girls have more important things to do." Kari shrugged with indifference.
School life never interested her to begin with. If she could have been an adult right from the start, all of her decisions would be her to make alone.
"Like…" She reached into her backpack to pull out a small container of cake to Rie's delight. "Eating cake whenever you want. Hungry?"
Rie beamed.
"Yes!"




Chapter 25 - Going Down the List

It was good to see Rie doing well. Hopefully, once she was discharged, they could fight together again. Kari couldn't wait. She wanted to tell Makina about this and rub it in her face just to see her get jealous.
As she and Rocky headed home, Kari received a text from Minato, asking to meet now. It was getting late, and he normally didn't stay out past evening.
"Who is it?" Rocky asked.
Something was wrong, and Kari felt it in her bones.
"Minato. He wants to meet up for some reason," Kari said.
"This late?"
She nodded. "I thought the same thing, but I'm not going to leave him hanging without finding out why."
Kari followed the address attached to Minato's text and came to a children's park sandwiched between three abandoned apartment complexes. The park itself was a small place mostly surrounded by concrete rather than trees, with sparse amenities for children to play in like a slide and seesaw. Grass grew in random patches and the dry dirt was packed without a hint of moisture.
She saw ten figures below, illuminated by flickering lamps and ambient light from phones. There were more people than just Minato down there.
"Hey, Kari! Why don't you come down and have a chat?" a familiar voice that surely had a smug grin called to her.
Kari landed, seething when she realized it was Tetsuo and his group of friends. Minato was sitting on a rocking horse, face bruised and glasses at his feet. Someone was squeezing his shoulders from behind.
"Shit. She really is a magical girl…"
"Is this really a good idea, Tets?"
A few of them whispered amongst each other. They all had phones out facing in her direction.
"Minato, you good?" Kari asked.
"Don't take the bait, they're trying to— " His mouth was stuffed with something she couldn't very well make out in the dark.
Tetsuo hobbled forward with his crutches, coming to the circle of light cast by a nearby lamppost.
"You're doing everything you can to piss me off," Kari snarled, taking a step forward.
"Hey, c'mon. A magical girl wouldn't hurt an innocent person, would they? Or maybe they would break a leg instead?" He grinned.
The comment gave her pause.
Tetsuo continued, "Funny how coincidences happen. Daisuke ended up in the same hospital as mine with a broken leg. No one believed him that some girl in a hoodie did it. I mean, he's a big guy. The only way it could happen is if someone really strong did it. Someone like you who could lift me up with a single arm and not budge when three guys try to pull you away?"
"He deserved it! But you, I'll break more than just your last leg if you want to fuck with me." She summoned [Destruction and Ruin] and clenched so tightly her hand went numb.
"Hey, Tets. She isn't biting!"
"I knew this was a bad fucking idea!"
Seeing the savage weapon caused everyone to tense up. Even Minato was shaking his head, begging her to reconsider.
"Kari, wait! L-Let's try and talk this out with them. You can just swoop in and save Minato, so there's no need to get violent!" Rocky cried.
"A magical girl beating up a bunch of kids won't go well with the news." Tetsuo remarked snidely. "You also wouldn't want more pictures of Makina getting out to the world, would you? Tell you what, you help me with a little something, and I'll delete these pictures and forget you broke Daisuke's leg."
Kari's left eye twitched so uncontrollably that she pressed a hand to her spasming cheek.
"See, guys? Even magical girls can be stumped. Just gotta know the right buttons to push," he added, earning a round of nervous laughter from his friends.
"You won't want to push too hard. Well, what the fuck do you want from me?" Kari asked.
"Hey, chill. The one you really wanna be pissed at is Flare. After all, she's the one who asked us to screw with you and Makina."
Kari drew a blank. Her hold on the weapon faltered.
"Flare… did?"
Tetsuo nodded. "You heard right. Guess she isn't all flowers and rainbows, huh? I don't know why, and I don't care anymore. But she won't leave us alone. You, another magical girl, are going to help get her off my back—"
"Ahehehehe…"
"Ahah… hehehee…"
Seven head hounds suddenly emerged from the darkness behind them, smiling and licking their gnashing teeth.
"Monsters! There's monsters here?!"
"Kari, help us!"
All the bravery from Tetsuo's gang went up in smoke as they met their match with something that couldn't be reasoned with.
Kari prepared herself to fight. "Get behind me—"
Or maybe, she didn't have to.
Instead, she flew forward and shoved the guy holding Minato away. He stumbled back into a head hound that crunched half his body.
"Kaname!" Tetsuo cried. "Kari, you bitch!"
They realized then that she wasn't here to help and started screaming. She pulled the sock gag from Minato's mouth, then lifted him and Tetsuo into the air as people were being devoured one after the other.
"What are you doing?! They're dying down there! Help them!" the cripple desperately shouted.
Kari looked him in the eye and said, "I don't think I will."
She flew some ways away from the pack of hounds and dropped Tetsuo. He landed hard, then glanced over his shoulder to see the monsters turning their attention to him. Without his crutches, he was powerless to even attempt to escape.
"You fucker! You're a magical girl, aren't you! Is this because Makina got dicked? It's not like she got killed or anything! You want me to lose another leg? Arm? Fine! Just p-please don't let me die!"
She shrugged. "And miss the chance to see you getting eaten? I've been waiting for this for ages. I'm just glad you made the first move."
"Wait, wait… Flare made us— " The rest of his sentence was cut off by a gargled scream. A head hound bit off his remaining leg, another two chewed off his arms, and as he gurgled up blood and twitching in his death throes, his head was finally ripped off.
When all traces of Tetsuo and his gangs' bodies had been eaten, Kari let Minato down and finished off the head hounds. They were the most satisfying 7,000 point gain she had ever gotten.
However, as an eerie calm returned to the park, Minato staggered up to her. His eyes filled with disbelief. He turned the other way and vomited.
"Kari… what have you done?" Minato asked, wiping the spit from his chin.
Kari couldn't tell whether the blood-soaked ground was from the head hounds or the bastards they had eaten. The viscous liquid soaked into the dirt all the same. With her foot, she pushed one of the hounds lying on its side. The abdomen had been caved in so badly by her hammer that guts and mutilated human body parts were bursting out the other end.
When she removed her foot, the hound's corpse dropped with a thud. Something rolled out of the gaping jaws— Tetsuo's hand which was tightly clutching a phone. She felt neither pity nor remorse, only disappointment that he didn't die sooner that day in Akihabara.
"You just let them all die like that…" Minato put a hand to his mouth and averted his gaze from the carnage.
Only three people bore witness to what happened, and Minato saw everything. If he were to tell Makina, her perception of magical girls would forever be stained by what Kari had done, and the illusion of the hero would come crumbling down.
Kari stumbled forward as the terrible thought of killing Minato crossed her mind. Blood rushed to her head and left her struggling to walk steadily.
Someone caught her as she was about to fall. It was Minato and Rocky, both helping her to a nearby tree to lean on. Her back found purchase on the rigid surface of the trunk. The weapon slipped from her grasp with the sharpened edge embedding itself into the ground.
"This is what happens when all you had to eat was cookies and water!" Rocky scolded her.
"You're joking." Minato sighed, then turned towards the alleyway that led back into the streets. "Wait here. I'll grab something for you to—"
"Don't go." Kari grabbed his arm. The bout of dizziness subsided, and she could stand on her own two feet again. Looking Minato in the eyes, she was surprised to meet a gaze hardened with the courage and resolve she wished she had.
Minato fished into his back pocket and tossed his wallet to Rocky. "There's a vending machine that dispenses instant ramen down the block. Can you get us something sour or spicy?"
The anthem hesitated to leave. He almost seemed afraid to. His gaze flipped from one person to the next, but ultimately fell on Kari for the final confirmation. She nodded for him to go, and as he clutched the wallet to his chest, lingered for a few seconds before finally flying off.
"Are you going to tell anyone what happened here?" Kari asked, preparing for the worst.
"No," Minato answered without hesitating.
She frowned. "I just let a whole bunch of guys get turned into dog food. That doesn't bother you?"
"There's no sugar coating it," he began, rubbing the bruised side of his cheek. "I'm pretty damn horrified. I'll be cursing your name once I find a toilet to vomit my curry dinner into. Well… the fact that you haven't crushed my wrist yet means you trust me not to tell anyone, right?"
Kari instantly let go, ashamed to have even considered such a thought just moments ago. The nerdy kid before her was one of her best friends, and she almost viewed him as a liability instead. She really would have killed him.
For who's sake? Makina's?
Kari let her magical girl form drop and hugged her friend.
"Whoa, whoa! This I expect from Makina, but not from you!" Minato recoiled, his arms hanging to the side.
"I'm in love with Makina," she confessed. "So much that I'd let shit stains like Tetsuo die to protect her. Does that make me evil? Because I'm starting to not feel like a hero anymore."
Minato shook his head. "It doesn't. I feel horrible for Tetsuo's family for losing two sons, but no one else is going to miss that jerk. As for your confession… buddy, you're telling it to the wrong person. I'd tell you to grow some balls, but if becoming a magical girl didn't give you confidence, you're hopeless."
Kari let go and socked him in the arm, maybe a little harder than she should have. He winced and staggered back, crying out in exaggerated pain. Both of them laughed it off in the end.
"I… plan to tell her at the end of the music arts festival," she said.
Until then…
Both of them grimaced at Tetsuo's hand. Kari picked the hand up from the pool of blood, then pried the fingers away from the phone. She flicked the excess blood away and was surprised to find it working fine. Too bad there was a passcode on it, and the only one who knew it was dead.
"Gross. Are you in the business of robbing corpses now?" Minato watched from a distance, hand to his face and looking away.
"No…" she reluctantly replied, recalling how she did actually rob Principal Nishida. "Tetsuo mentioned Flare's name. I want to know why."
"And you think there's a clue in his phone? I thought he was making stuff up to save his skin. Give it to me. I saw him punch in the passcode while I was tied up."
Minato was about to grab the phone from her hand but thought better of it upon seeing some blood dripping off the case. He recited the four-digit passcode to her instead, and when she input the numbers, Tetsuo's phone successfully went to the homescreen.
She hoped it would be nothing, that it was just paranoia getting the better of her rational side. If there was one thing she believed from Tetsuo, it was the desperation of someone willing to reveal anything to live another day.
"So what are we going to do about this?" Minato thumbed over his shoulder to the mess. "I can call the police and tell them I was the only one you managed to save."
"That'd be a load off my back," Kari said.
Rocky came flying back and let loose a heavy sigh when he saw the two of them.
"Thank goodness…" the anthem muttered, then handed each of them the steaming instant noodles.
"Nah. You need to eat, too, buddy. Don't think I'd be able to stomach it waiting around anyway." Minato only took his wallet and pushed the noodle bowl back into Rocky's hands.
"I'll make it up to you one day," Kari said, clasping Minato's hands.
"Suit your ass up for Winter Comiket then." He sneered.
Kari and Rocky ate the noodles on the way back to the manga cafe. By the time she finished taking a shower, a large group of people had gathered in front of the lobby's TV. The police and journalists worked quick. They were already on the scene at the park, and many were trying to interview Minato about what happened but were kept back by a cordon of officers. The same imposing officer from Tamachi Station, Sergeant Ogata, took questions in Minato's place.
Everything Sergeant Ogata relayed back to the journalists was exactly as Minato described to her before she left— he was being bullied when head hounds showed up, but magical girl Kari arrived too late and only managed to save him.
She was about to go back to her booth and investigate Tetsuo's phone, but the police sergeant continued where it should have ended.
"We have already identified the victims through their school ID cards.
There is no question head hounds killed those boys, but some things are not adding up. We will continue to investigate each thread until everything comes to light. To that end, I would like to ask magical girl Kari to come down to the station to give her account of what happened. Thank you."
What some things? Could Minato have clued them into something, or Tetsuo's missing phone tipped the police off?
Kari chewed on her lower lip until her incisors drew blood. The taste of iron reminded her of that crimson pool beneath her feet.
Right now, the police didn't know a single thing. They asked for her precisely because they knew nothing, and she could spin anything she wanted. Hell, just repeating what Minato told them should be enough.
Leaving that matter aside, Kari purchased a bento to eat in her booth as she checked out the phone. Tetsuo was quite the mobile gamer. A variety of game icons filled the screen from top to bottom. He even had the LINE app, and in it was a group chat between him, Daisuke, some boys from school, and other names she didn't recognize.
Recent messages were flooding in. Many of them were in disbelief that Tetsuo had died.
He seemed well-connected for a crippled punk. Gang? It was possible, but she never heard anything like that from Gouda or Chie.
The photo gallery didn't have many pictures, which was how she found the ones of Makina immediately. Anger almost got the better of her and nearly crushed the phone. She deleted the pictures and thought back to Tetsuo's last moments for relief.
That was a long time coming, Kari thought.
The only thing left to check was the contact list. There were just numbers of the same people he chatted with on LINE. However, one number did catch her eye. It was unnamed and not a number that showed up in the app. A quick look through the recent calls showed that Tetsuo had received several calls from that number.
Kari considered calling it right now, but there was a good chance the person on the other end had already become aware of Tetsuo's death.
No matter how much she looked through the phone, nothing about Flare or Kanae came up. The unnamed number remained the most suspicious. Kari was sure it couldn't be anyone other than Flare.
When Kari checked her own LINE contacts, the number didn't match the one Flare had given. Then was it someone else?
Curiosity was killing her.
Not wanting to have her location or the phone traced, Kari turned it off and pulled out the sim card. She found some aluminum foil in a trash bin to wrap it in just as an extra precaution.
"Do you really think Flare is up to something?" Rocky floated over her face to ask.
The bright lights in the corridor began dimming one after the other. Occupants in the adjacent rooms were heading to bed, their muffled murmurs could still be heard through the walls.
"What kind of team leader tells us to be hush-hush about our skills and levels? We'd be stronger if we knew each other's strengths and weaknesses. I was willing to overlook that at first, then her name had to come out of Tetsuo's mouth. 'Flare made' what? What the fuck was he trying to say?" Kari asked, directing it more to herself than at Rocky.
The anthem sat down on the jacket-turned pillow next to Kari's head. His troubled expression said everything.
"Flare has definitely been acting weird sometimes," he remarked.
"Weird how?" she pressed.
"I've never seen any magical girl like her before. She's so good at what she does that it kind of scares me. It always seems like she holds back, even against Malevolent Domains."
Which meant Candy being critically injured was on Flare's hands.
Kari recalled how Flare suggested that Jade was the strongest one among them. She understood now that wasn't humility speaking, it was a deflection.
"Between Jade and Flare, who's stronger?" she asked.
"Flare. Without a doubt," Rocky answered. "Just like how I can sense the relative strength of a monster, I can sense the same of magical girls. Flare is on a whole other playing field. If I had to guess her level? Double-digits."
Trying to swallow the lump in her throat only made her choke. She chugged a whole bottle of water down to calm her nerves. Suddenly, the thought of confronting Flare wasn't so attractive anymore.
Was that alright? To be so meek and helpless that nodding and gritting her teeth to let those greater walk all over her? That would just prove her dad right. She would just be back to the same worthless kid that let people hurt Makina.
All her life she sat silently beneath the chastising shadows of her own 'what ifs'. Not anymore. She wanted answers, so she was going to get them one way or another.
"Let's buy some sigils and not prematurely crack them this time. How do they work? Specifically?" Kari asked, opening the Apocalypse System's shop menu.
After killing seven head hounds that put her at [154,000 Apocalypse Points]. She purchased two healing sigils, reducing her points down to 54,000. It hurt to see it all go, but she had to be careful tomorrow.
"As your system's assistant, I hold all your sigils for you! When you want to use them, just tell me, and I'll teleport it into your hand like last time. We have to be within ten meters of each other, otherwise I won't be able to give it to you if we're too far," Rocky explained.
She rolled her eyes. "That's inconvenient."
"Stop trying to find any reason at all to leave me behind! We're partners, aren't we?" The rabbit anthem's ears sagged.
Kari enjoyed teasing the little bugger, but she had hung around him enough to know how far his buttons could be pushed. Even an anthem had feelings. She put a hand on his head and stroked his pristinely-brushed fur into a mess.
When Rocky glanced up with a pout, he flinched at the sight of her fist but quickly realized it wasn't to punch. At least, not in the way he initially thought. He bumped his paw against her fist and smiled.
"You're damn right we're partners." Kari smirked.




Chapter 26 - Death and Taxes

The next morning, Kari made plans to meet up with Kanae at the Roppongi Hills Arena, underneath the mega-complex of the same name. The plaza had a fitting name to a place where they might end up doing battle, but she specifically chose a crowded location so that wouldn't happen.
One thing Kari could say for certain of Kanae was how much she cherished Flare's image, and all the fame, attention, and adoration that came with it.
There was a restaurant right through the door, and multiple food stalls outside. People came here en masse throughout the day to soak in the sun or admire the incredible architecture of the building behind them.
"I'm a busy girl, and you're calling me out for a date first thing in the morning?" The fashionista strolled in donning a white crop top, sun hat, and a pair of aviators. She held a drink in one hand and a designer purse in the other.
That get-up alone could disguise her identity without the use of [Incognito] which Kari had activated. Blaze and Rocky waved at each other, but the falcon anthem suspected something was off as he narrowed his eyes at them.
More than that, Kari expected nothing less of Kanae to be suspicious as well. She came no closer and leaned on the overhang's pillar across from her. Whether she knew it or not, a gargantuan poster of Flare hung behind her head.
"Heard you took care of some strays last night. How'd that go?" Kanae asked.
"I take it you know who died then." Kari had a hand in her jean pocket, thumbing the foil-wrapped cell phone.
"Why am I sensing antagonisms? Kari, I thought we agreed to go at this together. We even did a photoshoot together! Don't tell me that was all for nothing?" she asked, nibbling on the straw in her mouth.
There was no getting under her skin without getting to the point. Kari unwrapped the phone and faced the phone screen in Kanae's direction.
"Tetsuo mentioned you by name right before he died. This number right here is unnamed, but it's yours, isn't it?" Kari asked.
"Kari…" Kanae began with a chiding tone. "You should really leave playing detective to the cops. Sergeant Ogata is going to get suspicious, you know? Tell you what. We'll hand over the phone to the police together. What do you say?"
Refusing to give Kanae another word in, Kari pressed the call button. A second later, a shrill ringtone erupted from Kanae's purse.
The world around them grew brighter as clouds dissipated like someone switched their off button. It became much hotter, contrary to the forecast. Kanae took her sunglasses off and sighed, like the abrupt change in weather burdened her.
"Why were you friends with some second-year student that happened to attend my school? Why did he try to blackmail me to be his protection against you? And what did you have on him? Answer me, or you can consider this my letter of resignation," Kari said.
Kanae's fake smile flipped to a glower "The guy is dead. What does it matter now? Is he really worth jeopardizing our friendship over?"
"I don't recall ever wanting to be friends."
Kanae changed into her fiery magical girl form in a burst of flames. It took Blaze by surprise, but no one was more surprised than the hundreds of people around them. In response, Kari also transformed. She would at least have a fighting chance.
The crowds had no idea and were misreading the mood amidst the hype.
"What's going on?"
"Holy shit! Flare and Kari!"
"Are they shooting a movie?"
"Kari, hand over the phone," Flare demanded.
"You're going to have to pry it out of my hands." Without taking her eyes off Flare, Kari summoned [Destruction and Ruin].
Both of them glared at one another…
Until their anthems gasped at once, and a slew of words flew across Kari's vision.
[Apocalypse System activated.
WARNING. WARNING.
Malevolent Domain has been— ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR.
Malevolent Domain could not be erected in your area.]
Kari and Flare met each other's gazes again.
A loud crash was followed by cement and stone debris showering the plaza. When the dust settled, a monster had put itself between them.
It took the appearance of a scarecrow, but it wasn't made of hay or fixed to a wooden cross. A deformed, larger than normal human body was the scarecrow.
The arms were stretched out to the side. Tattered, rotting skin from its hands up to the forearms dangled like a wet construction paper at its elbow joint. Emaciated legs with flesh and splintered bones fused together formed a spear-like post that scraped the ground. When it turned its back to Kari, she saw what looked to be bloodied and bony protrusions from the shoulder blades, with white plumes stuck to the remaining flesh.
"Where's the domain?" Flare asked her anthem.
"I'm unsure. It keeps repeating an error!" Blaze exclaimed.
People weren't running away. They stayed and gawked, taking pictures of them and the monsters as if it was a show
"Kari, wait your turn like a good girl. I have some choice words for you once I turn this thing into charcoal," she said.
The scarecrow formed a projection of what might have once been its majestic wings. A single beat created a gust that sent dozens of people, who were standing directly behind Flare, flying into the sky. So powerful was the gale that it sent even Blaze away.
Kari left the battle to catch who she could, but for every two she saved, six fell to their deaths. Chaos ensued as everyone realized the gore was too real to be a movie, but their panic only made it easier for them to be caught in the crossfire between Flare and the scarecrow. Saving people was pointless. Fighting the monster should come first.
But just as Kari resolved to fight, she saw an opening. Not of the scarecrow that was right between them, but of Flare.
She raised her hand, positioned Flare right at the palm, and uttered the skill, "Come Here!"
"Wha—?" Flare was yanked forward.
Like a bee raising its stinger, the scarecrow's bone-like spear of its conjoined legs skewered Flare through her chest. She gawked at the point of entry in disbelief, baffled as to what happened.
"Not yet… Blaze… where are you, Blaze?" She coughed up blood, scanning the surroundings for her anthem and finding Kari instead.
Determined not to be defeated, Flare grabbed the scarecrow defiantly by the bone and tried vainly to pull it off. The desperation only led to further blood loss, and her slickened hands soon fell to the side. The light from her eyes dimmed, and then she crumpled to the ground with the monster on top of her.
Magical girl Flare laid defeated, her body twitching in its final death throes and gurgling up blood.
"AHAHAHAHEHEHEHE… eh?" The scarecrow expressed something akin to confusion, tilting its head a whole 90 degrees sideways to stare at Flare's corpse. It began to jump up and down, repeatedly stabbing holes into the dead magical girl with its sharpened leg bones.
Kari felt the corner of her lips twitching into a grin, pleasantly astonished that Flare had died as easily as she did.
"F-Flare is… ? She's… oh, no. No, no, no, no, no…" Rocky repeated the word like a broken record, eyes blank and voice full of despair.
For all of Flare's fiery boasting, she sure went out with a sputter. Maybe all that strength was just her celebrity personality speaking. Maybe it was for the best that she was dead, even if her secrets died with her. Kari sensed that she was just another Ena but with the magic to back it up.
Kari had to hand it to her though, the scarecrow was in pretty bad shape. It had to be hurting from squaring off with one of the eldest magical girls. On the other hand, this monster shouldn't be taken lightly for the very same reason. One wrong move like in her first battle and she would meet the same fate as Flare.
The scarecrow, having grown bored of desecrating Flare's body, turned its attention to them.
"Watch out!" Rocky screamed.
She flew high to avoid being skewered and carved [Ruin] across the scarecrow's chest. Her attack only pulled a wispy tendril of its soul from the body. This monster was a Malevolent Domain threat, not some head hound or human. She needed to dish out a lot more punishment, whether it was to incapacitate it or to end it for good.
Unfortunately, options were limited. Reducing her defenses by going into [Apocalypse Power-Up!] might become a death sentence for her instead. Best hold off on using that.
Right now, Rie was still in the hospital, and Tsubasa was nowhere to be seen. There was no telling if she was alerted to a Malevolent Domain due to the error message. Although, her not coming here might also be for the best.
The last thing Kari needed was someone like Jade watching her back.
"In that case…" Kari adjusted her grip so that her soul-weapon was on the smashing end, then double-checked her stats. "It's time to see if I'm cut out for this magical girl business or not."
[Your offensive stats are as follows:
Physical Strength. 32
Magical Strength. 6
Haste. 39
Your defensive stats are as follows:
Health. 200/200
Magic Capacity. 60/80
Physical Resilience. 35
Magical Resilience. 35]
Refusing to be made a fool of this time, she made a mental note of her current magic capacity. Lower than she liked, but such was the cost of summoning her weapon.
With the texts still in her vision, the scarecrow launched toward her with its sharpened legs pointing up.
Kari recalled the way one was supposed to split logs. She positioned a hand on each end of her weapon and swung a wide arc over her head.
"Stand Firm!" she shouted.
Her resilience to physical and magical damage doubled just as the scarecrow plunged into her belly. She brought [Destruction] down on its legs, shattering the bones into splinters and sending the creature crashing to the ground.
The feeling was just as satisfying as breaking Daisuki's leg.
[Health: 200/200 ⇒ 163/200]
A sharp pain in her stomach and significant health loss even after using a defensive skill were a stark reminder of how strong this monster was. She put a hand over the wound and pulled back to reveal blood.
"Healing sigils return your health back to full. As long as you're not knocked out of form, you should stand a chance," Rocky said, pumping his fists in the air.
Kari pumped her fist on top of his head instead.
"You know what death flags are? Because that's how you'll get me killed," she admonished him.
"Y-You could have told me gently… but look! His legs are completely broken. At least he can't stab you any—"
The words lodged in his throat as the scarecrow flew into a killing spree, hunting down any stragglers and unlucky people who foolishly stayed behind to watch. Its legs suddenly reformed, albeit incompletely.
Kari clobbered Rocky over his head again. "What the hell did I just say?"
Without giving the scarecrow any more chances to kill again or repair itself, Kari dove head first to do battle with it. She had the upper hand through most of the duel, striking it enough times and chipping away at its body until the heart sigil on her weapon lit up.
The scarecrow was in shambles. Nearly every single bone in its body was fractured, while she was still in a relatively safe health zone at [85/200]. At this rate, she might finish him without needing to use a healing sigil.
Only, there was a slight problem…
"You hanging in there?" Kari asked her anthem.
Rocky looked like he had been chased by a lion, out of breath and eyes more dead than alive. This was a serious case of being out of shape.
"It feels like… you're improving by leaps and bounds, but I'm falling… behind…" He panted between each word.
"Stay with me, because I'm going for the kill. Apocalypse Power-Up!"
[Base physical resilience: 35 ⇒ 0
Base magical resilience: 35 ⇒ 0
Base physical strength: 32 ⇒ 96]
The scarecrow grew desperate. It turned in every direction for an escape.
In the corner of Kari's vision, a young boy wailed loudly for his father whose neck was bent at a weird angle. Her eyes flicked toward him, and that brief distraction proved to be a fatal one. The scarecrow shot itself toward the boy with every intention of killing him.
"Stampede!" Kari hoped to finish it off soon.
The meat tenderizer-like head of the hammer hit the scarecrow. Golden light from the heart empowered the weapon, sinking an additional 100 unmitigated damage into it. Kari felt the impact the way one would from striking a nail, yet it didn't die. The boy was coughing up blood, a very sharp and bony protrusion sticking out of his chest.
A powerful gust sent her and Rocky flying through a brick wall.
[Health: 85/200] ⇒ [5/200]
What should have been a minor hit had hurt real bad without any defenses.
She recovered her senses quickly enough to see white feathers falling all around them. The scarecrow's body was changing. The stumps on its shoulder blades grew into majestic wings befitting an angel. They were no longer ghostly in appearance, but physically manifested.
The scarecrow— No, it couldn't quite be called that anymore. The crucified angel had two sets of arms, one pair outstretched and another pair pressed together in prayer. However, its left shoulder was severely mangled from her previous attack, and its left arm consequently fell limp to the side.
"That fucking thing leveled up… Is that what's supposed to happen if they break out?" Kari asked, pushing a pile of bricks off Rocky and pulling him out from the rubble.
"Y-Yes, but I've never seen it happen before! They're always taken care of in the Malevolent Domain. Without a barrier, it had free reign to kill people!" Rocky cried.
They were in trouble now.
"Give me a sigil," Kari ordered, as the effects of [Enrage] began to take over since the last hit put her below threshold. "I'm not taking any chances."
As much as the boost in strength would help, she needed to be there in the head and at full health. Another hit would drop her for good otherwise.
A glowing crystal appeared in her hand. She crushed it and felt her wounds closing.
[Health: 5/200 ⇒ 200/200]
"How much stronger do you think it is? Can I still take that thing?" Kari rubbed her stomach where the injury was completely healed and magical girl outfit had repaired itself
"You should! It doesn't seem like it's at full health, and that Stampede really chunked him," he answered, giving her a glimmer of hope.
No wonder these monsters sought out people to kill. All this time, the magical girls had been fighting with an edge thanks to the system's Malevolent Domain. Out here, these monsters had themselves a buffet.
But that… made sense, didn't it?
What other reason did monsters have to so desperately seek out and kill people?
"Are you keeping the power-up on? Fighting that thing without your defenses is a bad idea!" her anthem warned.
"I know what I'm doing…" she muttered.
Her magic capacity was [13/80]. Removing the buff would put her at a disadvantage in terms of strength, and she wouldn't have enough for the skill again later.
A shift in the wind compelled Kari to fly high, narrowly avoiding the angel's cement-shattering impact where she was just standing. Rocky was safe and sound, clutching tightly to her ponytail.
They, however, made the foolish mistake thinking it was safe in the sky until the monster's massive wings beat with the strength of a hurricane. A feather nicked her cheek and drew blood. The skies had become a death trap. Battering winds she was prepared for, but not the volley of razor sharp feathers.
"Gauntlet, Grand Cavalry!"
An anthem, a small panda in full armor, came between them and grew to the size of an actual adult panda. Every single projectile glanced off him without any getting past his defenses. When the volley of feathers ended, Gauntlet descended to throw down with the monster, somehow able to stand toe to toe with it.
"Tch. Of course it broke the barrier while you were around," Jade chided from below, approaching the angel with the pointed end of her spear scraping the cement.
"A Malevolent Domain was never up from the start!" Kari shouted.
The emerald magical girl squinted at her. "What did you say?"
As if this couldn't get any worse. But to think Jade had it in her to selflessly help someone else. Although being picky about allies wasn't exactly an option.
"I'm here, too! Starfall Grenade Cannon!"
What sounded like a series of grenade launchers firing was followed by multiple beams of light bathing the angelic monster and Gauntlet diving away as explosions rocked the plaza.
Candy came flying in with Yuyu leading the charge.
"What the hell are you doing? You should be in the hospital resting!" Jade scolded her with uncharacteristic worry.
"I overheard the nurses talking about what was happening. I am not sitting by while people are getting—" Candy gasped at the many dead bodies, people who were skewered and had fallen from a great height.
"That thing's stronger than it looks. It's already killed Flare!" Kari warned them.
"Yeah fucking right," Jade replied after a brief pause, as if she had heard the most outrageous thing in the world. But it didn't take long for her to find the swiss cheese of a body, and the ever-present scowl faltered. Flare stuck out like a sore thumb after all, painted crimson like her own outfit.
"N-No way, Flare is…?" Candy stared with her mouth agape and began to choke up, the grip on her hand cannon loosening.
None of them needed to know that Kari was the one who got Flare killed. However, the gruesome sight of their leader, Japan's— possibly the world's— strongest magical girl, lying dead on the ground,
"Box it in, Candy!" Jade screamed
"Wait, what? O-Okay… Prison of the Old Ones!" Candy fired not the usual star-shaped blasts, but an all-consuming portal that swallowed everything in its path.
The angel's eyes widened into what could only be described as fear before vanishing from existence.
"My magic capacity is running down fast! I can only hold it for 60 seconds!" she warned.
"I need you two to listen very carefully because I won't get this chance again," Jade began, looking Kari in the eyes. "That day in Akihabara— Flare explicitly told me not to save you. She didn't tell me why, only that two girls will be in danger, and I was not to save either of you."
"Flare would never do that! She was the best of us!" Candy contested in defense of her, appalled that Jade could make such an accusation.
Kari was in shock, too. It shattered her emotions in ways she couldn't put words to. She wasn't sure what to believe and lashed out at the closest one in her sights. "If you're trying to cover your sorry ass by taking advantage of Flare's death, you got another thing coming."
"Think about how she wants us to keep secrets from each other!" Jade reasoned. "I couldn't say anything until now. Kari, I don't know why or how Flare knew you had magical girl potential, or if she tricked Rocky into turning you. The only reason I'm able to tell you now is because she's dead and can't hear us, but she won't be for long!"
Kari and Candy weren't sure if they heard what Jade said correctly. Nothing in the emerald magical girl's eyes indicated that she was lying, yet dread tinged every word she uttered.
"What do you mean… she won't be for long?" Kari hesitated to ask.
A fire ignited behind them. It was Flare's ruined body that came alight. But how could that have happened? No one was around to set it aflame, and a body didn't just spontaneously combust.
"Shit. It's happening." Jade growled. "She can't know I told you any of this. Don't put it past her to kill us all! Everything that I said stays between us if you care to see tomorrow!"
The sack of flesh and blood that was Kanae Hashimoto, better known as magical girl Flare, burned into a pile of ashes. But from that mound came a hand. Like the dead rising from the grave, she wrenched herself from the depths of hell itself.
Her entire form was enveloped in fire. So hot and suffocating was the heat around her that a visual distortion wreathed the fiery body. Two eyes with a look made of pure malice turned to Kari.
"Candy, you're out of magic capacity!" Yuyu shouted.
"Watch out! That monster is coming back!" Candy picked up her anthem and flew away to put distance between them.
The angelic monster returned to the spot it had disappeared from, a reprieve Kari didn't know she was lucky to have as Flare's furious eyes looked past her. The ball of fire flew past them and wailed into the angelic monster with a baton until magma was all that was left of its body.
Flare cracked her neck to the left and right, shaking off cinders from her body.
"I'm going to turn you into charcoal and light you for my next barbecue," she said.
Kari raised her weapon to prepare for a fight, but to her surprise, Jade stepped forward to face Flare instead.
"What happened to working together?" Jade asked.
"Come on, Tsubasa… Why are you acting all nice and friendly with her so suddenly?" Flare began with a smile, then flew into a rage. "THAT BITCH BEHIND YOU GOT ME KILLED AND YOU WANT ME TO LAUGH IT OFF?"
The outburst sent chills up everyone's spines. Kari genuinely believed she experienced true fear at that moment. The monsters she fought up until now didn't come close.
"So the rookie made another mistake. Doesn't change that we need all of us to stop the apocalypse. I know you've noticed that domains and stray spawns are appearing way too often in Tokyo to be a coincidence. We've found ground zero," Jade said.
It wasn't Jade's reasoning that snapped Flare from her rage, but a picture flash. The fiery magical girl recomposed herself, wiping the foaming spit from her chin and seeing the lone man behind a bush who took the photo.
"Oh, we can't have that; I have an image to uphold. His death is on your hands, not mine." Flare snapped her fingers, sending a cinder that grazed his arm.
"Flare, no!" Candy shrieked in horror as the man combusted and crumbled to ashes.
It horrified Kari as much as it relieved her to know she wasn't the only one who saw people like insects. But she had no need for that kind of kinship with someone keeping secrets from her. She stepped away from Jade's protection to confront Flare for the second time today.
Kari had nothing to say this time and simply pulled Tetsuo's phone out. Gazing upon it to remind her of his brutal death no longer brought her satisfaction. Flare was hiding so much more than she let on.
The situation had changed with Jade's revelation, and Kari understood that she had to adapt or die. So she tossed the phone to Flare, likewise casting aside her curiosity in order to live another day. Flare, pleasantly surprised by this turn of events, melted the phone off her hand and into a pool of black sludge, and the tension in the air and her demeanor shifted for the better.
"That's all you had to do in the beginning!" Flare said, bursting into her superstar celebrity laughter. "Chin up, guys. Gotta smile for the cameras now."
People trickled in slowly, drawn in by the sound of Flare's laugh and the lack of fighting now that the monster was dead. The four of them were soon surrounded by adoring fans squealing their names, asking for autographs, and the flash of cameras going off.
Flare bathed in the fame of it all, like she hadn't just killed someone for doing the same thing and threatened to kill a fellow magical girl just moments ago.
Sirens soon followed as police officers and ambulances filled into the plaza. Kari wanted to take this opportunity to sneak away, but fate had other plans.
"Magical girl Kari! Sorry to bother you after your grueling fight against another monster, but would you spare us a moment of your time?" a familiar gruff voice belonging to Sergeant Ogata asked.




Chapter 27 - Unraveling

Kari waited for what must have been an hour. If they only wanted to hear her account of what happened, making her wait in an interrogation room was a little suspicious. This could have easily been done back at the plaza, but Sergeant Ogata insisted they return to the precinct and left his unit to handle the mess at Roppongi.
At least being ferried away by the police spared her from dealing with the crowds, as well as away from Flare's burning glare. There was so much to think about after Jade's revelation, that coming down to the police station felt more like a bothersome chore.
She chewed on her fingernail until it became rigid. Digesting what Jade had told her was difficult. It changed nothing that she had left her and Makina for dead.
Another, more pressing question troubled her yet— What game was that nutjob Flare playing at?
Her thoughts were interrupted by Sergeant Ogata entering the room with two paper cups in hand and apologizing for making her wait. He took a seat across the small table and slid to her one of the steaming cups that smelled of coffee.
"Best I got is black. Sorry there's no sugar or cream. I'm not really a fan of sugary things," he said, clearing the awkward silence between them.
"Thanks. Neither am I." Kari took a sip that only really moistened her lips.
Now wasn't the time to be nervous. She had to keep up appearances even to the police. Otherwise he would suspect foul play at the park.
"I'm sure you must be dying to get home after a tough day. Thank you. Really. Without you magical girls, the body counts would surely be much higher," he said.
"A certain superhero's uncle did say with great power, comes great responsibility. We're just out here doing what's right like you guys." Kari thought to butter him up and it seemed to work. He flashed a wide grin, belching a laugh that echoed in the small room.
The police sergeant scooted his drink aside and clasped two meaty hands together on the table.
"Well, we're nothing compared to you brave ladies. Which leads me to why I asked you to come by, as there's only so much that we know and need you to fill in."
Kari knew it would come to this no matter how much either of them stalled with small talk. She went to explain what she had prepared beforehand to say. It was similar to Minato's explanation, but tweaked from her perspective and careful not to embellish too much that would arouse suspicions. The man in front of her listened so intently, she was afraid to reveal anything that he might fixate onto.
"I see," Sergeant Ogata said, long after she had finished explaining. "It's always terrible to hear of young people's deaths. One of the deceased, Tetsuo, belongs to the Katsuragi family. They had already lost their eldest son Gouda in Akihabara a few weeks ago."
"My friend Chie died that day, too." She swallowed hard and cast her eyes down to the coffee, but an uncaring reflection stared back, and so she twisted her expression to appear troubled
"I'm sorry to hear that." He sighed.
The deflection seemed to work. Whether in respect for the dead or to mourn them, Sergeant Ogata fell silent. The hardest part had passed. She shouldn't have to say anymore after this and would be free to leave, closing the matter for good.
"One thing is bugging me though. When I asked the only survivor of the park attack, the boy had no idea either." Sergeant Ogata's seat creaked as he leaned forward and shut his eyes in thought. One hand scratched his scruffy salt and pepper hair. "We found every victim's personal belongings except Tetsuo Katsuragi's phone which I find odd."
Kari glanced up at the police sergeant and waited for him to continue, yet his pause seemed like a chance for her to answer instead. She elected to remain quiet.
"The sole survivor was apparently a victim of bullying, and he distinctly told me they were all 'filming me while beating me up'. You kids are all so in love with the latest tech, I find it hard to believe Tetsuo didn't have his phone on him," he said, opening one eye at Kari.
It was fine. Flare melted the phone into sludge. Whatever secrets it contained were hers alone now.
Kari did think it strange that he mentioned Tetsuo by name, but withheld identifying Minato. Not that it mattered. He doesn't appear to know she and Minato were friends, thus there was no tying her to the mischief. As far as the police knew, they were just a bunch of high schoolers in the wrong place at the wrong time.
"Maybe it got lost." Kari shrugged, trying not to let her growing impatience show.
"Poor kids deserved better." Sergeant Ogata heaved another sigh.
Her eyes twitched briefly in response. She rubbed them as if an eyelash was irritating her.
No one could think they deserved better knowing what she knew.
"To be sure, was it too late by the time you arrived?" he asked.
She wondered if there was truly a right or wrong answer to this. It was easy to forget that police officers were also investigators, and a man as seasoned as a police sergeant did not ask questions just to make small talk.
"Yeah. If only I was faster," Kari answered in a somber tone. "Can I leave now? Kind of want to shower up after today."
"Don't let me keep you. Thanks again for coming." Sergeant Ogata leaned back on the seat and folded his thick arms across the barrel of a chest.
Kari grabbed the cup of coffee to go and was about to exit the room until Ogata cleared his throat.
"Ah. I just remembered," he said.
She paused with her hand on the door knob.
"Kari Tachibana. Your father put in a missing person's report. Don't worry, it won't go past my desk. I know you're a magical girl, but try not to forget your family. I have a daughter myself. If she turned into one, I'd be worried sick!" He chuckled.
"I'll keep that in mind," she said.
Rocky was waiting in the lobby, trying to cheer up a crying child who had just lost her parents in the attack at Roppongi. She arrived at the same time they did, and the police had been trying to contact her extended family ever since.
"Time to go," Kari said to her anthem.
"Maybe you can say something to her? You know, as a magical girl?" He flew up to her but hesitated to leave.
"Why should I?" she asked, only to get a dirty look from Rocky.
What should she say? Maybe something that might come out of the other three's mouths.
The girl stopped crying and looked up. Her eyes were red and cheeks stained with tears.
"How come you didn't save my mom and dad?" she asked, causing Kari to choke down her own words.
"Sweetheart, come here. We've got a hold of your grandma!" a dispatcher called from the other side of the counter.
Kari couldn't get a word in and only watched the girl's back until she disappeared behind the dispatcher's counter.
Flying over the city, Kari could make out the smoking wreck left behind at Roppongi Hills. The destruction somehow made her homesick.
For once after a long while, she thought of her parents. Makina's mother and Sergeant Ogata, both adults with families of their own, encouraged her to reach out to them. That kid just now reminded her how easily one's life could shatter. With little else to do, Kari flew straight home.
She looked through the window and saw her dad in his usual spot on the couch. A laptop was open in front of him. It was the weekend, which meant he continued to work even though he should be resting.
Kari rang the doorbell and waited with bated breath. When the door opened, her mom was there under the doorway.
"Kari, Rocky? Oh, my god!" Mom gasped.
"Okay, you don't have to be that dramatic." Kari rolled her eyes, but was relieved that she was able to make such a reaction.
"Who's at the door— Kari?" Her dad gawked from the hallway.
Both of them were excited to have her home. They urged her to come inside, but she was hesitant and only relented due to their insistence.
"You had us so worried," Mom began. "We only knew you were alright from the clips they show on TV of you fighting. You're not hurt, are you?"
"No. I'm a lot stronger than that. Even started fighting with… with the other girls." Kari swallowed the lump in her throat.
Although the two of them had a lot to say, it wasn't the same case with her dad. He sat there awkwardly in silence, listening to them until her mom nudged him.
"Don't you have something to tell Kari?" she asked.
Kari glanced over expectantly. Their eyes met, only the second time since coming back.
"I'm… I'm sorry about the way I acted. I should have been more supportive of you becoming a magical girl," he said at last.
A pre-recording hidden under the table would have been more believable. Yet there it was. An apology. Maybe there was a chance for them to be a family again.
"It's alright. I also said too much…" Kari quietly replied.
"Okay." Dad nodded with relief.
"Okay!" Mom echoed his line and nodded as well to clear the air. "We should go out and eat together as a family tonight. Just the three of us. How does Korean barbecue sound?"
"You know it's going to be hard when everyone knows my name and face now," Kari joked.
"Oh, once they hear who's coming, I'm sure we'll get seated instantly," she said.
"Our little girl can fly, remember? We can skip traffic and head straight to the restaurant if she flies us there," her dad added.
"I… I could use a bath first…" She tried to get a word in but was promptly ignored.
"That's true! With her around, we wouldn't even need plane tickets for an Okinawa trip either!"
"Actually, my company wants you to sponsor our product like you did with the stuffed animals—"
"—my friends will be so jealous that I have a magical girl for a daughter."
"Maybe I can quit my job and live off of Kari's royalties—"
What's going on? Kari asked herself. She stopped existing to them again. She had once again become a canvas they wanted to paint over. Kari slammed her fists on the dinner table, breaking it completely and silencing her parents. They staggered away and pressed their backs against the far wall of the kitchen.
"You know what? I change my mind. I want nothing to do with this family. Take my college funds and put it into your retirement savings, I don't care." She left her phone on the counter and stormed out of the house.
Why?
Why did that hurt to say? She told herself not to look back. Not while her eyes were hot with tears.
That wasn't family, but eighteen years of being asked to dance like a marionette. With these words repeating in her head, she convinced herself that her parents were wrong by the time she exited the door. They didn't call after her this time.
"I don't get it! You three were getting along just now. What happened?" Rocky asked, following her out, dumbfounded how it turned out this way.
An anthem couldn't understand. They didn't have familial relationships like humans did.
Rocky flew in her way again. It felt as though this had been happening a lot lately. However, he was astonished to see tears rolling down her cheeks. His shoulders slackened and hugged her instead of demanding an answer.
"I'm so tired, Rocky. It hasn't been a week, and I almost died twice. I just wanted to take a bath…" she said, choking up.
"I know." Rocky reached up to wipe a tear away with his paw.
The two of them sat at the top of the Tokyo Tower until night fell, and Kari wept until there were no tears left.
"It's getting late. Should we go back to the manga cafe?" Rocky asked.
"I got a better idea," Kari said.
They arrived at Nekomura just as employees were closing up for the evening. The cats had already been put away and the kitchen closed, but she wasn't here for either of those.
"Sorry, we're closing up." The male employee had his back turned, too busy wiping down a table to notice.
"Shuu," Kari called into the cafe.
Startled, Shuu dropped the towel and gasped. "Holy shit! Kari? Weren't you just at Roppongi?"
"I need a place to stay," she said, pulling back the hoodie.
"Sorry for the intrusion!" Rocky said on the way in. "Do you have anything to eat in the fridge?"
"Make yourselves at home, I guess?" Shuu switched on the lights to a very messy one-room studio. The kitchen was directly to the left as she walked in, and the bathroom was through an opened door to the right. Unwashed dishes filled the sink, clothes laid strewn on the ground, and the floor creaked to every footstep.
"On second thought, I'm going to a manga cafe." Kari spun around to Shuu, blocking the way.
"Give me a break!" He threw his hands in the air. "You dropped in on me out of nowhere. I'll clean up right now, but if you want to leave, don't let me stop you."
Kari threw her duffle bag to the only corner that wasn't a mess, then dug for a change of clothes and towel.
"Is this a don't ask situation? Because I've got a lot of questions right now," Shuu said, leaning against the kitchen's half-wall.
"You get three as thanks for letting me stay," she replied.
It didn't take him long to come up with three questions.
"How long? Why not Makina's place? What color underwear will you change into?"
"Until I find a new place, I can't face Makina right now, and…" Kari unfurled a plain white panty in her hands and heard him boo as she entered the bathroom.
Later, after a back and forth exchange, Kari finally relented in accepting the futon on Shuu's insistence, and he settled for the floor with a rolled up jacket as his pillow. Rocky was already sound asleep beside her with a googly-eyed sleep mask on.
"You awake?" Shuu whispered.
"If I say no, will you pretend that I am?" Kari asked.
"Seriously. How you became a magical girl over Makina is beyond me…" He groaned.
That made two of them.
Kari looked at the ring on her finger and thought it had gotten tighter since she first put it on. What if she was a mistake, and the ring originally wanted Makina? How much differently would things have turned out?
No. That was loser's talk. She had these powers now, and it was up to her to save the ones who mattered.
"You should start looking to move out of Tokyo— Hell, just get out of the prefecture for a few months," Kari warned.
"Wait, what? Where is all this coming from?" Shuu rolled over on his side to face her.
"After today's attack in Roppongi Hills, Jade mentioned something about here being ground zero. I think the next incursion is going to be a big one; it's not safe to stay," she said.
He laid flat on his back, put both hands behind his head, and sighed through his nose. There was no surprise or urgency. Shuu simply stared at the ceiling as though wondering what to have for breakfast in the morning.
"If it isn't safe in the one of few cities that has a magical girl, is there anywhere else that is safe?" he asked.
Kari opened her mouth, but she had no answer to give.
The next few days were spent bumming off of Shuu while searching for an affordable apartment to live in Minato City, an endeavor akin to looking for a needle in the haystack. Kari scorned the fact that she used Flare's charity to buy a new phone. She wanted nothing to do with her now if she could help it.
As magical girls living in such a small country in comparison to others in the world, seeing and fighting alongside her again was an inevitability she wasn't looking forward to. Even discarding her old phone didn't sever their connection. As soon as she reinstalled the LINE app, her account remained unchanged with every contact still there.
Among her recent chats, a message had been sent to her from Kanae three days ago— the same day as the attack.
Kari scowled at the message containing an animated sticker of chibi Flare giving a thumb's up and read: Let's continue working together!
Fake. Never in her life had she met someone, not even Ena, so fake.
Maybe it was time to look for new allies. While trying to bring Kari into the fold, Flare made a big deal about keeping an eye on Jade together. But that turned out to be a farce. Flare was powerful enough to keep magical girls' mouths shut and follow orders, but crazy enough that Jade turned on her the moment they could speak without being heard.
Could Flare have eyes and ears in places that forced Jade and Candy to keep quiet about things? How?
Kari sighed into the empty apartment after Shuu had gone to work, then turned on [Incognito] before stepping out into the exterior walkway. She leaned over the concrete railing to a five-story drop. The urge to send Makina a message was hard to resist.
An idea suddenly came to her.
"Rocky, does the Apocalypse System have a message system like my phone app?" Kari asked.
"It does for 50,000 points! Just like the [Incognito] addon. But no one buys it because you guys all have phones and computers." He shrugged.
"50— holy shit. Just who the hell designed this stupid system?" She activated the Apocalypse System and navigated to the shop menu.
After buying this damn thing, her total points amounted to a measly 4,000.
"Don't rag on the thing that's helping us save your world! We may not know who or what made it, but they certainly don't want us to lose," he said.
"If that's the case, then level us up to max…"
Purchasing the messaging system opened a text box, along with a list— longer than she expected— of magical girls who were available to be contacted. None of them she recognized. Most were foreigners from other countries. She sorted by nation and the nine faces showed up
Nine?
There are five other magical girls besides them?
Not right now. Kari would have to investigate that later. For now, she tried sending a message to Jade.
[Kari: If you received this message, we need to talk. Meet me at the top of Tokyo Tower.
Jade: <User Tsubasa Shibusawa has received the message, but cannot respond without purchasing the application>]
Without waiting for a reply, Kari and Rocky flew to the Tokyo Tower. Twenty minutes later, Jade and Gauntlet arrived.
[Jade: You're fucking nuts. What if Flare can see this? And even if she can't, she might know we're meeting up.
Kari: Then throw her off. I want to know more about ground zero. Tell me in person.]
Jade gestured to the observation deck's rooftop. The two of them landed on it, voices of tourists and visitors could be heard from underneath as they gazed across Tokyo.
"Ground zero is where shit starts spawning like crazy and anomalies like a Malevolent Domain error happens more often. Same thing that happened in Cape Town, South Africa and kicked off the Apocalyptic Incursion. In short, Kari— your city's fucked."




Chapter 28 - Flesh and Bone

What Shuu had said echoed forth from the back of Kari's mind.
If it isn't safe in the one of few cities that has a magical girl, is there anywhere else that is safe?
If a bunch of magical girls couldn't stop South Africa's apocalypse, what hope did four of them have? As much as she would rather not admit it, their survival might depend on Flare and Jade simply because they were stronger— and one of them was unfathomably stronger, as well as seemingly immortal.
There was a hope. The two mysterious magical girls. Were they friends or allies? More importantly, were either of them associated with Flare in any way?
For now, she needed to understand the gravity of what Minato City would face, and what Flare was scheming.
"So, my home city's ground zero. Then how come we aren't warning the government? City officials, mayor… Hell, even the National Diet and Prime Minister?" Kari asked.
"We did. They ain't listening." Jade frowned.
[Jade: But the truth is, they think we're enough to stop it. Flare refuses to push the issue of evacuating the city, too. Her word's got more weight than mine.]
"There are millions in Tokyo alone. We're just going to let them die?" Not that Kari cared, but something this big would upturn her friends' lives for the worse.
It was probably a done deal, seeing how hopeless South Africa looked. The only thing they could do was wait for the inevitable and try to minimize the damage… If they survived.
The emerald magical girl shook her head. "Little we can do without the PM mobilizing the JSDF. My guess is the big wigs are preparing their underground bunkers instead."
[Jade: You saw how the last monster evolved like a fucking Pokemon. Flare wants to see how far one can go chomping through Tokyo. Crazy bitch thinks she can take whatever it turns into.]
Crazy was right. All of this was crazy.
"So, what should we do?" she asked.
"Nothing," Jade answered.
Kari waited for a secondary response from her through the Apocalypse System, but none came. She was serious.
Everything seemed hopeless and uncertain like her future under her parents' roof. It wasn't until she broke the chains did things become clear. Though right now, the immediate future was foggy at best.
Rocky held her gaze with worry written all over his face. She turned Jade's way and also found her staring.
"What?" Kari asked.
"I'm surprised. You changed a lot in just a week, rookie." Jade scoffed.
[Jade: But don't expect an apology from me. You're still a temperamental brat.]
Kari had to pinch her thigh and clenched her jaw to keep from blowing up. She was about to ditch Jade here until she recalled the two other magical girls that should be investigated.
[Kari: You must have checked the contacts list, right? There are other magical girls than us four public ones. Will they be able to help? Against Flare or the apocalypse?]
There was a pause, and she appeared almost reluctant to answer.
[Jade: I know one of them. Yuria Wakana wanted nothing to do with being a magical girl back then. She lives out in Mitsue with her grandma, east of Nara. The other one, Aiko Shigure? Beats me.]
As the name passed through Kari's ears with familiarity, and a powerful flash of deja vu wracked her mind. Yuria Wakana… could she be related to Iori, the school nurse? Or was that only coincidence?
The two of them flew towards Mitsue, a village in the mountains with many green peaks and fewer inhabitants living there than a single block in Tokyo. Most of the houses here were old and abandoned, just like the untended pastures where farmers once worked.
Flying right behind Jade, it was difficult fighting the urge to get a cheap shot off. But what good would that do now? Her feelings were in disarray. On one hand, Flare was the one who ordered Jade to leave her for dead. On the other, she could have very easily disobeyed.
Just what sort of fucked up priorities were these girls running on? Kari wondered if she would have done things differently in Jade's place.
"Do you think they made up?" Rocky could be heard asking Gauntlet from behind.
"Are you crazy? Does it look like they made up?" Gauntlet retorted.
"We're heading down." Jade pointed to a modest, one-story house surrounded by small trees and overgrown weeds in the front yard.
As soon as they landed, Jade went straight to rapping her knuckle on the door.
"Just one moment!" a young woman's voice called from deep within the house.
When the door slid open, Kari was astonished to see the woman standing on two prosthetic legs that looked like bent up ski blades. Her bright demeanor darkened as she laid eyes on Jade.
"Hey, Yuria." Tsubasa dropped the magical girl form to greet her.
"Couldn't very well leave me alone, huh?" Yuria remarked, expelling a heavy sigh. Her eyes filled with recognition as she turned to face Kari. "Alright, then. Since you two came all this way, I should at least make you tea."
The four of them waited in a small tatami mat room furnished with only a low table and cushions. A sliding door which led out back was left open, offering them a view of the mountain behind the house. Kari and Tsubasa sat at the furthest corners of the table from each other, while their anthems occupied the remaining cushions.
"Bad history?" Kari asked.
"Something like that," Tsubasa answered just as Yuria returned.
Yuria entered with a tray of tea and rice crackers, the latter which both anthems ravenously snacked on the moment it was put down. She sat at the end of the table next to Tsubasa, but it was Kari whom she threw a glance at.
"I've been seeing you on TV a lot lately. If you two are here to bring me back into the fray, you've come a long way for nothing," she said, quietly sipping on her tea.
"Even if we tell you the apocalypse is nearing?" Kari asked, eyes fixed on the prosthetic legs that were up to just below the knees.
Yuria flashed a bitter smile, but not due to the tea. She put her cup down and stared past them to the misty mountains of Mitsue. There was longing in her eyes.
"My anthem's dead. I can't level or use sigils. All I'm good for is clearing stray spawns around Nara and looking after my grandma."
Rocky and Gauntlet stopped chewing at the same time.
"Yuria! Yuria!" The shrill screams of a panicked older woman startled them. Whoever it was continued to yell Yuria's name over and over again. Meanwhile, the person in question, whose deadpan eyes fell to the reddish-orange tea, merely sighed at the commotion.
"She quiets down after a while," Yuria assured them.
"If you're not going to help us, maybe the other one will. Don't suppose you know who Aiko Shigure is?" Kari asked.
"As a matter of fact, I do. Though I should warn you, she's grown unhinged over the years. I myself haven't spoken to her in years now," she said.
Yuria wrote down an address on a piece of paper and slid it across the table to Kari. The place on the note was Kurotaki, a village southwest of Mitsue. Not a far flight at all.
On their way out, Kari winced at the sound of Yuria's still screaming grandma. She hadn't stopped screaming, and in a quiet village like this, made it all the more disturbing.
"You've been staring at my prosthetics for a while now. Want to know what happened to my legs?" Yuria asked as she saw them out the door. "
Kari nodded wordlessly.
"I tried being a hero," she said.
Somehow, the answer didn't surprise her. The ones always getting hurt were those going above and beyond for the sake of others. Rie, Makina, Iori…
Kari lifted her gaze with one more question on her tongue.
"By any chance… are you related to Iori Wakana? She lives in Minato city working as a school nurse at Suginuma High," Kari said.
For the first time since meeting Yuria, her eyes appeared to fill with color.
"You know my big sister? If you see her, please tell her to stop sending us money. She should spend it on herself instead. There's no need to look after her own ghosts anymore." Yuria frowned.
"That include me, too?" Jade asked without so much as facing the person whom she posed the question to. "We should just forget about you altogether?"
Only Kari saw the sad smile on Yuria's face.
"It will be a lot easier for all of us if you did, and I'd appreciate it if you don't disturb our peace anymore," she said before shutting the door.
As they flew to Kurotaki, Kari couldn't get the screaming out of her head. They were more disturbing than hearing people being eaten by head hounds.
"You know something about why Yuria stopped being a magical girl, don't you?" Kari asked Jade.
"Some people just aren't cut out for it. Better they stay out of our way, else inexperience bites us in the ass," she replied.
They followed the address to a shrine in disrepair, surrounded by a thick wall of trees at the top of a hill. The torii gate's red paint was peeling, a layer of dead leaves blanketed the ground, and overgrowth of vines and vegetation was creeping up the buildings.
"I think Yuria sent us on a sightseeing trip." Kari kicked a pile of leaves that had gathered against a stone lantern.
"Yuria ain't the kind of person to lie. Maybe you read the address wrong?" Jade suggested.
Kari was about to double-check the address until a shrine maiden emerged from the haiden, the shrine's worship hall, where prayers and offerings were typically made in front of. The disheveled black-haired woman wore the typical white robe and red skirt, and held a broom in her blistered hands.
"This shrine isn't open to the public right now. Can I help you?" the shrine maiden asked.
"Took a wrong turn." Jade turned to leave, but the woman called out to stop them.
"Wait!" She hesitated, surprised that Jade and Kari had stopped to actually give her their attention. "It's been ages since we've had any visitors. People often say praying here gives them a sense of peace. Perhaps… speaking with the enshrined god here might grant you wisdom in what you're searching for?"
The two traded glances with their anthems. They knew right away something was off about the woman. She appeared to be around Yuria's age. By all accounts, she could very well be Aiko Shigure. Yet her anthem was nowhere to be seen and the sleeves were too long to check for a ring.
"Do you happen to be Aiko?" Kari asked, staring hard to see if the woman before them would react to the name.
Unfortunately, she seemed more confused than anything.
"Where are my manners? I'm Hinata. If I'm not mistaken by your clothing, you two are magical girls?" she inquired in return.
The name was clearly a lie.
Jade stepped forward and put a hand on Kari's shoulder. "You know what? I feel like getting blessed today. Be happy if you could show us around."
The woman named Hinata smiled brightly, eager to bring them further into the shrine.
[Kari: You think Aiko's trying to show us something by playing along?]
[Jade: Has to be. I'd be careful as shit if Flare can see what we're doing. She sure as hell ain't around to clean this place up by herself anyway.]
Kari brushed Jade's hand away and followed after the shrine maiden. However, where she led them wasn't to the haiden, but behind it to the honden, a sacred building which enshrined a god and was forbidden to the public. A real shrine maiden would never lead them to this part of the shrine.
A strong breeze rustled the trees around them and sent fallen leaves scattering across the sacred grounds, consequently revealing droplets of red paint smeared on the stone path. The two wrinkled their noses at a foul stench coming off the honden that gave them pause, yet Hinata was undeterred. She climbed up the decrepit steps, wooden planks groaning under her feet, and prostrated herself before the doors.
"Hear me, divine one! These magical girls have come to pay worship! Your humble priestess beseeches you to descend and grace us with your presence!" Hinata prayed aloud, and was then perplexed as if there was supposed to have been a response other than silence. She glanced over her shoulder to them and offered a strained smile in which the corners of her lips twitched. "You have to be on your knees, or the divine one won't answer me."
"You're joking, right?" Jade scoffed.
"I beg you. If you don't, this transgression might invoke the divine one's wrath!" the cosplaying shrine maiden pleaded more urgently.
This was becoming more outrageous by the second, and Kari had already grown impatient the moment the shrine maiden called herself Hinata.
"Quit fooling around, Aiko. We're here to talk to you, not some wooden box!" Kari shouted to her back.
"My… My name is Hinata! You have to show the enshrined god your respects! Please!" Her words— doubtful as they were— sounded like she was trying to convince herself of that.
Rocky and Gauntlet were at the honden's roof, trying to peek in through small cracks. Both anthems pinched their noses and recoiled, then waved to them in distress.
"Something's inside," Jade said.
"No, stay away!" Hinata cried as Jade marched up the steps. "You can't—"
"Come Here!" Kari pulled the struggling shrine maiden into her grasp.
Jade threw open the doors and staggered back at the sight of a dozen maggot-infested bodies in various states of decay. They were all in the prostrating position as if praying. Flies buzzed loudly from within, much of the swarm escaping once the doors were opened.
At the very center where a shrine relic like a mirror was supposed to sit, was the skeletal remains of a small animal that might have been a squirrel or fox.
"No, no, no— Transform!" Aiko's shrine maiden robes changed into a deep blue dress. She broke free from Kari, who was briefly stunned by what was inside the honden, and shoved Jade aside to race in, stepping over the rotting corpses to cradle the animal bones.
"You're fucking crazy…" Jade uttered in horror.
"It's okay, Pochi… I'm here. Everything will be okay…" Aiko mumbled deliriously.
"Is that really… P-Pochi…? She's been dead this whole time?" Rocky swallowed hard.
"Pochi's not dead!" she screamed. "I enshrined her here for people to worship her! So when she reincarnates, we'll save the world together like we promised… I'll be the strongest magical girl in the world!"
Some people were just too far gone to reason with. Aiko was one of them. Having lost touch with the world after losing her anthem and place as a magical girl, she came here thinking to resurrect an old friend.
Or something else?
"Snap out of it, we're not—" Jade clammed up, but Kari couldn't see why from where she stood.
"None of you have any idea… but I've seen it. Kill enough humans and you become one of them. I'll show you not to mess with me and Pochi! The divine will witness my devotion and bring Pochi back to me! Explosive Finale!" Aiko pulled from under her sleeve a dynamite stick in which the burning wick was nearly at its end.
Kari saw too late the deranged bloodlust in Aiko's eyes and realized that they were in very real danger.
Magic? Real? Which is it?!
She shouted her sole defensive skill nonetheless as her vision flashes white. A massive explosion rocked the shrine, knocking her off her feet and through the haiden that was behind her.
"What was… that?" Her health status updated, taking far more damage than expected.
[Health: 200/200 ⇒ 101/200]
The entire shrine grounds from the honden to the torii gate was leveled. Trees and branches were blown naked, leaving them as spiked remnants of their former selves.
"Demolitionist, huh? Her skills are magic-based. Effects a large area and deals insane damage, but they have a sort of timer." Jade landed beside her with both of their anthems safe in her arms, but herself a smoking mess and somehow less injured than Kari.
"Rocky, hand me a sigil," Kari ordered.
"Roger!"
She crushed the sigil as soon as it appeared in her hand.
[Health: 101/200 ⇒ 200/200]
Across the way, with the ruins of the collapsed worship hall between them, stood Aiko in a defiant showdown. She still carried Pochi's remains in one hand and another dynamite in the other.
"You should have prayed. The divine one needed your devotion, too. They gave you life, but you spat in their face. Don't you want to be whole again? Is that how you show your thanks?!" Aiko was becoming more unhinged with each word she spoke.
None of them came looking for a fight, but now that it came to this, what was the right play?
Without giving them a chance to formulate any sort of plan, Aiko cast a volley of red marbles.
"Cherry Bomb!"
"Iron Fortress!" An army of knights materialized to intercept the explosions, then she pointed forward with her javelin. "Advance!"
The ones that survived came to life and marched forward, but an onslaught of explosions dwindled their ranks to zero.
"I can incapacitate her!" Kari said, summoning her soul weapon before jumping into battle.
The instant [Destruction and Ruin] appeared in her grasp, Aiko's eyes widened with terror.
"Where did you get something like that?! No, don't come any closer! Anything but that! Cherry Bomb! Cherry Bomb! Cherry Bomb!" Aiko cried hysterically, throwing all the explosives as she had.
Kari was far too slippery now that she knew what to expect. The bombs all had a slight delay before exploding, and as long as she continued unflinchingly, none of them would catch her in the blast. She was soon on top of Aiko.
"Cherry… ah—"
The axe came down on Aiko's right shoulder, but instead of carving her soul, it cut into flesh and bone. Her magical girl form dropped, returning to the shrine maiden's robes. She fell limp to the ground, silent at last.
"She's… dead," Rocky said.
"For fuck's sake. You straight up killed her?" Jade exclaimed in disbelief.
"No, that isn't what [Ruin] does… It's supposed to carve souls, not flesh!" Kari argued.
Aiko Shigure was split down from her right shoulder all the way to the center of her waist. The white robes, stained by the pool of blood, quickly turned as red as the skirt. A sapphire-studded ring slipped off the slain magical girl's rigid finger.
Aiko was dead, killed by Kari's shaking hands. She gasped as her body violently seized up.
[+400,000 Apocalypse Points.]
[Total Apocalypse Points: 404,000.]
Points? From killing Aiko…?
"What's wrong?" Jade asked, but was reluctant about laying a hand on her.
"I… Nothing. I just can't believe I killed her…" Kari answered, feigning grief.
She held [Destruction and Ruin] to her face and wondered what went wrong. The weapon was able to carve the souls of Principal Nishida and monsters alike. Why did that not happen for Aiko?
When she drew her hand against the bladed edge of her weapon, it did what any cut would do, but not what [Ruin] should— she bled.
"You said it's supposed to cut souls? Try me." Jade stuck her hand out, letting Kari make a small lateral cut across the palm. Again, blood. She stared at the wound and clenched her fist shut.
"If you're bleeding, then… that means...?" Rocky didn't need to finish his sentence for Kari and Jade to draw the same conclusion.




Chapter 29 - Flying Too Close to the Sun

First thing in the morning, Kari received a LINE message from Jade asking to meet at the Tokyo Tower again. It seemed she had been staying in the outskirts of Tokyo to be ready anytime the apocalypse hit. That could only mean the same for Flare, whose face has been on TV for three days straight, reassuring the public of their safety in the wake of constant monster attacks.
She certainly was the face of Japan's magical girls. If only people knew how batshit crazy she actually was and the danger they were in
Well… It wasn't as though Kari realized how much danger she was in until shit hit the fan in Akihabara either.
Jade flew in from above, sipping on iced coffee amidst the blistering heat.
"Seeing your messages first thing in the morning doesn't contribute to a good day for me," Kari remarked.
She scoffed. "If I could sew your mouth shut… Maybe a surprise will turn that resting bitch face upside down."
Something glistened in the distance behind her.
"Is that who I think it is?" Rocky asked, bouncing with excitement.
"Kari!"
The bubbly voice was immediately recognizable, but Kari had little time to react.
"I'm back!" Rie declared, slamming into Kari with such force that they were sent flying across the sky. She was back in shape and without all the bandages mummifying her. Yuyu was with her, too, all smiles to see them reunited.
"You have no idea how happy I am to see you back in action." Kari grinned.
"Now we can really start fighting together!" she said. "Tsubasa filled me in on Minato City being ground zero. I'm staying with her in Shinagawa for now."
[Candy: Including Flare, the other two magical girls and… our souls. It's all so crazy to me...]
[Jade: We got something up our sleeves that Flare doesn't know— the ring from Aiko.]
[Kari: You're thinking about giving it to someone? Wouldn't it be bad if we start splitting experience even further?]
[Jade: Having an unknown factor is our only shot at tripping up Flare, but you're right. It's too much of a risk, and we can't afford to lose xp to another rookie. No offense.]
"Give that a rest already! Kari's going to catch up to me soon. She might be hot on your tail," Candy teased Jade, who merely folded her arms in response.
If Kari remembered correctly, Candy's total level was five— three in her main class, and two in her subclass. She was only one subclass level away from catching up. In fact, after inadvertently killing Aiko and receiving points for her death, she could level up. Though that might draw some suspicions if she wasn't careful about it.
Kari was beginning to understand why Flare made it a point for them to keep their stats a private matter.
"Did you give the autographed wasabi peas to your friend yet? Or are you hogging it to yourself?" Candy whispered, snapping her from her thoughts.
"I-I'm trying to find the right time to," Kari answered.
The three of them decided to split from there. Jade and Candy still had things to take care of from their respective home cities.
On the way back to Shuu's apartment, Kari caught a glimpse of Sachi sitting alone on a bench in the city park. A dog passing by sniffed at her feet, but she didn't so much as react. The owner had to pull their pet away to leave her alone.
Kari landed in front Sachi without [Incognito], startling her and passersby. She dropped magical girl form and, after giving in to enough pictures, people started leaving her alone.
"Hey," Kari awkwardly greeted. "Wanna talk?"
Out of the park and into the crowds of the city, Kari was practically invisible to a public that had business and pleasure on their minds. There was less of a chance of being recognized in crowds than in places where people were sparse. When shoulder to shoulder with the masses, no one cared who was who.
Sachi looked to be at her breaking point. Bags under her eyes, make up partially undone, and nothing like the cocky girl who threatened Kari with her nails.
"So… you were a magical girl this whole time?" Sachi swallowed hard and glanced down at her feet as she walked. "Even while Ena and I were… doing all that? Explains how you caved in the wall. If we had known—"
"You wouldn't have done it?" Kari said, finishing her sentence.
As far as anyone was concerned, Ena was just as guilty as Principal Nishida and Tetsuo. There would be no rest until that bitch was humiliated.
"I know you want to get back at Ena, but… she hasn't been doing well lately. She hasn't even been answering my texts. I tried to visit her house yesterday, but her parents wouldn't let me see her. I think she's afraid of you."
Their eyes met, and Kari had only one thing to say.
"Good."
Sachi stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, causing people to gripe at the impediment and walk around her.
"What's it going to take? I'll do anything. Buy whatever you want! I'll get on my knees and scrape my head on the ground if I have to," she said on the verge of tears.
Kari pulled her aside before she could draw too much attention to them. What would people think if they suddenly saw a regular person groveling in front of a magical girl?
"You're going to make a scene, quit it!" She sighed. "Fine. If you're so desperate to be forgiven, then how about this: you bring Ena to Makina's house and apologize directly to her."
"Really…?"
Not really. As if this would be enough. Kari nodded nonetheless.
It was enough to placate Sachi, and she was beginning to look better.
As they waited at a major crosswalk for the pedestrian light, Kari wondered if forgiveness was really as simple as a verbal exchange. Makina surely would. That's just how kind she was.
Sorry, Sachi. All you are to me is someone to get back at Ena, Kari thought to herself.
The pedestrian light turned green and played the Toryanse tune, but just as she was about to cross—
"Wait, Kari!"
She was yanked back and tumbled into Sachi as a semi-truck sped past, blaring its horn. Another step and she would have been hit.
"You just… saved my life," Kari mumbled in disbelief. She continued to stare across the street, the sound of the horn still ringing in her ears.
Many people passed by them, not paying any mind that someone was almost struck or that a truck ran a red light.
"Ow… Can a truck really kill someone like you though?" Sachi asked, rubbing her backside.
Maybe if she was in her magical girl form. As a human, she might have some strength and resilience bleeding over, but a 50-ton semi would have turned her into a ketchup stain on the asphalt.
Even as Sachi helped her up, wobbly legs threatened to put her back to the ground.
Kari couldn't understand it. Maybe it was because of their circumstances that prevented her from understanding. Sachi could have stayed silent and let her get hit. If it was the other way around, Kari might not have done the same.
"Hey," Sachi began. "I'm going to try and talk to Ena again, hopefully convince her to come with me to apologize to Makina. For what my apology is worth… I really am sorry…"
She took off down the crosswalk just as the pedestrian light turned red. The flow of traffic rushed back and forth again like nothing had changed.
Kari sighed. Maybe Sachi had the right idea. Now was as good a time as any to drop in on Makina.
While flying over Makina's house, gentle and muffled piano music bled past the walls to reach Kari's ears. Each note was filled with such warmth and kindness, much like her touch which she dearly missed but would never admit to. She could sit out here all day just listening to it if Makina continued playing.
"Are you sure you don't want to say hi?" Rocky asked.
It didn't take a telepath to read her mind. Of course she wanted to. But after all that had happened, could she face Makina with a clear conscience? This soulless husk of a girl that was once Kari?
"Let's just drop this by the door and leave," she said.
However, as Kari landed in front of the door to leave a bouquet of flowers and the autographed wasabi peas, Makina's mother exited with a yet lit cigarette in her mouth. The two of them gawked at each other in surprise.
"Kari? I'm flattered," the woman joked as the cigarette fell from her lips.
"I, uh… was about to leave," Kari said, turning away but a hand grabbed her wrist.
"Makina has been trying to reach you for days. Come in and talk to her," she insisted. When it looked like Kari wasn't going to budge, the woman had another ace up her sleeves. "I can tell you're hungry, and you stink. I'll run a bath and make you something to eat in the meantime. How's that?"
Kari relented and transformed out of her magical girl outfit into casual street clothes. Coming through the door, Makina was already standing at the end of the hallway, choking back tears as their eyes met. Her mother stepped out of the way as the daughter tackled Kari into the wall with a hug.
After a much needed hot bath, Kari and Rocky joined Makina in her room where tea and porridge awaited them.
"I can't believe you got me flowers." Makina giggled.
"Shut up… I was hoping to just put it by the door and leave…" Kari buried her face in her hands.
"So much has been going on in the city I thought you just didn't have the time of day to visit me. Is it getting that bad out there?" she asked.
"I don't want to downplay it. Something big is coming to the city. You and your parents should definitely leave for a while."
It was a difficult decision for her, especially with the music arts festival coming up. Telling anyone to suddenly leave the city was too much to ask for to begin with. Preparations were needed, like a new place to stay or remote work to consider.
"I believe you," Makina said.
"You do?"
A welcome and refreshing surprise after Shuu reacted in the opposite manner.
She continued. "I can convince my family to visit grandpa down in Okinawa for vacation. But we probably won't be leaving until after my recital at the music arts festival."
Kari suspected as much. Good news nonetheless. The only person left she had to tell was Minato.
"How are you doing, Rocky? Keeping an eye on Kari to make sure she stays out of trouble?" Makina stroked the anthem on his head while he porridge, but the question spooked him more than anything.
"Y-Yeah! Definitely! It's more like Kari keeps me out of trouble. Haha!" He continued to drone on, making it more suspicious than if he had just shut up.
Rocky aside, Kari was glad that little had changed between her and Makina. They were able to talk again like normal. All this paranoia was just in her head. She just needed to stop overthinking things—
"By the way, I heard on the news the other day about Tetsuo…" Makina began. "Weird that you and Minato just happened to be there."
The porridge seared Kari's throat on the way down as she swallowed a spoonful without blowing on it. Despite the hot food in her stomach, the blood in her veins turned to ice. She wasn't sure how to approach the topic without knowing if Minato talked to Makina about it. Given how close they all were, it was unfathomable that they hadn't already talked
If Makina were to learn that she had let Tetsuo die, would the illusion of a hero in her friend's eyes vanish in a blink of an eye?
She was about to answer until Makina had more to say.
"Honestly? Screw him! I hate him so much! If you weren't able to save him on time, that's fine by me because I won't shed a single tear!" she exclaimed, catching her breath at the end of it and tearing up nonetheless. "I… I really… he's just… I thought he was just being nice…"
Makina cried into Kari's shoulders until she exhausted herself to sleep. She carried her into the bed, pulled the sheets over her, and placed on the table both the flowers and the autographed wasabi pea bag.
Four people made her life a living hell at school. Only Ena was left, and she had to be sweating bullets wondering if it was all a coincidence. First she broke Daisuke's leg, carved Nishida's soul from his body, and then let Tetsuo die a horrible death. She would do it all over again if given the chance.
Damn it.
More than anything, she should be focusing on saving the city, yet those pesky thoughts just had to invade her head.
"Wait a minute…" Kari muttered to herself.
Daisuke was close to Tetsuo. He might know something about Flare.
"What's wrong?" Rocky asked, hovering above the doorknob.
"You go first," she said, pushing him out.
Before leaving, Kari snapped a picture of Makina's sleeping face to use as the lockscreen for her new phone. Being this close made it tough to fight the urge. She swallowed hard, gazing upon her friend's slightly parted lips and rosy cheeks.
Recalling those terrible pictures of Makina provoked anger and jealousy.
Kari leaned in until their lips were only an inch apart.
"If I told you… I've always liked you, how would you answer?"
A fire, different from the rage she had been feeling lately, swelled inside her chest. She wanted to kiss Makina so badly. A special moment that was robbed from her that fateful day. But to do such a thing to her when she had been violated against her will so many times…
Afraid that Makina might wake up at any moment, Kari quickly left the room. She ran into Makina's mother, who was enjoying tea with Rocky in the kitchen.
"Leaving already? I was just getting to know your pet," she said, glancing over her shoulder.
"Thank you for the tea, but I'm not a pet! I'm Rocky, an anthem!" He fumed.
"Makina fell asleep, and I don't want to overstay. The porridge was really good. Thank you." Kari bowed.
Mrs. Oikawa walked them to the door and pushed a bento box into Kari's hand.
"I was wrong to have yelled at you back then. I know you care about Makina, but—"
"You had every right to be angry. Don't worry. I won't let anything happen to her ever again," Kari said.
She smiled. "Couldn't help but overhear about you asking for us to leave Tokyo. I'll make sure to do what's best for Makina. You take care of yourself, too, okay?"
"I will." Kari nodded, feeling a familial warmth seep into her and flying off as her eyes became hot.
Later that night, Kari flew straight to Suginuma High for some unfinished business. It was the only place she could find a file on Daisuke's home residence. The school stayed open during summer vacation for those who needed supplementary classes, and served as cram school in the evening. With [Incognito] and the school uniform on, no one should be able to recognize her.
"You guys happen to know where I can find Principal Nishda?" Kari flagged down a couple of boys loitering at the shoe lockers.
They gave her an awkward look.
"You live under a rock? He's in the hospital right now," one boy with glasses said.
"I heard his substitute's a young headmistress from an all girl's school. Hope she's cute," another added.
She forced herself not to smile, elated knowing that Principal Nishida was an afterthought here.
As Kari headed for the faculty office, a clumsy teacher dropped a stack of papers at the midpoint of the stairwell on the way down. She was about to pass right by but did a double take and realized it was Iori Wakana, the school nurse. The two of them looked each other in the eyes.
She thought there was no way Iori could recognize her.
Yet…
"I can't believe my eyes. Kari, where have you been?" Iori exclaimed.
"I'm— I'm just dropping by the faculty office. Excuse me…"
The school nurse ran ahead and blocked her way.
"Wait! I have to know! You're a magical girl, so you must know my little sister! Is Yuria okay?" she asked desperately.
Iori wasn't going to let her go without answers. The longer they stayed, the more they risked drawing attention.
"Can we talk in your office instead?" Kari asked.
The two of them went to the infirmary to speak in private, back to where they had first gotten to know each other.
"When I saw you on social media, I didn't believe it. Then you came to school in that form… Please, tell me. I haven't seen or spoken to Yuria in years," Iori said with a trembling voice.
"Your sister's fine. She's living together with your grandma, but she did also say to stop sending them money and to spend it on yourself instead," Kari explained.
The young nurse's worried demeanor softened.
"Thank goodness she's okay. Yuria just stopped being a magical girl one day and refused to elaborate, but… She's living with grandma now? I'm surprised they made up." Her brows furrowed as she leaned back on her seat.
"Made up? They didn't get along?" Kari asked, perplexed by the meeting she had with Yuria.
"Not at all. Our parents had us live with our grandma from elementary to high school. She… wasn't exactly the kind, old lady you'd picture. More like a witch. But it sounds like they're getting along now, that's good!" She smiled in ignorance. "So what made you come back to school? Getting a head start with classes?"
No way was Kari going to tell her that she came to look up Daisuke's home address. She would just have to come back later.
"Sorry to disappoint you, but I'm just here to submit a letter of withdrawal. I should probably get that done. Don't want to bother you any longer either." Kari got up from her seat, but Iori asked her to wait and went to grab something behind her desk.
"Before you go, there's something I should give you. You'll understand when you read it," she said, pushing an old envelope into her hands.
Kari left the school having not achieved her purpose, but she could always return.
"Any idea why [Incognito] failed me there with the school nurse?" she asked Rocky as they flew back to Shuu's apartment.
"I… I feel like I've been saying this a lot lately, but that's never happened before. A passive skill like that should be functioning just fine," he answered, uncertain of himself.
"Chalk it up to another anomaly then." She sighed, then stopped mid flight to read the letter.
Dear Iori,

I'm retiring from being a magical girl. For your sake and mine, please keep this a secret. I only tell you so that you don't go seeking answers on your own, and because you're the only family I have left.

Iggy is dead. Flare killed him. She will kill you, too, if she knew I told you this. I don't want to think what she would do to me afterwards. I also don't want to put Jade or Candy in danger against someone like that by telling them.

I've set up a PO box in Nabari, Nara. You can send me letters, but I won't be writing back.

P.S. Please, please, please burn this after reading.

Love,

Your baby sister.

Kari quickly crumpled the letter and stuffed it into her pocket, fearful that Flare might somehow be able to see it with her omniscience. She would have to bring this up to Jade and Candy tomorrow.
She returned to Shuu's apartment to get some shuteye, but he was wide awake watching the late news.
"Interesting enough to lose an hour of sleep?" she asked, coming through the door.
"Suginuma… that's your school, right?" Shuu kept his eyes glued to the television.
"Yeah, why?"
The answer came from the TV instead.
Photogenic pictures of Daisuke and Ena were enlarged for them to see as the news anchor explained that the two were found dead tonight. Daisuke had thrown himself off the roof of a hospital he was admitted to, and Ena was discovered hanging in her room by her parents. Both were the result of an apparent suicide.
Immediately after the news segment ended, Kari received a frantic LINE message from Sachi along with a GPS location: HELP ME
A chill crept up her spine.
"I'm heading back out. Let's go, Rocky!" Kari said.
"What? It's late as hell!"
What did it matter to her if Sachi is in danger? she asked herself.
Sachi was another girl who had been trying to ruin Makina's life. Yet despite knowing that, Kari pushed herself to maximum flying speed. Upon reaching the designated location, she was shocked to see a house in flames.
Firefighters were outside trying to put out the fire. A crowd of people gathered in the streets, drawn in by the commotion at this time of the night.
"Is there anyone in there?" Kari asked, descending to the firefighters.
"Magical girls in the business of fighting fires now?" one of them asked, his face covered in soot and sweat. "We only found two badly burned adults, no one else was inside— hey! Where are you going?"
Rocky tugged on her sleeve as they flew up.
"That's not a natural fire. Flare must have done that," he said.
"Why would Flare be after someone like Sachi?"
Just then, she received another GPS location not far from here. It led her to a bridge over a small riverbank. This had to be the spot unless Sachi moved again.
Was Flare chasing her down?
The grass leading down to the riverbank caught her attention. It had been disturbed, like something had slid down. When she checked underneath the bridge, there Sachi was, her back pressed against the concrete wall and hugging her knees. She shrieked as soon as she saw her.
"It's me!" Kari said. "What the hell happened?"
Sachi stepped into the moonlight, tears and snot ran down her face.
"I saw her do it… Flare killed Ena, forced a rope around her neck and made her hang!" She wept.
"That's right. Now I need to get rid of you to protect my precious paradise."
Sachi hid behind Kari as Flare entered from the other end of the underpass. Her footsteps echoed ominously from the dark.
"Why are you after her?" Kari demanded, summoning [Destruction and Ruin] and staring her down.
"You're not seriously protecting her, are you? After you fed a bunch of high schoolers to head hounds, after killing a magical girl?" Flare sneered as cinders enveloping her body lit up the surroundings.
"Then you know I won't hesitate to cut you in half like I did Aiko."
The fiery magical girl shrugged. "I'm sure you have a lot of questions. Like why we don't have souls. How about a trade. What is that girl's worth to you for a few answers? Kill her for me, no one has to know."
Kari seriously considered Flare's offer, and even glanced over her shoulder to gauge Sachi's reaction.
"You… wouldn't?" She faltered and took a few steps back.
After a pause, Kari said, "I would."
Sachi tried to take off running, but Kari swung the blade across her back. She slumped forward and fell into the river, carried off by the downstream currents.
Applause assailed her ears. Flare flashed a shit-eating, triumphant grin.
"You continue to surprise me! If you hadn't tried to kill me, we could have made a great team together," she said.
"I didn't kill her to be patronized." Kari growled. "What happened to our souls, and what the hell is your goal with letting the apocalypse hit the city?"
"It was converted into pure power the moment we put on the ring. The only way we can get it back is to summon and kill a god-level monster."
For how crazy Flare was, her words came from a place of knowledge and confidence. What terrified Kari the most was that she believed her.
"What do you mean by kill a god?" she asked.
"Exactly what I mean. You witnessed one become stronger after killing enough humans, saw how happy it was thinking it had killed me. Just like how we get stronger from killing them, so do they by killing us."
The broken lady that appeared next to a bunch of head hounds… the scarecrow...
"Then… the scarecrow that turned into an angel-looking thing—"
Flare shook her head. "That wasn't a god. Not yet anyway. I don't have to answer your second question for you to draw the proper conclusion, do I?"
In order to regain her soul, Flare was going to let millions of people in Tokyo die so that a monster could become a god. If any one of them wanted a soul again, then they would need to make the same sacrifice.
Wait… Is that why the magical girls in South Africa ended up killing each other?
"I'm not done yet!" Kari shouted, seeing Flare turning around to leave. "You told Jade to let me die that day. How did you know I was going to be there? Why did you set me up to become a magical girl?"
"You were a test. To see if wearing a dead magical girl's ring would birth a stronger one."
"Well? Did it?" Kari asked.
Flare didn't answer any further. She instead bellowed into the night with a hearty laugh, then disappeared from sight.
"Kari, I can't hold on much longer!" Rocky called from downstream.
She acted quickly, flying down the river to pick up Sachi's body. As the physical body was lifted onto shore, the soul was left behind in the waters. Ethereal, grasping hands— the same ones that took Nishida's soul— were wrestling Kari for control of Sachi's ghostly remains.
"Apocalypse Power-Up!" The increased strength allowed her to wrench the soul away from them, which she then shoved back into its physical body.
"Sachi isn't waking up!" Rocky cried.
Kari dropped her magical girl form to perform chest compressions and give breaths through her mouth, careful not to cave Sachi's chest in.
Sachi started coughing up water. Her eyes snapped open in terror.
"You… You killed me," Sachi whimpered.
"You're not dead, but it was the only way to trick Flare," Kari explained. "You should be safe now."
Sachi took one look at her surroundings and began to cry. Rocky floated down to pat her on the back in a vain effort to console her. She lost her best friend, her parents were gravely injured, and she was almost killed by a magical girl. What a day it's been.
"Won't Flare know that Sachi is alive?" Rocky asked.
Flare didn't seem to notice the crumpled letter in her pocket. Could it be that Flare's omniscience had conditions for how it worked?
"I don't think we need to worry," Kari said. "For now, let's get Sachi somewhere safe."




Chapter 30 - Metamorphosis

Kari bursted through the door with Sachi unconscious on her back.
"Shuu, I need you to shelter this girl for a while!"
The room was dark and something tumbled over with a thud. When Kari flipped on the lights, Shuu was clutching his head, eyes screwed shut and groaning.
"Shelter— Are you crazy? What do you think will happen if her parents find out?" Shuu asked.
"They're in the hospital, and it doesn't look good for either of them."
Shuu asked no more questions and instructed her to lay Sachi down on the bed. A breaking news segment of the late night news answered the most pressing ones. Sachi's home had gone up in flames. The cause of destruction was unknown and was believed to have been a gas leak.
Only three people knew the truth, and two of them were in this room. One of which was supposed to be dead. There was no telling how Flare would react upon realizing she was deceived. No, that wasn't quite true. Kari knew. She would come for her and Sachi.
"So, who is she to you? Your new Makina?" Shuu asked from the kitchen as he filled himself a glass of water.
"As if. I just…" Kari paused and wondered why she had saved Sachi to begin with.
Doing so did nothing. She could have let her die for good and somewhat stayed in Flare's good graces, if there was any left. The only thing that came to mind was the moment Sachi pulled her away from incoming traffic earlier in the day.
"I owe her. That's all," she finally said.
"Look, giving you a place to stay is one thing. I know you, but I don't know this girl. She sure as hell won't rave about staying with a stranger either. When she wakes up, have her call an extended family member," he replied, handing Kari a glass and not looking thrilled about having another person in his home.
"Two days. Give me two days to figure something out. Until then, she absolutely can't leave the house when the sun's up."
Shuu cocked his head sideways. She had asked him an outrageous favor and tacked on a strange condition after all.
He folded his arms and frowned. "Next you're going to tell me she's a vampire. Are you going to explain to me why?"
Kari agonized over his question, because telling him the truth would put him in Flare's crosshairs if it ever came out.
"Fine. Two days and no more." He sighed.
The next morning, Sachi was no less enthused about the rule to stay out of sunlight. If the exchange between her and Shuu wasn't awkward enough, Kari had to insist that she stay indoors for her own good.
"I can't even go see my parents?" Sachi asked.
"Not unless you want Flare to find out and turn you into barbecue," Kari warned.
"What… but how?"
Fortunately, Shuu had gone to work and wasn't around to hear this.
"I think Flare's somehow able to see during the day. Don't know for sure yet. Right now, she seriously believes you're dead. So stay put. Because if she finds out you're alive, your ass isn't the only one that gets fried," she said.
The girl who once viciously bullied Makina pressed her back to the wall and slid to the ground in silence. Her eyes went blank, lifeless like she had her soul ripped out a second time.
"I thought… I thought magical girls were supposed to save people?"
"So did I," Kari said, recalling the people she had already killed and let die. "I'll check on your parents for you, alright? Just stay put."
Sachi nodded wordlessly.
Kari and Rocky went straight to the nearest hospital. Doctors and nurses were still knee-deep in work after the incident at Roppongi. Many of the injured had to be transported to other hospitals due to capacity issues. It went to show how ill-prepared a place as dense as Minato City was if an incursion were to hit. She couldn't fathom the level of destruction that would occur during an apocalypse.
After turning on [Incognito] and having Rocky go invisible, they entered a packed lobby where a number of family members awaited news of their loved ones from the hospital staff.
She went up to a receptionist and rapped her knuckles on the plastic pane. "Excuse me. I'm looking for my parents under the family name Tamura. They were badly injured in a fire and should've arrived last night."
The baggy-eyed woman gave Kari a quick glance over, then clattered away at the keyboard. Her mouth hung open.
"I'm… I'm terribly sorry, but your mom and dad passed away by the time they arrived."
Kari expected as much, given how big that fire was. Flare wasn't looking to leave any survivors that night.
"It's alright," Kari said. "My grandparents will come by later to take care of it."
"Sure, um… Excuse me if I'm being insensitive, but you don't seem very heartbroken by this?" she remarked.
Without giving the nurse anymore chances to doubt her identity, she quickly left the hospital. Breaking the news to Sachi right away crossed her mind. However, the death of her parents might lead her to doing something rash. Might be best to leave it until the evening.
Rocky looked like he had something to say by repeatedly pointing to his mouth. She found a nearby convenience to store to head into and pretended to browse the packed lunches at the back. It took a second to convince her anthem that they could speak without fear of being found out.
"Do you really have Flare figured out about how she can see or hear us?" he asked, breathing caution into each word.
"No, it's a guess at best. Think about it. When Sachi ran away, Flare should have easily found her ages before I even arrived. She's not someone who toys around when serious either; if she wants someone dead, then it's going to happen unless there's a good reason to ignore them," Kari explained.
The anthem furrowed his brows in thought.
"Like how fighting you under the bridge would cause a scene and risk Sachi getting away? But she ended up finding her anyway and somehow knew you let Tetsuo and his friends die."
"Flare knew I let people die at night, but not specifically who. Remember how she was genuinely surprised that I had Tetsuo's phone at Roppongi? She had no idea I took it. Which leads me to think her omniscience is limited," she said.
"That's still a crazy skill to have…" he mumbled.
Very much so. Flare's omniscience seemed all-powerful. Even with all the holes, it still was.
"How did you even figure all this out?" Rocky asked.
"Yuria's letter. She probably had some idea and wrote a letter instead. But she's probably just like me a few days ago, thinking Flare could see or hear everything. Us talking right now is proof that isn't true," she said.
He suddenly gasped, like a school kid who finally figured out the answer to a difficult question in class.
"That's why you told Sachi to stay indoors, because of—"
"The sun."
"I wanted to say it!" Rocky pouted.
Kari placed a hand on the anthem's head and grinned. A phone notification startled them. A message from Tsubasa and Rie frantically told her to turn on the television.
"Hey, can you turn that on?" she asked the middle aged employee behind the counter. He did so begrudgingly after being interrupted from reading his magazine, but what came on the tube made him put it down.
Multiple video shots of South Africa's Cape Town showed a devastated city overrun with head hounds, broken ladies, and other large monsters converging to one location. The cameras focused on something like a gargantuan white cocoon, nestled between two tall buildings. Giggling and convulsing monsters gathered around it like a profane worship.
Several international news helicopters bravely flew overhead to get a closer look. The one on the screen was through the lens of an American news organization.
"We are live right now above Cape Town, escorted by both the United States' and North African Coalition's magical girls. A mysterious cocoon appeared overnight, captured by satellite imagery. No one knows how or why it has appeared, but one thing is for certain— this can't be good… What? Something's happening! It's opening! It's opening!"
The cocoon began to shudder, shedding snow-like powder to the ground. A large crack snaked up the center and two pairs of arms pried open its encasing. What emerged looked like a white wolf with no eyes, standing on hind legs and hands pressed together in prayer. Gilded horns crowned the head, and shifting tattoos marked all over its leathery skin and rippling muscles. As the cocoon crumbled, the creature unfurled ivory-feathered wings reminiscent of the scarecrow monster.
"Is that thing… a god?" Kari asked, trembling where she stood.
"I… Nothing like that has ever spawned before… I don't even remember seeing it last time I was there," the anthem answered in terror.
"Holy shit…" the store employee uttered their exact sentiments. "Glad we live here, eh?"
Are we safe here? she wondered. That thing had wings, and if it could fly just like the scarecrow, then it wasn't safe anywhere.
Shuu was probably right all along.
A caucasian magical girl in military uniform entered the frame, yelling something inaudible over the chopper's rumbling engines.
"Magical girl team leader, Hurricane, is now warning us to vacate the area fast! Any longer here and we're in danger—"
The cameras shook violently at first, then stabilized to focus on the wolf monster opening its mouth. A concentrated beam of light fired from its gaping maw and exploded another helicopter within the frame.
"Holy fuck! Get us out of here!"
It cut back to the news station of a speechless anchor before going to commercials.
"Are we… supposed to fight that thing?" Kari asked in horror.
A commotion outside the city drew Kari's attention away from the television. Hundreds of people marched down the streets, carrying signs and pickets. She and Rocky went out to investigate the crowd that seemingly came out of nowhere.
"The gods have arrived! The gods have arrived! The gods have arrived!" they chanted in unison over the sound of honking cars and boos from the crosswalk.
Their march put traffic to a standstill. Folks who were not part of the congregation heckled and jeered at the disturbance they caused.
Kari singled out an older man and pulled him from the marchers.
"The hell is all this about?" she asked.
"A reckoning! The gods deemed humanity's sin unforgivable and have come to cleanse the world. We're here to repent! You should, too! The Messiah foretold that this day would come! They were right! The magical girls Flare, Candy, Jade, and Kari are the real monsters!" he screamed at the top of his lungs.
People around them who heard his rambling chimed in with thoughts of their own.
"Hey, screw off and take this back to the internet where you belong!"
"You guys are just looking for attention!"
"The magical girls are trying to save people, and you're going around spreading baseless rumors!"
A group of the man's own came to his aid, shoving Kari aside to get her off him. She was looking into the eyes of fanatics.
"Magical girls are sent by the devil!" one of them shouted in response.
"That's right! They're the ones who are evil!" another added.
It soon devolved into a shouting match between two growing groups. Japanese weren't confrontational at all, but this was proving to be a fiery enough topic to break their etiquette.
"W-We should go. They don't look very friendly," Rocky said.
"I wonder if they'd feel the same way if a head hound was dropped right in front of them." Kari transformed before their eyes to the shock and awe of the respective factions.
It was amusing to see the difference in reactions, a stark day and night contrast. One side cheered in adulation, and the other regarded her as a monster. Some of them tried to throw crumpled pieces of paper at her, but she was much too high. Neither ridicule nor praise reached her. They were all just noise in the wind, and from up here— insects.
Kari shuddered as Flare descended from above. Every fiber in her body pulled taut and filled with boiling blood, thinking they were about to fight. But by the fiery magical girl's calm and indifferent demeanor, it appeared Kari was mistaken.
"It's like looking at a bunch of hairless sheep," Flare remarked, glancing at the crowds below.
"They're freaking out because they think a giant fucking monster in South Africa is a god," Kari said, steadying her breaths.
"No, it's because someone under the online moniker of 'The Messiah' spreading disinformation. I have people on Twitter calling me an attention whore because of them. Can you believe that?"
Kari bit back the urge to respond.
Messiah?
"Some guy mentioned that name earlier. I thought he was just pulling shit out of his ass. Is The Messiah person that big a deal?" she asked.
"Whoever they are has hundreds of thousands of people around the world chanting the same thing as the ones down there. I don't know what their game is, but it's starting to really tick me off." Flare glowered and clenched her fists so hard, a powerful heat was beginning to emanate from it.
Either someone had beef with magical girls or was trying to take advantage of the vulnerable masses. It wouldn't be the first time in history someone claimed to be a prophet, acting in sake of conning people out of their money.
This didn't appear to be the same case. If this was happening in other parts of the world with the same message, then they were coordinated. Very coordinated to have gathered so many followers and laid low until now.
"Why don't you just kill the newly born monster and prove them wrong about it being a god?" Kari chided.
"I know you're eager to get rid of me, but that thing is still a few evolutions away from a god. Let them believe what they want. Besides, I have a lot more adoring fans than a faceless doomsayer." Flare flew down to the cheers and adulation of the populace.
People poured out of cars and buildings to be closer to her, quickly overwhelming the marchers and forcing them to retreat for fear of being trampled. She had drawn a larger crowd in seconds than the zealots did in half an hour.
"Hi, everyone!" Flare shouted to her adoring fans, just out of reach of their outstretched hands.
"Flare!"
"I have all your merch!"
"I love you!"
They yelled back praise and declarations of love, all starstruck by her. It sickened Kari to the deepest pits of her stomach.
"You don't have to worry about a thing while I'm here! No matter what monsters there are, you can bet I'll take care of them no problem!" She did her signature peace sign pose and fired sparks of cinders flying like fireworks around her, sending everyone below into a passionate frenzy.
"Let's get out of here before I hurl." Kari beckoned to her anthem.
Rocky and Blaze awkwardly bid goodbye to each other. Their relationship had grown tenuous just as their magical girls did. She wondered if Flare's anthem was an accessory to all that she had done, or maybe just another hostage. For a race that expressed a desire to help humanity, Blaze couldn't possibly be okay with what she's doing.
As they were about to take off, Kari took another glance at Flare in time to see her tense up. Sharp pops rang across the streets and silenced the raucous crowds. A stampede followed soon after as people ran for cover. Something whizzed past Kari's ear that was unmistakably aimed at her.
"Flare!" Blaze cried, flying in haste to her side.
Her three would-be assassins were standing in the middle of the streets, faces covered with paper masks and something black in their hands pointed to the sky. Realizing that they had yet to hit their marks, they began to fire more erratically.
"A-Are those humans shooting at Flare? What should we do?" Rocky asked.
Kari considered flying higher to watch. If Flare died, then that's the end of that. If not—             
One of them grabbed a woman who was too slow to escape and held her hostage.
"Kari, Flare! Get down here and meet your maker!" a man's voice yelled, pressing the gun to her head.
Kari finally decided to intervene but Flare was faster. She snapped her finger, incinerating the hostage-taker into ashes and leaving the woman falling unconscious. His gun, which was all that was left of him, clattered to the asphalt.
"Long… Long live the Messiah!" The remaining two turned their guns on themselves, but tendrils of flames ripped it from their hands and snaked up their bodies.
"Not so fast." Flare glared at them with a twinkle in her eyes.
It all ended as quickly as it began.
Screeching police sirens were followed by the arrival of a dozen vehicles. A large number of officers poured into the streets in an attempt to secure the scene.
Sergeant Ogata surveyed the mess, acknowledged Kari's presence, and turned his attention to the captured perpetrators. "Miss Flare, we'll take it from here—"
"I don't think so. These guys seem to know about the Messiah. I'll compromise by giving you one," Flare bargained, lifting the two higher into the sky.
Tension in the air grew thick as every officers' hand inched closer to their holster.
"That's not how the law works. We're after the same guy, and last I checked, magical girls aren't law enforcement. Hand them over and come down to the station with us instead," the police sergeant urged.
They stared unflinchingly at the other, neither seemed willing to budge.
As people slowly returned, but only as far as the police barricades allowed, Flare cursed under her breath and backed down.
She forced herself to smile.
"In that case, I hope we can cooperate, Officer."
The police collected weapons from the ground that were, without a shadow of a doubt, guns. Something no one other than the police should have been able to get their hands on. The gunmen must have been part of the marching crowds and snuck in during the commotion.
Flare lowered the gunmen to the police to be detained, and Kari levitated herself down as well.
"Our CCTF detected a spike in social media activity last night surrounding the mysterious individual known as Messiah. Whoever they are has it out for you girls and genuinely believe monsters are the ones here to save us," Ogata explained, slamming the car door on one of the shooters.
"They timed it with the wolf monster in South Africa coming out of the egg. Going by what you said, it sounds like they either get around or have insiders," Kari said, narrowing her eyes accusingly at the police sergeant.
Their arrival is also rather timely, she thought.
"It sounds to me like you're holding a grudge from our last meeting." Ogata raised a brow and leaned against the car door.
"They had guns," Flare chimed in. "You want to explain that?"
"Not ours, that's for sure. At a glance, they were manufactured in the States. How they got in— I and the gentlemen at the Public Security Intelligence Agency intend to figure that out. In the meantime, you girls stay on your toes. Darker places on the web are ablaze with threats to your lives. My only regret is that I didn't warn you sooner."
Flare scoffed at the idea of hitjobs being made on them. She departed with the police force back to the precinct, promising to find answers on the Messiah.




Chapter 31 - At the Edge of Value and Reason

"Do you really think Flare and the police will find anything out?" Rocky asked as he ate yakisoba mid-air on their way back to Shuu's apartment.
Doubtful.
"Whatever they find out, Flare's probably going to keep it to herself. If we want to learn anything, then we have to find it ourselves since she isn't in the business of sharing." Kari rolled her eyes, recalling the fiasco with Tetsuo's phone.
The mystery still remained. What was so important that Flare didn't want her to know?
"Well, we can save it for later. Let's get our guest some grub before she passes out in the tub."
As Kari landed on the walkway of the apartment floor to Shuu's place, eager to snack on yakisoba, too, she noticed his front door was left ajar, giving her pause from entering right away.  Sachi escaping was the first thing that crossed her mind.
"Sachi!" Kari threw the door open and found Sachi squirming on the floor, bound and gagged.
"Watch out!" Rocky shouted, but it was too late.
Kari was thrown hard against the wall, losing hold of the bag of plastic boxes containing the yakisoba.
"What the—"
Cold steel plunged into her abdomen. Kari stared at the metal handle, held by a slender hand that was quickly staining red with blood. Beneath that were two prosthetic legs belonging to none other than Yuria Wakana, her weary eyes showing little remorse and pity.
"Yuria…?" Kari meeked out, then slumped down along the wall. Her strength was being sapped away until she lost the ability to even stand. Yuria pulled out the now glowing knife drenched in red.
"You should have left Aiko alone. Now I have to finish what she started. Oh, man… My sister isn't going to be happy with me. I wanted to spend more time with grandma, but I guess that will have to wait." Yuria sighed.
Blood dripping down from the knife took the shape of [Destruction and Ruin], which Yuria gripped in her other hand.
"I still can't believe you manifested a soul-carving weapon stronger than mine. I'll be taking this. You can thank me later when I've killed Flare. Oh, and… sorry about this," she said on her way out.
Sachi desperately tried to wriggle across the floor to her and cried uncontrollably.
"Hurry! Take the sigil!" Rocky shouted.
A sigil appeared in Kari's hand, but she had no strength to crush it.
The world around her became tinted in a shade of purple, and the last thing she heard before losing consciousness was the shattering of glass and the Apocalypse System's error message.
Kari once again drifted in the sea of infinite darkness. This place was familiar. This time, however, she wasn't without form. There was no stab wound on her abdomen. The outfit didn't even have a tear through where she was stabbed.
More disturbingly, she wasn't alone.
Instead of the beating, crystalline heart, something else other than her lurked within this black world. Barely audible whispers like rhythmic breaths tickled the back of her mind.
"Who's there!" Kari shouted into the void.
Could it be another magical girl? It wouldn't be so far-fetched. If she was here, who was to say another couldn't?
A thousand guttural voices suddenly assailed her ears, yet a single voice somehow spoke from every direction.
Our visage will drive you mad. Mortal minds should not ponder the Incalculable, the Boundless, and the Absolute.
An impossibly enormous silhouette took shape, seen only by the distortion in space around the edges. Its gangly, reaching appendages stretched across the infinity, and—
All at once, Kari's body went limp and mind blank. She collapsed, like a marionette's strings had been cut, and began convulsing. Her bones twisted at the joints and cracked with little to be done to stop it.
"No… more…" Kari managed to croak out.
Suddenly, Kari was perfectly fine and standing upright again in a blink of an eye. All the pain came feedbacking to her mind, bringing her onto her knees. Stomach acid burned her throat coming up, but she swallowed it back down.
Whatever it was had disappeared, and was replaced by a large vertical eye that peered down at her.
"What the… fuck are you?" Kari asked, wiping her mouth. "One of the gods that Flare wants to hunt?"
We are your salvation from Their holocaust. It is by Our benevolence that you stand a chance. You yet live by your debt.
Debt?
If this thing wasn't one of those monsters that keep spawning in the world, then what was it really? All these cryptic answers told her nothing. This place gave her the creeps. It felt both dead and alive at the same time.
Kari clutched her head as she was struck by a momentary lapse in consciousness. The longer she was here, the harder it was to stay focused. She had a feeling that losing consciousness in a place like this might be permanent.
"It sounds like you know something about those monsters. What are they? I want answers!" she shouted.
Carve their souls and you will see. All the same, but molded in different shapes. Sacks of flesh, housing the briefest spark of—
Its words came out slow and patient, calculating even, as if it had all the time in existence. The same couldn't be said for Kari. An error message had appeared right before passing out. That could only mean one thing. She had to get back as soon as possible.
Yuria wasn't going to get away with this, even if her target was Flare all along.
"I don't have time to listen to you ramble. What the hell are the monsters we've been fighting all this time, and why are some of us out for each other's blood?"
There was a pause.
A brazen amoeba makes demands of Us?
The appendages hardened into sharpened spines but came no closer than inches from her face. Its patience had run out and finally began speaking with more emotion. Her own patience was also running low.
"Then what are you waiting for? You would if you could get another magical girl to help whatever it is you want done, isn't that right?" She sneered.
The single eye narrowed at her. She felt its fury through the glare alone.
Your kind wages war in Our stead, but an errant few have deviated from the path. What you call 'monsters' are agents of Our ancient enemy. Eliminate them to save your world. Kill your gods for Us.
As the bleak world began to crack, the mysterious entity had said all it wanted to reveal.
"I'm not done yet!" Kari cried. "A magical girl's soul— My soul, what happened to my—"
Kari snapped awake choking on her own spit.
"Thank goodness, you're alive!" Rocky hugged her arm and wept.
She rubbed her stomach and realized her shirt had been taken off, replaced by poorly wrapped bandages and Sachi's hand pressing down on the wound.
"I tried to do my best. I didn't know if you were going to make it," Sachi said, eyes red and cheeks stained with tears.
This girl actually cried for her? Come to think of it, right before Kari had passed out, it looked like Sachi was downright horrified.
With Sachi's help and with the wall on her back, Kari slowly climbed to her feet. She was still dizzy from blood loss, but after transforming to check on her status, she saw that her health was full. Her human form was weak, but at least she could fight when in magical girl form.
"What happened while I was out?" Kari asked.
"It's an incursion, an abnormal one!" Rocky exclaimed, eyes fixed on whatever was beyond the front door.
A chill ran up her spine. "Is it the apocalypse?"
"No," he said. "The apocalypse would be a lot bigger. This one is just in the city. It started right after Yuria stabbed you, and for some reason, it isn't awarding any points!"
Another abnormality?
This was the worst kind, forcing them to spend points but not give any back.
Kari tried to summon her weapon, but it didn't manifest in her hand like it should. Something Yuria did must be keeping it in her possession.
That dagger she had… It went through the magical girl form so easily and didn't even deal damage. Just like how [Ruin] was able to cut through. So Yuria also had a soul-carving weapon, then.
"Level me up in Siegemaster and buy two healing sigils," she ordered Rocky.
Eager to assist, the anthem spun in place to drain 200,000 of the 404,000 points into her subclass.
[Congratulations! You are now a Lvl. 2 Siegemaster subclass.
Physical strength. 32 ⇒ 34]
204,000 points were left in her total after leveling up. The cost to reach level 3 Siegemaster was 400,000, and she was one more subclass level away from unlocking a skill. It might be best to go for that instead.
Kari threw open the door and saw monsters rampaging through the streets. Head hounds and broken ladies ran amok on the ground, and bat-like creatures swarming the skies snatched up unsuspecting people from the ground.
She recalled what that thing had said of these monsters. There was no confirming without her weapon anyway. For now, she needed to check if Makina's was safe.
A thought crossed her mind about her parents' safety, but that was quickly pushed aside when neither Makina nor Minato answered her calls or texts. Calls went straight to voicemail, and texts were left unread. Those two were her top priority right now.
"Wait, are you going to just leave me here?" Sachi asked.
"You're safer here than going with me. Hide in the bathroom. If you hear screams outside, close your ears and stay put," Kari said, but saw that Sachi wasn't convinced of her own safety. She patted her abdomen where the bandages concealed the stab wound. "Thanks for patching me up."
Kari shut the door behind her and vaulted off the railings to take flight. As quickly as she started flying, a swarm of ten airborne monsters with grotesque human faces were hot on her trail.
She clicked her tongue.
"And I thought I was fast."
"These things are weaker than head hounds, but they make up for in speed and numbers!" Rocky warned. "We don't want to get swarmed by more than one flock, or it'll be bad!"
"Actually, I think I want to be swarmed!"
Pushing herself to maximum speed drew more attention from the flying monsters. There had to be at least fifty chasing after her.
"Is this fun for you? It's not fun for me! I don't want to be bird food!" Rocky cried, clinging onto her ponytail.
Kari did an about face and buried her fist through the swarm, killing only a few of them. Their deaths caused a chain reaction of overkill that decimated the rest. Blood and guts rained down on the buildings below.
"Whew… Collateral, huh? I like this Siegemaster perk. Don't have to use Wanton Smash or Stampede to kill multiple things at once." She smashed her fists together and grinned.
"It's magical girl Kari!"
"We need help!"
"Help us!"
A group of people being chased by head hounds below screamed and waved to get her attention.
Enough time had already been lost while she was passed out. If she stopped to help every little group, then she would never make it to Makina and Minato before it was too late. Leaving the folks below wasn't a hard decision at all. Kari took off without a second glance.
"No, wait! Don't leave—!"
Their cries for help were cut short as the pack of head hounds pounced on them.
Just then, a string of messages flew across Kari's vision.
[Jade: I can't find Flare or Kari!]
[Candy: Neither of them are picking up my messages either!]
[Jade: I got multiple Malevolent Domain-level threats near Akasaka. One of them is a fucking flyer! Where the hell is my backup?]
[Candy: I'm coming as fast as I can, but so many people need help. I'm not leaving them to die!]
You're better than most, Kari thought of Candy.
Maybe if Makina had become a magical girl instead, she would have done better.
As Kari arrived at her friend's neighborhood, a broken lady was hunting down anyone unlucky enough to cross paths with it. Like a child holding dolls, it held crushed bodies in its many hands. Luckily none of them were Makina.
Head hounds broke into houses in search of prey. Makina's house was fine for now, but three head hounds were sniffing around and getting too close to her porch.
"Get away from there!" Kari slammed down onto one, flattening its body and causing the other two to explode. She stepped past their bodies and broke open the door. Makina and Mrs. Oikawa were cowering in the corner of the living room. Both breathed a sigh of relief when they saw her.
"Kari, thank god!" Makina fell into her arms. "What's happening? Is this the apocalypse you were talking about?"
"We'd be in a shittier situation if it was. I can get you two out of here, but you have to hang on tight!" Kari said, picking them up and taking flight into the sky as head hounds overwhelmed the house.
Minato City was in disarray. The police force wasn't enough. Even firefighters joined the fray to push monsters back with high pressure hoses and blocked hordes with their trucks. If anything bigger than a head hound came their way, that would be the end of it. The city needed the JSDF, so what was taking them so long to get here?
Only one person came to mind.
Flare.
It couldn't be anyone else. If she told the Prime Minister she would take care of a meteor bound for Japan, they wouldn't so much as look through a telescope to confirm it for themselves.
"Kari, look!" Makina pointed to the ground where a car had struck a utility pole. A family of four escaped from their broken vehicle in a foolish attempt to outrun the head hounds on their tail.
"I'm sorry, Makina… I can't be the hero you want me to be. If we go down now, that puts you at risk," she replied silently.
They landed on the other side of the Tokyo Bay in Sodegaura Seaside Park. The peaceful scene was night and day compared to what was happening across the bay.
"I'm going to call a taxi, and we're going straight for the closest station. Thank you for saving us, Kari." Mrs. Oikawa headed for the street to hail a ride.
Makina grabbed Kari by her shoulders with shaking hands.
"You're always coming to save me. Of course, you're a hero," she said, holding back tears.
"I still have to get Minato out." Kari was about to back away and leave, but Makina cupped her face with both hands. The two stared each other in the eyes. She was afraid if they stayed like this any longer, she might not want to leave her. "Makina… I—"
The rest of her sentence was cut off, not because she was at a loss for words. But because Makina had sealed her lips with a kiss. They remained like that for who knows how long. Kari only knew that she wanted to stay locked in this embrace forever.
When Makina finally pulled away, she swallowed hard and was red up to her ears. The bashful demeanor tugged on Kari's heartstrings.
"I wasn't asleep at that time," Makina confessed, casting her gaze to the ground.
"Oh," was all that Kari could muster, her mind racing too fast to think of anything else.
"So… I hope that answers your question. You will always be my hero."
Kari was finally able to relax. She didn't need to fly for her body to be soaring at this moment and wanted to savor it. If only this had happened right from the start, from the very beginning. Being enveloped in Makina's affection was all she ever wanted or needed.
"Rocky, turn around," she ordered.
"I'm not watching! I'm not watching!" he repeated, covering his eyes with his ears.
Kari planted a deep kiss on Makina that was quickly reciprocated. Whoever else was watching, she didn't care. If rumors spread, it didn't matter. What did matter was this blissful moment of happiness, Makina's supple lips and smooth skin, their intertwined fingers, and a taste that set her senses on fire.
They were out of breath once their lips parted at last.
"I… I didn't know you were that serious about me," Makina stammered, burying her face into Kari's shoulder.
"I'm going to save Minato and stop the incursion, then come back for you. Stay safe for me," Kari said.
"You're not really the knight in shining armor I dreamed of. My magical girl in sparkly uniform?" Makina ran a hand through her hair and smiled. "I'll be okay with my mom. You and Rocky be safe out there, too."
"Leave it to us!" the anthem cheered.
Kari returned to the skies, this time in the direction of Minato's house. She wanted to tell him everything. About what happened between her and Makina. How they had grown much closer and were probably going to start dating after this. She wanted to share this happiness with her friend who was always the first to support them.
But when she arrived at Minato's neighborhood, the area had been overrun with monsters. The streets were ridden with partially-eaten corpses and limbs strewn about. He still hadn't answered her texts. Either he didn't have his phone with him, or worse…
Kari landed in front of Minato's house. The door had been broken into by something so large that the frame had cracked, and the windows were shattered like a bike was thrown through it.
In spite of the mess, neither human nor monster was present inside amongst the upturned furniture.
"Minato!" she shouted in the ruins of the living room.
They must have left. No blood or gore meant no one died here. But if they took their chances outside, that couldn't be good either.
As she was about to leave, her foot kicked a phone that skidded across the floorboards and struck the TV stand. An acrylic chibi strap of magical girl Jade made it obvious the phone belonged to Minato, but the device was broken.
"This is getting worse by the minute," Rocky said, pointing to the TV that had been left on.
It was all that survived the destruction in the house and was broadcasting live in the middle of the city.
Two magical girls were duking it out. Yuria, who was holding both the dagger and hammer axe, was easily putting Flare in the defensive. Either Flare wasn't as strong as she let on, or she was being careful not to get nicked by either weapon.
"What do we do?" Rocky asked. "Keep looking for Minato or go help Flare?"
"Help Flare? Yuria can eat shit, but if Flare bites it, then good riddance. Whoever wins, I get my weapon back when their fight's over. Minato though…" She pondered where he or his family could have gone.
[Candy: I found Flare, but why is she and another magical girl fighting? I'm going to stop them.]
[Jade: Rie, stay away from them. Yuria's not here to talk.]
[Candy: If we don't do anything, they'll kill each other!]
[Jade: Stay out of their fight and come help me instead!]
[Jade: Rie!]
Candy stopped responding.
[Jade: Kari, I know you're fucking reading all this. Where the hell are you? If we don't do anything, Rie's going to get hurt and this city's toast. Are you okay with that?]
Kari gritted her teeth and accidentally crushed Minato's phone.
The ground started rumbling violently. She rushed outside to find JSDF tanks and armored vehicles rolling into the streets. Helicopters speeding across the sky fired their miniguns from the side of the craft at swarms of flying monsters.
"Rocky, can you pinpoint Yuria and Flare's positions? I'm going to get Candy out of there," she said.
"I know their general direction! With your speed, we should be able to get there in—" The anthem froze up and turned his gaze towards the helicopters.
Multiple crafts made a 180 and unloaded lead into something far in the distance. What swooped in was a flying monstrosity whose wingspan painted a shadow across this side of the city. It took the form of one of the flyers but was much larger and rained down feathered spines each time it beat its wings. It had to be one of the Malevolent Domain monsters Jade was fighting earlier.
Even though Kari was supposed to be a speck all the way down in the streets, she locked eyes with the giant monster. Its own eyes widened as though it recognized her. Instead of giving chase to the helicopters, it furled both wings into its body to dive bomb right for her.
The others were preoccupied. This monster would be too fast to outrun. She had no other choice but to fight it.
"Rocky, looks like we're going to have to fight this thing ourselves!" Kari clenched her fists.
However, as she steeled herself to do battle, the monster's face became eerily familiar the closer it got. Although bloated and ugly, it shared many similarities to a human face she recognized. The middle-aged wrinkles, fat double chin… and the frozen, horrified expression he had last shown right before she carved his soul.
"Principal… Nishida?" Kari choked out.
The monster let loose a screeching cry.
"KAAAARRRIIIIII! KAAARRRIIIIIII!"




Chapter 32 - Messiah

"Just die already, you shit!"
Kari crushed a sigil to restore her health and returned to battle after being knocked out of the skies a second time. This thing had taken a massive chunk of health from just making head-on collisions. She needed to change things up.
While weaving through volleys of straw-sized spines on the way up, Kari managed to climb onto its back and wailed into it with her fists. No matter how much punishment she dealt, the damn thing wouldn't go down. Fighting it without [Destruction and Ruin] already put her at a great disadvantage.
"KAAARRRRIIIIIII! YOOOOUUUUU KIIILLLLLLED MEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!"
It let loose a deafening screech and aileron rolled to shake her off. As Kari went into free fall, she considered the skills in her arsenal and quickly determined that expending too much magic would bite her in the ass later.
The image of Jade chewing her out from the lizard monster fight flashed through her mind.
Kari had to somehow defeat this creature without using too much, otherwise she wouldn't be able to put up a fight to take her weapon back from Yuria later.
But before that… Why did this thing have Principal Nishida's face?
It was calling her name, too. Up until now, monsters of all kinds could only giggle and make unintelligible gargle of words.
"This thing isn't too fast or strong, but has a lot of resilience! You might be able to outlast it with your speed," Rocky shouted in panic, clinging to her back.
"That's good and peachy, but I don't want to fight this thing all day. I gotta find Minato and shove my fist up Yuria's ass," she said.
In the corner of her eyes, two attack helicopters equipped with heavy ordnance were fast approaching to join the fight. If the monster went after them instead, both would go down from it just flying by them. They would only amount to a nuisance more than anything.
Unless…
"Rocky." Kari grabbed her anthem. "I need your help."
"I don't like where this is go—"
Before Rocky finished his sentence, she chucked him as hard as she could past the flying monstrosity, causing it to fly up and chase after him instead. While it was distracted, she flew towards one of the two choppers and knocked on the window, startling both pilots.
"I need you guys to lay into that thing with everything you got!" she shouted over the spinning blades and engine.
The two inside glanced at each other, then the one in the back pointed upwards. It was obvious neither of them heard what she said, especially not with all the noise and a thick helmet on their heads. He then spoke into a radio which amplified his voice through some speaker system.
"Magical girl Kari, we've been dispatched to give you back up," the soldier said.
They could talk to her, but she wouldn't be able to talk to them. She pointed at every weapon attached to their vehicle and slammed a fist into her hand.
Having understood what she was implying, the pilot shook his head. "We're not authorized to use missiles over civilian zones. Risk of destruction is too high. Command has only authorized use of the chin-mounted turret."
"This monster is going to ruin the fucking city. There's your damn risk!" Kari clicked her tongue.
If they won't use it, then…
The monster was coming back. It swooped in, forcing the helicopters to part and barely escaping its dive domb. A vacuum of air caused enough turbulence to unbalance the helicopters. Both began unloading their turrets, but they were nowhere enough to slow it down.
"Your turrets won't work! Just use the missiles!" she screamed.
This was hopeless. They weren't listening anymore.
A plan hatched in her mind. She flew onto the side of the monster's face and clung to the lip of its open mouth. Rocky was there, too, hanging on for dear life as the powerful winds pulled his skin and fur taut. Amongst the hail of bullets, one nicked her on the cheek.
Kari extended a hand towards one of the helicopters. They were going to die anyway, so she might as well make good use of them.
"Come Here!"
The craft rocketed forward and into the creature's mouth, an impact which left it reeling and the soldiers inside in a daze. As they regained their bearings, Kari saluted them, then leapt off the monster with Rocky in hand. A massive explosion followed soon after, destroying half its face.
Metal debris and cinders of what remained of the helicopter fell from the sky. She grabbed one of the broken blades and punctured through the wing's webbing, carving a large gash through it. Once she did the same to the other, the monster struggled to stay flying and crashed into the roof of a convenience store.
The lower jaw and right side of its face had been blown off. Whatever was left was covered in shrapnel from the blown-up chopper. Black blood poured from every orifice and wound.
"K… K… ari… you… k… k...killed… me… I won't… F-F-Forgive… you… " he said between spurts of blood.
"Don't need your forgiveness. You brought this on yourself. How the hell did you turn into this? Answer me!" Kari shouted.
With one eye blown off, the remaining one hanging out of its socket by a string of flesh struggled to meet her gaze.
"Y… You did… this to me…"
Kari's own eyes twitched with anger and impatience.
Maybe this was what the big monster in her dream meant by molded in different shapes. Then did every human have the potential to turn into monsters?
She ripped the eyeball from the Nishida monster's face and delighted in the gurgling shriek. It felt good to be in control.
"Lucky for you, I'm learning to be merciful. Let's send you back to whatever hell spat you out from." Kari clamped her hands on what's left of his head and caved the skull in, silencing Principal Nishida for good.
Just like Jade said, no points were awarded by this Malevolent Domain threat and from the weaker monsters. It really was just a waste of resources. If this were an Apocalyptic Incursion, then the moment they ran out of points was game over without being able to buy sigils to continue the fight.
Kari activated the Apocalypse System's communications app to update Jade and Candy on her status.
[Kari: I took care of the big bird. What's your location, Jade? Candy?]
It was the longest minute of her life. No answer from either of them was a bad sign.
"Hahh… That was so scary…" Rocky fell off her back and hit the ground with a thud. "I've lost count how many times you've thrown me. You might have a future as a baseball pitcher if you put the magical girl mantle down."
Strong winds suddenly battered them both. The other helicopter hovered above with their turret pointed at her. She walked over to the edge of the roof and saw a number of JSDF soldiers on the ground surrounding the building, guns also drawn.
"Kari Tachibana, drop your magical girl form and surrender," a voice from the helicopter ordered.
"Is this how you treat a magical girl who just took down the monster for you?" She levitated several meters into the air and the soldiers tensed up, fingers braced on the trigger showing they were ready to open fire.
"You also needlessly killed two servicemembers. Stand down. Now!"
She didn't have time to deal with them. Candy was in trouble. The longer this incursion stayed active, the more her friends were in danger. She flew right up to the helicopter and smeared a bloody hand across the window, then ripped the hatch right out. The pilot and his partner quickly drew their service pistols.
"How big is this bullet compared to the one in your gun?" Kari flicked it into the pilot's lap. She had picked it up from the ground next to Nishida's monstrous form. It was larger than a flashlight or popsicle, and they knew it belonged to their mounted turret. "If that couldn't stop the monster behind me, what makes you think that tiny thing in your hand is going to stop me?"
"That was my colleague you killed," the pilot said, voice quivering with grief
Neither of them saw any room for negotiations. As far they were concerned, she had become an enemy the moment she used the other helicopter to bomb the monster.
"We're on the same side! Please, don't!" Rocky tugged incessantly on her sleeve.
Kari sighed. "I'm going to turn my back to you and deal with everything else now. If you so much as think about sneezing in my direction, I hope you have the authorization to unload everything you got."
Their staredown lasted only a few seconds until the pilot nodded to his partner behind him, who then grabbed a radio from his seat. Over the beating blades, the speakers crackled to life. "All units, stand down. Incursion is still red. We're proceeding with civilian evacuation."
Satisfied that they didn't have the gall to take it another step further, Kari took off in the direction of Akasaka.
"They don't look very happy with you…" Rocky remarked unsteadily.
"Doesn't matter to me what they're unhappy about. Cold hard fact is, I saved their lives. While they're stuck waiting for orders, I actually did something to stop these monsters," she said, scowling as she recalled Principal Nishida's monstrously warped face.
As she was about to push herself to top speed, an unusual congregation of people on the streets below caught her attention. While many fled from a broken lady, some walked straight into and knelt before it in some sort of profane worship. One by one, the monster plucked people up with its meaty hand and retracted them underneath the skirt curtain of arms. A river of blood leaked out from the monster and drained into the sewer grate by the curb.
"That's not good!" her anthem exclaimed. "If they keep feeding it—"
Kari torpedoed down to smash the monster, but the same group of people put themselves between it and her. There had to be dozens of them, the same delusional marchers from before that thought of the monsters as their saviors.
"You idiots need to get the hell out of here!" Kari yelled.
"Don't you know what this is? Rapture! God has sent their angels to save us!"
"Get out of here!"
"We don't want your kind stopping His plans!"
As they protested against her trying to save them, another person was picked up by the monster. He was the same old man she had spoken to much earlier.
"I've been chosen!" the old man screamed fanatically. "Please, take me! Deliver me to—"
The rest of his sentence was cut short as he disappeared underneath its many arms. Like someone had switched on the faucet for a brief second, more blood gushed forth from the latest victim.
Fighting the broken lady was one thing, but if it became stronger from eating all these people, she would have an even harder time. There was no telling what it might transform into. Another Malevolent Domain-level threat would only further exhaust and delay her from reaching the others.
"Get out of the way!" Kari shoved a group of people aside and charged straight for the monster. She tried to lift the broken lady by its shoulders somewhere without people around, but it was too heavy, especially when it grabbed a utility pole and cars to weigh itself down.
Its powerful arm swung out. Kari dodged out of the way, leaving it to return to feasting on the buffet laid before it. She gritted her teeth and squeezed a fist shut in front of them. She was out of options.
"Wait… Kari, you can't be serious!" Rocky exclaimed.
"I'm giving you guys to the count of ten to get the fuck out of here," Kari warned the zealous crowd and began to mouth out the countdown.
"We're not moving from this spot!" A woman carrying an infant in her arms stood in her way.
One, two…
"You're going to have to make us move!" Another person, a salaryman with disheveled hair and baggy eyes, spat at her feet.
Three, four…
"We don't want you here!"
Five, six…
Some of them began to falter and thought to leave, but other, more fervent members convinced them not to.
Seven, eight…
"S-She can't be serious… She won't actually do it, right?"
Nine…
"What makes you any different from the monsters you're trying to kill?" someone asked, striking a chord in her chest.
Kari hesitated. Her fist momentarily unclenched…
Until she laid eyes on the monster she was compared to, and was reminded that she never claimed to be their hero to begin with.
"Ten." Kari activated [Apocalypse Power-Up!] and uttered the skill, "Stampede!"
Her attack tore through the crowds in a fountain of blood. Her fist impacted the monster's head and knocked it to the ground, but it was still alive and kicking. Arm after arm, she ripped every single limb, nimbly avoiding its attempts to catch her, until it was nothing but an amputated spider writhing on the ground.
Covered in blood from head to toe, Kari dropped to her knees to catch her breath at the end of it. She tossed aside the last arm, then wiped her face and glanced behind herself. The road had been painted red, and a trail of blood poured into the drains. A human leg, with its sock barely hanging onto the toes, was all that remained of the cult.
A handful who had any sense of self-preservation and managed to leave in time passed out where they stood. Others vomited into the blood. Few people stumbled out of the buildings and gawked in horror at the aftermath.
"You… You killed them," a young man said.
Kari gazed at her own hands and shook away the excess blood like she had just washed her hands.
"It's not what you think! They were going to let themselves get killed by that monster. I had to do something before it—"
A stone bounced off her face, and she turned in the direction it was thrown. The group of people flinched.
A sharp pain originating from the ring coursed up her arm and throughout the rest of her body. It burned so hot she instinctively tried to pull it off, only to find that it had further embedded itself into the skin until the jewel was all that protruded.
"Oh, no…" Rocky gasped.
"You know what's going on, don't you?" Kari asked, wincing from the pain. "Spit it out, Rocky!"
"I remember this happening to Inyanga when she… when she killed the other magical girls," he said.
"The magical girl you were with last? Why? How did it start?" she demanded to know.
"Inyanga had no choice! She had to fight them and protect herself, otherwise… They were turning against each other even when they had the apocalypse to stop. Nothing I or their anthems said went through any of them… It's like some of them were becoming too paranoid to think properly… Or something was messing with their heads."
Am I paranoid? Kari asked herself. I have the potential to be stronger than even Flare, and with the exception of Yuria, possess the only other soul-carving weapon capable of killing magical girls.
Generating [Destruction and Ruin] from her soul was too much of a coincidence.
"Wait a minute…"
It could be that the weapon was given to her precisely for that purpose. Then for Yuria to have a similar weapon meant she was in the same bind. Whatever had spoken to Kari when she was half-dead explained that 'an errant few have deviated from the path'. That couldn't possibly have meant any other person.
Yuria had answers, but if she were to die by Flare's hands, then those answers die with her just like Tetsuo's phone.
Without wasting another second, Kari headed straight for Akasaka. The upscale side of the city was in a state of panic and mostly in ruins. News crews flooded into the area for a chance to capture Flare in action, braving the incursion and burning debris with nothing more than police protection, though they, too, were trying to convince them to leave.
Bystanders barricaded themselves inside buildings and blocked the entrances with furniture as monsters ran rampant in the streets below, ignored by Flare and Yuria who were fighting each other instead. Their battle ripped through buildings. It became immediately obvious Yuria had Flare on the defensive while wielding both her dagger and [Destruction and Ruin].
A third party entered the fray like a shooting star, but an explosion sent her plummeting.
"Candy!"
Kari intercepted the descent and caught Candy mid-air. She was no longer in her magical girl form. A shallow wound had been cut across her stomach and left hand charred black.
"We're supposed to be fighting alongside each other… Please, stop them…" Rie pleaded, her eyes screwed shut and in tears.
"Who did this to her?" Jade asked menacingly as she descended. Bloodied and in no mood to make her usual patronizing comments, furious eyes flicked to the battle unfolding between two magical girls. "It was them, wasn't it? They outta their fucking minds?"
"If I told you I need Yuria alive to get answers from, are you going to stop me?" Kari asked in return.
"Go do you, but I guess we're confronting Flare earlier than expected." A sigil materialized in Jade's hand which she crushed to heal herself to full. "Gallant Knight!"
Threads from her emerald robes unwove themselves and reformed into an armored dress, donning metal greaves, gauntlets, a chestplate, and closed helmet. Her javelin had grown into a massive lance brimming with power. She had become a true knight.
To think Jade defeated two Malevolent Domain-level threats by herself and came out alive. Just what the hell was she made of?
"Yuyu, Gauntlet, take care of Rie," Jade ordered.
"Go with them, Rocky. Make sure they stay safe," Kari said and received a nod from her anthem.
They flew towards Yuria and Flare together, seizing their distractedness for an ambush.
"Come Here!" Kari shouted, wrenching [Destruction and Ruin] from Yuria's grasp. She used the momentum to slam the blunted end into Flare's molten shield, then pivoted to send Yuria flying with a roundhouse kick.
"Kari, I'm not your enemy!" Flare snarled.
"Might be the only time I ever apologize to you, but sorry. I'm not the one taking you on," she said, prying her weapon away just as Jade ran the lance into the shield next.
"This is a long time coming!" Jade shouted.
"Tsubasa, you stupid delinquent! If you don't stand down, I'm burning your home city to the fucking ground." Enraged by the intrusion, Flare unleashed hell on earth at Jade.
"Let's see you try and get past me, psycho bitch!"
Kari left them to their battle to confront Yuria. Her drowsy eyes couldn't be more out of place in such a chaotic scene.
"Just looking at you, I can tell you already met it, too. So why are you still doing its bidding?" Yuria wearily asked.
"Then I was right. We're in the same boat. But you're wrong if you think I'm on anyone's payroll other than my own. What are you and your Messiah after?" Kari raised her weapon, anticipating Yuria to fight instead of answering.
Yet Yuria lowered her own weapon, the silver dagger which she plunged into Kari's chest earlier, in response. "We've both seen the same thing. That thing only appears at the edge of death. How you aren't terrified after seeing that makes me wonder what you have become. It's lied to us, promised us this power to fight monsters, but it's deformed our souls and is the one that really wants to destroy our world."
"Excuse me if I find that hard to believe when there are monsters down there eating people."
The sound of Jade and Flare's cataclysmic battle raged on in the distance, booming with enough destructive force to flatten the city. These powers gifted to them by the Apocalypse System had a creator behind it. A creator so strong that it had the ability to hand them out like candy, but too weak to enforce the gifted to do what it wanted them to.
"The Apocalypse System was never meant to help us," Yuria began. "We were just roped into someone else's war, and you're on the wrong side. The Messiah promised me and Aiko our souls back if we help them, something that— whatever gave us these soul-carving weapons— couldn't promise."
"Flare tells me killing a god-level monster will grant us a soul back—"
Yuria bellowed with laughter, louder than her quiet and composed self had ever been.
"And you believed her lie? Can't you see all she wants is to become a god herself? Flare doesn't care about getting her soul back. She just wants more power, a new Cadillac in her collection, to be the main character in the next blockbuster movie. In her eyes, she's the protagonist, and we're just in the way, " Yuria explained.
That sounded like Flare. At least her intentions were clearer than a sunny day. The Messiah, on the other hand…
"And if I join you, turn my back on the giant eyeball, you think we stand a chance at killing Flare and getting our souls back?" Kari relaxed her shoulders.
Yuria nodded. "When we finish up here, I'll introduce you to the leaders of Messiah, and they'll show you the truth."
"You have me, but I'm tired of waiting. I want the truth now. Who's Messiah?" Kari asked.
The other magical girl paused to gauge Kari's commitment, searching her face for any cracks that may suggest a lie or intent to betray. When she found none, a message came to Kari through the Apocalypse System's communication app.
[Yuria: The Messiah is comprised of three leaders: myself, Hurricane of the U.S., and Chu Hua of China.]
Kari was stunned. Hurricane and Chu Hua? They were the strongest magical girls of their respective countries. Not to mention, from countries that were superpowers on the world stage.
"Satisfied?" Yuria asked.
"Yeah. Now I've got no regrets— Come Here!" Kari stretched a hand out to Yuria.
In a fraction of a second, Kari swung [Ruin] and cleaved Yuria in half before she even realized what had happened. She watched as both halves plunged to the ground with a great sense of satisfaction and weight leaving her shoulders.
"That was for stabbing me."
[+700,000 Apocalypse Points.]
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