
        
            
                
            
        


 
    Chapter 100 - Alone 

      

      

    I can't bring myself to move. 

    It's raining now. Or is the sun beating down on me? 

    The wind is blowing scents I have never smelled before into my nose, but I feel nothing. 

    A few days have passed. 

    Maybe it has been weeks. 

    I feel neither hunger nor warmth, only fatigue and listlessness. 

    What am I doing here? 

    "Get up." Aurelia slaps me across the face hard enough to break a human's neck. But I don't even feel it, as my thoughts continue in a spiral that has no beginning and no end. "I may be a hypocrite for saying this, but when you have the time to mourn, you should rather spend it on getting revenge." 

    The Golden Queen's voice is firm and commanding, though there's a hint of warmth within it all. She, of all people, knows what it's like to wallow in loss and wasting away her life. As somebody who has gone through the same experience, she can understand me the best right now. 

    However, I can't even begin to comprehend how she could pull herself out of the torpor I find myself in. Unlike in her case, I saw the people responsible for my loss right before me. But, whereas learning about it allowed her to regain her spark of life, it doesn't want to appear inside me. 

    I just think it's all meaningless, now that my mother is dead. 

      

    I don't know how much more time has passed since Aurelia last tried to animate me. And I don't really care either. All I know is that I haven't moved from my kneeling position ever since Mithra sent us here. 

    At this point, I don't even remember the reason he saved me. I should have died back then, surrounded by the Old Humans and their troops. What is the purpose of prolonging my existence? 

    "Is this the extent of your determination?" Aurelia's shadow falls over me, but I can't muster the motivation to look up at her. As if sensing that, she grabs me by the throat and lifts me to my feet. Her golden eyes are burning with rage as she looks into mine. "Is this how far you go? Is this how Chaos finds her end?" 

    Something stirs inside me at this question, but I can't bring myself to grasp that spark. It just doesn't feel right for me to do anything right now, so I stare blankly into Aurelia's eyes. Or maybe with a gaze pleading for her to save me from myself? 

    But whether I'm unable to express my feelings or the Golden Queen misses the hint that may only be an illusion in my mind, she loosens her grip and drops me like a dirty rag. I look up to find her eyes cold and apathetic. 

    "I am disappointed." With these words, she walks past me and disappears from my field of view. Something snaps inside me, compelling me to jump up and turn to her. 

    "Leave me alone! I just lost my mother right before my eyes! And that not long after learning that she's the mother whom I thought I would never meet again from my previous life. After everything she did to bring me back into this world, I could do nothing to save her." My feelings burst out from inside me, not even caring that Aurelia may not be listening as she keeps her back turned to me. "How could you understand what I'm going through right now? All you lost was a lover, and that was a long time ago. Your feelings for her have already disappeared by now, but my wound is fresh!" 

    The moment these words leave my lips, I feel a wave of regret overcome me. I know, deep in my mind, that the Golden Queen should understand me the best. But something made me lash out against the only person I have left by my side. 

    "Is that all?" Aurelia asks in a level tone that sends a chill down my back. Her getting angry with me or turning around to slap me would be better than this cold reaction. Her incredibly long hair held up by her control over gold doesn't even sway in the breeze. 

    I know that I stepped over a line, but no words of apology want to come out. One part of me wants to inflict pain on others to ease my own. And currently, that part is doing everything to hold back my sense of reason, which tells me to apologize to Aurelia. 

    She turns around, and I prepare myself - even hope - that she will slap me. Maybe even beat some sense into me with her fists. But I'm shocked to find tears in the corners of her eyes as her piercing gaze locks onto mine. For a moment, there's only silence between us as the carefree wind audibly rustles the grass at our feet. 

    Then she lowers her gaze and turns away. Even as she starts to walk up the slope I've been sitting on since we were brought here by Mithra, I can't bring myself to say a word. When she stops at the tree on top of the small hill, I feel hope welling up in my heart. She hasn't given up on me yet, even after what I've done. 

    I'm sorry for what I said, so please don't leave me, Aurelia. 

    But it seems that the pause was to dissipate any doubts that lingered in her heart. She continues to walk silently, and my heart sinks at the realization that I just lost her. Dropping to my knees, I flap my mouth open and closed, but no words want to come out. I can only watch her receding form as she slowly disappears beyond the hill. 

    Despite the inexcusable words I spat in her face, she still hesitated for my sake. But why can't I call out for her to stay? My mind simply refuses to move. 

    I'm sorry for what I said... 

    Please don't leave me... 

    I need you... 

      

    Days and nights blend together while I can't make myself move from the spot. There's a greater force keeping me on my knees than what my willpower can muster. Even though I know that I have to follow Aurelia - and I'm aware that her trail has grown cold by now - I can't make myself do it. 

    I just can't. 

    Why is it so hard for me to even think? My despair is like a swamp, clinging to my every thought and not letting them go unless I put in more effort than I feel is worth. It's a vicious cycle that renders me unable to advance or retreat, stuck in an endless loop of incomplete feelings. 

    Rain falls. 

    The sun moves across the sky. 

    Grazing animals pass me by. 

    The world keeps turning, even though my mother died. 

    But I can't even muster the mental strength to curse it for being so cruel. The only thought occupying my mind is that I was too late and that my world has ended at that moment. 

    Even though I know that it's not true. I still have people dear to me. Kamii, Daica, and Hestia are out there. Rewera and the demon maids are waiting for my return. Senka would greet me with a snarky remark about my long absence. 

    Yet, that thought is only one of many that disappear into the spiral of hopelessness. No matter how many distant warm memories I pile on, they will never be enough to overcome the current darkness. This may well and truly be how Chaos finds her end. 

      

    Hunger. 

    The only thought occupying my mind is an all-pervasive hunger that not only eats into my body but also my mind. 

    It feels as if my inside is hollowed out, and something is pulling at it from within. The alternate dimension in my stomach is being swallowed by a black hole that has opened up, and once it runs out of space, it will eat my flesh. If I don't alleviate it now, it will take over my entire being, and I will revert to a mindless blob of tentacles with only one goal. 

    Feed. 

    The thought is so prevalent in my mind that everything else disappears. My surroundings grow dark, and I stop feeling my limbs. There's no more sense of self, only a cosmic craving. 

    Consume. 

      

    The next time I come to - no, the first time I wake up from sleep since I was separated from Kamii - I'm in the middle of a tropical jungle. 

    My mind is cleared of the bog of despair, and only confusion fills my immediate thoughts as I look around. Did so much time pass in my sleep that the steppe turned into a jungle? Has it been several years or maybe even centuries since my last conscious moment? 

    Looking down at myself, I find that I'm in my Crawling Chaos form. However, whereas I was purely made of inky black tentacles before, I now have crimson vein-like patterns across my ever-shifting body. Its bulk hasn't changed, as far as I can tell by looking at my limbs, but I feel different nonetheless. 

    I'm full of vigor, and the physical fatigue that came with my mental lethargy feels as if it were blown away after a good night's sleep. Even if that sleep may have been longer than I thought. 

    I may have scraped at the edge of my existence, similar to what Asoko went through when she wandered the desert searching for food and water. She said that her red body came from being stretched so thin that she was nothing more than a stick in the wind. 

    But I didn't completely lose myself, or I wouldn't be here anymore. If I had grown too small to hold my consciousness at one point, I doubt the miracle of taking control of this body would have happened twice. Because the only other option would be that this exact thing occurred, and I'm still alive through nothing more than a miracle. 

    Shaking my head, I stop thinking about this dangerous topic. All that matters is that I'm alive. But that brings me back to the reason I'm even here: My mother's death. The moment that thought enters my mind, sadness overcomes me again. 

    However, I physically pull myself together and turn into my human form from before my death. That's when I realize that maybe it would be better to stay as a Crawling Chaos; the climate is unbearably hot and humid. 

    In my previous life, I was active outdoors as a member of the track and field club. But that was only in Tokyo, where summers can get hot but never to this degree. It's more reminiscent of our school trip to Okinawa, which I'll forever remember for its humidity before anything else. It's worse than the dry heat in the desert, although that comes with a whole different set of problems for a human body. 

    I must have moved quite a long distance from where I was last conscious, as I don't remember it having been this tropical. Then again, I don't remember much of anything but despair when I was still on the steppes. I never want to go through anything like it again. 

    Thinking about it, in my depression, I pushed Aurelia away. Now I'm stranded alone in the middle of a jungle while sweating profusely from the humidity. Remembering how I survived in space, I realize that I maintained a human form while unaffected by the vacuum and coldness. Closing my eyes, I recall the sensation and transform accordingly. 

    Except for a very thin layer on the surface, I'm essentially in my true form. In an instant, I stop perceiving the uncomfortable aspects of the environment while maintaining a sense of touch and temperature. It's a strange state of being, but then again, my entire existence is strange. 

    Suddenly, something enters my field of view. No, it would be more precise to say that I can perceive something about a hundred meters behind me without seeing it. I turn around on the spot and try to peer through the dense undergrowth, but while I can still somehow sense it, I don't see anything. 

    There's no way for me to describe it other than an internal radar for life signatures. I can tell that something roughly the size of a housecat is slowly walking across the jungle floor. That's when I realize the silence all around me. The ancient forest on Yagrath was filled with the sounds of animals, predominantly birdsong. But everything is silent here as if something scared the life out of the region. 

    That something is most likely me. 

    This means that my sense has a range limit and that until just now, nothing else living was inside that area. I guess this cat-sized animal came to check out this empty space and triggered my senses that weren't picking up anything until then. 

    Closing my eyes, I try to concentrate on that sensation. For a moment, all I feel is the small creature seemingly stalking an invisible prey. But then, as if my world opens up, life signatures fill my surroundings. It's like a world of light in the darkness behind my eyelids. It creates an image of everything living in what appears to be a hundred-meter radius around me. 

    The reason I noticed the first animal was because it's the biggest in that area. In reality, the jungle is filled to the brim with life smaller than my perception was able to pick up. Even the trees register for me, as their life signatures hold a different sensation compared to the cat. 

    I let myself sink into the feeling of being surrounded by all this life, and fall into a trance-like state. All my troubles seem to flow away as I lie on the jungle floor, sensing insects crawling through the leaves, birds hiding in the trees, and the cat pouncing on a mouse-sized animal. 

    Witnessing its life energy fade and disappear, I realize that there are countless explosions of life and flickers of death all around me. The cycle takes place at all times, mostly unseen, but now I bear witness to nature. It's the first time in all my lives that I stop to take it all in. 

    What have I been doing all this time? I lived blind to the absolute truth of life - that death is inevitable. I deluded myself by thinking that I was beyond the laws of nature only because my body was beyond the laws of physics. 

    There were so many times I could have died, but never did I pause to think about it. It would have rendered me unable to move if I had. But now that I have this sense for life, I can tell that- 

    Opening my eyes, I sit up in utter confusion. Looking down at my hands, I stare at them as if they would disappear if I didn't. The sounds of the jungle are slowly returning, and maybe they were always there, but I didn't hear them before. 

    I don't have a life signature and am like a void instead - a dark spot against the star-studded night sky. It's as if a human-shaped hole was cut into space, but it's moving, and it's myself. 

    Nausea overcomes me at the realization that I'm something unnatural after all. While I'm not exempt from death, I'm not part of life itself either. I knew that after all I've experienced in this world, but now I have absolute certainty. Al Majnun said it as well, and even Kiamedras and Aurelia understood. My mother explained it to me, and Mithra clearly knows the truth. It was only me closing my eyes to the truth. 

    I'm an alien, and my existence is a scar on this world. 

    "So what?!" I ball my fists and jump up with a scream, causing birds to fly away in terror all around me. For a moment, I was about to think that my mother's death was justified. That it was this world correcting a mistake. If I did that, I'd even stop thinking about wanting to live myself. 

    Shaking my head to disperse the thought, I look around for something to occupy my mind with. Being reincarnated into this world is another chance at life - one that my mother fought hard for. I won't waste her efforts by giving up on it now! 

    Growing my legs into stilts, I push myself upward before spreading Fata wings and flying the last stretch to clear the treetops. Turning around myself in midair, I scan the geography around me to find a sea of green as far as I can see. There's a tree-covered mountain range on one side, rising like a massive wave. The other side continues to the horizon, broken only by the occasional tree that grew taller than its competitors. 

    I get a sense of déjà vu from this sight. But unlike last time, there's no giant cloud being floating in the far distance, and there's no likelihood of my mother coming to pick me up. The possibility that this is Yagrath still remains, but that's something I'll ascertain the moment I find quakemaws - I mean cyber-dinos. 

    At least I have all the genetic templates I gained throughout my travels, and I know silent magic to boot. Furthermore, I can fly in both Fata and dragon form, so traversing steep terrain isn't a problem. 

    This is almost like a new game plus, if not for the fact that I don't know where I am. 

    For now, I'll fly over the mountains and see if I can spot a landmark from there. The other direction is an endless jungle, so it's more practical to check out all the options before deciding. Who knows, maybe I'll even find a city. 

    As I approach the mountains, I hear a swelling and ebbing sound from beyond that appears strangely regular, like the breathing of a giant. Maybe this isn't a mountain at all but a living creature, and it will suddenly rise from the earth to eat me up. 

    Realizing that I can have such idle thoughts means that I'm feeling better, my mood drops again. I can't let myself forget the pain of seeing the subjugation of my people and the death of my mother. Yet, I can't let it dominate my every thought, either. It's a delicate balance like a tightrope walk. 

    With such thoughts occupying my mind, I clear the mountain ridge and look at the landscape beyond. The view before me blows all my immediate thoughts away. 

    An endless blue ocean stretches before me, filling my view from one side to the other. The tree-covered mountain falls off sharply on the other side, and another forest begins at its base that reaches all the way to the sickle moon-shaped bay. It looks like a photo from a resort pamphlet. 

    A salty wind blows in my face from below, rising with the steep incline of the mountain. Setting down on the ridge, I turn into a human and feel the cool breeze. It's still quite warm but not nearly as hot as it was in the jungle behind me. In fact, I consider this acceptable for maintaining a body that can take in all the sensations.  

    Looking down, I find that the steep drop can't be traversed without climbing equipment, so I spread my wings again and glide down. With instinctual knowledge of how to ride the winds, I fold my wings and angle my feathers for a slow descent as I continue to take in the sights. 

    I could imagine living in such a place, far away from the worries of the world. Nature provides plenty, and without outside enemies, there's no need for a palace. An open house with paper sliding doors would be perfect in such a place. It does remind me of Okinawa, but without humans. 

    The forest below is far less dense than the one I woke up in earlier. To my right, I notice a gap in the mountains from which a small river flows into the ocean. I didn't see it from the other side because of the dense jungle canopy. A small cliff on the bay's left tip overlooks the beach, which would be the perfect spot to take photos from. 

    I can't believe how picturesque this place is. 

    That's when I first notice shapes that look out of place in nature. Just beyond the treeline, I spot parallel logs lying in the sand that appear to be manmade. Maybe there's a fishing village hidden under the forest canopy that grows all the way to the beach's edge. Judging by the number of those canoe-like boats, there can't be that many inhabitants. 

    To avoid scaring whoever is living there by swooping down on them like a giant raptor, I drop into the forest first and fold my wings inside my body. Transforming my skin to take on the texture of clothes, I return to my academy appearance. Blonde hair halfway down my back and blue eyes make me look like a noble from the Mineva Republic. I adjust my short skirt and a simple white shirt to look like it could be an outfit from anywhere.  

    Walking through the undergrowth, I find a narrow path that could be nothing more than an animal trail. Still, it leads toward the beach, so I follow it. It seems to deliberately avoid ancient-looking shrubs and colorful flowers before climbing a small hill. 

    As I reach the top, I find a collection of round wooden houses with thick thatched roofs a short distance away. They're built on stilts that keep them off the ground by about one meter, maybe to protect them from the high tide. Short ladders on different sides lead up to the raised buildings to ease entry. 

    The houses have straw curtains in place of outer walls, but most of them are rolled up right now. People with olive-brown skin are sitting in the largest partitions and having meals together. I peek up through the tree crowns to realize that it's around midday now, so this must be lunchtime. 

    I don't see any metal, let alone glass, among the eating utensils of the people. It reminds me of Birkas, the first human village I saw in this world. The windows had wooden shutters instead of glass panes, and the only things made of metal were knives and farming tools. But something tells me that this village may be part of a civilization that lacks knowledge of even metallurgy. 

    Descending the hill, I let my gaze sweep across the people, whose faces remind me of Pacific islanders. They don't notice me as they're occupied with their meals among friends and family. The atmosphere is exceedingly relaxed, with some raising their voices in laughter. The smell of their food is being blown toward me with the ocean wind. I inadvertently begin to feel hungry even though I know that I ate a lot during my blackout episode.  

    This time, I don't act like a victim of a bandit ambush and walk into the village as I am. For all I know, they may have never seen a person with white skin and could take me for a goddess. I read somewhere that isolated native tribes worshipped white Europeans as deities when they first met them. 

    As I approach the houses, some people notice me and openly stare with their hands stopped mid-eating. Others follow those first few gazes and begin to do the same until most villagers are entranced by my sudden appearance. Maybe the possibility of them treating me as a goddess isn't as far-fetched as I thought. 

    I slowly reach the edge of the village and look around, waiting for somebody to approach me. Children and adults alike are putting down their food and stare at me, but none are moving from atop their elevated houses. Now that I get a better look at them, I find that most adults have black tribal tattoos covering their bodies. Some of those even reach their faces, especially in the men, drawing fierce grimaces on their otherwise friendly-looking miens. 

    As a born and bred Japanese, I would generally associate tattoos with delinquents or yakuza. But I'm not so ignorant to misunderstand here. These people have a long tradition in tattoos, which unify their tribe and are part of their history. Now I'm getting interested in learning more about them. 

    A woman in her early thirties with wavy dark brown hair that reaches all the way down her back appears between the houses. She's carrying a large tray filled with plates of food in her hands, apparently unaware of my presence. From where I stand, I can tell that she's about half a head taller than me, and her body is lean from daily physical work. Her arms are also covered in tribal tattoos. 

    When she looks around and sees everybody stopped, she follows their gaze to me. Her eyes go round; for a moment, I fear she might drop her load in surprise and waste all the delicious-looking food. 

    "Àha?" With this word that has the intonation of a question, she instead quickly runs to the largest building in the village. Nimbly climbing up the steps of the ladder despite the weight she's carrying, she adjusts the load and frees one hand to push aside the curtain and calls out something. "Rangi, titiro ki wáho!" 

    It's a language I've never heard before. Something tells me this is far from the Empire of Terminus or the Mineva Republic, so I doubt anybody will conveniently know Imperian to interpret for me. For the first time, I duly appreciate the fortune we had in finding a person like Jalil, who could guide us through the entirety of the Khurut Sultanate. 

    "Hé àha te mea?" A deep bass voice that seems to reverberate through the air speaks in a questioning tone from inside the house. Unlike Khurut, the syllables in this language are much more articulated. That way, I notice that the man just said the same word the woman did earlier. Maybe that indicates a question? 

    "Haère mai ki konei." The woman replies in an impatient tone. It seems the man asked something to which the answer should have been obvious. 

    Heavy footsteps that seem to shake the entire house approach from beyond the woman, and I get a sense of impending danger. Could she have called the village champion to kill me or drive me out? If it's a human like all the others, I don't think I'll lose, though. 

    Then, a giant of a man, even taller than Gram but nearly twice as wide, appears in the doorframe. He's easily towering another head over the woman, who somehow slips past him with her giant tray and puts it down inside the house before peeking out behind his arm. 

    The topless man is the only one in the village with reddish-brown skin. He has an impressive physique covered all over in tribal tattoos. Even his muscular legs extending from underneath a loincloth made from richly-carved wooden beads over a black cloth are tattooed. His curly hair is tied back in a giant bush of a ponytail, but he lacks facial and body hair - except for bushy eyebrows, which are raised all the way to their limit in surprise. 

    "I haère mai ko'e i hea?" He hops down onto the ground and asks me with his head tilted. His gaze moves beyond me toward the forest, as if expecting others to be hiding there. At least he isn't openly hostile, but it's hard to trust humans after what I went through. 

    "Do you speak Imperian?" I inquire in a resolute tone. It's just to make sure I don't turn this into a joke where we could have understood each other from the beginning but didn't think about trying to ask. Plenty of comedic stories have been written on such misunderstandings, and I'm not keen on adding to them.  

    "Awhina! Mai ki konei, Awhina!" Upon hearing me speak, the man turns around and booms into the house. Although it's the largest house in the village, I doubt it's so extensive that he needs to speak so loudly. 

    Judging by context, Awhina is a name, and 'mai ki konei' means 'come here'; the woman used the same to call over this man earlier. 

    "Hé àha te mea?" Comes the crisp voice of a girl from inside. At this point, I begin to understand that this is a question meaning something along the lines of 'what is it?' - the same as this man asked when the woman called him. 

    "He kotiro má. Pen'ei pea he atua má." The woman adds in an excited tone, upon which something inside the house drops and clatters against the wooden ground. It's followed by frantic footsteps before a girl with sunkissed skin slaps aside the curtain covering the side of the house and jumps out. 

    When she rights herself and looks at me, her dark brown eyes widen in elation. It's clear to me that she's the giant man's daughter, which makes the woman her mother. She appears to be taller than the latter, but while her physique is also slender, she's brimming with physical prowess like her father. 

    Something about this family feels different compared to the others. Not only is every single member noticeably taller than any other villager, but they have an air that demands respect hanging around them. Adding two and two together, the giant man must be the chief of the tribe. 

    "No hea mai ko'e?" Walking toward me, the girl named Awhina speaks with glittering eyes and her arms outstretched in a welcoming gesture. I guess that means they at least won't attack me here. 

    "Sorry, I don't understand." I raise my hands into a shrug. That seems to have triggered something in her, as she grows even more excited and speeds up as if ready to tackle me down. If not for her broad smile, I would take a defensive stance. 

    "He atua ke ko'e?" Awhina runs up to me and puts her hands on my shoulders while looming over me with an expression bordering on obsession. It seems that she's indescribably thrilled to see a person so different from her. After all, I'm most likely the first white-skinned and blonde-haired person she has ever seen. "Haère mai ki te kai!" 

    She turns aside and points at her house. Upon those words, the other villagers, who have been watching in silence until now, break out into grins and raise their wooden bowls and spoons. Awhina's mother has disappeared into the house and emerges with a plate filled to the brim with food. She raises a hand and waves me over invitingly. 

    Now that's a gesture I do understand. 

      

    "Ka'inga!" Handing me a wooden spoon and gesturing at the food, Awhina speaks in an energetic tone. She's smiling with such warmth that there's no way I can refuse. That word must mean 'eat' or 'dig in'. 

    I'm sitting in the large open room of Rangi's house, surrounded by curious villagers on all sides who watch from the ground level. It seems that he's indeed the chief of the tribe, as everybody keeps a respectful distance instead of climbing up to join us. 

    "He àha te momo atua?" The giant man leans over the arrangement of dishes and speaks in an inquiring tone. Once again, I can pick out the word 'àha' among them, but that it's a question is evident based on the inflection. It's everything else that I would like to understand. 

    "Rangi, e kore ia e mata'u ki a tato'u kupu." Putting a hand on her husband's thick arm, the woman speaks in a patient tone. It sounds like she's explaining something to a child, and his confused look at her only compounds on that impression. "Me kai e ia." 

    She gestures at my plate and nods with a warm smile, telling me to start eating without worry. I look at her for a moment, then return the smile shyly before peering down at my food. I may be able to eat anything, but when I'm in my human form, I do prefer something tasty. 

    There's what appears to be crumbled grilled fish mixed with fruits and garnished with a mustard-looking sauce, a cold salad of assorted herbs, and a pile of sliced and fried taro. At least I think they're taro, but I'm sure they have a different name in this language. 

    When I look back up, I find the whole family looking at me with curious grins, waiting for my reaction to the cooking. I can't help but get strung along by their high tension, which must be a unique quality to people living in small communities by the ocean. It's the image I had of the local teens in Okinawa as well. 

    Bringing a spoonful of the fish to my mouth, I feel the explosion of unknown flavors on my tongue and look down at the plate in surprise. It has been a long time since I ate a prepared meal using my mouth and tasting it with my tongue. I was on the moon for nearly two months, and all I got to eat there was that one big meal of the failed Vanadia clones. The last time I had something properly cooked was the dinner in Arkaim castle with Hestia before my mother...  

    I feel tears rolling down my face at the memory of that night. It's not the first time that I've cried about my mother's death, but surrounded by friendly people and a warm atmosphere, I relaxed my emotions. 

    "Huh..." I make while putting down the plate and wiping away the tears. "Huh, why... why won't they stop?" 

    Unlike the last time I consciously cried, the feeling in my figurative heart isn't overwhelming enough to blank out my consciousness. But in a way, it hits me harder than before, and I can't calm myself down. Putting down the plate and spoon, I keep wiping while sobbing uncontrollably. 

    "Te mea kei te tupu?" Awhina reaches out to me and asks, but I shake my head. 

    "It's... alright." Trying to appear strong, I turn away to hide my unsightly appearance. But everywhere I look, people are staring at me in confusion. "I'm..." 

    Suddenly, I feel a pair of arms around me and turn my head to find that it's Awhina. She has bridged the distance to me and is pulling me into her embrace. There's a floral scent around her, and I very nearly lose myself in the sensation of her warmth. 

    "Tangi ki te kiko o to n'gakau." She whispers into my ear gently, and even though I can't understand the words, they resonate deeply in my mind. Looking up into her eyes, I find endless compassion in them. It's the final straw, and my inner dam breaks for good. 

    Bawling like a child, I bury my face in Awhina's chest, not caring what anybody might think about me. 

   





 Chapter 101 - Peaceful Respite 

      

      

    I wake up from the feeling of a hand gently brushing through my hair. Opening my eyes, I find Awhina's mother looking down at me from very close with a warm expression. The sensation under my head is soft, and I realize that she's giving me a lap pillow. She caresses my cheek with the touch of somebody who is used to calming down a crying child. 

    Turning my head away out of embarrassment, I see Rangi's massive tattooed back a few meters away. He's moving his hands rhythmically to the sound of creaking wood, and I find a pile of long and thin branches next to him. He must be weaving a basket in his free time after lunch. 

    Past him are the bustling village and the ocean beyond the beach. Most people have returned to work, although some young adults and children are loitering around the chief's house to watch me. From their gazes, I can tell that they seem to be either curious or worried rather than judging me for my breakdown earlier. I can't believe that there could be people this nice in any world. 

    "Ruiha." The woman whose lap my head is still resting on suddenly says, and I look up in surprise. She places a hand on her chest and repeats herself. "Ruiha." 

    I blink, confused about what she means for a second. Then I realize that she just introduced herself. 

    "Rangi." Ruiha raises a hand and gestures at the broad man, who stops his work and looks over his shoulder in surprise, thinking that he's being called. She then moves her hand to the side, and I crank my neck to follow it. There, I find Awhina mending a fishing net. "Awhina." 

    Unlike her father, she doesn't react as she's fully engrossed in her task. It's endearing to watch her concentrating so hard on checking each intersection of the net for damage. Growing up in a fishing village, she's doubtlessly quite skilled at it. 

    "Ruiha." Finally, the mother gestures at herself again, and I look up at her friendly smile. Only now do I realize just how much I'm imposing on her by staying on her lap even after waking up. Quickly sliding off and getting into a kneeling position from which I can address everybody in the room, I prepare myself to introduce myself in return. But then a thought overcomes me and gives me pause. 

    Who am I really? 

    The last time I introduced myself to humans I didn't want my true identity to be known to, it was with the name I had before my death. They construed it as an accented pronunciation for Chloe Marcott, and that's how several people who grew close to me have called me since, including Daica and Hestia. 

    Then, there's Kuroe Makoto, by which Senka and Kamii know me. It's my name from before I was reincarnated into this world when I was still a track and field club ace in high school rather than the princess of a vast nation of demons. 

    Finally, Pelomyx, Queen of the Dominion and my mother in this world, named me Chaos. But she was also Kuroe Yumiko, my mother from my previous life who gave me my Japanese name. Still, Chaos is what the demons know me by, and what Aurelia called me. 

    Closing my eyes and taking a long breath to gather my feelings, I think about what I want to do from here on out. Who do I want to be? 

    "Chaos." I put a hand on my chest and come to a decision. It's the last name that my mother gave me, and the one I shall live by in this world. 

    "Kaos." Ruiha repeats after me with an accent. But it's close enough that I don't feel the need to correct her. I'm in no position to do that when I'm not sure I could pronounce their names correctly myself. 

    "Kaos." Rangi shifts his position with his thick arms and turns around to face me. His deep voice is warm and gives me a sense of security rather than intimidation. I'm sure he's a good chief to his tribe. 

    "Àha?" Awhina looks up when she hears her father's voice. Her mother speaking her name didn't seem to get her attention, but the difference in volume between the two parents is like a roiling sea and a quiet stream. "Nau i karanga àhau?" 

    Now that I get a closer look at Awhina, I find that she has no tattoos anywhere that I can see. Ruiha's face is already quite youthful, and I can't tell how old Rangi is, but I assume that their daughter is younger than me despite her height. That's something she got from her father. 

    "Ko te ingoa o tenei kotiro a Kaos." Her mother gestures at me. I realize that these people don't point at people with a single finger. It was considered rude in Japan as well, but plenty of people still did it - including me. I assume she just told Awhina that my name is Kaos. 

    "Ko Awhina toku ingoa." Slapping her chest with her palm, the girl introduces herself, having missed that her mother already did it for her. She's energetic and reminds me of myself before my death. A lot has happened in this world that has caused me to calm down compared to back then when I was still filled with reckless energy. 

    "Ko Chaos toku ingoa." I try to repeat what she said but replace her name with mine. The moment I finish the line, I realize that I butchered the pronunciation and lower my gaze in embarrassment. But when I peek up, I find Awhina's eyes sparkling at my attempt to speak their language. Her parents are also surprised, but then give me a joyous look. 

    Suddenly, I'm overcome by dark emotions. The last time I deceived humans and hid the fact that I'm a demon from them resulted in several disasters. Even though I was found out right away when I enrolled at the Royal Academy, they allowed me to stay there. But the bad blood born from my actions put into motion the downward spiral that ultimately led to my mother's death. 

    This family is incredibly hospitable to me now, but I doubt they would do the same if they knew what I really am. And the same goes for the villagers, who may have readily accepted me but would surely treat me quite differently if they knew that I'm not a human being.  

    In a split-second decision born from impulsiveness, I transform myself. My blond hair turns purple, I dispel my clothes and let my skin color change into a bluish-gray tone before sprouting twisted horns from my forehead. It's what my mother looked like as a demon.  

    Everyone is shocked by my sudden transformation. But unexpectedly, no panic breaks out, and the villagers look at me in mild surprise rather than paralyzing fear. Somehow, I get the feeling that they're analyzing me. 

    "Ah!" Awhina points at me with this noise of apparent realization. "Tama me Tane!" 

    That's even less the kind of reaction I was expecting. Awhina appears to have recognized my transformation ability and associated it with somebody or something. The villagers surrounding the chief's house hear her words, and their faces light up in realization. 

    "Koina te kitenga i a Tama me Tane." Rangi scratches his chin while raising an eyebrow at me. Again, the words 'Tama me Tane' came up, so it's safe to assume that the 'me' here means 'and' while Tama and Tane are names. 

    But in the end, I can't make out whether they mean that the people called Tama and Tane have the same transformation ability I do, or always look like the form I've taken on. However, it's clear that this is a nation in which people don't associate my appearance with something negative. 

    In either case, I did this to test their reaction. Finding that they're accepting of me even now strangely brings me relief. I don't know what I would have done if they had run away or attacked me. Undoing the transformation, I return to my academy look with blonde hair and blue eyes. 

    "Ko ia te mahi ngawari!" With this exclamation, the hyperactive girl stares at me with sparkling eyes, then turns to the kids surrounding the house as if proud to have me in her home. It seems she's still quite a child despite her height. The adult villagers look at me with expressions of awe. Maybe they genuinely think I'm a goddess now. "Kei te hiahia àu kia mauria ma'i ia ki te kite ia Tama me Tane apopo." 

    Tama and Tane again. It's pretty apparent now that these are names. The first one sounds like what pet cats in Japan are often called. But who am I to judge anybody's naming sense when I called my lower half Asoko? 

    "Tonoà kia Nikau kia kawea ko'e ki te moutere." Rangi crosses his arms and looks down at his daughter with an expression suggesting what he just said is not up for debate. But the young girl explodes like a landmine at his statement. What follows is a protracted back and forth between father and daughter, upon which the villagers disperse in awkward silence. Ruiha can only watch with a wry smile, then turns to me. 

    "Haère ma'i kainga. Kaore ano kia mahia." She waves me over and gestures at a plate of what appears to be bread and cold grilled fish. I remember that I didn't finish my meal earlier, and she's suggesting that I get some more into my belly while the other two are arguing. 

      

    I considered leaving the village after the meal because I knew that there was no way for us to communicate. Also, I doubt these people know magic maps or directions to the Dominion - or anywhere I've been to before. 

    However, when I made the suggestion through body language, Awhina and her family used much gesturing and many words that I couldn't understand to convince me to stay. The girl even held onto my arm and physically kept me seated with unexpected strength. Of course, if I really wanted to, I could have shaken her off by applying more of the mass inside me to my muscles. 

    But something is keeping me here - be it a wish for a break from the world or to pay back the warmth and hospitality they've shown to a stranger such as me. Leaving now without having done anything for them feels wrong, even if I'd be imposing on them even more after this. 

    Awhina and her father showed some friction earlier, but the three of them seem to be the very picture of a happy family otherwise. And through the villagers' interactions with this family, my assumption that Rangi is the chieftain was confirmed. 

    Several people have already come by to talk to him while making offerings of food. He would speak to them for a while, sometimes gesturing into the distance or making movements with his hands that imply some question about craftsmanship. Each time, they left with smiles on their faces, having received answers to their problems. 

    As I sit in the middle of the open house while exposed to curious gazes, I observe the villagers in return. There are maybe about sixty souls here, with most families having two or three children. They're predominantly a fishing people, foraging fruits in the forest that grows in this bay surrounded by the steep mountain. It's like a secluded paradise, providing plenty for a people that know not to abuse it. 

    It seems that being tall is in the genes of these people, but none of them come even close to Rangi. Men are generally half a head taller than the women, who are, on average, slightly taller than me. Awhina's height is understandable, but Ruiha is tall for a woman of this tribe. It makes me wonder how that happened. 

    On a similar note, Awhina is quite beautiful, not just compared to the other villager girls, but in general. At least she's to my taste, even if she's taller than me. There's something wild about how she moves and talks, but it doesn't make her seem uncivilized or boorish. Her straightforward attitude is quite refreshing. 

    Maybe the sense of wildness comes from the cloth vest tied with a single string in the front that she wears. It's the village men's style of clothes, and she may have repurposed one, as it's barely able to contain her breasts. They're a little bigger than mine, but I consider that normal for her height. 

    Covering her hips and upper legs is a short cloth skirt covered in wooden beads and adorned with feathers. It's open on both sides, and with her often carelessly large movements, her deliciously firm thighs flash into view every so often. I can see that she's not just suntanned but naturally brown-skinned. 

    "Haère ma'i, maku e whaka'atu atu ki te kainga." The girl in question suddenly plops down in front of me with her face really close to mine. She wears a broad smile on her lips, ignoring the fact that I can't understand her. Maybe she thinks that her thoughts will eventually come across when speaking to me a lot. "Haère ma'i!" 

    I already guessed that these are the words for 'come here' when Rangi and Ruiha used them, but this is confirmation. She pulls me up by my hand while gesturing at the village in a sweeping motion. It seems that she wants to show me around, although I wonder what there is to see in such a small place. 

    Awhina walks over to an open side of the house and jumps down the one meter to the ground. Since she's keeping a firm grip on my hand, it forces me to do the same. 

    "Kia whaka'ute atu, Awhina." Ruiha calls out after her daughter in a chiding tone. I guess she doesn't like it when Awhina jumps off the side rather than use the main door and its stairs. "Kaua e tuai." 

    "Kei te marama àhau!" The latter responds while waving her free hand and pulling me along with the other. I guess we'll go on a little tour, then. 

      

    As expected, there are only about thirty houses surrounding an oval open space in the center. On the side closer to the forest is the village chief's house, and across from it stands a totem carved from a single tree. It's painted red, depicting an abstract human form with a grimace for a face. The eyes are wide open, and its tongue is sticking out between seemingly clenched teeth as if about to bite it off.  

    Offerings of fish and fruits have been placed on a flat rock slab in front of it, so I assume that this is their local god. But Awhina grabs a mango-looking fruit from the altar and bites into it, as if in total disregard of divinity. The surrounding villagers don't seem to mind and greet her with friendly smiles. 

    Maybe the rules don't apply to the daughter of the chieftain? 

    We leave the village behind and walk toward the beautiful beach. Guiding me past rows of canoe-like boats pulled onto the sand so that they don't drift away, Awhina speaks to me in an excited tone. It seems she's proud of her people, and being able to show it to an outsider is making her so giddy that she can barely contain herself. 

    She finally lets go of my hand, as if she feared that I would run away if she didn't hold onto me until now. Then she spreads her arms and stands in the breeze coming from the ocean, breathing deeply with her eyes closed. 

    The sun is dropping toward the right of the bay opening. It will most likely remain fully visible when it touches down on the ocean. It's not only a paradise of plenty but also of atmosphere. 

    "Kei te hiahia àhau ki te whaka'atu i a ko'e i tetahi mea." Pointing at the cliff with her finger, Awhina undoes my earlier impression that these people don't use fingers directly. She seems to be saying that she wants us to go there. 

    With a nod, I follow her along the beach, looking at her swaying hair and catching myself eyeing her toned legs. She turns around every dozen steps to see if I'm still following her, as if afraid that I might run away now. I have no reason to do so. 

    For the first time in a long while, I'm feeling at peace. It reminds me of our journey from Hovsgaerden to Kongenssoevn. Even though we had a time restraint, it was a mostly relaxed journey in my mind. Our run-in with the Graebern in Rathgolim was an unfortunate episode, but it was a great experience nonetheless. 

    While the sea seems to be the same, no matter where you go, experiencing another culture like this is precious. In my previous life, I may have never gotten the chance for this.  

    A dirt path leads through the forest and up the cliff. Only now do I realize that Awhina is going barefoot, apparently not afraid of stepping on sharp rocks or broken branches. These people must be in tune with nature and have a fundamentally different understanding of it than so-called civilized cultures flocking to big cities. Maybe that's one reason for their openness among each other and toward strangers. After all, there's no way that houses like theirs could exist in cities.  

    When we push through the undergrowth and step onto the open stretch at the top of the cliff, the world seems to open up before me. Even more than it did when I reached the top of the mountain earlier, a swell of emotions overcomes me at the view of the seemingly endless ocean. Seeing the planet's curvature and feeling the wind on my face while accompanied by Awhina makes this an unforgettable sensation. 

    "Thank you, Awhina." I look up at the girl beside me and give her a genuine smile. She responds in kind, not at all confused about my foreign tongue. Surely, she understands what I said through context and my expression. 

    "Ka haère taatau ki reira ki te whakatau ia Tama me Tane apopo." She says while gesturing to our far left. Following where she's pointing, I find that an island breaks up the endless blue. Judging by the mention of Tama and Tane again, I assume these two individuals live there. Maybe there's another village of a few dozen souls on the island. 

    I could fly over there right now if I wanted to, but something in my heart is telling me to slow down and take things easy. Be it the atmosphere of this landscape or the village people's attitude, I feel that nothing would be lost if I don't hurry now. 

    "Chaos." I pat my chest, causing Awhina to tilt her head in surprise. 

    "Kaos?" She repeats after me. 

    "Awhina." I gesture at her with my open palm. 

    "Kei te tika, ko Awhina àhau." The girl nods and states. I assume she said 'that's right, I'm Awhina' or something along those lines. She looks so earnest when trying to communicate with me even though she should know that I don't understand a word. 

    Saying our names this way was to set up my question. I point at the village behind us, and her face immediately lights up in understanding. 

    "Hokanui." She states with pride and twirls around herself while presenting the village below with both her arms. At that moment, I feel captivated by this tall village girl who most likely never saw the world beyond what she could reach within a day's walk or sailing. 

    Just as I want to show my girls this view one day, so do I feel the wish to take Awhina with me to see the world. Maybe I fell for her already? 

    "Kauroa." She suddenly points in the other direction again, at the island where the Tama and Tane persons most likely live. So that's its name, or perhaps what the village there is called. 

    I grow out white Fata wings and give Awhina an unmistakable look and gesture that imply I want to go there now while carrying her in my arms. She stares at the enormous wings in awe, but it's an expression one would give a rare animal rather than a messenger of the gods. It's clear that she doesn't know what Fatas are and simply thinks of me as captivating. 

    But when I step toward her to assert that I want to leave now, she extends a hand in refusal. 

    "Ka tae ma'i tetahi tupuhi." With a look toward the ocean, she says in a grim tone. I follow her gaze and see a black cloud over the horizon; a storm is coming. But I should be able to fly over there before it arrives, so it shouldn't be a problem. 

    Right when I think that, a strong gust of wind blows across us and nearly takes me off my feet due to the surface area of my spread wings. Fatas are made to soar above land, not ride the ocean winds like albatrosses. No amount of instinct can make up for that difference, so I won't risk it. 

    If I fell in the ocean by myself, I could turn into a fish and swim back to land, but I don't want to put Awhina in any danger. I've heard how dangerous a roiling ocean can be even for expert swimmers. 

    "When the storm is over, I guess." I state with a sigh, causing the village girl to look at me funny. She then takes my hand and pulls me along, back toward Hokanui. 

      

    Maybe I should have gone when I had the chance to, even if I had to do so alone. The storm that approached from the horizon when Awhina and I descended the cliff reached the bay just in time when wooden storm shutters were hastily put up. Moments after we entered the safety of the chief's house, it hit the village hard. 

    Since that evening, five more days have passed without an end in sight. It's a wonder that none of the houses or thatched roofs have been blown away. For appearing so primitive in construction, they seem to be quite sturdy and well-suited for weathering tropical storms. The shutters on the ocean-facing side don't let in any light, but there are slits in those facing the forest, so we get a little illumination. 

    I'm beginning to grow restless, as the rain is drumming on the leaf-covered roof in a constant din that only adds to my impatience. But a part of me is enjoying this time of isolation and hoping that it continues for a while longer so that I can forget. 

    Life has been at a standstill in the entire village since the beginning of the storm. There's enough food stockpiled to last for weeks, and there is plenty of raw material for the family to work on. Ruiha stitches and weaves colorful cloth while Rangi has moved from weaving baskets to carving wooden beads. His hands are huge, but he's capable of creating fine work such as abstract faces and pictures on bean-sized pellets. 

    I spend most of the time with Awhina, who teaches me the Hokanui language in as simple gestures as possible. I'm surprised at my ability to learn a foreign language and retain the words at this point. In my previous life, I wasn't even able to grasp English - the only other language I was made to study beside Japanese. Maybe being surrounded by people I can't understand otherwise is forcing me to adapt quicker. 

    Every evening, Rangi tells stories in front of the crackling fireplace at the center of the house. Awhina hangs onto every word he says with sparkling eyes while Ruiha smiles knowingly. I don't know whether what he's telling is so wondrous, or Awhina is just that easily impressed, but I like to watch her reactions. 

    To be able to understand Rangi's stories is another reason why I feel it necessary to learn their language. For now, I can only enjoy the mesmerizing effect of his deep bass voice. Each time, I feel my body relaxing and sleepiness creeping up on me without warning. 

    And each time, I wake up in the middle of the night as if shaken by an invisible hand. But I understand what denies me peaceful slumber: A feeling of anxiety over the fact that I lost control once. To wake up and find that I had consumed everybody around me. 

    Finding Awhina lying by my side always calms my beating heart. Across the fireplace, Rangi is sprawled out like a mountain, and Ruiha is hidden behind him. Her body is petite compared to his even though she's taller than me. 

    Seeing everybody sleeping peacefully, I can't help but feel at peace myself. I'm taken back to my time at the academy when I spent carefree days with Kamii and Hestia. One thought would lead to the next, causing me to wonder what the others are doing. It must have been half a year since I last saw Kamii, but her face is still vivid. 

    But thinking about the people I have been separated from inadvertently guides my thoughts toward what I lost. Suppressing the memory, I cover my ears and try to go back to sleep. Giving myself to oblivion is better than feeling the way I did when I pushed Aurelia away with such hurtful words. 

    Slumber claims me before I can descend the spiral into despair once again.





   



 Chapter 102 - Right And Left 

      

      

    On the morning of the seventh day, I wake up alone. Awhina isn't by my side, and her parents are nowhere to be seen either. The storm shutters have been opened on all sides, and the village outside is bustling with activity. 

    Jumping up and looking around, I find that I must have been the only person still sleeping around this time while everybody else could watch me. Embarrassment rises in my mind and heats up my face when I think about what I must have looked like. 

    Tiny sailing boats are leaving the bay, going out to catch fish. I see villagers walking into the forest with baskets under their arms. With the storm over, they're going to stock up on food and firewood again in preparation for the next one. 

    Some roofs have been damaged in the storm, and I see men and women alike climbing up on simple ladders to fix the leaks. Even children are helping by carrying dried leaves to their parents. Only the elderly sit with the youngest while gesturing with their hands; they're teaching them for the future. 

    I feel doubly embarrassed that I slept until now while everybody else has been busy. Standing up and walking toward the closest ladder, I keep an eye out for Awhina or her parents. I somehow can't picture village chief Rangi going out fishing or foraging. But maybe I'm not giving him enough credit, considering he kept his hands busy during the week we were cooped up indoors. 

    Suddenly, the breeze blows in a smell of something strange. Maybe somebody left fish to dry on the racks and didn't take it inside during the storm. The village's overall bustle is overshadowed by nervous murmurs coming from a house to the left of the chieftain's. But from here, I can't tell what the people have gathered around.  

    "Time for breakfast, Kaos!" Awhina pops her head out over the others and calls me in the Hokanui language. In just a week, I learned the most common phrases spoken around the house, so I can understand that much already. 

    I'm wondering whether or not I misheard, though. The foul smell is coming from Awhina's direction, and she's calling me for breakfast. Don't tell me it's the pattern where she's perfect in everything she does except for cooking? 

    The villagers part to reveal Awhina carrying a large wooden plate filled with something brown and viscous. It appears to be a sea-dwelling lifeform, half-melted and garnished with burnt wood chips. The stench makes me think it's really just a decaying carcass she found on the beach after the storm passed. 

    "This is delicious." She calls out to me with a beaming smile filled with innocence. The people around her physically recoil from her when she passes them by. That leads me to believe that this isn't some rare smelly delicacy of this village, but cooking gone wrong. 

    When she stops before me and presents me the meal, I undo the transformation of my olfactory systems to avoid having to smell it. Even then, I can already taste it in my mouth with every breath - and decide to cease breathing. The object on the plate looks like something in the process of decomposing. Its brown and green colors don't help in making it more appetizing. 

    I've eaten many things in this life, but nothing has made me wish to be somewhere else as much as the sight of this abomination. How can anything cooked by human hands look like a Crawling Chaos in its true form? 

    "It's a village specialty." Awhina pushes the wooden plate on me with these words. I've heard this phrase a lot for the past week, as every other dish presented to me was a specialty of this village. A quick glance at the faces of the people gathered behind the chief's daughter tells me that they disagree with her statement. 

    Is this punishment for something I've done? Did I accidentally fondle her in my sleep or unwittingly insult her while learning the language? 

    "Your specialty." Ruiha appears from the communal cooking house carrying a tray filled with more familiar-looking food. Her disapproving look makes it clear that Awhina simply messed up a dish and is trying to play a prank on me now. "Kaua e kainga e ko'e." 

    "Kei te ngana au my best." Awhina pouts and says some words I don't understand but ends the sentence with something I do. It seems she argued that she tried her best. If this is her best, I don't ever want to see her worst. She then turns to look at me with puppy eyes, hoping that I'll start eating before her mother reaches us and takes the dish away. 

    "Aukati." Skillfully carrying the large tray with one hand, Ruiha lightly slaps the back of her daughter's head in rebuke. I extend my hands to take the load off her, but Awhina takes that opportunity to hand me her toxic cooking. I'm completely blindsided by this maneuver and reflexively take hold of the wooden plate. 

    "No wasting food." Says Awhina, the picky eater who would put certain types of nuts and herbs aside. Rangi spoils her by eating her leftovers, much to his wife's chagrin. 

    "Don't eat that." With real concern on her face, Ruiha climbs the steps to the house and says to me in an imploring tone. "She's bad kai tunu kino." 

    It's a wonder I can understand that much of their language after just a week with them. To be honest, it's unexpectedly simple and very context-based, so it helps to know some of the more commonly used words. I assume 'kai tunu kino' means 'cook' when considering the context of this conversation. 

    "Kei te ngana au my best!" Repeating her earlier response, Awhina shakes her fists in protest. It's a cute gesture, but I won't let that sway me into trying her cooking of death. Then again, what harm is there in eating something that only smells rotten? I've ingested far worse things by swallowing living beings whole before. 

    "I'll eat." I reply in the Hokanui language while putting up a brave front. One part of me wants to remove all the taste buds on my tongue just to be sure. But if I then say that it tastes good, Awhina will keep cooking like this and never improve. 

    "Kahore he také e kaha ki a ko'e ano." Ruiha places a hand on my shoulder and shakes her head. It seems she's telling me not to risk my life to please Awhina. 

    "I can do it." Muttering to myself, I take the spoon stuck in whatever this jelly-like substance covering everything is. The centerpiece appears to be something akin to a bloated sad-looking anglerfish, and its meat comes off easily with a single motion of the spoon. That tells me that it may have been overcooked to the point of inedibility. 

    Under the worried gazes of the villagers and Ruiha alike, I guide the spoon to my lips. When it reaches my tongue, the texture alone has me suppressing my gag reflex. It feels like jelly, but something is just wrong about its consistency. 

    The explosion of taste that follows has me open my eyes wide. Tears well up at the mix of emotions overcharging my mind, and I see my life flash by before my eyes.  

    Releasing my transformation inside my mouth, I quickly swallow the vile creation inside my Crawling Chaos body and digest it. But that only makes it worse, as my entire body is a single taste bud. It's resilient to strange flavors, but that doesn't mean I don't still perceive them. 

    I remake every surface on my inside that came into contact with Awhina's weaponized cooking to get rid of the aftertaste. On the outside, I appear to be standing still while savoring the food in my mouth, but I don't want to give Awhina that impression. She could be watching my reaction and think that I cried because it's so good. 

    "Sorry. It's bad." Conveying my thoughts in the Hokanui language takes everything out of me already. I slowly sit down on the wooden floor and place the plate in front of me. The whole village breaks out in cheers and laughter, but Awhina blows up like a pufferfish. Maybe her trying to cook and failing at it is a regular event for them. 

    "E kore e tunu ano àhau mo koutou!" Stomping her foot, Awhina shouts in indignation. Suddenly, the entire house shakes, and the villagers scatter in all directions. Ruiha spins around to her daughter on the spot. 

    "Awhina!" She calls her out with a reprimanding glare. I look around in confusion, but the earthquake has stopped after only a single tremor. Awhina lowers her gaze in shame. Was that her doing just now? 

    Judging by everybody's reaction, it seems to be a common occurrence, much like her horrible cooking. Those that ran away slowly return with tentative glances at Ruiha and her daughter as if fearing an argument developing between the two. 

    "What was that?" I ask, not sure if I used the words right. But it appears that Ruiha understood me as Ruiha turns around with a troubled expression on her face. 

    "Like father." She gestures at the mountain approaching from the direction of the totem pole. Rangi seems to have felt the tremor and is coming over while carrying a pile of logs under one arm. It looks too heavy for a person even of his size, but he makes it seem light. 

    Maybe my impression that they're humans was wrong. There's no indication that he's using magic to augment his body, so perhaps they're demons that only look like humans? After all, I know a tiny demon catgirl that swung a giant hammer even a fully grown man wouldn't be able to lift. 

    Is this a village located at the western end of Ceogath then? 

    "Na pai, Awhina." Dropping the logs in the center of the village square, Rangi pumps his fist while winking at Awhina. She was expecting to get into trouble for whatever it is that she did, but when she sees his encouraging grin, her face lights up. 

    "Rangi!" Ruiha puffs up her chest in indignation and disappointment, causing the towering man to shrink under her glare. It's quite clear who's wearing the pants in this family. She points at the ground under Awhina's feet and then looks up at her husband with a sharp glint in her eyes. "Kaua e tohungia ia!" 

    I stretch my neck to look over the edge of the elevated floor of the house to find that the dirt ground under Awhina's feet has turned to stone. She has taken half a step away from where she stomped earlier, and her foot left an indentation. She must have involuntarily used something akin to earth magic when she got angry - without speaking an incantation. 

    Maybe they really are demons? Lenoly appeared completely human until I saw the short fluffy tail under her skirt and the long horns under her huge witch hat. Under normal circumstances, I would have never found out just from interacting with her. 

    "Enough!" Awhina stomps the ground again, causing another tremor. It pulls me from my contemplation, during which Rangi and Ruiha started arguing about something. "He àha àhau ka huna ai i àhau?!" 

    With these words, she turns on the spot and runs away. I blink my eyes, surprised at this development. When neither of her parents nor any of the villagers makes any move to follow her, I hop off the elevated house and run after her. Maybe it takes a teenager to understand another, even if there's a language barrier between us. 

    It seems that the cliff at the southern point of the Hokanui bay, which Awhina showed me on the day I first came to this village, is her place of retreat. The fact that she brought me, a complete stranger, here right after meeting me shows that she felt comfortable with me immediately. 

    When I push aside the undergrowth and step out onto the grass, I find the daughter of the chieftain sitting with her back toward me, seemingly looking out at the ocean. I don't doubt for a second that she already heard my approaching footsteps, but she's not turning to look at me. 

    "Sorry." I apologize for being too frank with my opinion about the food she cooked for me. I don't know the language enough to explain myself or give her encouraging words for the future, so this is all I can say. But she doesn't react and remains silent. 

    I get a painful glimpse at what it must have been like for Aurelia when she saw me sitting in the grass for many days, not moving a muscle despite her attempts to animate me. I've only known her for a week, and there's already a twinge in my chest when I get ignored like this. The Golden Queen and I shared a much deeper connection, so it must have been far worse for her. 

    Standing behind her in silence, I wait for her to decide when she wants to come back out of her shell. Of course, I'd rather it doesn't take as long and cost as much as it did for me. 

    "Kei àhau nga mana o toku papa." Awhina suddenly stands up and turns around to me with those words. All I got was that she mentioned her father, causing me to shake my head to signal that I can't understand her. 

    When Awhina sees my reaction, she lowers herself as if performing a curtsy. Then she places a foot in front and twirls around herself, causing the ground her toes touch to rise as if pulled up by an invisible force. Completing her movement, she gestures at the floating rocks with one hand, causing them to swirl around her wrist. 

    "Engari e hiahia ana taku mama ki taku tu hei kotiro noa." With these words, she straightens her form, upon which the rocks drop to the ground and turn back into dirt. That irrefutably looks like earth magic to me. 

    She talked about her father before and now her mother. Somehow, everything falls into place for me, and I remember Ruiha's earlier words: Awhina is like her father. She meant that Rangi also has earth magic. And judging by their different attitudes toward their daughter possessing the same ability, I begin to understand the reason for their argument. 

    Her father is happy that she's taking after him, but her mother doesn't share his enthusiasm. Maybe she fears that Awhina can't control it well and could end up hurting others or herself. 

    Isn't something like that the plot of a D*sney movie? 

    I wonder why Rangi isn't teaching her to control that ability. He doubtlessly has far more experience with it than his daughter, given his age. I'm sure he can tell her how to use it without putting anybody in danger. And if Ruiha is against it, he should do it secretly when she's not watching. 

    But now that I'm here, maybe I can help her. Earth magic isn't my specialty, but I had the basics pounded into me - literally. Failing successfully when creating a rock pillar is the best lesson for learning how to do it slowly and with better control next time. After one has healed from the bruises and broken bones, that is. 

    I slide my foot across the ground and gently perform the motions to the Pilum Gradum spell. Slowly raising a pillar of stone from the ground, I demonstrate to Awhina that I can not only transform but also know magic. Her eyes widen in surprise, and her melancholy is replaced with excitement. 

    "You teach me. I teach you." I piece together the words in the Hokanui language with a mischievous grin while putting a finger over my lips. 

    "Yes!" Nodding with enthusiasm, Awhina's mood brightens. 

    This will be our secret then. 

      

    "Ah, I forgot!" Suddenly, Awhina exclaims in the middle of our secret training in the forest. The sphere of rocks floating around her drop to the ground the instant her concentration is broken, and one of them hits her toe. "Ouch!" 

    "What is it?" I ask with a sigh. Over the past week, we've been doing secret magic training under the guise of Awhina showing me the surrounding lands. During that time, I realized that she's a hyperactive child with a short attention span. Many things would break her attention, and it seems another one just popped up to be added to the list. 

    However, I also noticed that my learning abilities have improved immensely since my reincarnation. The fact that the Crawling Chaos body affects my psyche has been evident from the start. Still, it never occurred to me that it may also influence other aspects of my mind. I've reached a point at which I can already hold simple conversations in the Hokanui language. 

    "I wanted to bring you to Kauroa to meet Tama and Tane." Rubbing her toe, Awhina quickly explains as if afraid she might forget. 

    "Oh." I voice in surprise. Tama and Tane are the two individuals she immediately associated with me when I transformed into a demon. She wanted to take me to the village where they live, but we couldn't leave the house because of the weeklong storm. 

    "Let's go now." In typical Awhina fashion, or maybe just in line with the pace at which the Hokanui live, she immediately changes gears. She points in the direction of the village, then away from it toward the northern tip of the bay. "Sneaky." 

    "Why?" I follow her as she walks ahead, but feel compelled to ask. 

    "Father doesn't want me sailing." With a clouded-over expression, Awhina explains. I remember the argument she had with her father when she talked about Tama and Tane, so that must have been the reason. 

    Her mother doesn't want her using her inherent powers over the earth while her father keeps her from the ocean. They indeed are loving parents, but their overprotectiveness might be a little stifling. 

    We make sure to avoid coming into sight of the village and use the undergrowth as cover to get to the northern end of the beach. The last stretch is open, so we will inadvertently get spotted by the villagers, who will doubtlessly report to Awhina's parents. They silently support our secret training in the forest, but sailing out onto the ocean is a different matter. After all, the chieftain expressly forbade it. 

    "Now!" Awhina grabs my wrist and pulls me out of our cover as if there was a hidden signal. I don't know whether she saw that most villagers were looking away or gathered her courage at that moment. To my surprise, she's a tiny bit faster than me in my human body, so I get dragged along across the beach. 

    A flock of seagulls is in our way, but Awhina makes a loud noise while waving her free hand. The white birds flap their wings frantically as we run straight through them toward the boat that's farthest away from the village. 

    "I could fly." I recall my offer back then on the cliff when the storm approached over the horizon. It's not too late to still do this and avoid Rangi's anger when we return later. After all, she technically wouldn't have to sail on the ocean. 

    "No, by boat." In an almost stubborn tone, Awhina replies without turning around. It seems that she feels like openly defying her father's will after having secretly done the same with her mother's for the past week. 

    When we reach the beached boat, I see its design from up close for the first time. It's a dugout canoe with an outrigger on one side attached with two curved wooden beams. At the front third of the boat is a hinge used to raise the single mast and sail. 

    Awhina lets go of my wrist, plants her feet as firmly as is possible on a beach, and slowly waves her hands in front of her. The sand under the boat begins to shift and push it toward the water. This isn't something I taught her. I noticed early on in our training that the way she manipulates earth is quite different from the magic I know. It may be more akin to what Aurelia does with gold. 

    "Quick!" The village girl runs into the water and jumps onto the boat on the gentle waves. Then she turns around to call out to me when she sees that I'm standing still in contemplation. I look up in surprise, then quickly follow her. 

    When I hop onto the boat, Awhina pulls on a rope that lifts the mast, then releases the sail before skillfully turning it into the wind. I'm surprised that she knows what to do, considering she was most likely never allowed to set foot on a boat before. 

    "Awhina!" A voice roaring like an earthquake washes over us from behind, and we both turn around. Rangi was evidently informed of our actions and has come to the edge of the beach. But he somehow seems afraid to touch the water, standing far enough back to avoid the waves. 

    Now that I think about it, maybe it has something to do with his physical form and affinity to the earth which Awhina inherited. Or the simpler explanation is that he can't swim and has a trauma involving boats which he projects onto his daughter. 

    Whatever the case, we're already on our way toward the exit of the bay, and Awhina isn't showing any signs of turning back. I worriedly watch Rangi ball his fists in apparent anger, then look up at my captain. She seems to be sweating bullets at the realization that she won't just get away with an earful after this. 

    I wonder how she went to Kauroa before and how she even knows people from that village if she was never allowed to ride on a boat. 

    Suddenly, the sail's boom swings around and slams me in the temple, knocking me into the water. I bring my head above the surface and look up in bewilderment while holding onto the outrigger. Awhina sits on her bottom with a blank look at the frayed end of the rope in her hand. It appears to have snapped due to too much exertion. 

    With the sail out of control, we're steering toward the northern tip of the bay at full speed. There, strong waves are breaking on jagged rocks, and soon, our boat and bodies will do the same. I'm not at all concerned about myself as this is something I can easily survive, but Awhina is in grave danger. 

    Growing my arm out and latching onto the tip of the mast, I pull myself up onto the canoe. Doing the same with the boom, I use my own arm as a makeshift rope to get it back under control and steer the boat away from the watery grave ahead of us. 

    The unfortunate captain of this commandeered boat only stares at my transformation in silent wonder. But then she catches herself and rummages through the canoe's tiny roofed hold to produce a new rope. With a look at her father and finding that her mother joined his side, Awhina suppresses the urge to wave and gets to work on repairing the damage. 

    Soon, we're out of the bay, with several boats following us. Maybe they're trying to catch us and bring us back, or they only want to make sure that nothing else happens on our way to Kauroa island. In either case, the daughter of the chieftain shows no intention of turning around. Her eyes are fixated on the path before us. 

    That singular focus of the mind is laudable and endearing, but I'd rather she didn't risk her life - and that of others - in doing so. If I were a regular human, I could have drowned from that hit to my temple. 

    These thoughts are blown away once we're well on our way toward our destination. I'm sailing the open sea on a traditional wooden boat. This is something I most likely would have never gotten to experience in my previous life. Feeling the wind over the ocean on my whole body, I enjoy the surf and spread my arms. 

    Seeing me, Awhina laughs heartily. Aside from the earlier hiccup, she appears to be unexpectedly capable of steering a boat despite never being allowed to do so. Maybe she practiced in secret or learned from observing the villagers sail out to do fishing every day.  

    She adeptly avoids large waves and manages to keep a constant speed despite the strong and ever-changing winds. Her easy-going attitude gives me the impression that she may have had real practice to the point where it has become second nature. But I don't question it and take in the atmosphere and scenery. 

    We make great progress and quickly approach our destination. From a distance, I can see a village located in a bay that appears slightly larger than Hokanui. That must be Kauroa. There are only a few boats parked on the beach, with people working on them. Surely, the vast majority are out to do their daily fishing. 

    If I had taken Awhina into my arms and flown over here, it might have only taken a few minutes. But I would have missed the opportunity to experience sailing on a tiny outrigger canoe steered by a girl very clearly enjoying herself. 

    As we enter the bay, some of the villagers begin to gather. One of them is a young man barely in his twenties. He's topless, as is the custom among men of Hokanui as well, and sports tattoos over the right half of his upper body and his right arm. It seems that the size and number of tattoos increase with both age and achievements in life. He waves to us, and I can spot a broad smile on his face. 

    "That's a surprise, Awhina!" He calls out to my wayward captain. "How are you?" 

    "I'm doing great, Kahu!" Awhina responds while waving back and we soon gently glide onto the beach alongside with a wave. Jumping off the boat's side, she plants her feet in the wet sand and performs the same motion she did earlier when she pushed it into the water. 

    However, to her surprise, nothing happens. The man named Kahu runs toward the boat to stop it from being pulled back onto the sea, but I react faster. Jumping off, I increase my density and us my increased weight to single-handedly drag the boat onto the beach. 

    Both Awhina and Kahu stare at me, though the former seems to have blanked out a bit while the latter is mildly surprised by my strength. I look at Awhina with a concerned expression. Could it be that she can't exert any control over wet sand? Or is it because her feet were touching the water? 

    It could explain why Rangi seems to be afraid of even coming into contact with seawater, and why he forbids her from sailing on a boat. 

    "Who are you?" Kahu regains his composure and asks me with a curious gaze. I'm wearing one of Awhina's outfits, adjusted by Ruiha to fit me, but my white skin makes me stand out. "Oh." 

    He seems to come to a conclusion by himself, as he spreads his stance and puts his hands on his knees while bending them. Nodding to me respectfully, he gives me an official-looking greeting. 

    "No need to be kia noho okawa." Awhina gathers herself after her earlier failure and pats Kahu's back. Even though he looks older than her, they may be unexpectedly close in age. 

    "But she's atua, no?" He asks with a sideways glance at me. Noticing my questioning gaze, he lowers his head in evident reverence. He's behaving the same way the villagers of Hokanui did with me when they first saw me. Their attitude relaxed over time after realizing that I'm not some lofty existence but rather a normal girl my apparent age. "Like Tama and Tane?" 

    There's the mention of those two names again. I can't wait to meet them after getting them built up like this, but try to keep a straight face. 

    "Are they here?" Awhina inquires while looking in the direction of the village. More and more people are gathering, most of them children or the elderly. Their number exceeds those usually left behind in Hokanui when the fishermen and gatherers are out during the day. 

    Suddenly, my Chaos-senses begin to tingle. Normally, I have to concentrate on using them; however, it automatically reacted to something this time, almost like a warning against danger. 

    It's different from what I felt in the jungle when I concentrated on my senses and saw the life signatures of everything around me. The sensation is uncannily familiar but in a negative way. There are two voids among the villagers as if some cosmic power cut a hole out of reality. 

    And they're coming closer. 

    I stare at the people who seem to shy away at my expression. That's when two girls with mirrored hairstyles and accessories squeeze past them. They have a different, tan-looking skin tone compared to everybody else here, and their facial features are distinctly foreign to these lands. 

    They look like I did when I was twelve years old, only suntanned. 

    My mind blanks out at their appearance. Explanations flit through my mind, seeking out all the possible scenarios that led to this outcome. Maybe they're my mother's offspring who never returned. The fact that they look like mirrored twins could be the result of a split similar to the one Asoko and I went through. 

    The instant I think about Asoko, I realize who these two must be. 

    But they charge forward, and each grabs one of my arms, causing my thoughts to be blown away. Looking down at them like this, I realize how cute I used to be as a child - if I may say so myself. However, I also feel terror well up at the thought that they could try to eat me. 

    "We can tell!" As if adhering to the rule of twins, they declare in a choir, sounding like stereo speakers coming from both my sides. They speak in Japanese, using my voice but a few years younger. "You're our mama!" 

    Come again? 

    





   



 Chapter 103 - Island Paradise 

      

      

    "Finally, we get to meet you, mama!" The mirrored twins repeat in unison.  

    I shift my gaze from left to right and feel like I'm looking in two mirrors at my own reflection from five or six years ago. Only that these two have heterochromatic eyes, with the former sporting a green right iris, and the latter in the left. Their faces are filled with joy, but when I only stare at them blankly, their expressions falter. 

    "You aren't happy to see us, mama?" 

    "Is something the matter, mama?" 

    They change their attitude and look up at me with tearful eyes. It melts my heart, but I catch myself quickly when I remember that these two are younger versions of me. I was never this cute! 

    "Who are you two?" I ask with a noncommittal smile. "How do you know I'm your mother?" 

    "I'm Kuroe Makoto." They reply in unison, not at all conflicted about sharing a name. But then the one on my right separates from me first and steps back to perform a bow. 

    "The villagers call me Tama." She announces in a formal tone. 

    "And me Tane." The one on the left mirrors Tama's movements. 

    "We can instinctively tell that you're our mother." The twins declare as if it's a matter of fact. They each put a hand on their chests as if the feeling comes from their hearts. I couldn't sense who my mother was and only went off circumstantial evidence when I first saw her, but maybe they have a special sense for that. 

    I look at them for a moment, then sigh. There's no way they are my children when they look exactly like I did when I was younger. They're definitely my arms, which were ripped off during my first teleportation in this world as part of my personality test. 

    It's strange that I never stopped to consider the possibility of my arms turning into viable lifeforms of their own after I met Asoko. Maybe I was just too busy with everything life was throwing at me back then. 

    They're most likely examples of failed soul copies of me that my mother created over the past thirty years. Their personalities may be nearly exactly the same as mine, but some part is going to be different from the original me. Potentially even a fatal flaw that could be dangerous to those around them. 

    As long as I don't understand the concept of souls, all I can say is that they're two more people like Asoko. But whereas she had memories all the way up to the moment she split from me, theirs seem to be limited to around when I was thirteen. They probably lack all knowledge about the reincarnation tropes that helped me get ahead in this world due to that fact. 

    "No, I'm more of a big sister to you." I finally come to this conclusion. Much like how I treated my lower half as a twin sister of the same age, these two are younger and should be considered little sisters. 

    "Big sister?" Tama and Tane tilt their heads in mirrored directions while asking with confused expressions. "But you feel more like a mother." 

    "I'm not old enough to be a mother of two grown-up kids like you." I cross my arms in defiance, causing the two mini-mes to blink their eyes in surprise. Explaining the intricacies of reincarnation and splitting of souls to them would only be an exercise in futility. "I'm Chaos, your big sister." 

    "Ooh!" Their faces light up when they come to the decision that this is fine. But then they deliver a critical blow when they blast me with two heart-melting smiles. "Big Sis!" 

    "Hnng!" I suppress the urge to announce out loud how cute they are. If Senka were here, she would undoubtedly comment on my praising myself. 

    "So, you know each other?" Awhina's voice pulls me back to reality, and I spin my neck around to look at her. She appears confused at our fluent back and forth in a foreign language so different from her own. But it was her who made the connection that I might be related to Tama and Tane, so she doesn't think too hard about it. 

    "Ah, yeah. Kind of." I dodge the question while glancing at Tama and Tane. Even though they're mirrored twins, I can tell that the former is my right arm and the latter my left one. "They are my..." 

    "Tuakaná." The mini-mes quickly add 'sisters' in the Hokanui language. It would seem that the people of Kauroa aren't a separate ethnicity with a different language. But I'm surprised by their accent-free pronunciation. They must have lived here for a while to master the language to that degree. 

    When I think about it, these two were alone in this world for over a year. While they had each other, they were thrown into this unfamiliar place without any knowledge about their bodies and abilities. Maybe they nearly starved to death and had a blackout episode like I did until two weeks ago, which finally led them to learn what they're capable of. 

    Somehow, they ended up in this village and began to live with the people here for long enough to learn their language. I'll have to ask them for their story up until now, but not at this moment. The villagers have gathered around us with curious expressions, whispering to each other while staring at me unabashedly. 

    "Let's go to our home." Tama and Tane say this directed at me, but speaking in the Hokanui language to let the villagers hear it. They immediately step aside respectfully to let us through. "What about you, Awhina?" 

    "Oh yeah, I'm coming." Their question seems to take her by surprise, but she quickly nods and glances at Kahu. The young man is dazed by the progression of everything and can only keep staring with his mouth hanging open. Shrugging, Awhina leaves him behind and follows the twins. 

    I glance back at the sea to find the boats that followed us from Hokanui closing in. The people riding on them seem to be relieved after seeing the daughter of the chief safely reach land. Whether or not they follow us onto the island isn't important anymore. 

    Turning away, I walk after Awhina while surrounded by the villagers staring at my, for these parts, unusual appearance. My reception here is similar to the one I received in Hokanui, so I feel quite comfortable in my fake skin. 

      

    I sit uncomfortably between my little sisters while facing the villagers of Kauroa. It would seem that they view the twins as gods, bringing them offerings of food with respectful gestures. Now that they learned I'm related to them, I'm getting the same treatment. 

    "Tell me how you ended up here." I ask them in Japanese while the next villager comes forward with a plate full of colorful fruits. Hearing me speak, she looks up in confusion, wondering if I was talking to her. 

    "Our memories from before waking up are very fuzzy. We only remember living in Japan and that we were at the beginning of our first year of middle school." Tama and Tane reply from both my sides in stereo. The surround sound effect is incredible, especially with how in tune they are with each other. "We woke up in the middle of the jungle on this island, naked and alone." 

    I imagine what it must have been like for middle school me to go through that kind of experience. At least they had each other, and with no natural predators daring to attack them, they should have had no trouble surviving. 

    "We had fun at first, thinking of it as an adventure. But when night fell, we grew scared and lonely." The twins admit. 

    "After three days, we knew that we were on our own." Tama picks up the explanation. 

    "We found berries and fruits, so we didn't go hungry!" Tane raises the dropping mood with a hopeful statement. 

    "We built a treehouse and made tools like those we saw in books." 

    "We began hunting small animals in the jungle as well." 

    "About two months later, we finally found signs of humans." 

    "Eventually, we got to this village." 

    "I believe they think we are local gods." Tama states, crossing her arms with a thoughtful expression. 

    "They built us this house and bring us food every day." Tane concludes while gesturing at our surroundings. Much like Rangi and his family's abode, this is the largest house in the settlement. But unlike the chieftain's, this one is located on a small hill overlooking the village below, much like a shrine. 

    It was a short story delivered the way I should have expected from children of their age. But I can tell that not much happened since then, and they have been living here for the past year revered like gods. It explains why Kahu treated me the way he did when he saw my abilities. While I have white skin, blue eyes, and blonde hair, I share noticeable similarities with these two younger versions of myself. 

    "So how come you are both Kuroe Makoto?" I try to probe into their sense of self. Asoko appeared downcast when she realized that she's the clone, and I'm the original. I doubt either of them thought about it too deeply, given their apparent mental age. 

    "That's just who we are." They strike mirrored thoughtful poses with their knuckles on their chins and assert with no doubt in their voices. "One soul in two bodies." 

    That's a response I wouldn't have expected coming from me of five years ago. They share one life, one identity together. I'm sure they're considered twin gods that represent the same concept. 

    "What are you called the gods of?" Asking curiously, I glance at the villagers building a small pile of food in front of us. It appears that having a third god grace them with her presence makes them even more generous in their offerings. 

    "Something about nature." Tama waves it off as if it doesn't concern her. 

    "All their gods are part of nature." Tane adds while gesturing at Awhina, who blinks at the sudden attention. 

    "Her father is the land god of Hokanui." They explain in a choir. Hearing the name of her village, Awhina's ears perk up. 

    "What are you talking about?" She tilts her head and asks, frowning at being left out of the conversation. Maybe I could teach her Japanese in return for teaching me the Hokanui language. 

    "Just about your father." Tama and Tane reply in unison, not at all showing respect toward her as the other villagers do. So the people of Hokanui treat Rangi as a land god. Seeing his physical presence and strength, I can believe that he's more than human. 

    But after learning that the likes of magic are nothing but a process created through technology - albeit one that may as well be magic - it's hard to believe in the existence of gods anymore. For now, I'll consider them all humans or other beings that have naturally learned to utilize this technological power without being restricted by the Old Humans. 

    "What about him?" Awhina tilts her head in the other direction. 

    "He's atua." Tama replies by tilting her head as well in a playful gesture. 

    "Hokanui atua." Tane adds by doing the same in the other direction. I realize that 'atua' must mean god in the local language then. It's an abstract concept, so I wasn't able to learn it before these two came along with a translation into a language I understand. That's also what Kahu called me earlier, and now I know what it means. 

    "Who gave you the names Tama and Tane?" The question entered my mind before, but it just came to the foreground again when I thought about their status here. They should have been able to tell the villagers their name, but they still decided to call them something else, so there must be a story behind it. 

    "They sound like pet names, right?" The twins turn to me and ask with mischievous grins. 

    "I'm a cat." Tama narrows her eyes and gestures with her hand like a paw. It's a common pet name used for cats in Japan. 

    "I'm a seed." Tane embraces herself, then spreads her arms as if sprouting. Her name is the Japanese word for seed. 

    "One of the little girls in the village called us that, and we stuck with it." They shrug in unison. 

    "It seems to be names used for twins, but those aren't born here very often." Tama explains with her head held high, as if proud of her knowledge. 

    "Though we aren't really twins; we're one soul in two bodies." Tane adds with a flourish of her finger like a lecturer handling a pointer. 

    Well, I'm okay with them being Tama and Tane if they like these names, even though I'll keep thinking of pet names. While I was left-handed in my previous life, I'm ambidextrous in my human form and have absolute control when using the more freely movable appendages. Since these two were created from my tentacle arms at the time, they should be indistinguishable from each other in body and mind - aside from their most likely instinctively chosen mirrored looks. 

    "We do prefer to be called Kuroe Makoto, though." They finally say while looking ahead at the villagers. From their profiles, I can tell that they're holding back their emotions. It must have been scary to live in an unfamiliar world for over a year without ever finding somebody familiar. That's why they instantly clung to me when I appeared before them. 

    "It's a bit complicated, but I'm Kuroe Makoto." I express with a thoughtful sigh and cross my arms while transforming into the way I looked before my death. The twins and the villagers look up at me in bafflement, and Awhina's jaw drops. 

    "You're a third one like us, Big Sis?" They wonder with sparkling eyes when they see what they would look like in five years if they grew up like normal humans. Considering I don't grow unless I do so consciously, there won't be a natural age progression for them either. 

    "No, we're alike, but I'm quite different from you. That's why we can't all have the same name." I revert to my academy look, which causes the villagers to mutter in amazement. They seem to think I'm doing this as a show of my powers. 

    "Why not?" Leaning in on me, Tama and Tane ask with upturned eyes. I consciously brace myself against this all-too-familiar attack. It's one I used to do to get my way when I was their age, although I doubt they're doing it intentionally now. 

    "I'm your big sister, so you should listen to me." Not leaving any room for argument, I put down my foot on the matter. "I'll give you proper Japanese names to distinguish you from each other and from me." 

    "Oh?" Hearing that I'm going to name them, they perk up in attention. 

    "Uten and Saten." I announce, feeling proud about my improved naming sense after ending up with Asoko when I thought hard about how to call my other half. Uten means Right Heaven and Saten means Left Heaven, names given to two divine helpers. With my other half and I, we're like the stereotypical Four Heavenly Kings. 

    This reminds me of Mithra's last words to me: Grow. So that you may seek revenge for the death of your mother. 

    Did he send me here knowing that I would meet my two lost arms? That can't be the case; discovering Hokanui was the result of a series of coincidences outside anybody's control. Mithra couldn't have known that I would become friendly with Awhina, who eventually brought me to Kauroa. 

    "Uten." 

    "Saten." 

    The two of them each repeat their new names in fascinated whispers. Uten and Saten, my right and left hands, and potentially powerful allies. My mother is also their mother, so they have every reason to join me in revenge. And I have no reason to feel bad about dragging these two children into this conflict, considering they're Crawling Chaoses like me. 

    I know that growing in mass alone won't be enough. Surely, my mother had more of it than I ever did, but it made no difference before the weapons of the Old Humans. She lost because she was alone and they ganged up on her. 

    And those times I failed, the same was true for me. When I fought the professors in the transportation room, Kamii and Hestia were in no position to help me. The same happened during my second battle with them, as Daica and Hestia were taken out early on. 

    I remember our encounter with Al Majnun. At the time, I was the only one fighting him, but he let me win. The battle against Kiamedras and Aurelia were victories precisely because Hestia and Asoko played pivotal roles. 

    Therefore, it's safe to believe that Mithra wanted me to grow not only my mass but also my entourage. It's why he sent me to the moon in the first place, and then to a land where the Old Humans have no reach. He bought me time. 

    When I think about it this way, I understand my purpose here. Whether meeting Uten and Saten is a stroke of luck or all according to the mysterious court magician's plan is unimportant. What matters is that they share my potential and my destiny in this world. 

    "What are you thinking about?" Uten pokes me in the ribs and asks, eliciting a squeal from me. 

    "You-" Saten was about to add something, but goes silent at my reaction. 

    A devilish grin sneaks onto their faces at the realization that they just found a weakness in their big sister. I glance across Awhina and the villagers, who only stare in surprise after hearing my not very divine noise. 

    "Oh no, you don't-" I turn to Uten, choosing her to reprimand because she was the one who started it. That turns out to have been a mistake, as Saten takes the opportunity to strike me from behind. A shock travels through my entire body from the two fingers poking me in the sides, and I very nearly collapse. 

    What follows is a mess I don't want to talk about. 

      

    "We're sorry." Kowtowing before me with bumps on their heads, Uten and Saten apologize for overdoing it. I loom over them with a deathly glare that causes the villagers to shy away. Only Awhina seems to have fun with the situation even if she can't understand what we say. 

    "Never do that again." I finally sit down and declare with a sigh. For future reference, I should stop replicating a human's nerves for my weak spots. 

    "What god are you?" Awhina, calming down from laughter, finally takes the opportunity to ask me. 

    "I don't know. Nature?" I wonder with a shrug. My little sisters said that all gods of these people are considered part of nature, and in a way, the same is true for the divine identities the Old Humans assumed. "I'm like them." 

    I gesture at the still kowtowing twins who take this opportunity to look up and check if the coast is clear. Noticing my frown, they quickly lower their gazes again, eliciting a sigh from me and laughter from Awhina. 

    "It's alright now." I pat Uten and Saten's short black hair, upon which they twitch. Then they raise their heads and exchange a glance with each other. 

    "Maybe a god of hurihanga?" Tilting her head with a thoughtful expression, Awhina ponders. When she sees my questioning expression, she realizes that there was a word I didn't understand and paraphrases. "Change." 

    The concept of a god of change suits my existence quite well. Although I can cast magic of every element within the system created by the Old Humans, my first and foremost ability is transformation. 

    "You talk about gods, but what do you mean?" That's when this thought occurs to me. Mithra did say the Old Humans have no influence here, but maybe they're known to the locals nonetheless. Awhina, and presumably her father, can both use what equates to Chosen Knight-level silent magic. 

    "There are local and universal gods." But the ones replying to me are Uten and Saten, speaking in Japanese because it's easier for me to understand. They seem to have realized that I'm not fluent in the local language. "Her father is a local god, and she is a demigod born from the union of a god and a human." 

    I glance at Awhina, who closes her mouth when she hears the twins speak. It seems that she wanted to answer, but got cut off by them first and deemed it better to let them explain. 

    "Who are the universal gods?" The answer to this question will decide what I should do from here on out. 

    "You're in luck, Big Sis." Uten declares with a mischievous grin. 

    "You came at the right time, Big Sis." Saten adds with a snicker. 

    "Tomorrow is the annual festival of the God of the Sky." Once again, they finish their statement in a choir after delivering one line each. I don't know whether it's an instinct or something they decided on over time, but it's mystifying to observe. 

    However, I'm more concerned with what they said. God of the Sky is too close to Lord of the Sky, also known as the Old Human Zeke. If it's indeed him, then I may have traveled very far from the initial place Mithra brought Aurelia and me. After all, if Zeke is worshipped as a universal god in these lands, he will have plenty of influence over the people here. 

    "What happens during the festival?" Not letting my concerns show, I inquire further. 

    "Tahiri, God of the Sky, will visit this village and accept offerings for the whole day before a display of power in the evening." The twins sound excited as if talking about a summer festival with fireworks. Technically, that description does fit my image of one, as the most likely display of power from a god with the sky as his domain would be lightning. 

    "Have you met this god before?" They said it was an annual festival, and I've been in this world for longer than a year now, so they may have been around the last time this God of the Sky came here. 

    "Unfortunately, we missed the festival by a few days because we were still in the jungle." With a downcast gaze, Uten admits. 

    "The weeklong storm is an announcement of the god's arrival in these lands, but we hid from it." Saten shakes her head in reminiscence. 

    "Be prepared for battle then." I come right out and say it. Before my mother died, there was a lightning strike that split the sky. That was doubtlessly Zeke's doing, playing his part in the divine intervention for the human side. "If this God of the Sky turns out to be the person I know, I'm going to kill him." 

    Opening and closing my hand into a fist, I state in a voice filled only with cold determination. Uten and Saten look at me in surprise, but their mirrored expressions tell me they understand that I have a good reason for this decision. 

    "Can you tell us?" They still decide to ask for that reason, looking at me with unexpectedly mature gazes. I didn't think it would come to this so quickly, but they should learn the truth before potentially facing Zeke tomorrow. 

    "Alright." I agree with a nod and open my mouth to begin, but they stop me. 

    "Let's go to the hot springs and talk there." Uten suggests with a glint in her eyes. 

    "I'm sure you miss soaking in hot springs." Saten eggs me on with a grin. 

    "Awhina, you should come too." Turning to the girl in question, they speak in the Hokanui language. She startles when so suddenly addressed and blinks her eyes in confusion. 

    "Where to?" She asks, her eyes darting to me as if looking for help. Despite being the one who wanted to introduce me to the twins, she's not great at dealing with them when they get up to their antics. 

    My instincts tell me they're planning something. 

      

    The villagers of Kauroa seem to deify the twins, and now me, far more than those of Hokanui do with Rangi. As we leave the house, people talk to Awhina quite normally but maintain a respectful distance and attitude toward me. 

    Uten and Saten each carry a bundle consisting of bathing utensils under their arms while leading us out of the village. The people stop following us at the edge of the town, and we enter a cleared path into the jungle. 

    "The villagers never used the hot springs until we showed them that they're more than a place to wash clothes." Uten explains on our way up a hill. "Because it's so hot here, they don't usually wash themselves with hot water." 

    "When it cools down a little during the evening, they go there from time to time." Saten adds with a shrug. "But they haven't made it a habit yet, so we usually have the place to ourselves." 

    I can't fault them for that. The climate is hot and muggy even at night, and without amenities like air conditioners, emerging from hot water doesn't bring much relief. But for Japanese, taking regular baths is an integral part of our culture. Since coming to this world, I've mostly neglected that fact because of my convenient body. 

    When we reach the top of the hill, a clearing opens up to a small mountain of clear volcanic origin. Steaming hot water is pooling in cascading terraces that were formed from minerals piling up into walls over a long time. The colorful basins are evidence of a layer of metals and crystals covering everything. 

    "It's beautiful." I find myself muttering, upon which my little sisters grin triumphantly as if they were the ones who created this treasure of nature. 

    "The water gets hotter, the higher up you are." Uten points toward the topmost pool, which we can't see into from our position. 

    "It gushes out from the geyser up there." Saten follows up by directing my attention even higher. Steam rises from the summit but is quickly blown apart by the strong ocean winds. We're in the interior of the island, surrounded by a natural wall of mountains taller than this one. That's why I couldn't see this phenomenon from the cliff at Hokanui. 

    Now that I think about it, the sides of this almost circular mountain range may be remnants of a dormant volcano. This geyser and the mineral pools are all signs of its simmering activity. I feel like it's a precarious island to build a village on, but who am I, a Japanese, to judge? 

    Of course, there's no bathhouse or partitions between pools. The beaten path ends where the naked volcanic stone begins, with no signs of anything manmade around the cascading terraces. This is well and truly a natural hot spring. 

    "It stinks." Awhina comments with a frown. The stench of sulfur wafts toward us through the air, but luckily, the constant breeze and the fragrance of the jungle alleviate it somewhat. 

    "You've never been here?" I ask her in wonder. The way she talked to the people of Kauroa made me think she visited this island frequently. I'd think that Uten and Saten must have dragged her here on several occasions over the past year. 

    "I have, but it always stinks." She holds her nose and replies with a displeased expression. It's funny to think that she considers this smell bad while seemingly not noticing when she's cooking her unholy chemical weapons. "What?" 

    "Nothing." I must have shown those thoughts on my face, but quickly mask it with a noncommittal smile. 

    We make our way across the barren rocks toward the first pool. The water is spilling over the side and running off into a small creek that cuts toward our left. It must eventually find its way into the ocean through the dense jungle. Dipping a finger into the water, I find that it's barely lukewarm at this point. 

    "Somewhere around the middle is the best." Uten and Saten point up the slope. 

    "Here is alright." Awhina points at the second pool from below, seemingly not too keen on sitting in almost boiling water. I won't force her and instead follow the twins upward while waving at her. She blinks a few times and then realizes that she will be left alone; coming all this way with us would have been a waste. "Uhh... I'll come." 

    With a wry smile, I extend a hand toward her to help her up the steep incline. But she refuses it with a smile and raises her palms. The ground under her feet comes alive, pebbles joining together to form a board made of stone. She balances on it as if it were a surfboard, and begins to ascend the slope. 

    "Wow, when did you learn this?" The twins stare at her with round eyes when she quickly approaches their position. Making way for her, they keep watching as she reaches the first platform and undoes her silent magic. That's not something I taught her, so I'm equally surprised to see her progress. She must be incredibly talented to achieve that in such a short time after learning only the basics. 

    Running after her, my little sisters quickly climb the rocky incline without stumbling once. They seem to be used to this due to living here for the past year, but that leaves me last despite trying to act cool by offering to help Awhina. 

    I cheat a little by growing tentacles under my soles and using them to maintain my balance. As if walking up stairs rather than a slope, I soon join the three girls ahead of me. 

    Since these are natural hot springs with constantly running water, we can get away without washing ourselves first. To begin with, a Crawling Chaos doesn't need to clean its body as it can remake the dirty portions or pull them inside and expel them in a ball of dirt and grime. 

    I dip a foot into the pool before us and find that the temperature feels just right. As expected of two younger mes, they understand what I like. Thus, I immediately begin to undress, not in the least concerned about any of the villagers spying on us. I've appeared naked before plenty of people now and don't feel any shame. In either case, we're all girls here, so it's alright. 

    When I turn around, I find Uten and Saten staring at my body with unabashed interest. It makes sense since they're younger versions of me, but they should be too young to have discovered their sexuality. At least I don't remember being interested in seeing my classmates naked in the locker room at that age. 

    After me, Awhina takes off her clothes and puts them in a pile. Now it's my turn to stare, feasting on her stunning form, tracing her lean shape and taking in her beautiful caramel skin. I quickly avert my gaze and act normal when she turns around. Tilting her head, she raises an eyebrow and looks past me toward my twins, who are undoubtedly still staring. 

    Finally, when they seem to have ogled enough for the moment, they turn around and begin to take off their clothes. Dropping their top and skirt to the ground carelessly, they peek over their shoulders as if embarrassed about revealing themselves. 

    "What's the matter?" I cover the distance and grab their shoulders before dropping my head between them. "You got an eyeful of us, so it's only fair that we get-" 

    When I look down across their completely flat chests and slim abs, I notice something peeking out between their hands covering their crotches. My mind goes blank at the sight. 

    "Why do you have those...?" I ask while stepping away from the twins. 

    "Uhh, it's embarrassing." Uten mutters with a reddening face. 

    "You didn't have to point it out." Saten adds while glancing at me bashfully. 

    They're boys...? 

      

    "I'm going down." Awhina gets out of the water with a flushed face and points at a lower pool. The water temperature seems too high for her to bear for longer than a few minutes after all. 

    I sit while staring at the sky blankly, thinking about the revelation that the twins are boys despite being me at a younger age. They soak in the water across from me, looking at me with worried expressions on their mirrored faces. 

    Now that I think about it, I used to wish I were a boy at one point in my childhood. It involved the high school girl next door whom I had a crush on. Through my interactions with her, I learned about my sexuality. Then she moved away after graduation, and I became more confused about myself. 

    It was only a short while, but it seems that Uten and Saten encapsulate that period of my past. 

    "Are you alright?" They ask in unison because I might appear to have stopped breathing in my contemplation. Their voices pull me back to reality, causing me to shift my gaze to them. The water is perfectly clear, and I see them in all of their naked glory. 

    Where did they get the knowledge to replicate that part of a man's body from? Did they eat one of the villagers? But they have white skin where their clothes usually cover them. It means they don't understand enough about how their Crawling Chaos bodies work to replicate things for which they don't have the genetic template. 

    That's when I remember my first meal in this world before I was sent to the Dark Continent. I ate the head and torso of a human prince while thinking that it was a strange dream. Then I lost my lower body and my arms during the teleportation, which gave birth to Asoko and these twins. Considering my other half has all the memories up to that point, it wouldn't be surprising if she also had the prince's genetic template. The same should be the case for Uten and Saten then. 

    So what I see dangling between their legs is the human prince's, which they unconsciously replicated because of their sexual identity resulting from their scrambled memories. My cute little sisters are actually cute little brothers. 

    Who am I to judge them? 

    Heaving a long sigh, I relax and let myself melt into the water. Of course, not in the physical sense, even though I could easily achieve that. It has been a long time since I could last soak in a hot spring like this, so I shouldn't waste my off time with overthinking things. 

    "So, what's your relationship with her?" Suddenly, the voices of Uten and Saten enter my ears in perfect stereo, and I realize that they came over. It seems they could sense that I'm in the mood to talk to them again. 

    "Huh?" I blink my eyes twice, then follow their pointing fingers to see Awhina's back in the lowermost mineral pool. Was I that precocious at their age? 

    "Come on, tell us." Uten clings to my right arm with a mischievous grin. 

    "Don't hide it." Saten follows his brother's example while wiggling his eyebrows. With them rubbing against me, I feel something poke both my thighs and realize that they seem to be quite excited. Even though I told them that I'm their big sister, they still view me as a girl. 

    I shouldn't have entered the bath with them naked after learning what they are. 

    "Control your libido." I dip my hands between their legs and squeeze once, which makes them fold over and splash the water's surface with their faces. Getting up from the bath, I look down at the two twitching corpses floating in the pool with a disdainful snort. "And you're five years too early for asking your big sister about her relationships." 

    With these words, I leave the water and pick up one of the bundles brought by the twins. It contains what appears to be soap and a natural sponge from the ocean. 

    "Hey Awhina, I'll wash you." This idea occurs to me, and I call out to the girl at the bottom of the mountain. She turns around in surprise, looking up at my naked and steaming form with an embarrassed expression. 

    "Nooo, we wanted to do that!" Uten and Saten appear to have recovered from the attack on their weak spots and complain while jumping up from the water. 

    "You can wash each other." Tossing the other bundle into the air over them, I busy them with catching it before it drops into the water. Then I head down to get up close and personal with Awhina. 

    





   



 Chapter 104 - Enter The Storm 

      

      

    A small festival has been prepared for us when we return to the village. It seems that my arrival holds more importance to the people of Kauroa than I would have expected. A bonfire has been lit in the square, and the people respectfully make way for me as I approach with my two little brothers in tow. 

    An elevated platform stands in the center of the square just in front of the large fire, and the twins walk over without hesitation. They appear to be used to such treatment, accepting the joyous calls of the villagers with waving. 

    When I step onto the ladder leading up to the platform, the villagers go quiet. I look around in shock, thinking that I shouldn't be joining the twins. But Awhina nods her head and glances up at Uten and Saten, who are waiting at the top. Maybe everybody is holding their breath in anticipation. 

    Thus, I climb to the top and look around as the villagers perform the motions Kahu went through earlier when he officially greeted me. However, it continues from there, as they stomp the ground, raise a fist, and slap their elbows and thighs. All the while, they make grimaces similar to those on their totem poles. It seems to be a ceremonial dance. 

    I watch in fascination as the entire village is soon engrossed in the performance, and am surprised to find Awhina among them. She appears to be doing it for fun rather than as part of the ceremony. 

    With a final roar that sounds like a war cry, the group breaks up in an instant. I stare in surprise as everybody runs toward the surrounding houses and picks up bundles and plates of food. Some carry wooden pots with covers, others bring giant fish impaled on staves for the bonfire. 

    Every festival needs a big feast! 

    The villagers soon break out into a different kind of dance around the bonfire and the platform. I sit comfortably with Uten and Saten, with young men and women respectfully climbing the steps and presenting us with offerings. 

    "This is part of the festival to welcome the God of the Sky tomorrow." The twins explain, not at all haughty despite being treated with such reverence. "Basically, they will party through the night, and Tahiri will appear at one point to join the festivities." 

    I listen to their explanation silently while taking hold of a wooden bowl filled with an opaque white liquid. It smells of alcohol, and I remember that the last time I had any was with Adano and his family. Somehow, I've missed the taste of it even though I never had any alcohol in my previous life. 

    "Hey, you two shouldn't be drinking that." I point at the twins, right as they each bring a bowl to their lips. 

    "It's part of the tradition." Saten lowers his bowl and takes the time to explain before downing its contents in one go. 

    "It's a ceremonial brew." Uten adds before doing the same. They are both me when I was thirteen years old, so they should definitely not be drinking. But they're also Crawling Chaoses, so laws don't apply to them. I also drank before I was twenty in this world. 

    Shrugging, I take a sip from my bowl and look down at it in surprise. It's quite sweet, with the alcohol complementing the unique flavor well. Downing the rest of the brew, I look up to find Kahu climbing the steps to bring us more. 

    "What is this called?" I ask him, which catches him by surprise. 

    "Waiù Pakiaka." He replies with a nod while filling up my bowl and moving onto the twins. 

    "It's great." Raising my drink to him, I declare with a grin. His face lights up with a smile of his own before he climbs back down and heads to the house where more pots are stored. 

    "That's the greatest honor for him." Uten suddenly says while watching the young man's back. 

    "Kahu is the son of the village brewer." Saten adds before lifting his bowl to his lips while smiling to himself. 

    "I'm surprised that you don't know, though." Lowering his bowl, Uten adds with an eyebrow raised. How should I know about anybody in this village? This is the first time I came here. 

    "Rangi's Waiù Pakiaka is famous in these parts." But when Saten finishes his twin brother's statement with a small delay, I understand. 

    "Everybody learned to brew from him in the first place. But Kahu's family has made changes for a few generations now. It's quite distinct from Rangi's by now." They then explain in a hushed voice despite speaking in Japanese. It seems they don't want anybody to know that they consider the local variant superior to the neighboring village god's craft. The two appear quite wise right now, but they're only putting on airs; I know how I was at their age. 

    I take another sip of the Waiù Pakiaka and enjoy its sweet taste while taking in the villagers' undulating forms illuminated by the bonfire all around us. My idle thoughts move toward realizing that Rangi must be quite old for him to have taught the formula for brewing this Waiù Pakiaka alcohol to people from generations ago. 

    Then my gaze falls on Awhina, and I catch myself staring at her shaking hips. Our eyes meet, and she gives me a smile sweeter than the alcohol in my hand. Maybe it's only a trick of the orange light or an illusion born from my imagination, but there appears to be more in her expression than pure friendliness. 

    The moment passes, and our connection is broken by another person cutting past. I look down at the plates of food before me and blink a few times to get rid of the thought. 

      

    "Wake up, Big Sis." I hear two children's voices hiss into my ears in stereo. They sound distressed, so I'm instantly wide awake. 

    But when I sit up, my head hurts from a massive hangover. For a moment, I only see white and hold my temples as if that would alleviate the pain. Last night grew quite wild, and a lot of alcohol was spilled as I drank my worries and sorrows away. 

    "What's wrong?" I squint my eyes due to the intense sunlight and glance around. The villagers of Kauroa are kneeling on the ground, and Uten and Saten are sitting on both of my sides. They wear anxious expressions on their faces and look behind me, directing my attention there wordlessly. 

    I turn my head and look over my shoulder to find a person floating in the air just above the platform. It's a woman wearing a shoulderless white top and a long skirt covered in beads, with a cloud-like veil draped over her shoulders. 

    Among the brown-skinned people of Kauroa, her snow-white skin stands out even more than my fair complexion. Silver lines run across her skin in a geometrically patterned tattoo, quite unlike the sinuous ones the villagers have. Her long and extremely voluminous sky-blue hair is kept out of her elegant face by a headband adorned with ornamental beads and a few large colorful feathers. 

    "Who are you?" She asks in a sharp tone and with a displeased expression on her face. Her eyes are filled with disdain, reminiscent of a certain queen made of gold, but despite the tension in the air, she doesn't yet look angry. 

    "She is Kaos, a-" Awhina's voice comes from below the platform, but a quick glare from the white woman cuts her off. My mind slowly clears, making me realize that this must be Tahiri, God of the Sky. I thought it was the local name for Zeke, the Lord of the Sky, but maybe this is him, taking on a different form for the people here. 

    "My name is Chaos." I stand up on the platform and introduce myself while staring into Tahiri's rainbow-colored eyes. Their hues seem to shift like in a floating soap bubble. 

    "Did you drink all the Waiù Pakiaka?" Her question is a rhetorical one. The pile of empty pots at the bottom of the platform and the smell of alcohol surrounding me are evidence enough. 

    "What if I did?" I answer in a defiant tone. "It was good." 

    "I know." Tahiri narrows her eyes in growing displeasure. "I was looking forward to drinking it." 

    Suddenly, I feel an intense pressure coming from her as she glares me down. Clouds appear in the sky above out of nowhere, darkening and growing into a roiling storm even as the air around us remains eerily still. Tahiri's eyes seem to glow more intense as our surroundings become darker with every passing moment. 

    "Who are you?" I ask in Imperian as a test. If Tahiri is really Zeke, he should know who I am by my introduction alone, but this leaves no doubts about my identity. 

    "What language is that?" However, Tahiri asks in the local tongue while tilting her head in mild interest. Zeke would have no reason to play dumb, so this really is a different person. Still, the gaze she regards me with makes it clear that this isn't enough to distract her from my transgression of drinking away all the alcohol. 

    Lightning flashes across the black clouds, followed by a thunderclap that causes the villagers to duck in terror. They prepared the feast for the God of the Sky according to tradition, but I came along and ruined it with my gluttony. It wouldn't be wrong for them to blame me if divine retribution rained down on their village. 

    Now that I think about it, Karina said that the gods of the empire were humans with technology that gave them powers akin to those of gods. She never denied the existence of real gods in this world. 

    Could Tahiri be the real deal? 

    "What will you do about my Waiù Pakiaka?" Realizing that my words may have been intended as a distraction, the God of the Sky narrows her rainbow eyes once more. 

    "My father will make you some!" Suddenly, Awhina raises her voice from behind me, and I turn around to find that she has climbed the platform. "Just give us-" 

    "Ata noho!" With a thunderous voice that echoes across the sky, Tahiri glares the demigoddess down. "I am not asking you!" 

    "Do you expect me to make Waiù Pakiaka for you?" I raise an arm and cover for Awhina. Even if this is a goddess, she's behaving more like a spoiled brat. 

    That seems to have angered Tahiri, as her hair puffs up from static. Her eyes widen and begin to glow blue with power, and I realize what she's about to do. I grow out a tentacle from my back to push Awhina off the platform while using my arms to do the same with Uten and Saten. In the next instant, my mind blanks out. 

    I wake up with my back on the dirt ground and surrounded by burning cinders. My whole body is aching as if I just ran a record marathon. Looking up, I find Tahiri looming over me with her eyes back to their rainbow hues. There's no doubt that she hit me with lightning, obliterating the wooden platform on which I stood. 

    Her relaxed expression suggests that she held back so that I could grovel before her in apology, but I won't give her the satisfaction. Remaking my body, I replace every fiber of my being with the composition of the failed Vanadia clones. Nothing changes on the outside to hide the fact that I have become something else on the inside. 

    I push myself off the ground and act aloof. In reality, I have no idea how long I was blacked out for, so maybe this will only invite ridicule. The villagers stare at me in shock, and Awhina appears to be awestruck by my ability to stand back up as if nothing happened. Uten and Saten look unbelieving, unaware that they're capable of the same. I'll have to give them the templates for the failed Vanadia clones after this is over.  

    "Tuuri before me." With this declaration that I don't understand the most important word of, Tahiri raises her hand toward me in an almost lazy gesture.  

    Lightning strikes me, and the muscles in my arms and legs contract from the electric impulses. Heat assaults my shoulder and my thigh right where the bolt entered and exited, making it feel like a hole was burned through me. I lose control over my body and begin to fall, but that's when the sensation suddenly ceases. My skin is glowing from the inside for a moment before the light disappears. I adapted. 

    Stomping my foot, I stop myself from falling forward and look up while mending the damage to my body. Tahiri's eyes widen slightly in surprise, but she keeps her expression under control. 

    "Whakamoemiti." She states in a level tone. I have no idea what she said, and her lack of expression doesn't give me any hints. "What are you?" 

    "As I said, I'm Chaos." I reply with a defiant glare. I'm sure the villagers fear for their lives at the prospect of two, in their eyes, godlike beings duking it out in the middle of their village square. 

    "Explain." Tahiri demands in a tone that suggests she's used to getting what she wants. But the very fact that she isn't attacking me after what I thought was another act of disrespect catches me by surprise. Maybe she's genuinely interested in learning what manner of being can easily withstand the billion volts of a lightning strike.  

    "Wait." I raise a hand toward the God of the Sky, who blinks once at my lack of respect, and turn to the twins. Addressing them in Japanese, I ask for their help. "How would you say 'Crawling Chaos' in the local language?" 

    "Ngako... Whaka-Mataku?" Uten and Saten tilt their heads in opposite directions while trying to come up with the right words. They sound unsure, but when they finish, they slap their hands in front of their mouths in shock. A murmur runs through the gathered people, and Tahiri's eyes widen as she stares at me. It seems they may have said something grave. 

    "What did you say?" I ask them, but they only shake their heads in terror. The villagers knock their heads on the ground and mutter prayers directed at Tahiri. I glance around and find Kahu among them; his gaze toward me is filled with fear. When he notices my gaze, he gasps in shock and turns away. 

    "I shall forgive you for speaking that kua whakakáhoretia name." The God of the Sky declares, addressing the twins. Then she glares at me with eyes full of hatred, something she hadn't shown until now. "You, I send back to Rarohenga." 

    "Wait!" I raise my hands as if admitting defeat. It's not that I'm scared of fighting Tahiri; a part of me is itching to use what I learned from Karina on the moon and defeat a god of this world. But I can't have a battle to the death over what could be a huge misunderstanding. "Tell me why!" 

    The God of the Sky's eyes narrow as she scrutinizes my expression. Above us, the clouds have begun to spin like in a supercell, looking as angry as the goddess who summoned it. She seems to consider whether or not to humor me before attacking, and finally makes her decision. 

    "Àhuatanga of Mataku, you play dumb?" Tahiri points at me in accusation, her words causing the villagers to gasp in fear. But I turn to my brothers with a confused expression; the most important words were once again those I haven't learned yet. I shouldn't have addressed her in the local language in the first place because she now thinks I speak it fluently. 

    "That name. It belongs to the God of Corruption." Saten speaks up hesitantly, explaining in Japanese. 

    "He is the Primordial Terror." Uten adds while glancing at Tahiri with fear. It seems that they said a forbidden name that invokes the impression of this God of Corruption. 

    "We accidentally translated what you told us into a word that contains his name." The twins continue in unison. "Now everybody believes that you're a piece - an aspect - of the Primordial Terror." 

    I look up at Tahiri, who watches the twins explain to me in a foreign language with suspicion. Maybe she has begun considering the possibility that they're involved with me, and she would be right in that assumption. But as it turns out, this animosity was really born out of a misunderstanding. 

    "Tell her that I'm not a child or aspect of this Primordial Terror." I gesture at my little brothers to translate for me and sit down to show that I have no intention to fight. "I'm... the daughter of Pelomyx, Queen of the Dominion." 

    It takes some willpower for me to say my mother's name and title without choking up. The final moment I saw her alive flashes before my eyes, and I bite my lower lip to suppress the memory. I don't want to start crying in this tense situation. 

    Listening to the twins explain to Tahiri, I watch her expression to gauge whether or not the Dominion is known in these lands. After all, humans consider her a universal god, but I never heard mention of her existence among demons. 

    "What is this Dominion?" But as expected, she asks with mild interest in her voice. I look down for a moment, contemplating how best to describe it to a people who may have never heard of demons before. If I do it wrong, they might view me as an enemy regardless. 

    "My home." I declare while looking up. Tears well up in my eyes at the thought, and I quickly wipe them away. 

    "Oh?" Tahiri's voice causes me to snap my head up and look at her reaction. If she's going to declare that my genuine feelings are an act, I will attack her. "Never has an aspect of Mataku cried before. You are different." 

    That takes me by surprise, and I flap my mouth open and closed. Suddenly, Awhina crashes into me from the side and hugs me to her chest. Seeing me cry appears to invoke motherly feelings in her each time. Tahiri stares at the demigoddess cradling me in her arms, and her hair droops back to its normal state. This seems to be enough evidence for her that I'm not an aspect of this God of Corruption. 

    Although my guts tell me that I may very well be related to this evil god. My absolute true form, not the one I've revealed in front of people important to me, can drive most people insane in an instant. While I appear to be perfectly fine when I'm genetically human, any transformation of mine exudes an aura of corruption. 

    The angry clouds above begin to disperse as Tahiri's posture changes. She sits down in midair with her legs crossed, places her elbow on her knee, and rests her chin on her fist. Looking down at me, she heaves a long-suffering sigh. 

    "Bring me... something to eat." She waves a hand in the air, causing the villagers to stare at her for a moment. Then several of them jump up and run toward the surrounding houses where the cold food is stored. Others immediately get to stoking the fires and begin cooking. 

    Once everybody in the square has grown busy again, Tahiri slowly floats down toward me. She's still scrutinizing me, but no longer is it a gaze of judgment; she has become interested in me as a person. I wipe away my tears and try to act strong, upon which she laughs in a distinct tone. 

    "Kakaka, you are interesting." With a bright grin but focused rainbow eyes, Tahiri locks her gaze with mine. "Tell me more about yourself." 

    I feel like I'm getting drawn into those ever-shifting irises, and realize that a genuinely divine air surrounds her. Regardless of whether she's using highly advanced technology or real magic, this is how I imagine a goddess to be. Karina looked plenty superhuman with her portal hair and eyes, but it felt like a deliberate act to make an impression. Tahiri's atmosphere couldn't be more natural. 

    "I have to learn the language more first." I get to my feet and stand up to the God of the Sky with a fearless grin of my own. "Will it be harder to wait for me to learn or for Waiù Pakiaka to be made?" 

    Tahiri's expression freezes over. Then her eyes begin to glow yellow as her lips curl up in a furious smile at the mention of the alcoholic brew she was so looking forward to drinking. It's still the sore spot that ignited her anger in the first place. I shouldn't have joked about it. 

    "You have maia to speak to me about Waiù Pakiaka now." The only reason I don't feel that my life is threatened is that she isn't talking down at me with hatred in her gaze. Still, her expression suggests that she's going to teach me my place. 

    





   



 Chapter 105 - Kill The Messenger 

      

      

    "You dolt!" Tahiri's voice thunders across the village. But at this point, nobody ducks or even turns to look at the reason for her outburst. 

    "What, why?" I cross my arms and look up at the floating God of the Sky with a defiant glare. 

    "You wish to make me eat raw fish?" She points at the dish in front of her. It's pink slices of a fish resembling a salmon placed on top of crushed ice that I created through wind and water magic. 

    "This is sashimi, a delicacy where I come from!" Not wavering under a goddess's angry gaze, I declare with unwavering conviction. 

    The reason I even considered my hand at making sashimi stems from two fortunate discoveries over the past seven months. One of those is that when we visited Arapito, a farming village half a day north from Hokanui, I found that an old lady cultivated a crop similar to soy in her personal vegetable garden. The other is that Uten and Saten presented me with a rare edible wild root with a taste reminiscent of wasabi one day. 

    After some trial and error, I finally managed to make soy sauce, and everything was set. It's a reincarnation story cliché I'm well aware of; the person in the new world will stop at nothing to recreate Japanese culture. 

    I didn't pursue it that fervently, but getting a taste of something that reminds me of my previous life still excites me. I've lived in this world for over two years now, and a part of me does miss the familiar tastes I grew up with. 

    "Look at them. They're eating it alright." I gesture at my little brothers, who adeptly use wooden chopsticks to dip a slice of fish in the sauce. They're surprised at being pointed out, but don't stop eating while shifting their gazes between Tahiri and me. 

    "This is... an interesting taste." Ruiha, the one who cut the fish to my specifications, uses a spoon instead. She committed the grave sin of spreading the soy sauce over the fish instead of dipping the slices into it one by one. Still, I'm not a purist who can't forgive people who don't know the customs. We're not in Japan, after all. 

    "That's not how you eat it!" Saten suddenly calls Ruiha out on her mistake, his yell causing Awhina to drop the chopsticks she was wrestling with. It seems me of five years ago was a purist, though. 

    "You dip it in, don't pour it over!" Uten adds while showing off how it's done. The two of them wear expressions of childish indignation, which is only met with Ruiha's motherly patience. 

    "Oh?" She puts a hand on her cheek and watches the twins display their mastery over the usage of chopsticks with a smile to herself. In the meantime, I only marvel at Rangi, who uses his bare hands to eat while staring at us as if it has nothing to do with him. He can't hold chopsticks with those thick fingers anyway, and the spoon he always uses is too big for the thin slices of fish.  

    "This is so difficult. How do you even do that?" Awhina tries to hold the chopsticks the way I taught her, but can't move them enough to pick anything up. She's growing visibly more frustrated with every failed attempt but still refuses to give up. That's commendable, quite unlike a certain goddess who acts like a spoiled child. 

    Time has flown in a flash as I slowly got used to life in Hokanui. Awhina was scolded harshly when she returned after her bold disregard for her father's rules. But Rangi admitted that she did well against all expectations, and allowed her to visit Kauroa on her own from then on - after damning her to fix fishing nets for a week. 

    I taught Uten and Saten everything about being a Crawling Chaos. They've been using Hestia's template to come to Hokanui every day. As local gods of their village, they can't leave for too long, so until a replacement can be found, they have to at least keep their residence there. 

    Tahiri has been coming and going since that day, passing through like a storm each time. The villagers consider her interest in me a blessing, as she supposedly brings fresh winds and fertility. But her fickle attitude has caused me a headache more than once. At least I'm immune to lightning now, so I count that as a win. 

    I learned that there's an overall of four other villages each within a day's sailing from each other in this region. They are all members of the Tuwheranui people, who came to this continent many generations ago from across the sea. 

    Arapito is the biggest of the five, where I found the soybean-like crop. Its village chief is considered a goddess of fertility, which is why instead of fishing, they focus on the cultivation of crops. Their population is nearly double that of Hokanui's sixty-five due to that fact. 

    The closest to here is the about equally populated Kauroa, where I met my little brothers and Tahiri. South from here, around the cape across from Kauroa, lies another fishing village called Maratai, which houses sixty-two souls. Further south from there is Waimatua, the smallest of the four at fifty-one inhabitants. 

    The latter two aren't very interesting since they have nothing to offer that Hokanui doesn't have as well. They have no local gods either, only shamans doubling as chieftains, who ceaselessly try to summon a patron god for the prosperity of their villages. We were received with much reverence, as our visit was considered a sign of hope for the future. 

    Of course, when they saw Tahiri, they threw themselves at her feet and prayed to her for good fortune. She visits every village once a year, but doing so out of season drove them crazy with joy. When surrounded by worshippers, the God of the Sky appeared positively divine. 

    But aside from these four settlements, no others are known. Neither Rangi nor any of the villagers have any knowledge about the continent beyond this small region. Nobody feels the need to risk their lives to explore further inland, and being wholly self-sufficient means they don't need to seek trade routes either. 

    "Are you really eating that, Rangi?" Looking at the living boulder of a man happily dipping slice after slice in the wasabi soy sauce, Tahiri frowns at the idea. 

    "How long have you walked this world?" I ask the goddess floating a few inches off the wooden floorboards. It's a thinly-veiled jab at her childlike pickiness with food. 

    "You may as well ask how long the wind has been blowing across these lands." She gives a mysterious reply with a displeased glance at me. I've learned that despite the divine aura about her, her personality is very human. Maybe she's an Old Human not involved with those I know. But she remains tight-lipped about her origins and her past. 

    "We want more!" Before I can come up with a rebuttal, Uten and Saten finish their share and demand with their plates stretched out toward me. 

    "Wait until they catch another hamana." Shrugging off their longing gazes, I eat a slice from my own portion with deliberately slow motions. Humming as I feel the taste on my tongue, I glance at them to see their cheeks puffing up from resentment. 

    "Rangi, come quick!" Suddenly, the voice of a villager shouting from outside the house tears through the familial atmosphere. I turn around to find that it's Kauri, the elderly chief fisherman. He looks alarmed rather than joyous over having made an incredible catch, so everybody immediately sobers up. 

    "What is it?" Rangi asks without moving, his smooth voice calm and unwavering. He's like a tower of strength even when faced with sudden urgency. Only when Awhina sailed out onto the sea was he visibly flustered.  

    "Hakara just returned in a frenzy. When he was on his way back from beyond the cape, he saw a group of twelve outsiders riding four-legged beasts approaching from the south." Kauri explains while pointing in the general direction. His expression suggests that these people are trouble. 

    The bay of Hokanui may appear to be an isolated paradise at first glance. However, aside from the riverbed cutting a path through the steep cliff that separates the small forest from the jungle beyond, there are two more paths by land that lead here from the outside. The villagers rarely use those and prefer to travel by boat, but one of those is the southern cape, which this particular group will be using. 

    If they're coming from the south, they must have passed through Maratai or Waimatua - or maybe both. The only path through the steep mountains that would allow riders to cross lies much further south past those two villages. And if they're bandits, they may have attacked those two already. 

    "Gather the people in the square." Finally, Rangi begins to move and stands up. He invokes the image of a rugged mountain getting up on sturdy legs to turn toward an approaching storm. There's an atmosphere about him on par with Tahiri, even though she's considered a universal goddess while he's only the land god of tiny Hokanui. 

    "What do they look like?" Awhina asks Kauri with a concerned expression on her face. Unlike her father, she doesn't have a stoic personality and allows herself to be swept up by emotions. 

    "Hakara says that they're armed." The chief fisherman replies while gesturing at the cape to the south. It's the place Awhina showed me on the day I first arrived here. "He has never seen those beasts they're riding before, so he doesn't know how fast they are, but maybe they will be over the ridge soon." 

    "Stay here." Rangi gestures at his daughter in a tone that leaves no room for argument. She knows better than to defy him openly but shoots me a meaningful glance. We'll be following him in secret once he's far enough away. 

    "Be careful." Ruiha remains seated, seeing her husband off without a hint of worry. But I know that on the inside, she's perturbed by this situation. She watches Rangi as he heads out, then notices my gaze and shows me a wry smile. "Good things only come from outside in small doses." 

    I return her smile when I realize that she both expressed her misgiving about this situation and complimented me in one sentence. Then I turn to find that Tahiri is floating off after the chieftain. Uten and Saten are eyeing her portion longingly. 

    "Is the God of the Sky using this as an excuse to escape from tasting what a human has no trouble eating?" I taunt her, causing her to stop in the middle of her movements. Then she turns around with her brow furrowed and looks down at me in annoyance. 

    "Do not test the limits of my patience." She grumbles like distant thunder. But I know that she doesn't dislike having somebody speak to her as casually as I do; she gets enough groveling from humans already. 

    "I know them plenty." Grinning, I get up and walk toward the side of the house that faces away from the square. Awhina takes that as her signal to follow me and quickly jumps up. 

    "Where do you think you are going?" But Ruiha raises her voice and asks in the famous inflection a mother uses when she's about to scold her child. Awhina flinches and turns around like a deer staring into an oncoming car's headlight. She may be rebellious, but never when her parents are around. But help arrives from an unexpected direction. 

    "It is fine. I will be there." Tahiri states in a reassuring tone. I didn't think she would be interested in potential conflicts between humans - even if one side might involve the land god Rangi. Then again, she most likely only wants to watch from the sidelines. 

    Thus, we set off under Ruiha's worried gaze, with Tahiri escaping from her uneaten sashimi after all. It's still on ice, so if we do this quickly, she should be able to finish it when we get back later. It seems that the God of the Sky realizes my thoughts when I glance at her and frowns at me. 

    Rounding the houses away from where Rangi went, we walk in an arc to avoid running into him if he stops somewhere in the middle. I peer through the gaps between the thatched rooftops and get a glimpse of the ridge Kauri was talking about. There's no movement yet, but by the fisherman's estimate, they should come into view any moment now. 

    Just as we leave the village and reach the short stretch between the cleared land and the forest beyond it, I spot a person riding on a horse appearing from an opening in the undergrowth. Hakara described the animal as an unknown four-legged beast, meaning that the Tuwheranui have most likely never seen horses before. 

    Zooming in with a Fata's eyes, I see that it's a man with lighter skin than anybody among the Tuwheranui. He doesn't wear any armor but is clad in a thick robe reminiscent of a tabard with a colorful checkerboard pattern. In his hand is a serrated spear, and a small hand ax hangs from his cord-like belt. 

    Two more similar-looking men appear from the undergrowth, and surely, the other nine are right behind them. The fact that they carry weapons is enough of a reason for alarm, but the gazes with which they regard the village before them is chilling. It's as if they're viewing lesser beings that should only serve or die. Maybe they're slavers. 

    With that thought, I turn to Awhina and the twins to direct their attention toward the riders. That's when Rangi appears from beyond a house at the village's boundary and comes to a stop. Even though he's a little over twice as wide as a regularly-built man, his back gives me the impression of a dependable city wall. 

    Walking along the tree line behind the undergrowth, we quickly make our way toward where the clash would happen. Even though she has made amply clear that sneaking around is beneath her, Tahiri follows us out of curiosity. If she showed herself in the open, the outsiders might run away immediately. 

    But all of us are surprised when the riders raise their spears into relaxed positions and speak to Rangi, who then gestures at them to follow him. Maybe they're only travelers who want to buy some supplies for their journey? But considering how far from civilization this region is, that seems highly unlikely. 

    If Rangi leads them to the square where he had Kauri gather everybody in case this was a raid, then it means they come on friendly terms. All the precaution and anxiety was for nothing, so I feel my enthusiasm fizzle out. 

    Then again, their clothes and gear don't look like something made in a simple fishing or farming village. They may come from a city with proper craftsmen and smiths, who will surely know more about the geography of this region. I could find out where in the world I am. 

    We leave the cover of the undergrowth and run back into the village. Even though the land god and chieftain is leading them, they haven't paid him any respect by dismounting. Maybe they want to leave very soon or are afraid that their horses might get stolen, but it does make me wonder who they are. 

    When they reach the square, they suddenly ride past Rangi and form up in front of the totem pole. The one at their front stabs his spear into the ground next to him and raises a hand to garner everybody's attention on himself. 

    "I am Pakari, envoy of His Divinity, God Emperor Illapa Asto Pacha. All the land under the sky belongs to His Greatness." The leader announces in a dialect I can barely understand. Considering the contents of his announcement, he must be from a large city, if not the capital of this nation. It means that he speaks the official language then. "You are to kneel before His image or be made to kneel." 

    Everybody in the village looks at their chieftain, who only listens in silence. I would consider this announcement a declaration of war, but the people of Hokanui are quite accepting of strangers and their beliefs. After all, they're out in the sticks, so once these envoys leave, they will go back to their regular lives. 

    "You who calls himself Rangi." But suddenly Pakari points at the towering man, who wordlessly looks on. "You look like one of those false gods." 

    "He is our patron god!" One of the villagers raises his voice in anger at the disrespectful accusation. Others murmur and nod in affirmation, glaring at the outsiders. Tension in the square rises noticeably. 

    "There is only one true god in the Pacha Empire!" Pakari declares in a booming voice, causing the villagers to flinch in surprise. "The God Emperor commands the skies. Your black magic could never measure up to His Greatness!" 

    Tahiri, hidden from view among the gathered people due to her shorter than average stature, perks up at the mention of this God Emperor's command over the sky. She's the universal God of the Sky, so he must be a fraud or a challenger to her domain. Whatever the case, the envoy had her curiosity, but now he has her attention. 

    "You should watch your mouth! Rangi is a true god!" I hear Kauri's voice speaking and stand on my toes to search for him. He's standing next to the totem pole meant to represent the land god, although it doesn't resemble the real deal aside from the carved tattoos. 

    "See for yourself." Pakari suddenly opens the large bag hanging from his saddle and pulls out a bunch of skulls connected by a rope running through their eye sockets. "Witness the fate of those false gods who stood against the God Emperor's hegemony." 

    Who is this person to feel no fear while threatening a land god? Even if he thinks that the local gods are only humans with special powers, where does he come from insulting them on their own turf? Does he think they can get out of here alive because they're on horseback? There are more than twenty able-bodied men in this village, not to mention my little brothers and me. 

    "Think about your people." But Pakari's voice grows softer from one moment to the next as he addresses Rangi. He lowers the skulls back into the bag and uses his other hand to pull out a golden medallion the size of his palm. It shows the profile of a bearded man wearing an elaborate headdress. "All you have to do is kneel before this symbol of the God Emperor now." 

    "We kneel only before one symbol and one god!" A female villager declares, earning her a round of approving shouts from those around her. 

    "You mean this idol?" Pakari turns his head and glares at the totem pole behind him. Then he stashes the golden coin and pulls his spear from the dirt to point it at Rangi. "And this fraud?" 

    As if on a silent signal, four of his followers dismount and draw their axes. An altercation seems inevitable, but instead of moving toward the chieftain, they begin to hack away at the totem pole. The villagers cry out in anger, with some of them running forward with fishing spears and woodcutting axes. They're held back by the other riders' spears, who hold an advantage due to their elevated positions on horseback. 

    "Let go of the past. Let go of your false beliefs. Under the rule of the God Emperor, you will find prosperity." Like a preacher rather than an envoy, Pakari raises his spear as if it were a symbol of his belief. Right then, the totem pole breaks and falls, with the portrayal of Rangi's angry grimace falling face-first into the dirt. 

    I think that was the last straw, as the real deal steps forward. Rangi may seem like a gentle giant, but I've seen plenty of indicators for the Tuwheranui's ferocity in their rituals and traditions. I know that defacing his totem will have dire consequences. 

    He stops a few steps away from Pakari, who watches the chieftain with narrowed eyes. I can't see the latter's face, so I don't know what he's thinking right now, but his back doesn't show any hint of submissiveness. He won't be kneeling here, and that means there can be only one outcome. 

    "Taringa whakarongo!" With a roar, Rangi spreads his feet and bends his knees into a powerful wide stance. At the sound of his voice, the horses whinny in fear, and the outsiders have to do everything in their power to keep them under control. He beats his chest with both palms, raises his hands slowly, and then spreads his arms toward Pakari and his men. "Kia rite! Kia rite! Kia mau! Hí!" 

    "Kia whakawhenua au i àhau!" The villagers follow their chieftain and patron god's example and join his chant. They beat their thighs and chests, synchronized in their movements. Every last one of them exudes a mighty presence that takes me by surprise. "Hí aue, hí!" 

    Throughout it all, they change their poses, slapping their elbows, raising their fists, and making wide-eyed glares. Once their lines are finished, they stretch out their tongues and show their teeth in grimaces similar to the felled totem pole's. 

    "Hokanui e ngunguru nei!" Rangi takes the lead with his sole voice booming across the square. 

    "Au, au, aue ha!" The villagers roar as one in response.  

    "Nga tangata o Hokanui e ngunguru nei!" Punching the ground with such force that the earth seems to shake, the chieftain's voice grows more intense. 

    "Au, au, aue ha!" Once again, everybody responds in a chorus with aggressive glares. "I ahaha!              " 

    "Ka tu te ihiihi!" Rangi claps his hands and spreads his arms again, much like a sumo wrestler before a challenge. "Ka tu te wanawana!" 

    I notice that Awhina has joined them, with only Tahiri, my brothers, and I unmoving among the villagers. I feel out of place, but I don't know what to do, so I can only watch. Once this is over, I will have to ask them to teach me what this is about. 

    "Ma'i i te whenua ki runga!" The chieftain roars with a stomp of his feet. "E tu iho nei, tu iho nei! Hí!" 

    "E tu iho nei, tu iho nei! Hí!" The villagers do the same. 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" With another stomp of his feet, a deep rumbling seems to ripple outward from him. "Ka ora! Ka ora!" 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" Everybody raises their voices to the maximum and repeat after their chieftain, their god. "Ka ora! Ka ora!" 

    But instead of stomping at those words, they grow entirely silent and straighten their backs while keeping their eyes fixed on the riders. Other than Pakari, the envoys all look completely terrified and about to break under the intense glares. 

    "You dare attack an envoy, a carrier of the words of a higher power?" The leader of the envoys stares at Rangi, surprised rather than indignant. It seems the thought that he could be dying here still hasn't occurred to him. 

    "In this village, there is no higher power than mine." To my surprise, the land god says some very prideful words, upon which all the villagers spring into action at once. Nearly fifty men and women of all ages rush forward with wooden tools repurposed into weapons. Before Pakari's followers can even react, their spears have been wrestled out of their hands. 

    "Cease this!" The envoy tries his best to keep his horse under control but realizes that nobody is targeting him. I commend him for not turning his spear on the villagers under these circumstances. 

    Rangi suddenly steps forward and waves his hand in front of the horse's face. It bucks from an instinctive sense of the impending doom that would await it if the giant hand got hold of its head and throws Pakari off its back. 

    "Shhh." Grabbing its reins and pulling it back down onto its front legs, the giant man calms it down. It appears that while the old fisherman Kauri doesn't know the animal called a horse, Rangi does.  

    With both hands, he easily rips off the bridle and saddle without hurting the animal before lightly slapping it on its behind. It understands the signal and runs out of the square. I guess that means Pakari won't be needing it anymore. 

    "What are you doing?!" For the first time, he loses his composure and glares up at the chieftain. But when he has to crank his head up to look into his eyes, he finally realizes that he's in deep trouble. 

    "You come to my village, threaten my people with slavery, and destroy their symbol." Rangi's voice is a low rumbling, like a slowly but steadily approaching earthquake. He doesn't seem to care about the insults Pakari threw in his face and only seeks to vindicate the villagers. 

    "An army is on its way here. If I don't return in five days, they will erase this village from existence." Resorting to threats that go beyond his death means that he's out of options now. 

    "Then we will do the same with them." The surroundings have grown quiet, and Awhina's voice sounds eerily loud against the silence. All the followers that came with Pakari lie dead in the dirt. 

    She displays her physical strength when she follows her father's example and rips off a horse's bridle and saddle with her bare hands. The other villagers use tools to do the same and set the other horses free one after the other. 

    "This is madness! The God E-mmph?!" Before Pakari can even finish his ramblings about this so-called God Emperor, a very real god grabs his jaw with one giant hand and lifts him off the ground. He shows an unexpected sense of clarity in this moment of absolute despair. Instead of struggling senselessly, he stabs his spear at Rangi's chest. 

    However, the tip bounces off the land god's skin as if it were made of solid stone. I've touched his back and arms on several occasions and know that they usually feel like regular human skin. Maybe he can harden it at will, or he even has a similar nature to Aurelia. 

    "Madness? This is waka'utu." His answer - or retribution. With these words, Rangi closes his hand, and a crunching noise emerges from Pakari's head. His body convulses and twitches violently before going limp. 

    The towering man lets go of the lifeless body. When it drops to the ground, I get a good look at the crushed skull. All that's left of Pakari's face is a bloody mess of ruptured skin, bone shards, and brain matter. I'm strangely fascinated by the sight, courtesy of my Crawling Chaos nature. 

    "Are you prepared for the consequences?" Tahiri floats toward Rangi and asks him while regarding the bloody corpse with a dismissive glance. As a universal goddess who most likely lived for centuries, she must have seen much death and grown indifferent to them. 

    Lifting the saddle cloth from where he tossed it earlier, the land god wipes his bloody hand on it. He then spreads it over the corpse to cover it up, then turns to Tahiri with his usual expression. It's as if nothing out of the ordinary happened in the past few minutes even though a dozen corpses lie in the village square now.  

    No, not entirely his usual expression. Rangi feels like a volcano that appears like a simple mountain from afar, but which could erupt at any moment. He's seething underneath that calm façade, at the insult against his people and the destruction of his totem. 

    "An army will come for your people." The God of the Sky implies that she won't take part in this matter. 

    "Let them come." The land god slams both palms onto his chest and spreads his arms in a challenging gesture before declaring with a fearless expression.  

    





   



 Chapter 106 - King Of The Hill 

      

      

    Pakari said that the army would march on Hokanui if he didn't return in five days. Considering he and his followers were a lightly-armed scouting party with little luggage, it's safe to say that the army will arrive within a fortnight.  

    Rangi sent messengers to Arapito and asked Uten and Saten to speak to the people of Kauroa, then set off to visit Maratai and Waimatua. Since the five villages are the only ones in the region, the latter two will be caught up in the attack. After all, they lie on the path toward Hokanui, and the approaching army won't know in which one the scouts were made to disappear. 

    In other words, the land god's actions have brought war upon all of them. Still, I believe it's better than living under the rule of this God Emperor, who claims that all other gods are fake. I'm not yet entirely convinced that Rangi and Tahiri are real gods rather than humans with powers similar to those of the Old Humans. However, there's no denying that they are powerful.  

    Throughout the meetings, I came along as an observer. Not once was I asked to help them in my capacity as a nature god. Even the villagers of Maratai and Waimatua didn't address me after they heard the news. Instead, there's grim acceptance of the approaching storm, much like when they boarded up their houses against the signs of Tahiri's arrival. 

    Within three days, even before the army that Pakari spoke of could have learned of his demise, the five villages have gathered three hundred warriors of varying ages. We marched south from Waimatua to the narrowest coastal passage, with a cliff to the right and the steep mountains to the left. There, Rangi showed his real power for the first time.  

    Performing a dance similar to the one directed at the envoys three days ago, he manipulated the dirt and rock on the already steep slope of the mountain into a sheer cliff. Then, he raised the ground under his feet into several terraces toward the south and a gentle slope toward the north. The chokepoint was an easily defensible position from which they could stop a numerically superior enemy.  

    Once the raised earth settled, the two hundred villagers went to work, cutting down the trees growing on the hill and setting up palisade walls. I was surprised to see how skilled they were at building fortifications even though there were no signs of such in their villages. 

    "The people of Tuwheranui are descended from a warlike people and haven't forgotten their roots." Uten and Saten explain to me when I watch Awhina argue with her mother over whether or not she should be participating in the upcoming battle. The demigoddess has learned to manipulate the earth to an astonishing degree and no longer needs my tutelage, but Ruiha doesn't know about that. Maybe this battle is the time to display her full power.  

    "How long ago was that?" I ask in reply to my brother's explanation, although my focus is on the quarreling mother and daughter pair. 

    "Timekeeping isn't really a thing here. There are no seasons, and counting moon phases isn't part of their culture." Saten says with a shrug while getting his attention drawn toward Awhina and Ruiha as well. 

    "Rangi has been alive for at least sixteen generations now, but legend says he was here before the Tuwheranui arrived on this continent." Uten adds while glancing at the top of the slowly forming hill fort. 

    "He and Auwhenua were a pair a long time ago." The twins turn to look up at me from both sides with a mischievous snicker. Despite being boys at heart, they look entirely like I did at fourteen now. Coupled with their expressions, they appear like gossipy girls talking about a classmate's relationship. 

    Auwhenua is the goddess of fertility residing in Arapito. Since all she can do is make crops grow well and protect them against storms, she didn't come here to join the battle. It seems that she will coordinate the supply chain if we have a prolonged siege at our hands. 

    "You shouldn't talk about that in front of Rangi." Kahu suddenly states from behind us, and we swivel our heads around. He scratches his cheek at the sudden attention from all three of us, unsure how much respect to show us. Since my arrival, Uten and Saten's attitude has changed to be less high and mighty with the humans, so the villagers of Kauroa are becoming more casual too.  

    "So, that's the real reason Auwhenua isn't here?" I look up at the man with a grin that causes him to avert his gaze in a fluster. Then I notice the small wooden paddle in his hand. "What's that?" 

    "Oh, this is a war club." He answers while handing it to me. Taking it into my hand, I feel the smooth surface that appears almost too perfect to have been handmade. It's quite heavy, but in the end, it's still only wood. "We also have maces and spears." 

    "What about... bows?" I try to remember if Awhina ever taught me the word for it, but then turn to my little brothers and ask them in Japanese. They exchange a glance with each other, then shrug. 

    "They never developed bows. In the first place, they don't even hunt land animals." Uten replies while looking across the villagers who are all carrying purely wooden weapons. They don't even have stone speartips or ax blades. 

    "We said they are descended from a warlike people, not that they have advanced military capabilities." Saten's words sound sassy to me, but it may just be the contents of his statement. I realize that even the maces are just longer wooden clubs that resemble the paddles for canoes rather than the steel-headed ones I know from the Kingdom of Lares. 

    This could be a problem. What is the point in having fortifications if the only way to defend it is to wait for the enemy to get close enough for them to whack with melee weapons? Wouldn't preparing an ambush in the jungle be better then? 

    "Do you have throwing spears?" I ask Kahu while suppressing my bewilderment. Maybe the Tuwheranui only ever went to war against each other, so technology never progressed very far. With no land animals to hunt, bows won't be developed, but at least throwing a pointy stick seems to have existed since the dawn of tool use.  

    "They are fishing tools, not for war." Nanui, chieftain of Maratai, states with a wry smile while approaching us. He's a wizened old man with a wiry build, slightly hunched over but still taller than me. In his belt, he's carrying a jade version of the club Kahu showed me, which must be ceremonial rather than an actual weapon used in battle. "Our ancestors used to hunt tohora on the open seas. But they don't come near land, so there hasn't been a holy whakangau in many generations."  

    I heard about whakangau from Rangi. The Tuwheranui people used to hold ceremonial hunts for massive sea animals, most likely this world's equivalent of whales. They were rarely conducted but always treated as special occasions.  

    "But how do you keep the enemies away from the fort?" I leave aside the matter of the holy beast hunts and ask the more pressing question. There are maybe ten days left before the army will arrive. Teaching them how to craft crude bows and teaching them how to use it with my lack of knowledge isn't really doable in that time anyway. 

    "Why would we want to do that?" Nanui asks, an eyebrow raised and an expression of incredulity on his face. "Only a fight in which you can see yourself reflected in your enemy's eyes is an honorable one."  

    I turn my face into a mask to avoid showing my dismay at his proud statement. Considering these villagers haven't fought wars in a long time, where does he come from talking about honorable battles? But as if he could see right through me, Nanui grins with all his teeth still intact. That's an incredible feat at his advanced age. 

    "You are atua from far away. Seeing is believing." He states with a knowing smile and bows his head to my brothers and me before leaving to oversee the hill fort's construction. I exchange a glance with Kahu, who seems to agree with the chieftain of Maratai but doesn't feel that he has the right to address me so casually. 

    Well, I'll be participating in this battle, so they might not even get a moment to shine - as long as our enemies are only humans, that is. 

      

    Three days later, the fort is done, and I begin to understand its purpose. The terraces are built to force invaders into taking a specific route, with traps and fake openings in various places. They will have to run a gauntlet up the hill, with hidden spaces for ambushers and openings for spear thrusts from above. 

    Still, if the other side has even the simplest of siege weapons such as hand-operated catapults, it would become a battle of attrition. Wooden palisades are going to do very little to protect the defenders from rocks raining down from above. 

    But who knows? Maybe the enemies also don't have any ranged weapons and come at the fortress in a straightforward assault the same way the Tuwheranui people would.  

      

    "Please keep out of the upcoming battle, Kaos." On the evening of the seventh day since Pakari's death, Rangi spoke to me thus in a formal tone in front of his war council. He asked the same of my little brothers but kept silent with Tahiri. Maybe he knew that she wouldn't participate anyway. 

    I spent about eight months in Hokanui and became friends with many of its inhabitants. The same was true for the villagers of Kauroa as I regularly visited its hot springs. Being told to watch as my friends fight in a life or death battle didn't sit well with me. To spite that attitude toward me, I decided that I wouldn't help them even if they asked for it later. 

    When I headed to bed, I reconsidered my childish behavior. I decided to help only when the Tuwheranui were in dire straits so that I wouldn't hurt their pride. 

      

    On the morning of the tenth day, what appears to be an advance party arrives at the bottom of the fortress. It consists of about eighty soldiers on horses, carrying the same equipment, and wearing the same type of clothes as Pakari and his men. The stiff cloth seems to be the only kind of armor that the Pacha employ.  

    "I am Awka of the fifth expeditionary army under His Divinity, God Emperor Illapa Asto Pacha!" The apparent leader of this vanguard, a woman with skin about as light as Pakari's, announces in a voice that booms across the hill fort. If this is the thirty-fifth, it implies the existence of thirty-four others. And expeditionary army suggests that it's not even meant for waging war against other nations. "His envoys passed through these lands, and only their horses returned." 

    "They were disrespectful toward our patron god, so we killed them." Kauri, chief fisherman and apparently spokesperson for Rangi, declares from the top of the fortress. 

    "You savages dared to kill an envoy?" Awka sounds enraged at this revelation and shouts in disbelief. She then gestures at her troops to get into formation, causing me to stare at her in surprise. Does she think she can take this fortress with only eighty soldiers? 

    But then I remember that I can see almost all of the three hundred Tuwheranui warriors hiding behind the palisades from my point of view. From down below, only a few dozen heads should be visible, all of which are showing themselves deliberately.  

    "Prepare yourselves for your judgment." Once her troops are in place, Awka raises her feather-ornamented spear and gives the command. Out of her eighty soldiers, forty men and women begin to swing leather straps. Those are slings, which can throw rocks at incredible and deadly speeds. 

    Remembering that I was told not to participate, I keep quiet and watch as a rain of rocks is let loose. Some of the Tuwheranui can duck in time, but others are hit or grazed in their exposed head with pinpoint accuracy. Three go down unconscious, five more hold their bleeding temples but appear to be alright.  

    "Charge!" Seeing how effective the first volley appeared to be, Awka orders the melee troops to advance and begin taking the fortress from the first step. Riding their horses toward the opening at the lowermost terrace, they aim to sweep through the interior in one push. 

    To the enemies, it would look as if the Tuwheranui don't know the concept of gates. It makes their assault that much easier. 

    But once the riders reach the first turn, armed villagers appear from their hiding spots at the bottommost terrace. The palisade wall above opens up to reveal more warriors, who drop down onto the unexpecting riders. Tackling them off their horses or pulling them down, the Tuwheranui quickly introduce chaos into the cavalry ranks. 

    Their screams are quickly silenced while the riders still stuck at the congested opening have to watch hopelessly as their comrades are slaughtered in the terrace's narrow path. Abandoning the first step after completing the ambush, the villagers leave the riderless horses to hold up those behind them and climb to the second step. 

    "What?!" Awka shouts in anger. She had to witness the people she called savages only moments ago efficiently kill ten of her soldiers without a single loss. The slingers couldn't even react quickly enough to the villagers emerging from their hiding places and disappearing behind the second palisade wall again. 

    The man on the horse next to hers speaks to her quietly, apparently offering her advice. She listens intently and then nods before raising her spear and twirling it in the air. 

    "Dismount and advance together!" Announcing in her loud voice, she orders her troops to take a different approach. She seems to be sure that they don't need a warning regarding further ambushes. Even now, she may be thinking that her troops outnumber the defenders, and if not that, they at least far outclass them. 

    The second incursion quickly shows that not to be the case. Thirty soldiers make it as far as the bend to the third terrace before being swarmed from all around and beaten down in a messy melee. With the short wooden paddles, the Tuwheranui warriors can attack much more freely than the enemies with their spears and longer maces.  

    From my vantage point, I see how efficient the people I only knew as gatherers and fishermen are in the heat of a battle. Only a few of them sustain some minor injuries, and one has his thigh impaled by a spear. But he is pulled out of the melee by other villagers and immediately carried toward the rear where treatment awaits.  

    In the end, Awka loses half her troops and has nothing to show for it. She's shaking in impotent anger at the realization that there's nothing more she can do here. Raising her spear, she signals a full retreat. I almost feel sorry for her as I watch her receding form accompanied by only the slingers who were unable to hit anybody else after the first volley. 

    The first clash ended with forty enemies dead, and their equipment and horses seized and released. Fifteen on Rangi's side were lightly wounded, and two will have to return to their villages. It was a sound victory for the Tuwheranui. 

      

    Three days later, almost exactly as predicted, marching drums announce the approach of the army that Pakari spoke of long before they come into view through the morning mist. A short distance from the hill fort, the drums come to a stop, and so does the Pacha army. They fill the entire space between the mountain and the seaside cliff. Their numbers are so large that their rear disappears over the hill opposite from the Tuwheranui fort.  

    The first column consists of cavalry four lines deep and about fifty wide. Behind them stand infantry in square formations of fifty at a time, with four in each of five lines, amounting to a thousand heads. Beyond those orderly soldiers appear to be about twice as many topless peasants wielding simple clubs and spears without any sense of formation. Those in front must be the regular army, while those in the back might be slave troops. 

    But further beyond are even more soldiers, including a large company of slingers and more infantry. I use the Fata eye template to zoom in on the top of the hill, where I spot a blond and tanned young man. He's wearing a fiery orange cape covered in red feathers and sits on an ornamental palanquin carried by two dozen slaves. That appears to be the Pacha commander. 

    The enemy army easily numbers more than four thousand. All those stand against the three hundred Tuwheranui in their wooden hill fort. The forty that Awka lost is less than one percent of their full force. They could storm the Tuwheranui position and overrun it with sheer numbers alone.  

    To my surprise, Rangi descends the terraces and leaves the safety of the fortress, accompanied by all three hundred villagers manning its defenses. Are they planning on meeting the enemy in the open but narrow field in front of the palisades? 

    "Kikiki! Kakaka!" The land god stretches out his hands as if welcoming the enemies. All of the Tuwheranui get into wide-legged stances at the same time, their footsteps echoing off the terraced hill and the mountainside. He then walks among their lines while raising his fist at the Pacha in a challenging gesture. "Kauana kei waniwania taku tara!" 

    "Kei tarawahia, kei te rua i te kerokero!" Three hundred voices chant as one in an overwhelming display of determination. As the Hokanui did against Pakari, the Tuwheranui of the five villages come together to perform their declaration of war in a powerful dance. 

    But I'm afraid that the enemy could use this opportunity to charge forward and attack them out on the field. Looking across the still unmoving soldiers, I zoom in on their commander once again. He seems to be watching closely and raises a hand to silence an advisor next to him, who's doubtlessly recommending to order a charge now. It seems my worries were unfounded, whether it be due to the enemy's curiosity or sense of honor. 

    "He po'unga rahui te uira ka rarapa ketekete kau ana!" Rangi leads with stomps that seem to shake the earth on their own already. I watch as the regular soldiers stare at him anxiously, but the slaves seem to lower their heads in reverence. Could it be...?  

    "To peru kairiri mau au e koro e!" In rapport, the Tuwheranui answer the land god's declarations. They run their thumbs over their throats in unmistakable gestures while grimacing and stretching out their tongues. If I were one of the humans watching this display from the opposing side, I'm sure I'd be intimidated.  

    "Hí! Há! Ka wehi au ka matakana!" Stomping one foot and bringing his other knee down to the dirt, Rangi spreads his arms to the sky. He seems to be proclaiming something to the heavens. 

    "Ko wai te tangata kia rere ure tirohanga!" Everybody points at the enemy lines in a sweeping gesture, apparently as part of their performance. 

    "Ngá rua rerarera!" The land god points at the ground as if suggesting that those who come to him for war will only end up buried. He then continues his chant, and all the Tuwheranui join him in a choir. 

    "Ngá rua kuri kakanui i raro!" Their voices turn into a roar, and I watch with satisfaction as fear begins to show on the Pacha soldiers' faces. "Àha hà!" 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" Rangi booms, his voice amplified by the echo from the mountain, but maybe also by his divine physical prowess. 

    "Ka ora! Ka ora!" The Tuwheranui roar as one, sounding even louder than their land god. Horses whinny and buck in terror, throwing off their riders here and there. 

    "Ka tu te ihiihi! Ka tu te wanawana!" Stepping forward with every word, Rangi summons an earthquake with each stomp of his feet. It becomes harder and harder for the riders to control their mounts, and several even decide to get down on their own. "Ma'i i te whenua ki runga! E tu iho nei, tu iho nei!" 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" As if in rapture, the voice of the Tuwheranui tears through the land and the sky.  

    "Ka ora! Ka ora!" Suddenly, the slave army joins in on the final chant. In the next moment, half of them turn around and attack the slingers on the hill behind them while those in front charge into the rear of the regular troops. It's an uprising! 

    It seems that they may be related to the Tuwheranui, as the war dance inspired them to throw off their yoke and rise against their masters even if it may cost them their lives. But I'm surprised at how well-coordinated they began to move the instant the chant was over. Zooming in among the slave troops, I find a woman wearing a red bandanna that keeps her seemingly bleached white hair out of her tan face. She's wielding a spear with a broad stone blade and a long red cloth attached to its base. The slaves are following her lead in charging up the hill and against the Pacha army. 

    Seeing the slaves revolt, Rangi orders a full charge while abandoning the more easily defensible hill fort behind them. He wants to help them because, despite their nearly equal numbers, they stand no chance against the better equipped and more disciplined regular soldiers. 

    "Impressive, Rangi." Tahiri floats beside me and praises the land god leading his tribesmen into war. I glance at her and find that she's smiling warmly as if watching her own child perform beyond the expectations of everybody else. 

    "What are their chances?" I ask while watching Rangi charge into the enemy's confused and uncoordinated cavalry first. He barrels through horses and riders like a bowling ball through pins. 

    "Not very good." Just as the God of the Sky says this, a volley of slinger shots mows down hundreds of the slave troops charging toward them. The female leader skillfully spins her spear to block the deadly hail and charges past her fallen comrades. The slingers step back and make way for infantry carrying wooden shields and spears. 

    As somebody who killed fifty slave traders and owners without batting an eyelid, I'm obviously rooting for the slaves. Seeing them fall in droves like this has me on edge, but when the white-haired woman launches herself into the shield-bearers' line, I tense up. 

    "Should we help them?" Uten and Saten ask me in Japanese with anxious expressions on their mirrored faces, unable to tear their eyes away from the unfolding battle. Looking down at them, I turn my face into a mask; they're saying what I'm thinking about, but I don't want to show it. 

    Unlike the slaves, the Tuwheranui are well-rested and fed, armed with their ancestral weapons, and fighting among family and friends. Still, they're outnumbered, and their equipment is less sophisticated than that of the regular Pacha soldiers. And although the slave army numbers nearly two thousand, they're clearly outmatched.  

    At least Rangi and his troops quickly tear through the cavalry and push on to pincer the enemy infantry. It's still in disarray due to the surprise attack in their rear, rendering them easy prey for the fierce Tuwheranui warriors. 

    "Do you think yourself as the patron gods of Kauroa?" A part of me is still holding onto spiting Rangi for requesting that I don't participate in this war. He said the same to my little brothers, but as the god of Hokanui, he has no authority over them since they preside over Kauroa. 

    Exchanging a glance with each other, the twins nod hesitatingly. Seeing them slowly come to terms with the responsibilities that come with the benefits they reaped for nearly two years while being revered as gods brings a smile to my lips. 

    "You remember your training?" I ask just to make sure. I've given them all the useful non-human templates I have, including Kiamedras and the failed Vanadia clones. They don't understand that rather than gods, they're more like demons, but in reality, something far beyond human comprehension. That revelation can wait for the time being.  

    "Of course." Swelling with pride, Uten and Saten salute me on different sides of their foreheads. It's a cute gesture, and I instinctively pat their heads.  

    "Good. Rip and tear, until it is done." I show them a sinister grin, which they reciprocate with their own. Then the twins jump off from the platform overlooking the hill fort, spread their arms, and turn them into dragon wings. They seem to prefer those over the Fata template. 

    Descending onto the battlefield, they seek their people and join their ranks. Turning their arms into blades, Uten and Saten lead from the front and cut through the enemy soldiers like two red whirlwinds. With them joining the fray, a gap is quickly opened on the left flank, which the warriors from Kauroa use to drive a wedge into the enemy formation. 

    Among the chaos, I spot Awhina running parallel to the battle line, away from where Rangi is. Following her with my eyes, I watch her approach the sheer cliff that her father turned the mountain slope into. She stomps her foot on the ground, and a pillar shoots up underneath her, which launches her upward. Gesturing at the wall, she pulls out a ledge with her control over the earth just as her momentum runs out, allowing her to land on it.  

    Repeating that process twice, she reaches the top of the cliff. Looking around, she notices my gaze and waves at me with a smile. Not waiting for an answer from me, she uses her hands to raise a bit of earth under her feet in the shape of a surfboard. Riding it along the top, she heads toward where the slave army is having a hard time against the shield wall and the slingers behind them. 

    The slave leader is incredible to watch. With sweeping swings and precise stabs, she moves across the battlefield without getting hit. I can't call what she's doing a dance though, as there's something primal about her movements. It seems more fit for a beast than a human, as she jumps back and lands on all four at times while charging head-first at others. 

    Blinking, I realize that I've been captivated by her display of martial prowess for a while now. Looking around, I spot my little brothers who have led a group of warriors to link up with the slaves on the other side. A detachment of the Pacha infantry has been isolated against the cliff, while the larger part is surrounded on three sides now.  

    "Push them into the sea!" Rangi's voice is audible even over the din of the battlefield. The Tuwheranui and the slave army hear him and begin to press forward. 

    Although the cliff is only a few meters tall, the Pacha soldiers wear gambeson-like cloth armor, which will instantly soak full of water. As they're pushed off the cliff, I see the vast majority never surface again as they're dragged down by the weight of their clothes. Some take their armor off before jumping on their own, realizing that it's the only way to survive.  

    Within minutes, the forward part of the Pacha army is reduced to a number unfit for opposing the combined forces of the Tuwheranui and the slaves that turned on them. But at the same time, the troops fighting the regular army in the rear have diminished.  

    That's when Awhina uses her control over the ground to summon a landslide. Riding it like a wave, she comes down on the enemy's right flank and narrows the chokepoint further. The battle is nearing its end, and I can say with confidence that the so-called God Emperor's expeditionary army has lost.  

    But as if to spite my silent verdict, the enemy commander rises to his feet and raises a hand. Pointing at the combined Tuwheranui and slave army coming to reinforce those fighting the uphill battle before him, he generates a spark on his finger.  

    In the next moment, an explosion of flames washes across Rangi and his followers. I stare in shock as it cuts a huge swath through the villagers and slaves alike, leaving only charred bodies. Only the land god emerges unscathed but with his clothes all but burned off. 

    Morale instantly plummets at the realization that the enemy has a god among them as well. And it's one who controls the cardinal force of nature associated with pure destruction. While Rangi can shift earth and create tremors, he predominantly uses it for creation. Storms created by Tahiri are inherently destructive as well, but she brings change and nourishment in the form of rain. Fire serves to erase the old and pave the way for the new.  

    That this commander is a god of fire will be viewed as an omen that the God Emperor may be the new that will replace the old traditions of the Tuwheranui. 

    "That is what I meant when I said that their chances are slim." Tahiri beside me asserts with a sigh. But even now, she doesn't make any attempt to help Rangi and his people, only sitting back in midair while watching the spectacle below unfold. 

    "You could have warned Rangi." I understand that as a goddess, she shouldn't be taking sides in a predominantly human conflict, but I thought she and the land god were friends. She appears to guess my thoughts and glances at me with an eyebrow raised. 

    "That man is Manco. Rangi met him a long time ago but seems to have forgotten." Pointing at the commander in his fiery-looking cape, Tahiri speaks with a hint of contempt in her voice. I realize that she's not viewing this man named Manco with such an emotion, but rather Rangi's failure to recognize or remember such a powerful god. 

    That's when I begin to understand how the gods in these parts tick. After his display, Manco sat back down on his palanquin as if signaling his soldiers that they will not get help from him again unless they first help themselves. It's an attitude reserved to those so powerful that they don't have to fear anything and the same that Tahiri displays right now. 

    If the humans on either side are wiped out, neither of these two gods will be impacted by it. While Manco seems to have subjected himself to the God Emperor's rule, he lives in a world apart from the humans he commands. On the other hand, Tahiri is a free spirit who doesn't even let friendship dictate her actions; she will only move if she feels like it. 

    "I'm not like you high-and-mighty gods." I mutter to myself and leap off the platform, leaving behind a surprised God of the Sky. Spreading a pair of pure white Fata wings, I soar across the battlefield. 

    Uten and Saten were far away from the wave of fire, so they run to help Rangi, who's alone and getting surrounded by enemies wielding maces. Grabbing soldiers and tossing them around as if they're ragdolls, he's fighting bravely, but I can see that the blunt weapons do a better job at hurting him than sharp spears do. Even a land god can be brought down by humans, huh? 

    Awhina has linked with the slave troops under the white-haired leader, but the latter has already charged forward. She has entered a frenzy and is pushing through the regular soldiers head-first to get to Manco. Broken weapons and shields, flying limbs, and splattering blood mark where she penetrates deeply into their ranks. But much like Rangi, she will be overwhelmed by pure numbers soon enough. 

    A volley of rocks rises up toward me. In a backhanded swing, I create a sideways gust of wind that throws them off target. Judging by the confusion and terror on the faces of the Pacha soldiers on the ground, it must have looked as if I telekinetically brushed them aside.  

    Shield bearers surround Manco, who watches me with a curious expression. He doesn't seem to fear my approach and might even be interested in talking to me. Maybe he's an incredibly powerful god who doesn't have to worry about the involvement of an unknown entity like me. 

    I touch down in front of the shielded infantry and behind the slingers rooted in place from surprise. I'm surrounded by enemies, but I'm not in the least concerned about humans or even the fire god. Physical attacks against a Crawling Chaos are practically pointless; I have the dragon armor which can withstand fire, and the genetic template from Vanadia's failed clones allows me to adapt to the damage I do take.  

    "What manner of god are you?" Manco casually leans on his armrest and asks, sounding genuinely interested. His voice is strangely pleasant to hear, although there's a clearly prideful undertone from a life of being revered in it - much like with Tahiri. 

    "Since nobody else can hear me here, I can come right out with it." I respond to his calm demeanor with a nonchalant smile. "I consider myself more of a demon." 

    "You admit to being an enemy of humans?" Surprised but not the least intimidated by my statement, Manco inquires with an eyebrow raised. 

    "Only an enemy of humans who attack me." Raising my hands into a shrug, I glance around at the soldiers pointing their weapons at me. Unlike their commander, anxiety is clearly written onto their faces. "Or those I care about." 

    Turning away from the flamboyant god, I look down the hill to find that my little brothers have reached the troops ganging up on Rangi. It's a matter of minutes or even seconds before he will be saved. Awhina is shifting the earth, raising walls, and launching boulders while helping the slave army advance. 

    And finally, the slave leader breaks through the infantry and practically transforms into a red whirlwind as she cuts a swath through the faltering slingers. They don't even have enough time to pull out their melee weapons. As long as Manco doesn't create another fire explosion, the battle is as good as won. I turn back to him with a questioning look as if asking how he's going to deal with this. 

    "I am Manco Nina Pisqu, commander of the fifth expedition army of His Divinity, God Emperor Illapa Asto Pacha." The man in orange and red stands up on his palanquin and introduces himself with a flourish of his cape. He doesn't seem to care about what my expression implies. "And you are?" 

    "I'm Chaos." I cross my arms and look up at Manco with my head tilted. He doesn't respond and only stares at me, making me realize that he's expecting a title or position. "That's all." 

    "Tell me, what are you doing here, Kaos?" In a grand gesture, he asks as if expecting me to recount my life story. But really, he wants to know what my purpose in standing before him right now is. 

    "To keep you occupied, I guess." Scratching my head, I glance back just in time to see the chaos surrounding the slave leader's assault reach the soldiers behind me. Flying limbs and severed shields explode from among them, and one of the men is pushed back with a speartip poking out from his back. Beyond him emerges the woman with the long white hair, which is now falling over her face. Her bandanna has disappeared in the heat of battle. She's covered in blood from head to toe, but it doesn't appear to be her own.  

    Her green eyes have a feral glare in them as they dart between Manco and me before noticing the approaching soldiers from both sides. With incredible speed, she pulls back her spear and swings it at the enemy to the left with one hand. Then she spins around herself and stabs it into the man to her right. Finally, she delivers a kick to a third behind her while pulling the spear out and slashing his throat with pinpoint accuracy. 

    All that took her less than one second, and the last kill was performed without even looking back. The woman isn't even out of breath as she stops to glare at anybody else who might gather the courage to attack her. 

    In the middle of her forehead, between her long bangs, I notice a mark consisting of a circle around three dots arranged into a downward triangle. It's a brand, one that she gained only recently. 

    "Manco!" She growls in an almost animalistic voice, her green eyes fixated on her former commander and slave driver. 

    "I knew you would stage a rebellion eventually, Mereana." He states with a wholly unconcerned expression while sitting back down on his throne. It appears that no amount of losses among his soldiers can shake his countenance. "I didn't want to do this, but it seems that this is as far as humans go." 

    "Wait, please give us another chance!" A man climbs up onto Manco's palanquin and pleads in terror. It's the advisor I saw trying to tell the commander to order a charge during the war dance of the Tuwheranui. At these desperate words, the soldiers standing around them look up at Manco with shocked expressions. 

    "I won't let you!" The slave leader named Mereana charges forward, using the fear paralyzing the human soldiers to attack their commander. However, the latter snaps a finger at her, upon which a spark appears half a meter before her face. 

    I erect a barrier of light just in time before an explosion rocks the area and blows away the Pacha troops surrounding me. When the dust settles, Mereana looks around in surprise when she finds herself unharmed. The light barrier I cast was for her rather than me; I shrugged off the flames by turning the surface of my skin into dragon scales. Seeing as I'm the only other person within the blast radius still standing, she eyes me with wonder and suspicion. 

    "Curious." Manco scratches his hairless chin and looks at the fading barrier and then at me. He must have seen me extend my hand to create it, but considering light magic is a creation of the Old Humans, he has no idea what it is. Maybe he thinks I'm a god who can create translucent walls. "But ultimately futile."  

    Raising his hand, he gathers a flame in his palm. Maybe it's meant to create a massive explosion in the area or rain down fire like Luna's spell in Rathgolim. The vast majority of humans in the vicinity are his troops rather than rebelling slaves, but he clearly doesn't care about their lives. 

    I extend my hand at him and grow it into a spike. Pushing the matter from inside me into growing it out, it explosively shoots forward and impales Manco's throat. Then I pull it back inside and return it to my human hand. All in all, it took only a split second, barely enough for most people to see something happening at all.  

    "Wh-" Manco tries to speak, but blood spurts from the wound and rises in his throat, cutting off his breath. Canceling the fireball and lowering his hand, he presses both his palms onto the gash to stem the flow. His red eyes are swimming as he comes to the realization that this will be fatal. But to my surprise, the fire god doesn't look terrified; instead, he stares at Mereana, and then at me, as if to find out who attacked him. 

    Coming to the conclusion that the spear-wielding slave couldn't have done it without him noticing, Manco shifts his gaze to me. His lips form the word 'interesting' before he coughs up blood. Then he takes one hand off the wound and creates a small spark in his palm. I ready myself to cast a light barrier again, but he slams the tiny flame into his chest instead.  

    Fire emerges from his throat, and his eyes evaporate as he roars along with the sound of the blaze consuming him. Spreading his arms, his whole form bursts out into a firestorm that jumps over onto the palanquin. 

    Then, the flames take on a seemingly solid form, turning into a giant bird that spreads its wings majestically. Glowing-hot eyes peer down at me as if to sear my image into its memory. With a small leap and a powerful beat of burning wings that cause a wave of heat to wash across everybody in the vicinity, the phoenix takes off. Within moments, it rises into the air and soars over the mountain to the east. 

    I watch as the last embers left behind in its wake disappears, then shift my gaze down to my surroundings. The Pacha soldiers exchange confused looks with each other, unsure what to do now that their commander left without them. The man who was the advisor to Manco has been burned beyond recognition during the latter's takeoff, so there isn't anybody left in a position of authority. 

    The slaves carrying the palanquin are rolling on the floor, trying to put out the flames clinging to their hair and clothes. Raising a hand, I summon a pool of water above them and drop it unceremoniously. The water rolls across the soldiers, some of whom are tripped up or washed down the hill by it. 

    "Intriguing." Tahiri's voice suddenly speaks from right beside me. I spin my head around to find her lazily hanging in midair as if lying on a rubber float. "You remind me of somebody from a long time ago."  

    "Was she as handsome as me?" I ask sarcastically. 

    "Indeed, he was handsome." She replies with a jeering grin. I roll my eyes in my mostly self-inflicted defeat. 

    "Who are you?" Mereana's suspicion-filled voice pulls my attention back to the situation at hand. The water has washed most of the blood sticking to her skin off, and she has brushed her hair back to reveal her beautiful face underneath. I glance around at the growing confusion among the Pacha soldiers, then back at the leader of the slave revolt. 

    "No, the better question is: Who are you?" I perform a grand gesture toward the petrified battlefield. Both the regular troops and the slaves have stopped fighting after that display of divinity. Still, they may continue out of desperation. 

    With a glance, Mereana understands what I mean and slams the butt of her spear on the ground. It barely makes a sound, but seems to have been to pump herself up. 

    "Hear me, soldiers of Pacha! I am Mereana Huamanca Aucapuma, general of the true Empress, Amaru Sonco Pacha!" She bellows in a voice that bounces off the mountainside and echoes across the entire battlefield. In an instant, everybody's eyes are on her, and she lets her gaze sweep across the slaves and regular troops alike. After a few seconds of silence, she continues in an undiminished volume. "The battle is over! Lay down your weapons, and you shall live!" 

    The members of the slave army raise their weapons or fists to the sky and let out a thunderous roar of triumph. On the other hand, the leaderless Pacha soldiers drop their arms and surrender.  

    The battle is over. 

    





   



 Chapter 107 - Spark Of Revolution 

      

      

    "More will come." Mereana states while gazing across the corpse-littered battlefield from atop the hill fort. She wears a neutral expression, but there's a grim atmosphere surrounding her. 

    The Tuwheranui and former slaves are collecting their dead, with the former hoping to return them to their home villages where they will be returned to the earth. The Pacha soldiers were rounded up and instructed to help with that. I declared that whoever ran away would be open game to Uten and Saten, who demonstratively transformed into vularen to show that they could catch up to them in no time. 

    "Then we will fight them too." Rangi declares fearlessly while Ruiha tends to his bruises with a healing salve. Any regular human would have died from getting swarmed by enemies and hit all over the body by star-shaped maces. But without my little brothers coming to his aid, he might have fallen too. Even if he's like a living boulder, regular humans have learned to grind rock down into sand.  

    "Manco isn't a vengeful god, but if the usurper on the throne considers this a potential spark to a larger uprising, he will send the regular army." Shaking her head, Mereana argues with a somber voice. 

    "Fifty-eight dead, one hundred and thirty-four wounded." Nanui declares as he approaches us after hearing the report from his people. With a deep sigh, Rangi looks down as the workers take down the palisades to rework them into simple stretchers for the dead. Nearly a fifth of the three hundred Tuwheranui died, and more than half of the wounded are unable to walk on their own. 

    "I'll do something about the wounded." Speaking up for the first time since the meeting started, I announce my willingness to help. The land god looks at me for a moment, then closes his eyes and nods silently. It was his pride in asking me not to participate in this battle that resulted in this outcome. If I had fought from the start, maybe nobody would have had to die. 

    But it's also my responsibility. I misjudged the situation and thought that the battle was going in our favor, and then Manco unleashed a fiery death that claimed dozens of lives at once. That's why I can't blame Rangi for his bullheaded pride. 

    "We have to leave this land." Yori, Mereana's former second-in-command, declares with grim conviction. He's a middle-aged bald man with a stout build, a peppered beard, and crow's feet resulting from smiles rather than frowns. His skin color is quite light, and like his superior, he has no tattoos anywhere on him.  

    I asked Mereana about her declaration that she's a general of the true Empress of Pacha. She explained that Illapa Asto Pacha, uncle of the rightful empress, staged a coup ten revolutions of the moon ago, and usurped the throne and declared himself God Emperor. Mereana facilitated Empress Amaru Sonco Pacha's escape from the capital Quiraqui but was herself captured when she held the gate against the pursuing army.  

    She was forced to work as a slave in the mines to the south of the capital. A few months after he took the throne, the usurper ordered expeditionary armies to scour the lands of all other false idols. The gods that stood on his side were declared his heralds who had received their powers from him. Scriptures were destroyed or rewritten to make it seem like he had always been the one and only god in Pacha. 

    When I think about it, I've been in Hokanui for around eight months. Before I lost myself, I went without food for about a month. Maybe another passed while I was unconsciously feeding and traveling across the land. In other words, this God Emperor may be involved with one or more of the Old Humans - if he isn't Zeke, Lord of the Sky, himself.  

    "This is our ancestral land. We will not run from it." Rangi insists with a grumble. His expression softens into a sad one when he glances down at the battlefield, doused in the red glow of the setting sun. "This land was soaked with our blood. It is part of us." 

    "I understand your sentiment, but Yori is right. Still, we won't be running away." Mereana slams the butt of her spear on the ground while declaring with a determined expression. "We will bring the war to the false emperor instead." 

    Everybody but Yori stares at her in surprise. I glance at Rangi to gauge his reaction, but only his eyebrows are raised as he doubtlessly considers the former general's words carefully. 

    Out of the two thousand slaves in the fifth Pacha expeditionary army, about fifty were former soldiers under Mereana. The others are direct descendants of Tuwheranui that came to these lands separate from those living in Hokanui and the villages around it. Some established settlements further inland while others lived south from here. All of them were torn from their homes and surely wish to return as soon as possible. 

    But as long as the self-proclaimed God Emperor sits on the throne, they will never have peace. Even if they were to return to their villages and rebuild, war would come for them again. They were lucky to escape with their lives before, but that luck might not hold up a second time. 

    "I agree." Crossing my arms, I state in a matter of fact tone. "If we don't do anything, the next army might achieve what this one failed to do." 

    One part of me would love to stay in Hokanui and live a life lulled by the peaceful atmosphere of this beachside paradise. Wiping out the regular army when it comes next just to keep this life might not be bad. But I know that to be truly at peace, I need to leave this place and return to the Dominion eventually. And if I don't follow this call to action, I think no other will ever animate me to move again.  

    "I'm going with Mereana." It's a hard decision, but I wear a neutral mask as a face to hide that fact. With this, the gears are beginning to move again. 

    "We'll come with you, Big Sis." Uten and Saten announce with grins that I believe they assume look dependable. I pat their heads and smile, happy that despite our difference in mental age and physical preferences, we're of one mind.  

    "Count me in." Tahiri's voice comes from above us, and everybody looks up in surprise. She's floating in midair with a gourd in one hand and lazily leaning on her other. I can smell the alcohol all the way down here; it's Waiù Pakiaka from Kauroa. 

    "... I see that everybody wishes to go. But I cannot leave this land." Rangi lowers his gaze, then looks at each one of us in turn. Finally, I understand his reasoning for being steadfast to the point of stubbornness. He's the local land god, so maybe he loses his powers when he leaves his domain. 

    "I think it's fine if the Tuwheranui stay here." The God of the Sky floats down into our midst and reassures him with a careless smile. I don't really agree even though I know now that Rangi can't leave. It's just that he alone won't be able to protect the five villages if an army comes here instead of getting lured by those heading for the capital. "You only need to invoke the mountains to close all passages from land after we leave."  

    I'm surprised that she put some thought into this after all. Even though she didn't lift a finger to help the Tuwheranui in battle today, she offered advice from her own volition. As I learned over the past eight months, she's as fickle as the winds and as unpredictable as the weather. 

    "I will go in your stead, papa." Awhina suddenly steps forward and places her fists on her hips in a defiant gesture. It's directed at her parents, who stare at her in shock. I suppress the urge to roll my eyes when I expect an argument to erupt over this, but there's only silence. 

    I glance at Ruiha and then Rangi, who each have different opinions about Awhina's upbringing. They did allow her to join the battle, and they witnessed first-hand how well she did all on her own when she summoned a landslide on the enemy. But there's a difference between letting their daughter fight alongside them in a battle and seeing her off to a war she might not return from. 

    "I will keep her safe." Before her parents can gather their thoughts to reply, I step forward and take Awhina's hand. She's surprised by my sudden touch but coils her fingers with mine to feel the reassurance from me.  

    Rangi and Ruiha exchange a long look with each other, then shift their gaze from me to their daughter. The land god seems more open to letting his demigoddess child go, but I'm sure he's no less worried than his wife. Ruiha was perfectly fine with Awhina sailing on a boat but was opposed to her using her powers over the earth. 

    Ever since I came along, they have been more open-minded about their daughter growing independent. So I can see in their eyes that they have accepted her decision but are reluctant to admit it. 

    "Bring honor to your father and the Tuwheranui!" Unexpectedly, Nanui comes to their help by speaking their thoughts. He's usually very respectful of Rangi and would never dare to oppose his decisions. Still, since this is in line with the latter's true feelings, he presumed to speak up.  

    "We're with her, too." Uten and Saten declare with a grin and stand at our sides, acting as if they're bodyguards. Among the Tuwheranui, Awhina is the only person they considered a friend; everybody else put them on a pedestal as gods and treated them with somewhat distanced reverence. "She will return to Hokanui a hero." 

    I notice Mereana averting her eyes with a self-deprecating smile at the word hero. Either she's jaded by the harshness of the real world, or she doesn't believe in heroism in war.   

    "Then I have nothing more to say." Rangi closes his eyes and nods reluctantly. 

    "We don't care if you become a hero or not. Just come back safely." Ruiha bridges the distance to her daughter and puts a hand on her cheek. Awhina stares at her for a moment, then goes in for a heartfelt embrace. I watch the mother and daughter pair and feel a twinge in my heart.  

    When I look away, my eyes meet Saten's, who tilts his head slightly at my undoubtedly pained expression. Forcing a smile, I try to hide my true feelings. It's not time to unpack them right now when we should be riding on the high of our earlier victory. We're on the eve before the beginning of a new journey, so everybody should be looking toward the future. 

      

    Throughout the night, I went without sleep and healed the wounded Tuwheranui, the former slaves, and the Pacha soldiers alike. My ability to mend wounds with a glowing touch caused the humans who knew me to see me in a new light. Maybe they think I'm a universal god on Tahiri's level now, though they still call me a god of nature. 

    But the effect on the Pacha soldiers was more profound. They grew up with stories about the existence of gods in their lands, and some of them even met those human-looking people with superhuman powers. When the God Emperor declared himself the sole god of the Pacha Empire, many of them secretly continued to revere those beings but were afraid to let others know. 

    However, fear forced them to carry out the false emperor's deeds. They attacked villages that refused to give up their local gods, and soon, they were entangled in their sins and unable to break free on their own. 

    When their commander left them to die far away from their homes, their minds were liberated. Many cried for forgiveness; others asked me for my name so they could pray to me. But some held onto their fear that this may only be a temporary reprieve, and when another army comes, they would be disposed of or forced back into dishonor under the God Emperor. 

    When I finish the healing around the time the sky above is slowly brightening, I walk through the makeshift camp that houses the roughly two thousand and five hundred survivors of the battle. It's separated into a part for the former slaves and the one for the Pacha soldiers. Those who can't sleep watch me with reverent expressions or close their eyes and lower their heads. I realize that I'm feeling joy at the thought that I'm being treated as a god. 

    When I climb the hill fort and reach the top, I find that Mereana and Yori have been holding council with their comrades among the slaves throughout the night. When the former general sees me, she waves me over with a serious expression on her face. If I were a regular human who needed sleep, I would have told her that now isn't the best time. 

    "We discussed how to best proceed. My comrades will split up and gather support." Mereana begins to explain while gesturing at the men and women around the fire. Out of the fifty gathered, nineteen had been wounded in battle, and I tended to them earlier. Every one of them is an officer or soldier who served under Mereana when she was still a general. "I will lead the army south. We will backtrack the path we used and head for Manoa." 

    "Not on a direct path to the capital?" I ask, half in jest. With all the templates I have right now, I don't feel like I would lose to anybody. The only thing I have to fear is something exploding inside me, but as long as I'm careful of what I eat, that should never happen again. 

    "Tens of thousands of prisoners have been brought to Manoa as slaves since Illapa usurped the throne. The empire abolished slavery many generations ago, but he returned it within a single revolution of the moon after he came to power." Mereana's expression is twisted with hatred at the thought of the God Emperor's deeds. But then she turns thoughtful as she glances at her comrades. "I want to go to Manoa and free them all. They will surely join our effort." 

    "You want to turn this into a full-blown civil war." I mutter, looking across the gathered comrades who are now wearing reclaimed Pacha cloth armor. Most of them are tired from the battle today and the lengthy debate afterward. However, their eyes show that they share Mereana's determination to put an end to the false emperor even if they have to sacrifice their lives. 

    "I want only Illapa gone. Many people, free or otherwise, surely share that wish. With enough support, the garrisons along the way will surrender without a fight." The white-haired woman states with conviction. To me, it sounds too convenient to be true, but she knows her people and their sentiments better than I do.  

    "So, we will march an army on the capital?" Crossing my arms, I wonder if it will go as planned. 

    "If that's what it takes to bring down the man on the throne, yes." It seems that Mereana considered things from every angle and decided that war is inevitable. From all that I heard about this false emperor, he doesn't seem the type to change for the better over time. His current crimes are already unforgivable. 

    "Well, I don't know anything about your nation, so I'll come with you wherever you go." I shrug irresponsibly, learning from the God of the Sky floating a few meters above us. "You decide when we leave. But make sure to rest for today." 

    I turn away and gesture at the sky above, which is tinted red from the rising sun. Then, I head toward the camp on the other side of the hill fort, away from the battlefield. This will be the last day I'm spending with the Tuwheranui in a long time - possibly even the last ever. 

      

    Rangi and Nanui have organized a feast with the help of Auwhenua, who arrived with a large caravan of supplies after hearing the news of victory. Some of the now freed Tuwheranui slaves requested to settle in this region, so they're going to be welcomed with a traditional festival. 

    Mereana held a rousing speech that rallied many under her banner of rebellion. She reminds me of Aurelia, but whereas the Golden Queen admitted to having been more frivolous in her attitude toward war, this former general is as diligent as they come. 

    Out of the remaining nearly one thousand and three hundred slaves, about a fourth will settle among the five villages. The other nine hundred are heading into war to reclaim their homes alongside the Pacha soldiers that once pulled them from those. The regular troops lost around half their numbers, now only fielding slightly more than a thousand, including slingers and about a hundred riders.  

    With this, we will lead an army two thousand strong, hoping to bolster our numbers on the way to the capital. But all that lies in the future; for now, I enjoy the Tuwheranui feast. 

    I'm sitting flanked by my little brothers and across from Awhina. For these three, this is the first time that they get to see more of the world than what they could reach within a day's travel from their respective villages. It's certainly an event, especially for Awhina. She's going to leave her parents behind to join an uncertain quest - and a war. 

    While the Tuwheranui don't have drawn-out personal farewells, they do have a traditional ritual to see warriors off to battle away from home. Once the welcoming feast is completed in the early afternoon, the villagers hold the ceremony for those who leave. 

    "Bring more alcohol!" The God of the Sky demands while raising her empty wooden bowl. 

    "Pace yourself." I grab her wrist and pull her aside, much to the shock of the Tuwheranui. Not one of them would dare to so casually touch a universal goddess that governs the sky itself. Even if they see me as another deity, my position isn't equal to hers. But they also could never chastise me for my actions. "The day is long, and there are many throats to wet." 

    "You're quite cheeky, Kaos." Shooting me a sideways glare, Tahiri grumbles. Everybody who's aware of my interactions with the goddess over the past eight months ducks in anticipation of a lightning discharge. But instead, she closes in on me, lifts my chin, and looks deep into my eyes. Her breath reeks of alcohol. "But I don't dislike that."  

    I blink in confusion, and she turns away with a hearty laugh. This is the first time I've been on the receiving end of such flirting, and I have no idea how to react. When Uten and Saten whistle inappropriately, I'm returned to reality and give them a deathly glare.  

    If I had a human heart, it would still be thumping now. What is this feeling when I glance at the God of the Sky? 

    The rest of the festivities pass like in a dream, and evening arrives before I even notice. The atmosphere soon changes to a more somber and ceremonious one, as we move to the other side of the hill fort where the battle took place yesterday.  

    Those who will leave for war first thing tomorrow are gathered on one side to watch the farewell performance of the Tuwheranui. Even the Pacha soldiers are attending, silently observing from where they stood ready for battle only the day before. 

    Awhina stands next to me, shivering in anticipation and anxiety. I grasp her hand like I did yesterday when she declared that she would join this war as the representative of Hokanui and the Tuwheranui of this region. She doesn't turn to look at me, but I feel her shaking stop, and her tense muscles relax at my touch.  

    "Whakarongo ma'i! Whakarongo ma'i matou!" Rangi begins, roaring as if making a declaration of war. The beginning is much like the war dance I've seen twice so far, with the people of all five villages in a triangular formation, standing in wide-legged stances. "Kei te wehe atu o a maatau hoa!" 

    "Rapua te honore i roto i te pakanga!" Stomping their feet left and right, the villagers chant as one. Even though it still sounds aggressive, they don't pull grimaces or make throat-slitting gestures. "Kawea te mate ki te hoariri!" 

    "Engari hoki ma'i, ora tonu!" The land god beats the center of his chest twice as if following his heartbeat. 

    "Hoki ki te whanau me o hoa!" Stretching their hands toward us as if asking for an embrace, the more than two hundred Tuwheranui speak as one. Then they bring one knee to the ground and spread their arms in an all-encompassing gesture. "Hoki ki te kainga me te moana!" 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" Standing up and stomping his feet like a sumo wrestler before the start of a match, Rangi sets up the climax. 

    "Ka ora! Ka ora!" Raising their hands to the sky, they bellow. I learned from Awhina that this part means 'we die, we die, we live, we live'. It's intended as self-encouragement and a declaration that even if they are close to death, they will survive in the end.  

    "Na roto i te ahi me te tupuhi!" The land god declares while pointing past where we stand and into the distance. Then he beats his chest once with both his hands. "Ka hoki ma'i ano ko'e ki a matou!" 

    "Àhakoa pehea te tawhiti e tu ana tatou!" Raising their arms to shoulder level and waving their hands, the Tuwheranui sway in place slightly. Then, just as they speak the next line, they perform the same gesture Rangi did moments ago. "A ka hoki ma'i ko'e ki àhau!" 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" They all chant as one once more. "Ka ora! Ka ora!" 

    The brief silence following it is deafening. But then the Tuwheranui walk forward and touch foreheads and noses with their fellow people going out to war. Rangi and Ruiha approach their daughter, who only stands stoically still while waiting for them to reach her. 

    I let go of her hand and step aside to join my little brothers. Nobody dares to touch them, and the villagers of Kauroa instead gather together before them as a collective and bow in reverence. Kahu, who nearly died from a punctured stomach but was healed by me in time, and his family bring us several large gourds of their prized Waiù Pakiaka for the journey. 

    "Ohh, that should make it more bearable." Tahiri leans over my shoulder and looks at the alcohol with the eyes of a vulture. 

    "These are for the twins." I push her away with a grumble. 

    "Surely, they can't drink all of this." The God of the Sky behaves in quite the undivine manner, but I learned that this carefree attitude is also part of being an untouchable goddess. She can afford to do whatever she wants, including being childish or a slob. 

    "How long will this journey take?" I turn to Mereana, who flinches in surprise at being so suddenly addressed. 

    "It takes about one revolution of the moon to reach Manoa from here." But despite being caught off guard, she comes up with a reply quickly. I turn to Tahiri to make sure that she heard it, and find her pouting, very much to my satisfaction. She looks pretty cute that way. 

    "Then I'll come back here during the journey and get some myself. I'll be so swift you won't even notice that I was gone." With a careless shrug, the goddess turns away lazily. She can fly as quickly as the wind - whatever that means in kilometers per hour - so she should have no trouble going to Kauroa and returning to the army within the day. 

    "Yeah, a drunkard goddess who doesn't fight won't be missed anyway." I speak as if to myself, but loud enough for Tahiri to hear. 

    "Hah?!" She turns around and glares at me, but I play dumb and look away. 

    "Take care of yourself out there, you understand?" I overhear Ruiha speaking to Awhina. Rangi seems to have already finished his farewells and is coming over to us now. 

    "I'm worried about you, Tahiri." He addresses the God of the Sky with a curious rather than concerned expression on his face. "What is the wind doing, being drawn into the affairs of man?" 

    "The wind goes where it pleases. And this time, the affairs of man please it." Responding casually, the God of the Sky smiles in reassurance. 

    "Are these even the affairs of man alone?" I glance over our travel partners. They include my little brothers and me, three people considered gods by the Tuwheranui. Awhina is a demigoddess as well, and Tahiri is a universal deity. 

    "You're right, haha." Rangi laughs at the realization. "With the enemy targeting the gods of this land, this is a matter of the gods as much as it is of man." 

    "The God Emperor with control over the skies. I sure want to meet the person who claims that." Tahiri suddenly lets out her true feelings with an ominous grin. Her ears did perk up at Pakari's description of the false emperor. 

    "That indeed seems to be worth your time." The land god scratches his bare chin and muses. He doesn't doubt that Tahiri will kill this imposter if she finds that he's stealing her identity, regardless of how real his powers are. She's the one true God of the Sky, after all. "May Pakangaroa bless your endeavors." 

    "Oh, you think my blessing is not enough?" Grinning sardonically, Tahiri asks with a sideways look at Rangi. 

    "In matters of war, I would still rather ask the God of War for help." Shrugging, the mountain of a man stands by his statement. He looks at Awhina and Ruiha, who embrace each other for the final farewell. "But all I ask is that my daughter returns safely." 

    I meet Rangi's gaze, finding that he seems to be putting his hopes in me rather than Tahiri. Even though I spoke with such conviction last evening, I can't muster the same confidence now; I have a track record of messing things up. That's why I can only show him a noncommittal smile while hiding my self-doubts. 

      

    The ritual farewell being held in the evening didn't mean that those who go to war had to leave right away and march through the night. Instead, the Tuwheranui packed up and returned to their villages while the army remained camped in the hill fort. Everybody went to sleep for an early departure the next morning. 

    When the sky brightens, I wake up to the clamor of an army getting ready to depart. The camp is left as is, and everybody only carries the few personal belongings they have in a bundle consisting of their change of clothes. An army of Pacha only needs tools to erect a camp with a palisade wall within a day, and the Tuwheranui are no different. 

    Mereana presents us with horses. As a former general, she's used to riding them, and so is Yori, the only one of her former comrades coming with us. The others have already left by the time the army is ready to march, going in pairs to gather allies all across the Pacha Empire. 

    I've ridden a camel before, which sways far worse than a horse, so I should be fine on these trained war mounts. The question is whether or not my little brothers and Awhina can do it on such short notice. Tahiri hovers over the saddle of the one she was given, seemingly using it as a point of reference. In all my time I've been around her, I've never seen her feet touch the ground once.  

    If it were only a few people, I could have transformed into a dragon and flown all the way to Manoa with them on my back. But a part of me is glad to be able to see the scenery from a human perspective rather than in passing from a high altitude. I'm sure Awhina and the twins will also appreciate that, as they've never left this region before. 

    Uten and Saten climb onto their horses fearlessly even though it's their first time. Both of their mounts buck and throw them off at the exact same time, and they both make a funny sound when they land. On the other hand, Awhina is sitting steadily in her saddle, laughing when she sees that the twins are alright. 

    I look at my horse and keep eye-contact with it. After a moment, I take its reins and touch its nose, upon which it snorts but doesn't draw away from me. I swing myself onto the saddle and pat its neck softly as it steps nervously in place but doesn't throw me off. 

    Some animals seem to be able to see through the fact that I'm a Crawling Chaos even when I'm genetically human. Horses appear to be among them, much like the vularen in Yagrath. On the other hand, the camels in the Khurut Sultanate didn't care one bit. Then again, they seem to be more laid-back creatures in general. 

    Uten and Saten, seeing my success, immediately try to copy me. But they're somewhat afraid of the animals towering over them, and the latter appear to sense it. They bite the outstretched hands of the twins at roughly the same time, eliciting a screaming duet of surprise and pain. 

    "You need to be confident in how you deal with them." I suggest while holding back my laughter. Getting bitten by a horse hurts, but they have Crawling Chaos bodies, so wounds are easily filled out from the inside. 

    Following my advice, Uten and Saten approach their horses the same way I did. They understand that there's nothing for them to fear, considering they can fight in a war without getting hurt. It seems that the animals recognize that fearless attitude and let the twins touch them. Moments later, they climb up onto the saddles and fiddle with the reins to keep the horses under control. They have a harder time than I did with mine, but I have experience with mounts already. 

    I wouldn't mind sharing a saddle with one or even both of them. They're small enough that a warhorse can easily carry all three of us, but I think it's good for them to learn a new skill after being pampered by the Kauroa villagers for so long. 

    Awhina seems to have a natural disposition to make animals like her. When we trained in the forest, wild birds would land on her shoulders or nuzzle into her palm. It seems no different for the horse, which instantly accepts her as its new rider. With subtle movements of her body despite not knowing how to control the reins, she's able to tell it where to go. Her divine heritage is unquestionable.  

    On the other hand, Tahiri doesn't seem to care at all where her mount takes her. The horse sees the goddess floating above its saddle and appears confused by how she persistently stays in place. It walks around in circles, looking back and whinnying at the God of the Sky, who seems to lie down in midair without a worry in the world. Ultimately, I take its reins and lead it with us. 

    Finally, the two-thousand-strong army with us at the front sets out for Manoa. 

    





   



 Chapter 108 - Welcome To The Jungle 

      

      

    Our journey through the jungle and across some beaches went surprisingly smoothly as there was a ready-made path. Over four thousand soldiers came through a few days ago, so it's not surprising that the cleared road is broad and flattened. 

    According to Mereana, the closest village from where Rangi erected the hill fort is nearly six days away, making it seven days from Hokanui. It's no wonder that the Tuwheranui people never learned about its existence. The farthest they ever traveled from their village in the past few generations was two days by boat. 

    However, on the sixth day, we reach a clearing created by a fire in the recent past, with piles of charcoal and ash marking where houses used to stand. I can spot several burnt skeletons in the rubble, some of which belong to adults clutching children as if to protect them. They were evidently unable to do that. 

    "Awatoto had a population of three hundred, but the local god refused to bend to the usurper's will." Mereana explains in a grim tone as we ride along the main road through the razed village. "Manco had the village surrounded and..."  

    She explains that there was growing dissent in the Tuwheranui slaves, who were forced to fight their own people during their forced journey. That's why Manco made an example of this particular village while at the same time showing off his own power. Even if they killed every last Pacha soldier, he was a god they couldn't hope to overcome. 

    "So, Iramai is dead." Tahiri comments while looking around. Despite the somber topic, she doesn't let any emotions show on her face. Judging by the God Emperor declaring all gods false idols and forcing them to submit or die, I deduced that the deities in this nation have an infinite lifespan but can be killed. 

    Rangi had a brush with death when the enemies swarmed him with their star-shaped maces, too.  

    "It's getting dark. But I assume nobody wants to camp near here." I state with a look up at the slightly cloudy sky, which is glowing red from the setting sun. Awhina only lets her gaze sweep the area in silence, thinking her part about the God Emperor and his soldiers' actions. 

    The Pacha in the army behind us who are complicit in Manco's actions keep their eyes on the ground in a mix of fear and shame. They're afraid that the Tuwheranui still bearing a grudge will let out their anger on them after being reminded of this place. 

    "No, we shall move on until the sun is down and then set up camp." Welcoming the change of topic, Mereana raises her voice and her spear. She then sighs and looks at me with her piercing green eyes, a grateful smile on her lips. 

      

    "So, what does your brand mean?" As everybody settles down after making camp, I ask Mereana bluntly. She has put on her red bandanna again, but I can't forget the emblematic brand on her forehead.  

    The question seems to take her by complete surprise, causing her to nearly drop her spear before staring at me blankly. Then she turns away slightly as if trying to hide the brand even though the bandanna covers it. She heaves a sigh, and her expression relaxes a bit. 

    "This is the brand of a traitor." Yori approaches us and explains in Mereana's stead. He lifts his right arm to show the same brand on the inside of his forearm. His is in a less conspicuous place compared to the former general's. "Even if we bring down the false emperor, we can never hold an official position with this." 

    It seems that this brand existed before slavery was reintroduced by the God Emperor. Even if she successfully returned the rightful empress to the throne, Mereana would have to continue living in shame because of the brand on her forehead. Others could more easily hide theirs, but as a leading figure who has to show her face to the people, she can't forever wear a bandanna.  

    "Why not cover it with a tattoo?" Awhina suddenly suggests while pointing in the direction of the Tuwheranui camp. Every single person there has a tribal tattoo, and some even have them all over their faces.  

    "Pacha don't tattoo." Lowering her gaze, Mereana replies in a somber tone. "This brand or a tattoo, they are the same in the eyes of the Pacha." 

    None of the regular soldiers under Manco had any tattoos as far as I could tell. It seems that this nation is split into at least two separate ethnicities that maintain very different traditions. The lighter skin tone in the Pacha suggests that they may have lived in geographically distinct climates until not too long ago as well. 

    "Then ask the empress to change that." I suggest with a straight face. If not for her contribution, the rightful empress would already be dead rather than in exile. Mereana and Yori stare at me as if I just suggested that we should fly to the moon after this is all over. Slightly annoyed, I continue. "If you get her back onto the throne, she should be grateful enough to do at least that." 

    "You shouldn't talk about Her Majesty like that." With a frown, Yori chastises me. Even though he usually looks amiable, any perceived disrespect toward the empress seems to hit a nerve in him.  

    "She's not my empress." Now it's my turn to frown. Then I shrug exaggeratedly and look aside. 

    "But you live in these lands." Mereana's second in command argues, still maintaining a calm exterior. The Pacha don't revere the local village gods, but they also would have never declared them frauds until the God Emperor came along. But even before then, the minor deities aware of the emperors and empresses of Pacha recognized their authority.  

    "Well, I'm the princess of another nation." I declare with a casual wave of my hand. This reminds me of the last time I saw Mithra; he addressed me with majesty rather than highness. But I can't bring myself to say that I've succeeded the throne of the Dominion when I haven't done a single thing for its people. 

    "Of what nation?" Mereana asks, her expression suggesting that she doesn't fully believe me. I don't care if she doesn't.  

    "I'm sure you've never heard of it. And I'm in exile myself." With a dismissive roll of my eyes, I imply that I don't want to talk about this anymore. Then I fix my gaze on the white-haired woman again. "I'd like to hear more about you instead. How old are you? Why do you have white hair? What is that spear you wield?" 

    Blinking a few times in bewilderment, Mereana stares at me for a good few seconds. Then she glances at Awhina, the twins, and finally Tahiri, who floats behind me as if she were lying on a divan. She's like a ghost haunting me, always hanging around wherever I go. Maybe the former general is thinking her part about my identity, considering I'm surrounded by divine beings. 

    "I don't know how many revolutions around the sun I have lived through." She begins after a long-suffering sigh. It's an elegant way to say year, much like revolutions of the moon stand for months. The Pacha appear to understand that this planet is revolving around its sun and that one orbit equals a year. Even if there are no temperature distinctions between seasons in this climate zone, they still record the passage of time. "But I started serving in the Pacha army when the grandfather of the rightful empress was still a child." 

    That puts Yori being her second in command into perspective. Her looks suggest that she's in her mid-twenties, but she must be closer to a hundred years old. Considering she treats the gods, including the twins and me, with such respect led me to believe that she was entirely human.  

    "As for my hair..." 

     She trails off while taking a strand into her hand and playing with it. The question seems to evoke unpleasant memories; even I can see the subtle change in her expression. But closing her eyes and letting go of her hair, she seems to gather her resolve and begins to talk.  

      

    When Mereana was half her apparent age, her village was visited by a band of corrupted humans and animals led by a Taniwha, a creature formed by Mataku's corruption. Her parents hid her in the small food storage cellar and went to barricade the door. In the cramped space under the floorboards, she was surrounded by the smell of dried vegetables and meats. 

    The sounds of wood breaking and screams came from above, and she knew what it signaled. Shivering in terror, she heard a body, and then another, hit the trap door right on top of her. Through the cracks between the wooden boards, she could see a blackened creature looming over the bodies of her parents. 

    She had to listen as the demons ate her mother and then her father. Her mind was strained by the constant fear that the monster would hear her heart thumping just half a meter below it. Blood dripped onto her, but she only covered her mouth, scared to even blink. 

    Thus, she sat there for a long time in the darkness after the lamp oil burned out. The demons may have had already left, but she didn't dare to check. Daylight fell in through the cracks, then it grew dark again. 

    Three days passed until the silence compelled her to emerge from her hiding spot. When she pulled herself up, the first thing she noticed was that her hair had turned completely white. Then she looked around and saw human skeletons - her parents. They had been picked clean by the demons. 

    Something snapped inside her mind, and she screamed. The demons hadn't left the village yet and been fighting over leftover human carcasses inside other homes. When they heard a living human, they came running for the fresh meat. But she picked up her father's stone spear, which lay on the floor after he had tried to defend himself with it. As if possessed by a bestial rage, she charged out of her house. 

    The next thing she remembered was her sitting on a pile of mangled demon corpses as dozens of Pacha soldiers surrounded her with fearful expressions. 

      

    Mereana stops here. I look into the crackling campfire and imagine what it must have felt like. Everybody else is thinking their own part, and even Tahiri seems to have started paying attention after Mataku was mentioned. 

    "You awakened as a god." Awhina mutters in awe and disbelief, but Mereana only scoffs. 

    "No, a god that can't protect its people is no god at all." She remarks with evident self-loathing. "I'm very much still human." 

    "What is a god?" I look at my twin brothers while asking this question. I know what they really are, but the Tuwheranui revered them as gods after witnessing them doing things humans can't. The people of Hokanui thought me a foreign god because of the color of my skin and hair. "I wasn't able to protect my people either, but here, I'm called a god." 

    Everybody looks at me in silence. I never told any of them what happened before I appeared in Hokanui over eight months ago. Awhina and her family could tell that something was bothering me because I cried my eyes out during our first meeting. But due to the language barrier at the time, we couldn't talk about it, and later, it never came up again.  

    "Sorry for bringing the mood down like this." I force myself to smile wryly and toss a piece of wood onto the fire to symbolically end this conversation. "Let's sleep. We have a day of marching ahead of us." 

    Silently agreeing to end this conversation, everybody begins to move and head for their sleeping mats. Awhina glances back at me, but can't bring herself to restart the conversation on her own. Uten and Saten stay next to me, clearly wanting to hear more, though.  

    "Care to join me for a drink?" Tahiri leans over my shoulder and whispers into my ear. It would have sent a shiver down my spine if not for the fact that I'm a Crawling Chaos on the inside right now. 

    "You want the alcohol meant for the twins that badly?" I turn around and find her face really close to mine. At my words, her brow furrows, and she pouts slightly. 

    "How rude. I have my own." She floats backward and pats the gourd hanging from a thick twisted rope around her waist. 

    "Are you willing to part with it this early into the journey?" I tease her with a grin. Despite all the divine airs she puts on, she's more like an alcoholic mooching off people who can't say no to her. Whenever we drank together in any of the Tuwheranui villages, the brewers would always start sweating when thinking about their stocks dwindling.  

    "You will pay me back in time." Waving me off with a statement that sounds more like a threat, she hands me the gourd to let me have the first sip. 

    "Can it be in services rendered rather than in tangibles?" I ask half-jokingly while taking the offered drink. 

    "I would very much like services of the tangible kind." She gives me a flirtatious flutter of her eyelids that takes me by complete surprise. Then her expression cracks, and she laughs heartily. 

    I lower my head in defeat before uncorking the gourd and washing down my shame with alcohol. 

      

    "Wake up." Tahiri's hot whisper in my ear shakes me awake, and I jump up in surprise. How did she end up sleeping right next to me? We didn't drink enough that I would forget doing something with her that could lead to such an outcome. 

    But when I look around, I find that we're surrounded by a thick fog. Mereana is standing with her stone spear in one hand and is quietly giving out orders to Yori, the captains of the Pacha soldiers, and the chiefs of the Tuwheranui. 

    "The camp is surrounded." The God of the Sky states with a snicker as if this situation is a joyous occasion. 

    "Because of the fog, we can't see who they are." Saten sits on my left and states with a more concerned expression. 

    "But there are enough to surround us all." Uten completes the report on our current situation. 

    "How could so many people sneak up on us like that? What were the guards doing?" I stand up and ask Mereana, who exchanges a glance with Yori. 

    "They appeared all at once." She finally explains, but her tone leads me to think she doesn't entirely believe it herself. Maybe the soldiers on night watch duty fell asleep and made this up to cover for their failure. 

    "I'll go out and take a look." There's no point in thinking about this situation anymore, so I make a decision. 

    "Wait." Awhina holds me back with a concerned look on her face. Is she afraid I might get killed? But then she breathes in and out once before continuing. "I'm coming with you." 

    I feel that to keep her safe, I should have her remain here among the Tuwheranui and Pacha soldiers. But I've seen her handle herself in a battle even better than Rangi. She may have already surpassed him. 

    Mereana and the twins join us, and Tahiri floats after us with a wholly unconcerned attitude. Maybe she's looking forward to how we will get out of this situation, or she knows more than she lets on. Whatever the case, I just hope she won't remain a passive bystander until the end of our journey.  

    "Who are you?" I call out to the line of shadowy figures beyond the mist. Since we were only going to camp for a night, we found a suitable clearing and didn't even build a palisade wall. If these people are enemies, the Tuwheranui and Pacha will be overrun from all sides with no hope to defend themselves against this much larger force. "Why have you surrounded us?" 

    I receive no answer, but there are some movements among the people in the fog. I can't imagine anybody other than another Pacha expeditionary army or even their regular army mustering such numbers to surround us. But how could they have done this overnight and without anybody noticing?  

    "Kakaka!" Suddenly laughing out loud, Tahiri floats ahead of us without a care in the world. Considering she's the universal God of the Sky, there aren't many things she has to worry about in the first place. "You haven't changed at all, Tokomaha!" 

    There's rustling coming from all around us, like the sound of the wind blowing through a forest, even though there's not even a light breeze. Then, a shadow to our right begins to move toward us. 

    "Tahiri? What do you mean, I haven't changed?" A young girl's indignant voice cuts through the fog. She's speaking with a slight lisp, employing a dialect noticeably different from either the Tuwheranui or the Pacha. It's understandable, but barely. 

    Tahiri lifts a finger, and a strong gust blows the mist apart to reveal a girl half a head taller than Uten and Saten. Her most striking feature, which draws my attention immediately, is that she appears to have willow leaves growing out of her head in place of hair. They fall all the way to her hips, and a few branches cover her exposed modest chest. 

    Protruding from her leaves hair are elf-like pointy ears covered in light brown fur. She has short and thick eyebrows of the same color drawn into a frown. The large amber eyes underneath them glare at Tahiri. 

    Her tan skin is covered with asymmetrical white markings that seem closer to war paint than tribal tattoos. A thin loincloth, barely as thick as a belt, made of yellow fur with black spots is wrapped around her waist and barely hides her crotch. From it hang a few small leather bags and some wooden tools. 

    In her left hand, she's wielding a thin wooden spear with a tiny stone tip, and in the other is a piece of shaped wood. 

    "See? You haven't changed a bit." Pointing at the girl's face, Tahiri states teasingly. She's undoubtedly also a goddess. "Ambushing from all sides in the morning mist."  

    When she mentions it, I look past the girl named Tokomaha. The army, which supposedly sprung up from one moment to the next, was really countless saplings bearing a passing resemblance to the little goddess. All of them have the same kind of leaves for hair that Tokomaha has, and they carry spears in their gnarled branch hands. But instead of skin, they have bark, and instead of faces, there are only wooden masks roughly shaped like human faces. 

    They aren't just scarecrows; each is moving individually, and their feet aren't rooted to the ground. Judging by Tahiri's statement, they may only be remotely controlled and don't possess sentience. 

    "What's wrong with that?" With a wave of her hand, the small living trees begin to approach us. However, it doesn't seem like she's looking for a fight, as they stab their feet into the ground, raise their arms from which new leaves sprout, and turn into stationary saplings. With that, she just planted hundreds, if not thousands of trees. 

    "You become predictable." With a carefree shrug, Tahiri lies back in midair as if signaling that the situation has been defused. "And predictable is boring." 

    "Not everybody can be as fickle as the weather, Tahiri." Tokomaha draws her bushy eyebrows together and puckers her lips into a pout of disapproval. Then she glances at us before looking at the camp where the Tuwheranui and Pacha are gathering with wary curiosity. "But tell me, what are you doing here with these humans?" 

    The way she spits out the word 'humans' tells volumes about how lowly she thinks of them. But rather than haughtiness, it's the attitude of somebody who has grown irritated with their kind after observing them for a long time. 

    "I'm simply having fun." The God of the Sky responds with a snicker, and I sigh. 

    "Care to introduce us?" I glance at Tahiri and then look Tokomaha over again. All of the Tuwheranui deities, major or minor, are aspects of nature. She's clearly a forest spirit type of goddess who can control plants, similar to but far more powerful than Auwhenua. 

    "This is Tokomaha, a savage god." With an almost disparaging wave of her hand, Tahiri gestures in the little goddess's general direction. Even though it seemed as if they may know each other more than in passing, her attitude suggests they aren't exactly friends. 

    "I'm not a savage! I'm the God of Growth!" Pointing her short spear at the God of the Sky, Tokomaha corrects her with an angry stomping of her foot. 

    What's this? She's like a little animal; every single expression she makes is so cute! 

    "Why don't you give that pitiful body of yours some growth, then?" With a sardonic grin, Tahiri glances her up and down and shakes her head as if expressing her condolences. That was a strike below the belt! 

    "Why you!" The little goddess stomps her foot again and shouts in growing rage. That must have hit a sore spot; maybe her power doesn't allow her to change her own body. 

    "You made the wrong choice, Tokomaha. It's as simple as that." Tahiri cups her own breasts and wears a smug expression. She makes it sound as if growth is a choice for gods, and this one chose to stop at this point without knowing that she would never age again afterward.  

    Biting her lip with one of her pointy canines, the petite girl thinks of a witty comeback but can't find the right words. Judging by her slight lisp and somewhat difficult-to-understand dialect, she's not used to talking to people. She suddenly shifts her glare to me, and I blink in surprise. 

    "What are you looking at, white monkey?" Tokomaha barks at me as if deciding that if she can't beat Tahiri, she'll let out her frustration on those around her. I don't know what part of me makes her think I'm a pushover, but I'll have to work on that. 

    "You shouldn't talk to people you meet for the first time with such disrespect, little girl." I force a smile and try a non-confrontational approach. There's no point in getting angry with a child, after all. But I can't keep myself from calling her a little girl, which seems to ignite her rage anew. 

    "Even you?!" She flaps her arms and glares at me. "Who are you even? Why do you talk to gods with such disrespect?" 

    "My name is Chaos, and-" I begin, but she snorts when I say my name. It throws me off, and I look at her in bafflement. 

    "Kaos? That's such a stupid name." Tokomaha declares with a snide grin while looking aside as if to say that I'm not even worth looking at. I suppress my anger at her attitude; she's only a brat, so I shouldn't get worked up about her words. 

    "-and I'm also considered a god." Finishing my self-introduction with clenched teeth, I give her something to consider. But it seems that this only presented her more fuel to insult me. 

    "God of what? Bad taste and life choices?" She fires with a dismissive glance at my face and then my body. I hold myself back from flaring up, but Tahiri's cackling laughter behind me doesn't really help keep my rising anger under control. She's implying that as a god, I had the choice to change my looks and settled for this one. 

    "I'm a nature god as well, so we should try to get along." I turn my face into a mask and manually control its form rather than let my tensing muscles do the job. If I didn't do this, I would be openly frowning and admitting that her words are getting to me. I don't need her to tell me that I've made some bad choices since my new life in this world began. 

    "No, thank you. I don't want to catch whatever you have." She takes a step back with an apprehensive look at my proffered hand. How was she unable to fire back at Tahiri earlier when she can come up with such insults against me? Or is it that she fears the God of the Sky but sees me as an easy target? 

    "Hey, don't bully Bis Sis." Uten and Saten come to my help, but the triumphant smile creeping onto Tokomaha's face tells me that she got more fuel for the fire.  

    "You need help from your little sisters? Can't even defend yourself?" She brings her hands up to her face in a mocking display of wiping off tears and tilts her head in provocation. 

    "We are boys!" Not realizing that they're doing more harm than good, the twins cross their arms and declare indignantly. 

    "Then why are you dressed like girls? Are you confused?" Looking down at the two with a smug grin, she mocks their choice of outfits. They're indeed wearing the traditional Tuwheranui knitted top, same as I. Men generally go topless or with simple vests that are open in the front. Both men and women wear beaded skirts, though.  

    "Why don't you pick on someone your own size?" I take a step toward Tokomaha, whose expression shifts back to a confrontational one. Technically, she's closer in size to the twins than I am to her, but even if she does behave like a child, she's definitely older than she looks. 

    "I would have to gain a lot of weight for that." She turns over her spear and pokes my stomach with it. At least she didn't use the pointy end, but the result is the same; I feel a vein pop on my forehead. This damned brat needs to be taught some manners! 

    Grabbing the spear and yanking on it, I catch Tokomaha off guard. She stumbles toward me, and I lift her under my arm. 

    "Huh?" For a moment, she's too surprised to understand what happened. Then she realizes what a position she has been put into and begins to struggle against my grasp. "Unhand me, you white monkey!" 

    Her hits are strangely weak. She kicks her legs, but it doesn't even sway me. Then she beats on my back, but the punches feel like light pats. Is this really a goddess? She's as weak as a human girl around the age she looks. 

    "Kakaka! Have fun, Tokomaha." Tahiri laughs and waves at the little goddess as I carry her away. The God of the Sky is definitely aware of what I'm about to do, so her words are clearly ironic. 

    I walk into the grove Tokomaha just planted, accompanied by her cursing and pointless struggling. A few meters in, I find a spot out of sight from the camp and sit down before putting her over my knee. The little goddess tilts back her head and glares at me as if waiting for me to say something. But there's only one thing to do to a brat who won't reflect on her actions.   

    Aiming for the right spot, I raise my palm and bring it down on her already exposed backside with a resounding slap. She squeals in surprise rather than from pain but then struggles to get away from me. I grow tentacles from my back and bind her wrists and ankles. She looks back, and her eyes widen when she sees me lift my hand again. 

    One, two, three, four. Each spank is accompanied by a high-pitched cry, as Tokomaha's whole body twitches from the impact. She struggles against the restraints but is unable to free herself. Then she lowers her head and tries to endure instead. 

    I feel myself enjoying this more than I should, but I chalk it up to my Crawling Chaos nature. I can't wait to see her tears. 

    After about a dozen slaps, her butt is as red as a baboon's backside, and her body is quaking from pain and impotent anger. She turns her head and peers up at me with teary but defiant eyes, and puts on a crooked smile that may be supposed to look fearless. 

    "I-is that the best you can do?" Tokomaha acts tough even now when all the signs point to my spanking having the desired effect.  

    "And here I thought I would go easy on you because you're so small." I look down at her deadpan, but then let a malicious grin creep onto my face. "But it seems that you can withstand more than that." 

    Tokomaha flinches at my expression but purses her lips as if to keep herself from begging for mercy - or saying something that may end up detrimental to her. It's too late for this upcoming round, but I hope she will learn from this. 

    I grow my right hand into a paddle with holes in it. I've seen these somewhere online, with the description that they're purposefully made for spanking. The parents who use those to punish their children should get the police called on them, but if used on a bratty goddess, it's a different matter. 

    From the corner of my eyes, I spot Uten and Saten peeking out from behind some of the saplings. They're watching with excitement rather than apprehension; they also let their Crawling Chaos nature show. I wink at them, and they quickly hide, even though it would have been fine for them to come out and watch from up close. 

    In either case, I place the paddle on Tokomaha's backside softly, upon which she twitches in fearful anticipation. I suppress a shiver of excitement as my sadistic inclinations are stirred. I repeat it once more and get a slightly less surprised reaction from the little goddess, so I raise it for the third time. But now, I bring it down with force just as she relaxes on the inside. 

    A cry of pain rings out through the grove, audible even in the camp a short distance away. 

      

    "You beast!" Leaning on her spear as her legs threaten to give out, the little goddess glares at me and snarls while hobbling after me toward the camp. Even after two rounds of spanking, she doesn't reflect on her attitude at all and remains a brat through and through. But at least she's no longer insulting Uten and Saten, instead acting as if they aren't there. 

    "Kakakaka!" Tahiri is clearly enjoying herself as she rolls over in midair and laughs her heart out. The sorry sight of Tokomaha cursing while waving her fist at me does look amusing. 

    "You beat up a goddess?" Awhina asks me with a worried expression. As a demigoddess herself, she shows almost as much respect to full gods as humans do. Only with the twins and me, as well as her father, does she speak casually. "Don't you fear divine retribution?" 

    "Not particularly." I answer loudly enough for Tokomaha to hear and shrug exaggeratedly. If I could do that much to her without inviting any punishment, I doubt anything else will come my way. 

    "Just you wait..." She mutters, but I overhear it and turn around. Flinching under my gaze, she avoids meeting my eyes. 

    "So... the situation has been dealt with?" Mereana wonders with a glance at the God of Growth trailing behind me. "I have instructed the troops to pack up and get ready to leave." 

    "Yeah, just try not to cut down any of the new saplings in the surroundings." I gesture at the ones Tokomaha just planted. From the corner of my eyes, I see her looking up at me in surprise. But as I move my head, she turns away with a pout. 

    "I was right to come with you." Tahiri floats past me with a wave of her hand. "You provide plenty of entertainment." 

    





   



 Chapter 109 - City Of The Damned 

      

      

    "Come here, you little-!" I flare up and run after Tokomaha for the third time today. She just nailed my bowl of stew to a nearby tree with her spear launched from her spear-thrower. It's a tool that immensely improves throwing power, allowing even the weak little goddess to achieve a feat that normally requires a lot of strength. 

    As I expected, Tokomaha has begun following me since we met two weeks ago, haunting me like a vengeful ghost. Between playing pranks on me and receiving punishment in return, she keeps seeding the forest aisle that we traverse with saplings. The expeditionary army under Manco cut it, and we're now using it again. They came through here to subjugate a part of the Kakai Raki - the northern tribal lands, of which Hokanui and the other villages are the most remote part. 

    "Catch me if you can!" She seems to have forgotten that I already caught her twice just today and turns around to taunt me. I throw my right arm forward and grow out a tentacle like a whip to grab her ankles. But to my surprise, she hops up to avoid it without even looking and breaks off to the right. While doing so, she peers over her shoulder and stretches out her tongue. 

    The Tuwheranui and Pacha alike laugh as we run past them, already used to the clamor. At this point, Tokomaha has become something like a mascot for the army, even though she has expressed often enough how she hates humans for what they do to nature. I'm sure she would lose herself in rage if she were to know what it was like in my previous world. 

    She had seen the pillar of smoke from Manco setting fire to Awatoto and traveled there. However, she forgot the time along the way and only arrived around when we made camp in the vicinity. When I heard the story from her, I teased her about it, but Tahiri came to her aid by saying that gods perceive time differently. 

    "This time, you're really getting it!" I shout after the little goddess. Hearing those words, her ears twitch visibly, but she doesn't turn around to look at how serious I am. After all, there's no escape for her once I do get serious, and she's well aware of that fact. 

    This became a somewhat playful routine for us, much like when I used to tease Tahiri and was struck by lightning in return. However, I used that as a form of training by adapting to the electric discharges with the Vanadia template. It doesn't do much for Tokomaha, especially since I've also changed my methods up with full-body tickling and hanging her from a tree in a hogtie. 

    Still, I can't forgive those who waste food, so this time she's getting a paddling that she won't forget. 

    We run past Mereana, who raises her hand to get my attention. But I spin around myself once mid-run with a wave of my hand to signal that she should come to find me again later. Yori standing next to her only smiles wryly as a father would with noisy children. 

    Soon, we leave the camp behind us and get a few dozen meters into the forest. This is Tokomaha's home ground, so if I don't get serious and transform into a vularen, I won't be able to catch her. Although I was a marathon runner in my previous life, I can't utilize that on the forest floor. The little goddess is far better versed at that. 

    "Hey, how about using this?" Saten suddenly appears to my left and holds up a wooden paddle. It features spikes on one side, and rather than a tool for punishment, it's better suited for torture. He heard me expressing my intent to show no mercy earlier, so he thought it an excellent opportunity to present me with this. 

    "This should make more of an impression." Uten joins me on my right and holds up a whip-like branch with rings sporting wooden hooks. That, too, is a tool for torture. 

    "Have you been hanging out with Kayara again?" I ask them with a roll of my eyes and come to a stop. He's the disciplinary officer of the Pacha soldiers, but I heard from Yori that he specializes in torture. He's much better suited for getting information out of people than maintaining their discipline. I wondered why he was even part of this expeditionary army but filed it away as better left unanswered. "I told you that he's a bad influence on you." 

    "So, we can't use these?" Looking up at me with puppy eyes, the twins ask in unison. It's hard to say no to those faces, but I look ahead and find that Tokomaha has stopped running. She wears a genuinely concerned expression. So far, none of what I did has left any permanent marks on her body, but these tools definitely would. And she might run away forever if I ever hurt her seriously. 

    "No, give those back to Kayara and tell him that he should stop teaching you these things." I put my foot down and decide with a telling expression. They understand that no amount of pouting from them will change my mind, so they lower their heads and begin to walk away in dejection. "Now, where were we?" 

    At those words, Tokomaha stares at me for a moment. Then she seems to remember that she has been running away from me and turns to sprints off. But I swing both my arms forward and transform them into tentacles. She instinctively jumps up to avoid the one coming for her ankles, but the other grabs her waist in midair. 

    I yank her toward me with some force, but instead of the expected resistance, she readily lets herself get pulled in. When she flies toward me with a surprised expression, I realize that she also didn't anticipate just how fast she would travel. 

    In the next moment, she crashes into me, and we tumble to the ground. When I look up, I find her looming over me with her face close to mine. Her amber eyes are scrutinizing me curiously, but she suddenly grins and reveals her sharp canines. Two fingers poke my sides, and I twitch violently. 

    "Ohh, so they told the truth." Tokomaha's already mischievous grin turns into a truly irredeemable sneer at my reaction. Uten and Saten had already betrayed me behind my back even though they suggested torture tools to me so enthusiastically only moments ago! 

    "Don't you dare do that again." I stick a finger in her face, but she snaps at it. Pulling it back just in time to avoid getting my index finger bitten off, I glare at her. But with my attention diverted, she pokes me in my sides again. I forgot to undo my nerve endings again! "Now you've done it!" 

    I grab her shoulders and roll to the side and onto her. She struggles, but I catch her wrists and push them onto the ground. Sitting on top of her, I hold her down as she thrashes around like a wild animal. All around me, roots grow from the dirt; she's using her command over nature to get me off her. 

    "Stop that, you brat!" I thought this was meant to be playful, but if she creates those tree clones to attack me, it's a different matter. 

    "Make me." She suddenly ceases her struggles and looks up at me with a defiant expression. But there's a hint of something I didn't expect in her gaze. Those aren't the eyes of a snot-nosed kid challenging an adult, but an adult acting like a child for a particular effect. 

    "When I'm done with you, you won't be able to sit for a whole day!" Just as a test, I declare the extent of her punishment with a serious glare. For an instant, there's anticipation in her amber eyes, but then she acts desperate and tries to struggle free. The saplings around us have already grown to about Uten and Saten's height and fill out to take on humanoid shapes. 

    That's when I come up with a counter-intuitive measure to stop her. I open my mouth and act as if I want to bite her throat. Her expression shows real shock, but I bury my face in her shoulder and nibble on her neck instead. It elicits a light but audible moan, and I draw back in surprise at the verbal confirmation. Her eyes are round as saucers as she stares up at me, her true feelings exposed. 

    So that's how it is. It only took me two weeks to realize that there has been a weird energy between us. Tahiri seems to have noticed from the very start; Tokomaha singled me out the first day we met because she was interested in me. 

    "Get off me!" Suddenly, she lifts her wrists without any effort even though I'm pushing down on them. It seems that all this time, she was only acting weak. In reality, she's physically far stronger than I am in my human form despite being a head shorter than me. I let go and separate from her, astonished by this revelation. 

    Her face is reddened, and her shoulders are shivering. She looks angry, so maybe I jumped to conclusions and damaged the relationship we built through our slapstick routine. I shouldn't have acted on impulse and asked her first. 

    Suddenly, branches wrap around me from behind. Her tree clones have grabbed my arms and waist, and are keeping me in place for Tokomaha to do what she wants in revenge. I could easily escape, but I accept my fate and lower my head. 

    But the little goddess steps up to me, stands on tiptoes, and places a kiss on my lips. I stare at her dumbfounded, upon which she slaps my face from both sides. Blinking through the pain as I still haven't undone any of my nerves, I find her smiling at me suggestively. 

    It lasts only for a moment, and she seems to reconsider. Then she sticks out her tongue and pulls down her eyelid before turning around and running off into the forest. 

    Even as the tree clones let go of me and return to the earth, I'm too stunned to follow her after what just happened. 

      

    "Our scouts have returned and reported that the road to Manoa is open. The gates and walls appear lightly guarded." Mereana explains once everybody has gathered.  

    We're in the center of the camp, with sheets of cloth hiding us from the view of our surroundings. The former general sits at the perceived apex of the oval gathering of captains, straight across from me. This is what she tried to call me about earlier when I was chasing Tokomaha: A status report regarding the last leg of the first part of our journey. With the fortress city just a day's march away, we need to start coming up with a way to free the slaves. 

    "There was something that bothered me about the report." While scratching his peppered beard, Yori uses a stick to point at the box of sand in the middle of our oval. A rough map of Manoa is drawn in it, showing that the city is located on a cliff jutting out over the ocean. "The fortress city is a frontier staging ground. It houses ten thousand soldiers and has a civilian district with only five thousand inhabitants." 

    "So, you're saying we shouldn't do a frontal assault. Too bad." I cross my arms and pout exaggeratedly. Smiling bitterly for a moment before clearing his throat, Yori continues. 

    "The issue is that more than fifty thousand prisoners should have been brought to Manoa as slaves. However, the city hasn't been expanded, and the scouting report says that there are no signs of a camp having ever been built outside the walls." He waves at the sandbox in a sweeping gesture. 

    "Could they have been distributed elsewhere from here?" I offer an explanation with a thoughtful tilt of my head. 

    "Whatever the case, we have to go and find out." Mereana decides with her arms crossed. It was the plan from the very beginning, so nobody disagrees. "I think it's best if we don't march there with the whole army. Even if it looks quite empty, the garrison most likely still outnumbers us by a fair number." 

    "So, we infiltrate it with a small group." At the thought, my lips inadvertently curl up into a smile. "Now, this looks like a job for me." 

    "It's not that easy. When the usurper seized the throne, the city came under the jurisdiction of Sea Witch Rapania." Raising a hand at my enthusiasm, Yori further explains the situation. 

    "A sea witch?" Awhina, who sits right next to me, sounds curious and slightly alarmed. Rangi told stories of these almost mystical beings, speaking of their otherworldly beauty and magical singing voices that can steal a human's soul. I think he may have had an ill-fated relationship with a sea witch a very long time ago and has feared entering the ocean ever since. 

    "Rapania?" Tahiri, who has been leaning on my back in boredom, suddenly lifts herself off and joins the conversation. "She has appeared again?" 

    "You know her?" Shifting her gaze to the God of the Sky, Mereana asks with an eyebrow raised. At this point, I'm no longer surprised that she seems to know every non-human in these lands. She's friendly with Rangi, she immediately recognized Tokomaha when the latter encircled us, and apparently, she knows this Sea Witch Rapania. 

    "It's... complicated." She looks away with a difficult expression. I've never seen the God of the Sky like this before. Her eyes are filled with melancholy, giving her a completely different atmosphere than her usual laid-back attitude toward life. 

    "What happened between you two?" I'm not one to poke my nose into others' problems, but I consider Tahiri a friend, so I want to know if I can somehow help her. But she remains silent and refuses to answer. Maybe they were friends - or more - and things ended badly. 

    "All we know are her name and that she's a sea witch." After a brief pause, Mereana returns to the topic and picks up where Yori left off. "She possesses strange magic that stands apart from those of the gods." 

    That has me intrigued. I want to learn what happened between Tahiri and Rapania, but if this sea witch turns out to be an enemy, I will eat her. Maybe that so-called magic is an inborn ability of her race, much like how fire magic seems to be for bakari. 

    "We don't know what she's capable of, so only those who can take care of themselves should come." I translate Mereana's statement, and she nods in assent. Looking at Uten and Saten, and then at Tahiri, I silently suggest who should be going on this infiltration mission. 

    "I'm coming too." As I expected, Awhina straightens her back and declares with defiance in her eyes. She's anticipating that we will tell her to stay behind because of how dangerous this might turn out to be. 

    "Then, we have our team?" Deliberately acting as if I didn't notice her rebellious attitude, I state with a look around the gathered. Perplexed by not hearing a single complaint, Awhina flaps her mouth open and closed. Then she notices Uten and Saten, who were complicit in the act, giggling in muffled voices. Her eyebrows drop, and she rolls her eyes at the realization. 

    "Inkill and Wakar will join us." Mereana gestures at the two men in order. The former is a slovenly ex-convict turned Pacha soldier, and the latter is a muscle-packed man with a quiet disposition. With this, we're eight people. 

    "I have some doubts, though. Awhina and the twins can blend in as they are." As I say that, I change my skin to a darker tone to match that of my little brothers and turn my hair dark brown. Most humans gasp at my transformation, but I ignore them. 

    Then I glance at Tahiri and Mereana, whose hair length and color are unusual among the Tuwheranui and the Pacha alike. In fact, the God of the Sky has porcelain-like white skin that stands out even more than her hair. And floating around all the time will also draw a lot of attention. 

    "Should I stay away?" Tahiri asks me with a sideways glance that suggests she won't take yes for an answer. She has a history with Rapania, so she wants to come no matter what. 

    "Maybe wait in the sky for my signal." But I don't let her gaze deter me and suggest this as the solution to her problem of looking too divine. Then I smirk and shrug exaggeratedly. "You don't need to be there for the work of us lesser beings." 

    "I see. Indeed, I shall leave such work to the likes of you then." Picking up on my attempt to tease her, she instead counters by agreeing. I just can't win against her. 

    "Then I'll go in her stead." Tokomaha sticks her head in from between two of the cloth sheets around our meeting. Of all people, she's the worst to blend in because her hair is literally made of long and thin leaves. "I know what all of you are thinking." 

    With a pout, she looks over the gathered people disapprovingly. Then she pushes the cloth aside and steps inside in her almost completely naked glory. Running her fingers through her leaf hair, she twirls around herself as if dancing. As she completes the movement, the green has changed to a dried-looking yellow. It looks like she's wearing a cloak made from straw. 

    But upon closer inspection, the leaves aren't completely dried up. It should pass some light scrutiny but will be detected once somebody touches her hair. I don't doubt that Tokomaha can avoid that, so I give her an approving smile. She only answers by sticking her tongue out and then looking away. 

    With Tahiri watching from the sky and our eight infiltrators on the ground decided, we begin to go over the finer points of this mission. 

      

    Manoa is a fortified city built on a cliff, reminiscent of Castra Legionis. The stones in the Pacha walls are randomly shaped, whereas those in the Empire of Terminus are cut to standard sizes, much like modern bricks. Neither civilization uses mortar to keep them together, but they both stand the test of time. 

    Guards are patrolling the top of the walls, and soldiers are keeping watch at the gates. A large group of rope-bound slaves is led toward the military district's entrance, where soldiers receive them without much of a check. We're heading for the gate of the civilian district instead, where a steady stream of people pulling carts or carrying bundles on their backs enter and leave. 

    The enemy soldiers barely even look at them, as if the idea of enemies being mixed in with the peasants is foreign to them. According to Mereana, Manoa used to be the capital of a small nation that opposed the Pacha Empire but was subjugated centuries ago. After Illapa's coup succeeded, security started to grow lax again everywhere in the empire. 

    Still, we entered as three separate groups to draw less attention. Mereana's white hair was covered in a hood, much like Tokomaha's appears to be. They went together as a pair of travelers. My little brothers walked with Awhina, whose height drew some looks from guards and civilians alike. But appearing like villagers made it easy for them to pass unbothered.  

    Finally, I went with the two men, and we each carried a large basket of taro-like roots grown by the God of Growth herself for this very occasion. Our rather elaborate cover was utterly ignored, so I was a little annoyed that we even bothered. 

    The houses in the city are also built from stone, making it clear that this is a culture different from the Tuwheranui. Their walls are painted in various bright colors, and the relatively small windows are covered with complementarily colored curtains or wooden shutters. 

    We designated the city square as our preliminary meeting place where Inkill would lead the way to a more private location. Avoiding all conversations on our way, I only look around in curiosity. Manoa is separated into the more extensive military district and a civilian district half its size. However, it's surprising not to see a single slave in the residential streets even though at least fifty thousand were brought here. 

    The city square doubles as the marketplace, so we initially have some trouble finding each other. Eventually, Wakar and Awhina spot each other over the crowd, and Inkill sees Mereana's straw hood. Wordlessly, they signal each other before we leave the square in our separate groups one by one, following the ex-con into a quieter area of the residential district. 

    "No signs of any slaves." Mereana states the moment we're in a dark alleyway. Everybody nods in grim affirmation, and I glance back with a frown. "What is it?" 

    "Just a strange feeling ever since we entered the city..." I mutter before looking up. The predominantly single-story houses have slanted straw-thatched roofs, so anybody standing on them could be easily spotted. 

    "Like being watched." Tokomaha grumbles while picking at her new outfit. She would have walked into Manoa in her usual lack of clothes if we hadn't forced her to wear an outfit that Awhina made from spare cloth armor. It resembles a traditional Tuwheranui top and skirt but covers more skin to hide her white tattoo-like markings. 

    "We feel it too." Uten and Saten add, each looking in opposite directions of the alleyway, to check if the owner of these persistent eyes can be spotted. 

    Awhina nods reluctantly, as if not entirely sure, but the two humans seem to be at a loss. I know that 'feeling a gaze' is entirely in the realm of fiction, and that such a thing doesn't exist in reality. The only reason I don't chalk it up to paranoia is that I'm not a human; I literally have extrasensory perception. 

    Speaking of which... 

    Closing my eyes, I try to conjure up the feeling I had when my mind returned after blanking out from hunger. At that time, I saw life around me as light, sensing it almost like a radar, but more directly. It can't be described with the limited human range of physical senses. 

    "What are you doing?" Saten pokes me in the side, and I flinch in surprise. 

    "You're spacing out." Uten notices my reaction and deliberately pokes my other side. I suppress the urge to squeal from the sensation. Then I raise both my fists before letting them crash down on their heads. 

    "Don't even think about it." I raise a finger straight into Tokomaha's face as she inches closer to poke me as well. She stares at it cross-eyed before snapping at it like a naughty dog. Right then, I cover my finger in dragon scales, and she nearly breaks her teeth on them. That should teach her. 

    "We'll scout out the wall to the military district for now, but we can really only move at night." Mereana gestures in the general direction of the wall in question. Beyond it is a pyramid-like structure visible from almost anywhere. The city is in a planned grid-like alignment, much like Kongenssoevn. The pyramid has a nearly monolithic exterior, but tall windows break up its front. Maybe that's the origin of the watchful eyes we feel. 

    "At night, huh?" I mutter while patting Tokomaha's head as she tries to charge at me to get revenge for her hurting teeth. My last attempt at gathering information at night ended with me being chased all over Qusantinah by soldiers and animals alike. But this time, I'll use my Crawling Chaos abilities to their full potential. 

      

    We separate into our three groups and find an inn each. Considering there are only five in all of Manoa, we choose those closest to each other and promise to meet once the moon is at its zenith. 

    "... and I stashed the whole statue under my cloak when he looked away." Inkill relates one of his feats when he was still in the business of thievery. Wakar is a quiet man but does smile at the story of how the former con-artist stole a government official's silver idol. 

    "It's time." I peek out through a crack in the curtains and ascertain the position of the moon. Unlike in Kongenssoevn, Manoa doesn't have a bustling nightlife or lamp crystals to illuminate the streets. While there are no patrolling guards, civilians do walk around in the dark, not at all in a hurry to get home. Something feels off, but I just can't put my finger on it. 

    "Understood." Both Inkill and Wakar turn professional immediately. They pull out the star-headed clubs and stone daggers we hid in our baskets and put on their cloth armor, which was cut to size to look like regular clothes. In a fight, those should still offer some protection. 

    "Let's go." As discussed, I check outside the window to make sure nobody is there before climbing out and onto the roof. I transform into a black cat and head in the direction of the wall myself, while the two men go to meet up with the others first. 

    Jumping over the gap between two houses, I keep my eyes trained on my surroundings. Since the rooftops are thatched and slanted, no guards are standing watch on top of them, unlike in Qusantinah. There are also no watchtowers, and it seems that no guards are posted on top of the wall separating the two districts either. 

    But I realize that there are too many people slowly shuffling through the streets for this advanced hour. They look like civilians, but they can't all be homeless people who wander in search of a place to sleep. I also doubt that the authorities in this nation know what going undercover means. 

    Some of them are walking without looking where they're going. Others just stand around and stare holes into the air while letting their arms dangle at their sides. They're almost like zombies. 

    I need to investigate this before going anywhere near the military district. Transforming into an owl, I swoop down to the ground silently and then turn into a mouse. Running across the street, I get close to one of the worst offenders, a man barely moving an inch with every shuffling step. 

    When I look up into his face, I find that his mouth is sewn shut, and his eyelids have been removed. The eyeballs dart around, stopping on the surroundings just long enough as if to take a snapshot each time. His hands under the long sleeves are missing, replaced with a metal blade for the right and a hook for the left. 

    This is the first time I see metal in this nation, and it's used for such a grisly purpose. 

    Since I'm in this form, he doesn't notice me and continues to move forward slowly. But even then, I'm too stunned to avert my eyes for a good few seconds. This has gone from an espionage mission to survival horror in no time at all. 

    I have to warn the others! 

    I know that Uten and Saten can handle themselves, and Awhina should be safe with them. Tokomaha is with Mereana, and both are more or less gods, so they should be alright. But unlike me, Inkill and Wakar used the streets to leave the inn. Out of everybody who came into this city, those two are the most likely to get caught. 

    Transforming into an owl again, I take off into the air silently. Using night-vision to scour the streets below, I frantically search for the two men. 

    Suddenly, I feel claws strike my back and turn my head to find a giant vulture-like bald bird looming over me. An eye-like talisman is hanging from a tightly wound rope around its neck, and its real eyes appear to have been gouged out and replaced with marbles. 

    It tries to peck at me with its curved beak, but I grow a multitude of spikes out of my back and skewer it. Even then, it doesn't seem to care about the deadly wounds and stabs its beak into my eye. Turning my spikes into blades, I snap them all in different directions and rip the foul creature apart. Regrowing my eye, I quickly catch the talisman with a tiny tentacle and pull it into my body, where I isolate it in a space lined with dragon scales. Since I don't know what it is, it's best to be cautious. 

    This is definitely Rapania's doing. First, the modified zombie-like humans, now monstrous birds. I'm beginning to piece together a terrible scenario that would explain why despite tens of thousands of slaves being brought to this city, none are found in the streets. 

    Before I can go down the mental rabbit hole, I spot Inkill and Wakan, fighting off a horde of those mutilated humans while standing back to back. Several bodies lie on the floor already, their heads caved in by the stone clubs the two wield. The others have visibly broken arms or legs, but still try to swarm them. 

    I drop down and transform into my human form mid-fall. Stomping down one of the miscreations, I break my fall using its spine as a cushion. Then I grow bladed tentacles from my back and make short work of the others within the blink of an eye. 

    When I turn around, I find that Wakar has a gash on his stomach, and Inkill's left shoulder has been ripped open by a hook. Laying my hands on the wounds, I use a silent light spell to mend them. The glow might betray our position, but I'll just have to deal with whatever comes our way. 

    "Who are they?" Inkill asks after his treatment is finished. He was wounded in the battle at the hill fort before and knows of my miraculous healing, so he didn't comment on it this time. Wakar, on the other hand, is stunned by my ability and doesn't hear his companion's question. 

    "I don't know, but the sea witch definitely has a hand in this." I reply in his stead and look at the corpses I left dismembered. They resemble the undead I encountered in the Kingdom of Lares, but I can sense a will behind their actions. 

    Suddenly, the wind direction changes, and I get a waft of a strong chemical stench right into my nostrils. I didn't notice before because I was concentrating on saving my human companions, but it seems to originate from the mangled bodies. None of them are bleeding - or at least they don't seem to spill any blood. Instead, there's a clear liquid coming out of their pale flesh. 

    Rather than undead, they were simply dead: Flesh puppets on invisible magic strings. The liquid must be embalming fluid that smells strongly of alcohol and something else that reminds me of modern synthetic chemicals. 

    "The dead are walking..." Wakar seems to come to the same conclusion about these bodies and mutters with a horrified expression. It appears that this embalming fluid isn't uncommon, and he recognizes it for what it is. The Tuwheranui bury their dead in the dirt, so I hadn't encountered it until now. "What unholy magic is this sea witch performing..." 

    "Let's go. The others could have been attacked as well." I raise a hand to get Inkill and Wakar's attention. They snap out of their horror and follow my lead as I run toward our designated meeting spot. 

    I notice that all the shutters and doors are kept tightly shut despite the racket we raise as we fight our way through the increasing numbers of flesh puppets. It was a bustling city during the day, so I can't believe that the entire civilian population either left or were puppets all along. Maybe they're aware of what's going on but hide during the night, shutting their eyes and ears to the reality of their city. 

    We lose the pursuers at one point and reach the alleyway across from one of the gates to the military district, where we were supposed to meet. But only the twins and Tokomaha are waiting there, the latter looking wholly unconcerned by the situation. 

    "Where are they?" I ask the three of them, my voice sounding shrill before I realize. 

    "Who?" The God of Growth returns my question with her own while shrugging. I glare at her with round eyes. If anything, I expected Mereana to be the one that keeps her safe, but to see the little goddess here instead of the leader of the rebellion has me agitated. 

    "We tried to escape, but when we turned a corner and looked back, Awhina was gone." Uten and Saten speak with teary voices. They're so distressed that they have fallen back into using Japanese. "We went back to search for her." 

    "I transformed into the wolf template you gave us." Saten explains. "But the stench of chemicals was too strong, so I couldn't find Awhina's smell." 

    "I tried to search from the air, but was attacked by a swarm of monster birds." Uten adds. "I fought them off, but by that time, Awhina was long gone." 

    I grab their heads and push them into my chest to console them. They're both close to tears, fearing the worst for the demigoddess, but I think the fact she was taken alive suggests that she's needed somehow. Then I glance at Tokomaha, who looks as unapologetic as ever. She doesn't even explain the circumstances that led to her being separated from Mereana, but it must have been similar to what happened to Awhina. 

    In other words, we now have a race against time to save them before Sea Witch Rapania does something to them. 

    





   



 Chapter 110 - The Dark Descent 

      

      

    The pyramid fortress is completely dark even though I don't doubt for a second that unholy experiments are taking place in its bowels even now. We approach the wall to the military district, a towering stone construct much like the city wall. 

    We decided that the sneaky approach is better than a frontal assault. I could easily go in guns blazing, but I have to assume that Awhina and Mereana are hostages. I still feel the watchful eyes on me even in the dark alleyway, but no flesh puppets are coming for us. I guess whoever that gaze belongs to doesn't mind what we're doing. 

    As I reach the top of the wall by pulling myself up with a tentacle, I find a narrow walkway. No soldiers are patrolling on top of it, but the monstrous birds are perched on the parapet, overlooking the military district. I nearly let go in shock upon seeing just how many of them there are, but hold on for dear life and keep my mouth shut. 

    The eye-talisman I got from the one that attacked me suggests that Rapania is using these creatures to observe the city. With this many watching, there's no way we can sneak in from here. But still, I look around to see if there may be a section free of them, only to realize that they seem to be surrounding the entire military district. 

    Something is located in there that requires constant surveillance, more so than the surprisingly lax civilian district. There's no question that aside from slaves used for human experimenting, a secret never meant to see the light of day is being kept there. 

    I wonder, though. Is Rapania going behind the God Emperor's back, or is this sanctioned by him? Or maybe it's something would-be rebels could replicate and use to overthrow the usurper. Whatever the case, we will find out while going to rescue Awhina and Mereana. 

    Lowering myself back to the civilian side, I explain the situation to the others. Considering my liberal use of my transformation ability and the likelihood of many more monstrous birds watching from the sky, it's safe to assume that Rapania knows about me. Even if I were to turn into a mouse and slip in through a crack or fly in as an owl, the many eyes would spot me and attack. 

    "We need a diversion." I explain with a look at Uten and Saten. It's not that I don't trust Inkill and Wakar to do a good job at it, but if they get caught, they won't be getting out of it alive. The twins have all the templates I do. Even in the worst-case scenario, they can simply turtle up into a shell of dragon armor and wait until I come to rescue them. Nothing I've seen in this nation so far has given me a reason to believe they could crack a dragon's scales. 

    "What do you want it to be?" Saten asks with newfound vigor. 

    "Big boom or many booms?" Uten adds with sparkling eyes. The two view this as an opportunity to redeem themselves after the failure of letting Awhina get taken. Like me, they also love flashy fireworks, so this is a chance to go all-out with the templates they have. 

    "Why not both?" I grin at them. "On my signal, go all out on that gate. Make it flashy and fight to your heart's content. If it gets dicey, retreat, and repeat on another gate." 

    I first point at the gate across from the alleyway we're hiding in. We're somewhere in the middle of the city, a distance away from the pyramid, but I gesture in the opposite direction for their next attack. This way, the enemies will be drawn away from our actual target. 

    Inkill and Wakar will join Tokomaha and me to climb into the pyramid from the cliff. The two men know the layout of Pacha fortresses, so they will lead the way to any likely places where Awhina and Mereana might be kept. With our roles set, we separate with encouraging nods to each other. 

    The agreed-upon signal is a high-pitched whistling sound that only they will hear using the vularen template. With this, we won't alert any humans, and hopefully, the sea witch won't be able to hear it either. 

    Leaving behind the twins, I follow Inkill as he leads us through the city from alleyway to alleyway. Even though the architecture predominantly features longhouses with small gardens, he expertly finds ways to avoid open roads as much as possible. On a few occasions, I tossed rocks or used silent wind magic to divert the attention away from us when flesh puppets were patrolling. But aside from those few, we reach the cliff unhindered. 

    The houses are built almost all the way to the edge with no wall to keep people from falling. I thought it would be easy to find a place where we can descend, but it's a sheer drop with barely any footholds. I could use earth magic to make some, but that might generate too much noise. 

    "Let me help you." With a high-and-mighty sniff, Tokomaha points down. Silently, roots begin to grow from cracks in the cliff all the way to behind the pyramid. Unlike in movies, the growth of plants doesn't make any audible sounds. If there were any, they would be drowned out by the waves and the howling wind anyway. 

    "So, you finally feel like doing something, huh?" I pat her head, but she slaps my hand away in annoyance. Her personality is really uncute. 

    Now is the time for the diversion. If any talisman birds fly past here, they'll be able to spot us out in the open. I turn the inside of my throat into a dog whistle and blow through it using the lung capacity of a dragon. To make sure, I turned the inside of my ears into those of a vularen as well so that I can tell if I hit the right note. 

    That was a mistake. 

    I remake my whole head, including the brain, as the ringing in my ears causes me to nearly fall unconscious. But at least I know it worked, as neither Tokomaha nor the two humans heard anything. Moments later, an explosion rocks the city, and a pillar of flames illuminates the roiling clouds above. 

    Seeing that reminds me of the fact that Tahiri is still up there somewhere, watching and waiting for my signal. Only that we never agreed on what form that signal should take. Burying my face in my palm, I shake my head. But she should have seen Awhina and Mereana get taken away and most likely decided not to help. Because that's the kind of goddess she is. 

    I sigh and begin to climb down onto the roots. When push comes to shove, and we need her help, I'll just shoot a plasma beam into the sky and hope she's grazed by it. That should get her to come down, most likely in a blaze of lightning and right on top of my head. But at least she'll be here. 

    I don't have a fear of heights, but Tokomaha seems to have skimped a bit on the width of the roots. It seems to be perfect for her, as she skips across it and runs ahead without a worry in the world. All goddesses around me are so frivolous. 

    Wakar, fearless as ever, follows her relatively quickly, but Inkill hesitates more than I expected. 

    "This was a mistake." He mutters while looking down. "Why did I agree to this? I'm afraid of heights!" 

    "Come on, if Wakar can fit on there, you'll be fine. I'll catch you if you fall." It's interesting to learn a new side to the skillful con artist and self-proclaimed ladies man. At my words, the broad-shouldered Wakar turns around with a disapproving glance at how I spoke about his size but then smiles wryly. 

    As we make our way across the roots, Tokomaha turns around with an expression that suggests we're too slow. She's hopping and dancing as if standing on level ground instead of the edge of a sheer drop. 

    After what seems to be an eternity, accompanied by the sound of crashing waves and the wind whipping around us, we make it all the way to below the pyramid. I spot a lookout platform or a balcony for the lord to relax on, which will serve as our entry point. Growing a tentacle toward it and making an eye on the tip, I look over the edge and find it empty. 

    "Alright, I'll go first. I'll let down a rope for you to climb up after." I use the tentacle to grab onto the ledge and pull myself up, but Inkill stops me. 

    "Do you even have a rope on you?" He asks while scrutinizing me with a skeptical expression. The camisole-like top and relatively form-fitting skirt I'm wearing don't have pockets where I could hide a rope. 

    "Don't sweat the small stuff." I wave off his concerns with an empty smile and quickly rise to the top. Once there, I grow a tentacle from my hand and color it like a rope before letting it down. Increasing my density to at least twice the combined weight of Inkill and Wakar, I stick my head over the edge and gesture for them to climb. 

    The ex-con looks at the rope with clear apprehension. Still, he tugs on it to see if it's secure before beginning to climb it unexpectedly skillfully. Despite his fear of heights, he's doing very well. 

    When the two men are up, I look down to find Tokomaha strangely hesitant. Since I can't raise my voice to ask what's wrong, I wave at her, but she only looks at the rope in her hands. Maybe she realizes what that is. 

    There's nothing to it then. I let the tentacle come to life and grab the little goddess by the waist before pulling her up to me quickly. She struggles, but when I draw her into my arms, she suddenly stops and grows unexpectedly meek. Pushing herself away from me, she turns aside to avoid looking in my eyes. 

    I realize that I could have done the same with the two humans instead of making them use their own energy to climb. But it's too late now, so I give them a moment to rest before we head toward the single wooden door leading into the pyramid. 

    As expected, it's not locked, as nobody would ever think of intruders coming from this side. Inside is a completely dark hallway devoid of any light. Unlike in movies or in fantasy, torches don't burn for a long time and aren't as cheap as one might think. So unless it's an important place, nobody would keep lighting them throughout the night. 

    To avoid getting spotted, I lead the way using my night vision while having Tokomaha, and the humans follow closely behind me. Neither of them can see in the pitch darkness, so they fumble around a bit before each step. 

    There are a few doors along the way, but when I peek inside through the cracks, they're all storage rooms. It seems that the observation platform outside is rarely used, so there's nothing noteworthy along the path toward it. 

    Finally, as we round a corner, I spot the outline of a door illuminated from the other side. It looks incredibly bright after the black corridors we wandered through until now. 

    I grow a tentacle with a tiny eye on it and slide it under the gap between the door and the ground. On the other side is a hallway going left and right, with burning torches sitting in stone sconces at periodic intervals. 

    A lone figure is sweeping the floor, but I can tell at one glance that it's a flesh puppet. Its wearing nothing but a loincloth, its unhealthily pale skin showing the purple veins underneath it. One leg is amputated below the knee, where a metal blade has been grafted onto the bone. 

    This is another case of finding metal in this nation used for such a purpose. Not even the door hinges are metal, so these must be relatively recent inventions. 

    Lifting a finger to my lips, I signal my companions to stay quiet. Then I begin to draw my mass through the tentacle to the other side of the door, where I turn into a black puddle and stay low to the ground. These flesh puppets aren't very perceptive, so I wouldn't even have to go through the trouble, but that eliminates any chance of being detected. 

    Flowing across the ground like a thick liquid, I get close to the enemy before springing up like a living wave and swallowing it whole. On the inside, I instantly rip the body to shreds before it can do anything like cast an explosion spell. I search the metal parts for potential explosives and place them in a separate space when I find nothing. 

    Returning to my human form, I look around to make sure nobody saw me, then walk to the door and open it. Shielding their eyes, the three blink at me as the torchlight blinds them for a moment. Tokomaha pokes her head out and looks around while sniffing the air like a dog. Pulling a grimace, she snorts in displeasure. The whole place stinks of embalming fluid. 

    "Now, you're up." I suppress the urge to smile at her expression and address the two humans instead. They nod wordlessly and look both ways in the corridor. Then Inkill walks in one direction while Wakar heads in the other. I turn my head in wonder; what's the point if they just split up? 

    But when Wakar reaches the first corner, he carefully peeks around it before raising his thumb in an affirmative gesture. Inkill tries the same on his side of the corridor and quickly snaps his head back. It seems that he saw something, or maybe he suspects having been seen, as he looks at me with a haunted expression and points at Wakar. 

    I shake my head and walk toward him instead. Whatever it was, it has me more interested than safe passage through the pyramid. Inkill stares at me and gestures frantically, but I keep stepping forward silently. As I approach his position, he gives up and brings a finger to his lips. Nodding in understanding, I peek around the corner. 

    Rather than another corridor, it leads to a depressed doorway, which stands open. The room on the other side seems to be a torture chamber, with a large wooden table in the center. Before it stands a slender man in a scrub-looking leather outfit with his hair hidden under a cap. An assortment of gruesome tools made from metal is strewn across a tray table by his side. 

    That's when I realize that there's half a body lying on the wooden table before him. The clean-shaven head is visible on the left, but where the legs should be is only empty space. I'm not a squeamish person, so I calmly analyze that this must be a dissection or experimenting room. The man is definitely not Rapania, and I doubt flesh puppets have the motor skills for such work. In other words, there are humans complicit with her unholy creations. 

    This makes things harder; there could be any number of rooms in this pyramid being used for this purpose right now. To find Awhina and Mereana, we would have to search them all. Also, multiple mad scientists equate to a higher likelihood that one or both of them have already found their way onto one such operating table. 

    We can't lose any time with stealth now. 

    I walk into the room, causing the man to spin around. He's wearing a silver mask featuring an emotionless human face, but through the eyeholes, I can tell that he's staring at me in surprise. 

    "W-w-who a-a-are you?" His voice is unexpectedly high-pitched, but it's most definitely a man's. The stutter doesn't seem to come from fear since he sounds indignant at being interrupted. It must be a speech impediment, giving him a manic streak. 

    "Where is Mereana?" I ask while growing a dragon blade from my right hand and pointing it at the man. He stumbles sideways and knocks over the tray table with the metal tools while his eyes are locked on my weapon. 

    It's not that I don't care about Awhina, but unlike the village girl, the former general's identity should be widely known. Asking where they brought a Tuwheranui girl when there could be hundreds, if not thousands, among the slaves is only a waste of time. 

    "W-w-who?" He stutters again, a hint of fear in his voice. But I don't believe his ignorance for a moment; Mereana was a decorated general until less than a year ago, who served in the Pacha military for many decades. She's a legend any adult should know about. 

    Suddenly, the body on the table groans. I spin my head around to see the man raise his arms, one only a stump, and the other flayed from the fingers down to the elbow. The exposed muscles flex, the hand performing a pleading gesture toward me as he turns his head. I couldn't see it from my earlier angle, but one of his eyes was removed and replaced with a stone talisman. 

    How is he still alive in that state? 

    But using my moment of inattention, the vivisectionist sprints toward the door. I commend him for recognizing his position in the hierarchy of strength and not trying to attack me. 

    "Inkill!" I call out to my comrade, who appears in the doorway and tackles the scientist down to the ground. The silver mask flies off, revealing a man with dark rings under his eyes, uncharacteristically pasty-skinned for a person of Pacha. I know from the difference between Yori and the Tuwheranui that there's a wide range of skin tones in this nation, but I didn't expect somebody like this. But judging by his appearance, he really isn't a flesh puppet. 

    "Kill... me..." The man on the table voices in a barely intelligible noise. It seems that his tongue has been removed, so he struggled to say those words by pressing air through only his throat. I place a hand over his one remaining eye and stab the sword into his heart. With a sigh, his arm falls and dangles off the table.  

    "I ask again. Where is Mereana?" Then I turn around to the mad scientist who's still lying on the floor and let my fury show. His face distorts into a grimace of absolute terror as he visibly breaks out into a cold sweat. 

    "L-lady R-Ra-Rapania t-t-took her f-for exp-p-perim-me-menting." His stutter seems to have gotten worse, but the contents of his answer come across. It's looking grim. Sea Witch Rapania is personally getting to work on Mereana, so we have no time to lose. 

    "Where?" Stepping toward him, I inquire in a low growl that causes him to shake like a leaf. 

    "I-in her p-p-p-p-!" He begins, but his teeth clatter. Swallowing, but getting what appears to be a whole brick stuck in his throat, he tries several times. It's apparent that he isn't trying to buy time, but rather just that terrified of me. "Personal experimentation chamber! Right beyond the main hall!" 

    He seems to completely overcome his stutter for a moment and quickly gives me the information I asked for. I look up from the vivisectionist to Inkill but find that he has retreated all the way to the wall across from the door. His eyes are widened as he stares at my face in horror, unable to move his shaking legs. 

    I bring my left hand to my face and realize that it has reverted to its Crawling Chaos form in my anger. This is the first time in a long while that I've shown this to anybody. To think I would lose control like this from seeing human cruelty. I quickly turn my face back to its human form and smile at Inkill to express my condolences. Luckily, it wasn't my entire body, so he could retain his sanity, even if it definitely took a hit. 

    "Aspect of Mataku?" He mutters in terror, but I suppress the urge to deny it and explain the truth about my identity. It would only make me seem more suspicious instead. 

    "Please don't tell anybody." I act like a child caught preparing a prank. Then I shift my gaze back down to the mad scientist. "Where did you take the other girl? Tuwheranui, very tall, wavy hair." 

    "I-i-if she w-wa-wasn't an imp-p-portant test s-s-subject, t-then she m-mu-must be in the d-du-du-dungeon." Pressing out with great difficulty despite me changing back into a human - or precisely because of that - the pasty man readily gives me the information. 

    "Did you get all that?" I walk past the vivisectionist, causing him to flinch in anticipation of me attacking him, and address Inkill. Right then, Tokomaha and Wakar finally decide to join us as they peek into the room. 

    The little goddess stares at the body on the table with widened eyes, then shifts her gaze to the cowering man. Unmistakable disgust and hatred pour from her entire being when she sees what humans are capable of inflicting upon each other. 

    Wakar turns away and vomits on the floor. Despite being a soldier who has undoubtedly seen death and gore on the battlefield, he wasn't hardened enough to take in the result of a vivisection with composure. I don't fault him for that. 

    Tokomaha suddenly waves at the mad scientist who's groveling on the floor and hoping that we will forget his existence. Roots grow from the cracks between the stones and ensnare him. He begins to scream from pain and tries to struggle free, but his limbs are wrapped up tightly. Moments later, bones snap, and the screams turn into high-pitched squealing before it's silenced by the sound of his neck breaking. 

    "Wakar!" I walk past the little goddess and pat her leaf hair while addressing the muscular man without paying the gruesome remains anymore heed. She doesn't slap away my hand this time but doesn't look up at me either. "Show Tokomaha the way to the dungeon. Free any prisoners you see, but most importantly, find Awhina." 

    Lifting my hand off Tokomaha's head, I approach Inkill, who stares up at me in disbelief and doubt. I want to keep him with me because he got a glimpse of my true appearance. Some explaining is in order before he tells the others and creates a misunderstanding. 

    "Inkill, I need you to show me the way to the main hall." I extend a palm toward him as a gesture to help him up onto his feet. He stares at it with round eyes, as if afraid that I might turn it into a blade and stab him with it. Suppressing the urge to frown, I stress my gesture by waving my hand. 

    Finally, he seems to snap out of it and stands up on his own. He's definitely still suspicious of me but tries to hide it. I glance back at Tokomaha and Wakar, then up at Inkill again. Turning my face into a rigid mask, I consider the possibility that I might have to silence him. If Tahiri were given suspicion about my identity, she might come to kill me for real. 

    "Come on. We have no time to waste." I fake a smile by manually moving the muscles in my face, and gesture for Inkill to lead the way. He exchanges a look with Wakar, then heads off into the direction where his companion checked the corner first. Meanwhile, Tokomaha and the muscle man go in the other direction. 

    I look back once to find the little goddess peering over her shoulder as she walks away. As if being caught doing something embarrassing, she quickly turns her head to the front. I swallow a rising sigh and follow Inkill to save Mereana from the clutches of the sea witch. 

    





   



 Chapter 111 - Hellpit Abominations 

      

      

    Awhina finds herself surrounded by darkness. When she walked to their meeting spot with Tama and Tane - or Uten and Saten as Kaos calls them - they were attacked by figures in the dark. She was grabbed by many pale hands - more than there were people - and some strong-smelling cloth was put over her mouth. 

    She woke up in perfect blackness steeped in the stench of decay. A part of her doesn't want there to be light so that she doesn't have to see the origin of the smell. But for the most part, she feels still and unperturbed, quite like how she always imagines her father does even in the middle of battle. 

    Her confidence stems from the fact that she can feel stone all around her. The room is easily large enough for her to walk twenty steps in every direction before reaching a wall. But her senses tell her that other people are locked in with her, huddled together, or hiding in the four corners. Their shaking bodies transmit through the ground toward her. 

    "Let's get out of here." Standing up, Awhina declares in a voice that breaks through the silence like a thunderclap. She hears several people inhale sharply in surprise, but not a single one dares to speak. They must have spent a much longer time in here than she did, and likely none of them have powers as she does. 

    Finding the opening in the stones where the door should be, the only place she can't sense as it must be made of wood, Awhina walks toward it. On the way, she avoids the people sitting or lying about and stretches out her arms. But instead of a single surface, one hand slips through an opening, and the other touches a wooden pole. 

    Moving left, she comes into contact with another pole. She can sense that these are the bars of a cell, and the place without stone she felt was a barred opening. The fact that it's dark here despite the large gaps means that this entire area is kept unlit. 

    Sliding her foot across the ground, Awhina moves some of the stones out of alignment as silently as possible. One of the wooden bars comes loose, and she catches it before it can fall on the floor and alert potential guards. With the gap large enough, she turns to the others in the room. 

    "Hey, come on." Even when she tries to keep her voice low enough for it not to echo too much, it's still louder than she expected. "I opened the cell." 

    She hears several confused gasps, but since it's completely dark, nobody dares to move. Maybe they're afraid that this is a test from one of their captors, and if they try to escape, they will be punished. 

    "Are you Tuwheranui?" Changing her angle, Awhina asks into the cell. She has no obligation to save these prisoners, but it's safe to assume that they're the slaves Mereana came here to free. If she can do something about it, it's best to do it now rather than later. 

    At her question, she can feel several people shift their weight on the floor. Nobody is replying, but their movement is confirmation enough that at least some of them are part of her extended tribe. 

    "Au, au, aue ha!" Awhina stomps her feet and roars. Everybody in the vicinity flinches noticeably, terrified that her loud voice will alert the guards. "I ahaha!" 

    "Quiet!" One female voice hisses near her. 

    "Ka tu te ihiihi! Ka tu te wanawana!" But the demigoddess ignores her and slaps her thighs, causing a quake to run through the ground. Since she's doing it alone right now, it lacks impact, so she uses her ability to control the earth to add emphasis. "Ma'i i te whenua ki runga! E tu iho nei, tu iho nei!" 

    At those words, she feels at least a dozen people rise to their feet. Her tremor sense covers a relatively wide area, and she can tell that in the cells around hers, others are doing the same. More and more stand up, roused by her short-form ceremonial dance. 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" Raising her arms even though nobody can see her movements in the pitch darkness of the cell, Awhina moves onto the final phrase. 

    "Ka ora! Ka ora!" But when the time for her to speak the last words comes, several dozen voices, male and female, join her as one. Much like when the slave army turned on the Pacha soldiers, the war dance of her people has animated the listless prisoners to action. 

    Suddenly, a door is slammed open at the end of the corridor to the right of her cell. The light falling in through the rectangle is blinding after the darkness, and Awhina blinks her eyes. The quakes from her earth control and the choir of voices were finally heard, and the guards are coming. Awhina runs over to the hole in the bars of her cell and peeks out to find a slender man wearing a silver mask and a black coat standing in the doorway. He's carrying a bloodied knife in one hand, which looks like a tool rather than a weapon. 

    "What's going on here?!" He inquires in an angry tone. Two men, similar to the pale-skinned people who attacked her in the city, walk past him into the corridor. Their eyes are bandaged, but an eye talisman is sewn onto their open mouths through which these flesh puppets see. In place of hands, they have a bladed hook and a notched whip each. 

    "An uprising!" Awhina picks up the wooden pole she slipped out of its place earlier and runs out of her cell. The shaft is too thick to be used as a spear, but she has inherited her father's physical strength. Gripping the wood so hard that it's crushed in her palm, she charges toward the man in black. 

    "Get her!" He points his knife at her, and the two flesh puppets begin to move. Right then, Awhina's steps transmit her will into the walls, knocking the prison bars out of their sockets and freeing the people in the cells. 

    And as she had hoped, several dozen people pick up the poles and swarm the two charging attackers from both sides. In the ensuing chaos, the man commanding them appears to be at a loss, looking left and right as if unable to understand the situation. He finally concludes that he should call for help, or at least get away himself first. 

    But just as he turns around, Awhina throws the wooden pole like a javelin. It's not sharpened on either end, but with the sheer force from her superhuman strength, it impales the man through his back. 

    Around the same time, the two flesh puppets are overwhelmed by the freed slaves and pinned down. Some use the rocks that the demigoddess loosened and smash in their heads so that they stop moving. With this, the immediate obstacles are removed. 

    "Rise, Tuwheranui! Rise, free people!" She raises her fist. Everybody, even those who were too scared to move before, exit their cells, and join her in cheering. The time to fight for their freedom has come, and a godlike savior is leading them. 

      

    Tokomaha has been following the bulky man called Wakar as he leads them deep into the bowels of the pyramid. They're looking for the dungeon where the village girl named Awhina is being held. She was never a fan of what humans call civilization - or what she calls restricting oneself with cloth and stone. Nature provides all, and there's no need to shape it beyond the point of recognition. 

    That's why the God of Growth is invested in this matter even if she doesn't show it on her face. The sea witch called Rapania is twisting humans, the main corruptors of nature, into beings more disruptive than they already are. 

    On their way, they occasionally encounter miscreations, but Tokomaha takes them down from afar with her spear-thrower. A spear through the eye talisman takes them down without giving them time to react. Wakar then carries the bodies into dark corners so that nobody discovers them until later. 

    Finally, they reach the end of a stairwell and come upon prison cells. However, all of them are empty already, with their wooden bars broken or knocked out of their sockets. Several flesh puppets lie on the ground, broken and mangled by many assailants that overwhelmed them with sheer numbers. 

    Tokomaha appreciates Wakar's taciturn nature. He takes in the sights and must reach the same conclusion about what happened here. The little goddess has watched the village girl command the earth as well as any land god could. She most likely opened the cells by loosening the prison bars, then led them out in an uprising. 

    The fact that they haven't encountered a single one of them on the way here means that there are other exits. It's only surprising that the pyramid hasn't sounded an alarm yet. Or maybe they have, but the revolt has already left the area, and the fighting is happening far from here. 

    "Hey." 

     Suddenly, a voice calls out to them in the darkness. Tokomaha's ears twitch, and she turns in the direction of where it came from. She has sufficiently good night vision to see far beyond the area illuminated by Wakar's torch.  

    "Finally. Got somebody's attention." The voice belongs to a woman, but it sounds almost as rugged as a man's. It's coming from a cell at the end of a narrow passageway one could easily overlook when running past it. The bars are made from a black material that isn't wood, and it's covered in feather talismans and cloth strips with pictographic writing. 

    Tokomaha walks over to the cell fearlessly. The wards imply that something beyond human is locked inside, and even the escaping prisoners didn't think of trying to free it. But she's the God of Growth, and there are few things she has to fear in this world. 

    "Hey, can you take those off?" A thick but pale-skinned finger enters the area illuminated by Wakar's torch. It's pointing at the talismans, which Tokomaha identifies as good luck charms that wish for swift conception. The cloth strips have a similar purpose, praying for safe childbirth and receiving a healthy newborn. 

    "Those are keeping you inside?" Tilting her head with a skeptical look into the darkness beyond the bars, the little goddess asks. Even a regular human would be able to rip those off, but the black bars look like the more significant obstacle. 

    "What can I say?" The pale white face of a woman with a chiseled jawline that puts even Wakar's to shame appears in the torch's glow. Black tribal tattoos extend up toward her cheeks from the jaw in a triangular shape, with a similar one emerging from her hairline and covering her forehead. The tuft of silver hair falling over her face and the eyebrows of the same color give her an almost ethereal appearance. However, the pitch-black eyes that seem to swallow all light are like two abysses staring at Tokomaha. "It's just who I am." 

    "You?" When she sees the face, the God of Growth takes half a step back in aversion. She recognizes the person in the cell, and they don't seem to be on friendly terms. 

    "Who is this?" Wakar asks, growing slightly restless from seeing a true goddess react that way before a caged being. 

    "Come on, remove those. I'll owe you one." With the grin of a predator, the woman asks Tokomaha for her help. 

    "I don't need you owing me." Walking up to the bars, the little goddess begins to tear the charms down quickly. Seeing this, Wakar puts his torch into a sconce and helps her out. "Just remember who it was that got you out of there." 

    "I will." The face disappears back into the shadows in anticipation of freedom. 

    Finally, the last talisman comes off, and Tokomaha steps back. Wakar does the same, worried that he may have just helped to let out an absurd monster. From the very back of the cell, the heavy thudding sounds of barefoot steps approach. Their owner must be incredibly heavy. 

    The pale-skinned woman fully steps into the light for the first time and reveals her size. She's towering almost two heads over the Pacha soldier, who's already considered tall among his people. Her entire toned body is covered in black tribal tattoos, which mark her as a village goddess and chieftain. However, some parts have been modified to tell a story of violence and revenge. 

    "Thank you." With these words, the giant woman puts her hands on the black bars of her cell and pushes them aside as if they're cloth curtains. The creaking noise as the bars bend but don't break imply that they're made of some kind of metal. 

    Stepping out, she looks around and raises her arms as if stretching after being in a confined space for a long time. Her abdominal muscles flex as she arches her back a little. She's wearing only a cloth strip over her relatively large breasts, and a loincloth covers her nethers. This puts her toned body that radiates power on full display. 

    "What now?" Tokomaha looks up at the woman who appears almost twice as tall as she is. 

    "I'm going to find that sea bitch." The towering goddess cracks her neck and grins, but her black eyes are filled with malicious intent. "I'll rip out her skull and beat her to death with it." 

    "That's physically impossible." The little goddess comments on the dark declaration with an askew gaze. 

    "Leave the impossible to me." Not at all fazed by the infeasibility of the form she wants her revenge to take, the giant woman walks past Tokomaha and Wakar to find her target. 

      

    Tahiri watched Uten and Saten's flashy attack on one of the gates to the military district with mild interest. She didn't listen to the conversation Kaos and the others had before they split up, but it soon became clear that the twins were acting as a distraction. 

    The fact that even now, Kaos hasn't called her for help leaves the God of the Sky in a foul mood. But one part of her understands that she didn't do so because she lacks trust in her. After all, she witnessed Awhina and Mereana get taken away and did nothing to help. 

    But the more miscreations she sees pouring out of the buildings of the military district, the more she feels that she needs to get involved. It's not that she fears for anybody's safety, but that the sheer number of humans it must have taken to create these mindless thralls is beyond what she can tolerate. 

    After all, only one in three humans can become moving flesh puppets. And one in a hundred attempts, each using dozens of living humans, reaches the level of the demonic Taniwha that those miscreations seek to replicate. With more than a thousand of the former and four of the latter converging on the twins, Tahiri understands that Rapania must have killed tens of thousands of humans in her experiments. 

    The God of the Sky floats down toward the topmost terrace of the pyramid. A door leads inside, but Tahiri first takes a look back down toward the city. She's a universally worshipped goddess, and she's aware that she acts the part. But viewing the people from such a height as a human will make the illusion of power get to their heads. 

    It requires punishment from the gods to knock them down a few steps and teach them their rightful place in the order of the world. Nobody stands above nature, and the gods themselves who represent its aspects know that best. 

    With a lazy wave of her hand, a blast of wind blows the wooden door out of its hinges. Floating inside, Tahiri heads to where she suspects Rapania to be. She will bring her to justice with her own hands. 

    But when she descends from the upper floor into a large room lit with glowing crystals, her eyes widen at the sight that greets her. Devices of metal and glass - technology she hasn't seen in ages - are piled up on the tables and shelves that line the room. A large arch made of metal stands in the center, with tubes and cables converging on it from all the other machines. 

    "This shouldn't exist here." Tahiri mutters in grim realization. 

    "So, you knew." A voice from below her suddenly speaks, and the God of the Sky looks over the edge of the stairs. A woman sits at a desk on which schematics and notes on parchment are piled to the point of spilling onto the ground. 

    She has long and wavy purple hair with a strangely wet gloss to it. Her eyes are as blue as the deep sea, and she wears purple lipstick that matches her hair. There's a blue luster to her skin as if it's composed of countless scales. 

    Despite her mysterious beauty, her outfit appears anything but stylish. It's a pure black coat with surgical tools stashed in holsters and pockets. A pair of gloves with dried blood encrusted on them lie on the table before her. 

    "Rapania." Tahiri states with an almost sorrowful expression as she floats down toward the sea witch. "How many lives have you taken to look like that?" 

    "I could ask you the same." With a cynical smile, Rapania throws the question back at the God of the Sky. 

    "Answer me!" For the first time since she thought Kaos was an aspect of the God of Corruption, she's close to losing her temper. This pyramid will provide little protection from the storms she can summon in her rage. But even when faced with a universal goddess, the sea witch doesn't appear concerned.  

    "Come to rain on me again?" Shrugging, Rapania puts on her black gloves as if preparing to get back to whatever her gruesome work is. Then she rises from her chair and walks around the table to approach Tahiri fearlessly. A sinister but also endlessly sad smile graces her purple lips. "You never cared about the lives of humans and the spirits, but you certainly liked to meddle in mine." 

    At those words, Tahiri's expression crumbles. She quickly closes her eyes and gathers her feelings, then returns her gaze to the sea witch with clear determination in her eyes. This time, she cares. 

    "It was my mistake that drove you to this, Rapania. I have to atone for my sins." For the first time in many revolutions around the sun, Tahiri places her feet on solid ground. When heaven and earth connect, and gods walk the land alongside humans, great change will be coming like a storm. "And you have to atone for yours." 

    Rapania's sinister smile shows her fearlessness and confidence in facing Tahiri. She touches something under her desk, and the machines in the room come to life. Sparks fly about between metal coils and arc back and forth with ear-numbing sounds. 

    In response to that, Tahiri stretches her arm out at the sea witch. An electric spark jumps through the air, but is suddenly caught by a metal orb attached to a man-sized device next to her. Whirring with power, it appears to go into overdrive. 

    "What is that expression on your face?" Rapania asks sardonically while looking down on the God of the Sky despite being slightly shorter than her. She then rounds the table and walks along the wall, away from Tahiri. "Has this machine surprised you?" 

    "Don't be too proud of this technological gadget you have created." The latter narrows her eyes and watches her opponent slowly step across piles of parchment and past devices similar to the one that absorbed her electric charge. "The ability to manipulate electricity is insignificant next to the true power of the sky." 

    "Oh, I'm sure you'll demonstrate that next." Despite the tension in the air, Rapania tilts her head in a challenging gesture. She then ducks behind a machine just as Tahiri raises a hand toward her. This time, the lightning is absorbed by a metal coil. The sea witch sticks her head out from behind her cover and sneers. "How scary." 

    The electric arcs jumping between the devices have increased in intensity, suggesting that they're being charged up by Tahiri's attacks. Even now, she can't imagine what Rapania's goal in riling her up could be. If she believes that these machines can protect her forever, she must have lost touch with reality more than it seemed at first. 

    "If only you knew the truth about your powers." Walking through the arch in the middle of the room and toward the door, the sea witch turns around with a deprecating look at Tahiri. 

    "What do you know?" With a scoff, the God of the Sky crosses her arms and lifts her chin. 

    "I know the girl called Ta Iri." Rapania's lips split into an impossibly broad, sharp-toothed grin. Her black eyes seem to draw Tahiri in as she reveals a fragment of her past nobody should know about. "The primitive little village girl who dreamed of the sky." 

    Tahiri's eyes widen, and she wordlessly walks forward to attack the sea witch directly. But as she steps through the arch, arcs of electricity jump onto her from all sides. Looking around in surprise, she then glares at Rapania. 

    "Fighting me with lightning?" The God of the Sky sounds indignant at Rapania's attempt to hurt her with her own powers. "Do you really think this can stop me?" 

    "I know it will." Spreading her arms theatrically, the sea witch acts as if she's directing the crescendo to a concert. The electric arcs increase in intensity, the overwhelming noise seemingly building to drown out everything else. 

    Tahiri raises a hand and looks down at it in confusion. Her white skin begins to flake off along with her clothes. The process speeds up as fat and muscles are exposed before bones and organs disintegrate into dust - and then to nothingness. Within a few blinks of one's eyes, the God of the Sky has disappeared from the center of the arch. She didn't even have time to raise her voice in surprise. 

      

    It started as a hopeful uprising but soon turned into a journey of terror. 

    Awhina led the freed Tuwheranui and Pacha slaves through the extensive dungeon, overwhelming all the guards they encountered. All of them were flesh puppets with weapons grafted onto their bones, so even now, the slaves haven't been able to arm themselves. 

    But the more they saw of the pyramid's bowels, the more they realized the extent of Rapania's madness. Vivisectionists and surgeons were working in many separate chambers, using living human bodies as if they were ingredients. 

    The emaciated and pale dead were piled up onto carts and on the ground alike. First, they found dozens, then hundreds, and at this point, they must have seen more than a thousand corpses on their search for an exit. Like a never-ending nightmare, they only found more horror and death around each corner. 

    Many broke down crying; others lost heart and ran off to hide. Only with Awhina's encouragement did most of them make it as far as they came. Their escape took them up and down many stairs; however, nobody could have expected that they would come all the way to the lowest pits of the netherworld. 

    A gigantic hall filled with a lake of blood and gore lies before them. Thousands of dead bodies are piled up or floating in the gruesome liquid. As if in mockery, a circular skylight shines into this mass grave on the other side of the hall, with a winding stairway leading up toward it. It's like the steps that Pakangaroa took to escape Mataku's land of corruption in his bid to become the God of War. 

    Awhina descends the stairs before her toward the pool of blood. She can feel the stone below it keenly, bedrock rather than cut by human hand. They came all the way to the lowest point in the pyramid's dungeons by some twist of fate. But the distant skylight promises them freedom and beckons them through the corruption. 

    The demigoddess waves both her hands forward and raises the ground from within the waist-deep lake of gore. The rising bedrock creates a serpentine path through the piles of corpses so that they don't have to wade through the blood. 

    Even then, the humans stay in place, shaking like leaves in a breeze. They will need encouragement to step onto this slippery pathway, where a single misstep could cause them to fall into corruption. More than any wall or moat, any fortress or army, this scenery can discourage even the most hardened Tuwheranui warrior. 

    The only reason Awhina can keep herself going is that she has inherited her father's steadfast mind. Her human half is just as terrified as those behind her, but she's glad that she can feel empathy with them in times like these. 

    "Come, freedom awaits just up ahead!" Without turning around, the demigoddess raises a hand and declares in a voice as steady as a mountain. She was afraid that she couldn't hide her own fear, but once she put her thoughts into words, it came out as intended. "Follow me!" 

    Leading by example, Awhina steps onto the path she created and walks forward fearlessly. Seeing her, others gather their resolve and follow into her footsteps. With this, a procession forms behind her as she heads for the skylight without rushing. If at any time it seems as if she's hasty, it will impact the morale of the freed slaves. 

    About halfway through the cavernous hall, a scream rises from the ranks of people crossing the lake of blood. Awhina turns around just in time to see the splash left behind by somebody falling off the path. However, the surface keeps churning as if something is dragging the person under. A hand emerges, seeking for help. 

    Rushing back, the demigoddess drops to her knees and reaches out to grab the hand. After two attempts, she finally catches the wrist and pulls, but is surprised by how little resistance she feels. Falling onto her backside, she looks ahead to find that what she thought was the whole person is, in fact, only a messily severed forearm. 

    Suppressing the urge to scream, she scrambles to her feet and stares at where the person disappeared. That's when the surface of the blood splashes apart, and from within jumps out a caiman-headed man covered in scarred scales. The monster opens its mouth wide to reveal a powerful jaw filled with razor-sharp teeth, aimed at Awhina's face. 

    This time, the demigoddess does let out a scream. But instead of fear, it's a roar of anger, as she delivers a powerful hook at the unnatural creature's jaw. It's knocked aside and onto the pathway, but shakes its head and peeks back at the person responsible for hitting it. The slit eyes glaring at Awhina are filled with pure hatred. 

    She gets just enough of a look at its appearance before it slides back into the blood to realize that the caiman part was grafted onto the human body. The scaly skin was sewn over the human base, although there are signs of modifications of the muscles underneath. Its forearms are also covered in thick scales, and the fingertips have been surgically replaced with metal blades. 

    It's a Taniwha, a demonic creature formed by Mataku's corruption. 

    "Everybody, run ahead!" Awhina directs the escaping slaves forward while keeping a lookout for the Taniwha. The path she raised from the bedrock separates the lake of blood into two sides, so at least she doesn't have to worry about her back. 

    But just as she thought this, a scream rises from further ahead, where a pile of corpses has collapsed to reveal a stitched abomination consisting of many human bodies. Its face is made up of four fused human heads, their lower jaws removed, and the upper jaws opposing each other to create one large mouth. The four pairs of eyes look in different directions, but each one is filled with hatred for all life. 

    On top of another pile of corpses, a giant four-legged beast appears. However, it's wholly hairless and appears to have been shaped by rearranging human limbs. The skull is a jaguar's, but instead of its regular eyes, it has one human face on each side of its head. It growls at the running slaves, who are stunned in terror. 

    Another creature swoops down on leathery wings from the darkness above. Before it grabs a woman with a pair of clawed feet that appear to be grafted-on hands, Awhina sees that the wing membranes are made from the skins of human faces. 

    As if to drive home the hopelessness of their situation, screams rise from behind them and the front. A hulking mass of muscles lacking any skin has appeared in the doorway to cut off their path of escape. And climbing down from the skylight is a filigree horror with hundreds of stitched-together human limbs for legs. 

    Each and every one of them is a Taniwha, even though only one should emerge once in an unfortunate generation. 

    Awhina's thoughts swirl in circles. How can she get the people out of here alive? Will she even be able to escape on her own? She used all of her strength to punch the caiman-headed monster, but it was barely affected. What could she do against that many of them? 

    The musclebound hulk at the doorway begins to move on their rear guard. With a simple swing of one of its arms, which is as thick as a grown man's torso, the monster snaps a wooden club and the man holding it in half. He's sent flying sideways and falls into the pool of blood. 

    From far above, the screaming of a woman approaches, and Awhina looks up to find that the winged demon has dropped its prey. Rushing over to catch her, the demigoddess is unable to reach the victim in time before she impacts the stone path. 

    Around the same time, the caiman shoots out from hiding and drags another person into the blood. The stitched abomination shambles onto the path and drags a crude metal cleaver the length of an entire human out of the corpse pile it emerged from. The spider-legged creature has climbed down the wall and is slowly approaching to close them in further. 

    "Hm, it looks like you're in a bad spot there." A calm, rugged female voice suddenly reaches Awhina's ears, and she spins her head around to the doorway at the back of the hall. Where the muscle horror cut off their path from earlier, a towering woman with pale white skin and black tattoos stands. "Need a hand?" 

    The hulking monstrosity spins around on the spot and charges at the newcomer. Even though she's almost as tall as it is, her toned form looks incomparably weaker than the musclebound figure of the Taniwha. With a few steps, it reaches the woman and swings a fist at her midsection. It connects, causing her upper body to bend forward under the impact. However, she stays standing, unlike all the others who took the demon's punch. 

    Without taking the time to be surprised by this fact, the muscle Taniwha begins to pummel her with its gigantic fists. The sounds of impacts echo through the hall, and Awhina watches as blood flies left and right while the woman appears to be knocked about. 

    Suddenly, she delivers a single upward swing at the hulk's chest. In the next moment, its entire upper body splits open as if the seams holding its muscles together were ripped apart. As it falls backward while spraying blood everywhere, the woman comes into view with her fist still raised. 

    "This is a real punch." She states with a casual smile on her lips, although her pure black eyes don't look amused at all. While there's blood all over her, she appears unhurt. Awhina realizes that the muscle demon's fists are mangled as if it punched a stone surface. 

    Without warning, a dozen spears fly through the air and hit the winged Taniwha. It falls into the lake of blood, where the caiman blindly attacks it thinking that it's a human. Spinning her head toward the right side of the hall, Awhina finds that in a gallery overlooking the hellscape, Tokomaha is standing alongside several moving saplings that resemble her. Each one of them has a spear-thrower growing from where their wrists should be. Wakar is with them, holding one himself. 

    "Oh, you found your way here, too!" The towering woman waves at Tokomaha as if they know each other. If her killing one of the Taniwha wasn't evidence enough, this fact disperses any doubts that she's an ally. With her and the God of Growth joining the fray, they may yet get out of this pit of death. 

    





   



 Chapter 112 - Sea Witch Rapania 

      

      

    "Do you understand?" I finish my explanation about my identity to Inkill after we bust the third mad scientist in the middle of converting a living human into a flesh puppet. 

    "I see..." He lowers his gaze and thinks about it for a moment. Then he shrugs and smiles wryly as if admitting defeat. "I won't tell anybody." 

    "Thank you." My face lights up at his words, but underneath it all, I'm still wary. Even if Tahiri was so sure about me not being an aspect of Mataku because I can cry, she might change her opinion when she learns the truth about me.  

    At one point, we made it up to the ground floor, where we found more hospitable places fit for receiving guests. Uten and Saten must be doing an exceptional job, as we run across only a few guards here, whom I can make quick and stealthy work of. 

    "The main hall should be just beyond here." When we come upon a double-winged door made of iron, Inkill gestures for me to stop and explains our location. He looks at the door with wonder; he must have never seen this much metal in one place before. 

    "Stay back, I'll do the talking." I walk to the center of the door and grin at him. He blinks in bafflement, not understanding who would even bother talking to us. It's just a line I've always wanted to say. 

    With that out of the way, I push open the two heavy wings of the door. It seems that they aren't used often, as I can't imagine it being opened and closed each time somebody wants to enter or leave. There must be other ways into the main hall. 

    As a crack opens before me, the stench of embalming fluid washes over me. Whereas everything before here was presentable to official guests, this place seems to be used for experimenting as well. And when I can see inside, I'm blown away by the sights brightly illuminated by a massive array of what appear to be electric lamps attached to the high ceiling. 

    There are piles upon piles of naked and emaciated corpses. They lie stacked up on carts, stuffed into barrels, or simply strewn across the ground. Miscreations carry more bodies around, with men and women in surgery garments giving orders and writing down notes on parchments.  

    Dozens of operating tables are placed next to each other, with several people working on the bodies lying on them at the same time. Most of them are unmoving, but some struggle against their restraints and scream in pain and terror. 

    Even if I don't care about human lives, witnessing this level of cruelty causes rage to well up inside me. Rapania, and anybody working with her, has to die for committing these abominable atrocities - and at such a grand scale. 

    On the other side of the hall, on an elevated platform, I spot a metal torture rack. Strapped to it is Mereana, her long white hair standing out against the dark metal. A woman with purple hair is working beside her, arranging tools and picking up a clean scalpel. 

    Her striking appearance and the fact that she appears to be in charge of experimenting on Mereana can only mean one thing. The beautiful but sinister-looking lady is Sea Witch Rapania. And she hasn't started working on the former general yet. 

    "Hey, who are-" One of the scientists notices me and walks over, but I cut her off by stabbing a spiked tentacle through her throat. Several of the flesh puppets around her spring into action at the same time, but I make short work of them as well. 

    This alerts Rapania to my presence, who raises her head and looks at me with her deep blue eyes. An excited smile appears on her purple lips when she sees me. She most likely thinks that I would make for a great test subject. But I have yet to show her what she's dealing with.  

    For the first time in a long while, I burst out into my black form and bulk up into the Crawling Chaos that I am. The red vein-like lines running across my whole body in no perceivable order give me a more violent appearance than I already have. 

    Charging straight down the middle of the hall, I rip to shreds anything that gets in my way. My aim is to save Mereana first and foremost, as the rebellion would die with her. After that, I will kill Rapania for what she has done to the humans. 

    Her expression has changed from one of excitement to one tinted in horror. She certainly didn't expect that I would be coming for her straight away and that not even dozens of her flesh puppets can slow my rampage. 

    But suddenly, something slams into me from the side and propels me across several operating tables and into a pillar. Unfazed by the impact, I right myself and face my assailant, a four-legged abomination resembling a trunkless elephant crossed with a gorilla. Its unholy form was achieved by fusing dozens of humans together both in bones and muscles. 

    I turn to look at Rapania, to find that she has retreated toward a vault-like steel door at the back of the main hall. It doubtlessly leads into her personal experimentation chamber, where she thinks she will be safe from me. Then I see two flesh puppets take the seemingly unconscious Mereana off the rack and carry her there. She hasn't given up on using her for material.  

    The massive abomination charges at me, and I turn my attention back to the current obstacle at hand. Creating a spirit spear without speaking the incantation, I launch it at where I perceive its head to be. The magic dissipates the moment it touches the human skin covering its entire form. They must have done something to make it magic-resistant, similar to a dragon's scales. 

    This time, instead of tackling me, it raises its front legs, which turn out to be massive four-fingered hands, and attempt to crush me against the pillar. I bulk up further, increase my density as I did in my last battle against the academy, and catch those hands in mine. Not budging an inch from the impact, I turn my fingers into rotating blades and shred the monster's hands. 

    It stumbles back with a roar of pain, unable to fall back onto all fours because of the bloody stumps that remain of its fingers. Taking that opportunity, I chase after it, turn my right hand into a huge blade made from dragon armor, and stab it into its exposed midsection. I let it explosively grow larger while still embedded in the enemy's body, then split it in two directions like a pair of reverse scissors. 

    The bisected monster falls to the floor in two pieces, but it's still moving. Finally, I expand my left hand into the giant maw of a sandworm and shred the pitiful creature's remains before consuming them. The overwhelmingly chemical taste of the embalming fluids makes it unpalatable. Still, it doesn't matter when I quickly digest it into my depths. 

    With the distraction out of the way, I focus on the primary target. Looking at where Rapania went, I'm just in time to witness the heavy steel door closing. If that is anything like a panic room, she'll be trapped in there. I have all the time in the world to peel away her defenses then. 

    Turning around to look at the door, I find that Inkill is averting his gaze from the carnage I left behind. He's trying his hardest not to look at me, and the fear I feel emanating from him causes me to smile inadvertently.  

    With the mad scientists scrambling to leave the main hall through the side doors and flesh puppets swarming me, I can't transform back just yet. After all, this is my most efficient shape for combat, or at least the one I feel most comfortable in when rapid morphing of limbs is required. 

    Spreading my arms into their individual tentacles, I welcome the enemies as if telling them to come into my embrace. From all around me, the miscreations charge with silent screams, raising their metal hooks, blades, and notched whips to destroy my body. I meet them head-on, as physical attacks are entirely useless against me as I am now.  

    As I effortlessly cut down dozens of the enemies within seconds, I suddenly notice that at the edge of the battle stands one that looks different from the regular flesh puppets. The upper half of its cranium was replaced with a metal device housing several crystals. When the realization that they remind me of magic catalysts dawns on me, it's already too late. 

    Spheres of light appear all around me and quickly grow to the size of volleyballs. Just as I recognize them as plasma orbs, they burst like bubbles and spray their deadly matter at me from all sides. I quickly cover myself in dragon armor, but I'm not fast enough. Some parts of my body are practically eaten through by the immense heat. 

    In fact, not even the dragon armor can withstand those temperatures and melts under their touch. Quickly opening holes in myself where the matter is burning into me, I let them drop through my limbs. Luckily, I kept the inside of my body the Vanadia clone template. 

    "Memorized!" I crack a grin, though it's really my face ripping open into an abyss-like visage. If these weren't mindless zombies but living humans, they would have had their sanity broken down. But I did it for myself anyway. 

    As my wounds mend themselves with matter from the inside, I go straight for the miscreation mage. At this point, even plasma can't kill me anymore, but who knows what else it has up its cranium. No flesh puppet can stop me, so I trample a swath through their ranks and charge straight into the machine-headed miscreation with a shoulder full of spikes. They rip it apart from the inside, and with this, the one potential danger is gone. 

    And within a minute, the rest of the enemies are dismembered or ripped to shreds on the ground. No more reinforcements seem to be coming, so I can concentrate on getting to Mereana and saving her from Rapania's experiments. 

    When I transform back into my human appearance, I find a few vivisectionists cowering behind tables and chairs, trying not to be noticed. As I pass them by and act as if I didn't see them, I grow a tentacle spike from my back and run them through. Not a single one complicit in the sea witch's crimes against life is getting away from here alive. 

    In the middle of the hall is a large hole in the ground with a circular stairwell leading down. Part of it has a wooden railing, but there's a gap with an obvious purpose. Bodies unfit for experimentation or failed subjects are disposed of by tossing them down there. 

    From the pit, I hear screams and the sounds of battle. Looking over the edge, I find that there's a lake of blood with piles of pale corpses everywhere. If there are hundreds up here in the main hall, there must be thousands more down in that hellhole. This is no longer mass murder but genocide. 

    A massive creature with hundreds of long legs made from stitched-together human limbs comes into view, running toward the wall and beginning to climb it. I prepare myself for battle, but a volley of throwing spears impacts its body. The next moment, those spears start to move and grow into saplings, tearing through the creature's flesh and skin. Twitching in its death throes, it lets go of the wall and falls back down into the lake of blood. 

    The sounds of battle ebb away quickly, and then a cheer from over a hundred throats rise to my ears. It seems that the prisoners were able to stage an escape, although I wonder why they ended up in what essentially amounts to this pyramid's waste disposal pit. 

    "Tokomaha?" I shout down into the depths. The throwing spears and growing wood is her handiwork, and I did send her to find Awhina in the holding cells. But I want to see the cute little goddess directly to make sure everything is alright.  

    People come into sight on a crude stone path cutting through the lake of blood. They're all dressed in rags, except for the person leading them. It's the daughter of Hokanui's land god, demigoddess Awhina, covered in blood but seemingly unhurt. 

    "Awhina!" I prepare to jump down, but a hand on my shoulder holds me back. Spinning my head around in surprise, I find Inkill standing behind me with a reserved expression. He's still afraid of me, and I doubt that feeling will ever fade. But I understand his sentiment. "Right, priorities."  

    Now that I know Awhina and Tokomaha are at least alive, I can concentrate on my part. We expressly split up to save one of the two prisoners each, and the God of Growth already succeeded in her role. 

    "Up here is safe!" I wave down at the demigoddess, who's looking up in surprise. She waves back with a tired but relieved smile. That's enough for me to understand that she's alright now. Stepping back from the hole, I begin to round it and walk toward the heavy vault door beyond which Rapania is holding Mereana. 

    Inkill wordlessly follows me, a dagger in one hand and a mace in the other, both bloodied. It seems during my fight, he helped out as well. Considering the miscreations have no blood, he must have killed some of the scientists trying to escape. A job well done. 

    When I reach the steel door, I find that it looks much like one seen in huge banks - too modern for this nation. Considering the Pacha army doesn't employ metal weapons, I was already surprised by Rapania equipping her miscreations with it. The devices in this main hall are reminiscent of medieval replications of modern surgery equipment, which only further drives home the sense of anachronism.  

    All of this reeks of some measure of Old Human involvement. There's no way Sea Witch Rapania could have come up with those things on her own. At the same time, I know that the Old Humans don't want the people of this world to know that advanced technology allowing humans to fly to space exists. That's why everything here looks hand-made using the limited crafting techniques available in this nation.  

    However, this door is undoubtedly Old Human technology. This couldn't have been built anywhere but in a modern workshop, but it may be even older than this pyramid. 

    Turning my right hand into a dragon's head, I point it at the door and let out a plasma breath in a relatively narrow beam. Behind me, Inkill audibly gasps and steps away, as the blinding light of the heat hits the metal. 

    It takes only a few seconds before I see the effect. The metal melts under the immense heat of the plasma torch, and I begin to slowly move across the surface of the door. If I had wanted to, I could have used the full size of Kiamedras and burned through the entire door in one immense breath. But since I don't know how big the room beyond is, I don't want to do that; I would risk accidentally hurting or killing Mereana. 

    At one point, I realize the metal is liquefying too quickly for me to cut a hole into it. Thus, I change my approach and choose to melt an opening large enough to walk through the vault door. It's taking longer than I expected, and I catch myself wishing Senka was here.  

    "What are you doing?" Tokomaha's skeptical voice asks behind me. 

    "Mereana is beyond this door." Answering without turning around, I keep up my work. There's already a hole through which I could stick an arm, but the immense heat and ever-changing form of the melting metal make it an unstable opening at best.  

    "Why not go through this part here?" An unfamiliar rugged but unmistakably female voice asks. This compels me to turn off the plasma torch and turn my head - before I'm forced to tilt it back to look up at the towering woman. She has an incredibly toned, tattoo-covered body, and must be almost three heads taller than me. Her eyes are pitch black, reminiscent of the unfathomable darkness that is my face in its true appearance. 

    Her finger is pointing at the stone wall a few steps left from the metal doorframe. In the next moment, she puts a hand against it and pushes. With a crunching sound, the stones are shoved back or aside, fall out of alignment, and cave away. Stepping forward almost unhindered, she plows into the wall like a bulldozer. Within seconds, the stones are gone, and smooth metal is revealed underneath. 

    "Oh." The giant woman makes, apparently only mildly surprised by this discovery. I already expected that, but this is only another sign of anachronistic architecture in a nation that doesn't even have advanced smelting techniques. "How about that." 

    Undeterred by this obstacle, she puts her hand on the steel surface. Then she punches a hole through it as if it were a paper sliding door. I stare with my mouth ajar, as she pulls back her hand and grips the two-inch-thick steel before widening the hole with barely any exertion on her face. Within moments, she has opened a hole big enough for a person to walk through. 

    "Uhh..." I look at the result of my attempt that took several minutes. Even now, it's not passable, with an ever-shifting hole dripping with liquid metal. Compared to what took this newcomer only a few seconds, my flashy show of power was a laughable failure. 

    "After you." Stepping aside, the woman with godlike strength gestures at the opening she created. Her aloof attitude doesn't seem sardonic, so I nod my head and shoot a glance at Tokomaha to ask who this is. She doesn't pick up on my silent question, so I turn away and look through the opening. 

    Beyond it appears to be the back of a metal box, not standing all the way up to the wall. I lift it aside with a tentacle arm, and a relatively large room with a semi-circular back wall is revealed. It's filled to the brim with anachronistic-looking machines and shelves laden with parchments. There's one operating table in the center, with Mereana lying on top of it. She still looks untouched.  

    Rapania and two assistants are rooted in place with surgery tools in their hands, their eyes shifting between the hole I'm entering through and the still melting door. All of it must have appeared like a bait and switch joke to the people on this side.  

    But the sea witch suddenly breaks out into a manic smile as she looks me up and down. Her eyes glance over my left tentacle arm with which I put down the metal box - something akin to a locker. Then it shifts to my right arm, which is still in the form of the dragon head. 

    "Is that how you melted the door?" Her voice is dripping with curiosity. Even in this hopeless situation with no way out of this deathtrap of a vault, she's still a mad scientist through and through. "Oh no, you don't." 

    Seeing me walking forward, the sea witch hovers a scalpel over Mereana's eye while her expression shifts to a less frivolous one. Even if I can shoot a light spear at blinding speeds, she's only millimeters away from stabbing the former general in a vital spot. 

    "Alright, I'll play your game." Turning the dragon head back into my hand, I raise both palms in the air in a gesture of surrender. "What do you hope to achieve with that?" 

    "Buy some time to observe you." Tilting her head, Rapania undresses me with her ocean-blue eyes. Even though she's a beautiful woman, I'm not at all happy to be ogled like that. But there's not a hint of lecherous intent; her interest in me is entirely professional. 

    "And after that?" Raising an eyebrow, I ask with a shrug. 

    "I'll think about it then. In either case, I have a question for you." The sea witch waves off my attempt to goad her into revealing her big plan to escape from this situation. "Why did you abandon melting your way through the door? How did you rip open the wall? Why didn't you do that with the door in the first place?" 

    "That's because it was me." Behind me, the towering woman squeezes through the hole she created. At her sight, Rapania's eyes widen in shock for the first time. 

    "Korenga." She speaks through a nervous laugh, fear creeping onto her expression. 

    "Ready for death, sea bitch?" Stepping forward without a single concern for the hostage on the table, the giant woman named Korenga speaks in an exceedingly calm tone. It's as if she were talking about the weather. 

    "Don't do anything rash." I extend a hand to stop her and accidentally touch her toned abs. It's as if I brushed against shaped steel - that's how hard her muscles feel. She looks down at my hand, then shifts her gaze to me. Her expression may look emotionless, but underneath it all, I can sense a seething rage that threatens to spill out at any moment. 

    After seeing her rip apart steel with her naked fingers, I'm afraid to stand in her way. But Mereana's life is more important than whatever issue she has with Rapania. Once the leader of the rebellion is safe, Korenga can do whatever she wants with the sea witch. 

    "Indeed. You don't want to attack me when I wear this, do you?" Rapania pulls out a wooden pendant from inside her black lab coat. It has an intricately carved pattern, but I don't know what it symbolizes.  

    "Do you believe one is enough?" Tilting her head and looking down at the sea witch with an almost bored expression, Korenga dashes her trust in whatever that pendant represents. 

    Suddenly, I feel a spark of electricity jump over from my hand onto the towering woman's skin. She seems to have noticed it as well, as she looks down with an eyebrow raised slightly. Her black eyes don't convey emotions well, but she seems mildly interested in this phenomenon. 

    A few meters before me, lightning crackles and appears to gather. The ear-splitting noise of the electric discharge is amplified by the echoes in this vault-like chamber. Rapania is staring at it in clear bafflement, so it's safe to assume that this isn't part of her machinations. 

    As the light grows too intense to look at, I avert my eyes. Right then, a thunderclap followed by a physical wave of air rolls over the room and sends parchment flying. A naked woman with skin the color of angry thunderclouds is floating in midair. Glowing silver lines run all over her body, outstretched arms and straightened legs. In place of hair is lightning, crackling audibly as it jumps over to the machines in the room and overloads them. 

    It's Tahiri, and she just made the most dramatic entry I've ever seen. I stare at her with sparkling eyes, admiring how badass that was.  

    "I'm disappointed in you, Rapania." The God of the Sky's states in a chastising voice that reverberates through the air with an unnatural echo. "Very disappointed." 

    "A-as expected of you, Tahiri." The sea witch has stepped back from Mereana and looks up at the display of divinity with a shaky smile. Her beautiful features are finally twisted by clear fear; with Tahiri's appearance, she has lost control over the situation. 

    "Did you think you could kill me with my own powers? Have you, after all this time, forgotten what I'm capable of?" Even though she looks angry, Tahiri's voice is unexpectedly level. She sounds like a martial arts master scolding a child that tried to seriously challenge her with a provocative preemptive attack. "I don't call the lightning; I am the lightning." 

    "No, I'm well aware. But the time it gave me was enough to prepare this." Rapania pulls out something like a remote control from one of her pockets while inching away from the God of the Sky. That could be a button for a self-destruction device for all I know, so I prepare to jump forward and cover Mereana with my body if necessary. 

    "What's that? Another weapon?" Tahiri asks in a mocking tone. Considering her body seems to be made of pure energy, she's not in the least worried about whatever it is the sea witch could be throwing at her. 

    "Nothing that fancy." With a crooked smile, Rapania replies in an almost self-deprecating tone. She glances down, then at her assistants, who seem to realize something in her gaze. They shake in horror as if whatever she's about to do will endanger their lives.  

    "Please wait!" One of the two cries in a desperately pleading tone, but that's when the sea witch presses the button on her remote. In the next instant, she and everything in a perfect circle vanish in a pillar of light. The moment it fades, tables and metal machines that were half-immersed in that circle fall over, the part inside seemingly cut off entirely.  

    "What?!" I run through the room and stop where Rapania disappeared. There are magic runes on the ground, its arrangement quite familiar to me but also completely new. It's a node in the ancient transportation network, and the sea witch has teleported away. 

    





   



 Chapter 113 - After The Horror 

      

      

    I have no way of following Rapania through the transportation network since I don't know her destination circle. But the more important question right now is what to do with this. Before me lies a chance to return to Arkaim castle in an instant. I'll be able to get back home from this foreign land.  

    "Tahiri?!" Korenga's surprised voice pulls me out of my reverie. Turning around, I see just in time as the God of the Sky reverts to her regular white-skinned appearance, and the lightning mane droops down to its usual sky-blue color. Before she can turn around to the giant woman, the latter slams into her.  

    I'm prepared for another battle, but Korenga is only hugging Tahiri with bone-creaking intensity while wearing a big grin on her face. Her focused demeanor from earlier has disappeared completely, replaced with an almost goofy expression.  

    "I see you haven't changed, Black God." With apparent aversion, the God of the Sky tries to free herself from Korenga's vise-like grip. I'm interested in what that 'Black God' she called the giant woman means, but there are other priorities.  

    With a reluctant glance at the teleportation circle, I finally walk over to Mereana lying on the table. She's unmoving, but I can see her bare chest rising and dropping ever so slightly. Standing above her, I close my eyes and concentrate through the noisy background where Tahiri is still wrestling with Korenga. 

    My life sense takes over, and I see light all around me. Before me, Mereana's life signature is clearly there, albeit slightly weaker than it should be. She's not just asleep; Rapania did something to her that kept her sedated through everything that happened. Whatever the case, using light magic that purges drugs should do the trick.  

    I lay a hand on the former general's forehead and stomach, then silently invoke the spells. What I took away from my training on the moon is that I should rely on magic as little as possible. What the Old Humans taught the humans is most likely useless against them, and that's all the magic I've learned. My body is my most powerful weapon, and I should only use certain spells to complement it. 

    As the magic takes its effect, I see Mereana's life energy growing to its regular level. Even though I don't know hers in particular, I can instinctively tell that she should be fine now. With a sigh, I open my eyes to see Tahiri floating near the ceiling after having somehow escaped Korenga's embrace. It's rare to see her this flustered. 

    "What happened to her?" Awhina enters the room through the hole Korenga created. She has wiped away most of the blood clinging to her skin, but her hair is soaked in it, and her clothes are ruined. Still, she seems high-spirited from having escaped the hell pit while saving many of the slaves.  

    "She should be alright, only sedated." I look around and find a blanket. Pulling it off, I use it to cover Mereana, and caress the brand on her forehead one more time. I could most likely erase that with a healing spell, but I will let her decide. 

    "Outside has grown quiet now." Tokomaha pops out from behind Awhina and states. I see Inkill standing outside with Wakar, both peeking in through the opening. "The fighting has stopped." 

    "Oh, right." I completely forgot that Uten and Saten were acting as a distraction outside the military district. Surely, they have seen more action than any of us in here, but the fact it went on until now means they're unharmed. Either they killed everything thrown at them, or Rapania leaving cut her control over the flesh puppets. "Let's get out of here." 

    "There are still a lot of people in the pyramid." Awhina stops me with a thumb pointing behind her. She's referring to the disposal pit under the main hall from which she came. The voices I heard couldn't have been all of the prisoners meant for experimentation being held in this pyramid. "I want to free them all." 

    "Yes, we will do that, with the help of the soldiers outside the city." I give the demigoddess a warm smile. Her compassion is commendable, so I want to answer in kind. Lifting Mereana off the operating table, I carry her toward the hole in the wall. 

    "What about those two?" Tokomaha points her spear at the surgeons cowering behind lab equipment. Upon having the attention brought back to them, they flinch so violently that they knock against something loudly. 

    Korenga turns her pitch-black eyes to them, and they cry out in terror. To think a human face could elicit that kind of response, she must be exceptionally feared. Considering her godlike strength, it's obvious why. She walks toward them with casual steps while they scramble to their feet and run away.  

    There's no way out, though, and they're soon cornered in the very back of the room within the teleportation circle. It's apparent that they don't know how to activate it, or they would have followed Rapania right away. I assume even she doesn't know the principles behind space magic, or she wouldn't have needed the remote control that she took with her when she disappeared.  

    Finally, they're cornered by the towering goddess. I can only see her tattooed back as she flexes it in anticipation of killing these two humans with her bare hands. Her muscles and how they shape the tattoos create an illusion of a demonic face appearing on her back. It's quite a spectacle. 

    One of the surgeons runs to the left while the other to the right. At this point, they have no way out of this alive, but their survival instinct tells them to live, even if only a moment longer. However, Korenga spreads her arms, and although she's not large enough to cover the entire magic circle, she appears like a living wall.  

    With the tip of her fingers, she catches the clothes of the one on the right. It's enough to yank him off his feet as if he was pulled back by a hook. On the other side, the woman seemingly gets past Korenga, but the goddess spins around unexpectedly nimbly. Bridging the distance in two quick steps, she brings her palm down on top of her head. 

    I watch with a blank expression as the female scientist's skull is pushed into her chest cavity from above. Then her spine is crushed even before her legs buckle. Finally, her entire body is compressed into the ground, turning into a bloody stain. 

    Then I realize that the floor has cracked under the impact. 

    "The circle!" I almost drop Mereana and scream when I realize that the goddess just damaged the magic circle with that attack. The cracks are small, so maybe it's still functional. 

    The man scrambles to his feet after having witnessed the death of his colleague. He runs past Korenga's back, but she reacts quickly and throws a backhanded fist at him. Only him tripping over a severed piece of equipment saves his life. However, the force of the swing alone is enough to take off his surgeon's cap as well as some of his graying hair.  

    But the Black God follows up with a downward chop reminiscent of a karate move. It splits the man in half diagonally before breaking the ground underneath her. 

    "Aaah!!!" This time, the damage is undeniably enough to make the transportation circle inoperable. A huge crack has appeared on the ground where the side of Korenga's hand impacted it. 

    "Sorry for the mess." Swinging her right hand as if it were a blade, she instantly clears it of the blood sticking to it. Then she turns to me with a curious look on her face, which doesn't extend to her eyes. I sigh when I realize that this woman doesn't consider the consequences of her actions. Well, she most likely doesn't know that Rapania's teleportation is linked with the circle on the ground. 

    "Ugh." Mereana's voice as she stirs and wakes up in my arm draws my attention away from the lost chance at getting to Arkaim quickly. 

    "Mereana! How are you feeling?" I quickly place her on the ground so that she doesn't struggle and falls upon realizing that I'm carrying her. She puts an arm around my shoulder and pulls herself up with my help.  

    "Where is Rapania?" She blinks her eyes a few times to adjust to the light in the room. Her priorities are straight, unlike mine - in various meanings of the word. 

    "She escaped. You're safe now." I put a hand on the former general's shoulder to reassure her. She lowers her head and sighs as if in defeat, although I would consider our actions today a victory. 

    "Ah! Where is the God of Growth?" As if only remembering now, Mereana tries to stand up. But her legs give out halfway, and I catch her. Only now does she realize that she's naked underneath the blanket and pulls it up to cover herself. It was more of a reflex to the cloth sliding off her than out of embarrassment, though.  

    "She's here." Turning aside, I reveal the little goddess standing next to Awhina. 

    "I'm glad that you're safe." Nodding at Tokomaha, the former general sounds apologetic. I shoot the God of Growth a glare, which she averts her gaze from. She should be the one apologizing for letting the miscreations take Mereana without a fight. 

    "Tahiri." I stand up and turn to the God of the Sky, who has reverted to her usual aloof pose of seemingly lying down in midair. She looks down with an almost bored expression, most likely not at all expecting what I'm about to ask her next. "What's your story with Rapania?" 

    Her eyes widen. I already knew that the two had a history, but it seems that there's more to their relationship than I imagined. After fighting hordes of her flesh puppets and monstrous creations, she owes us some information on the sea witch. 

    "What is there to tell? I was unable to stop her from becoming a monster." Tahiri replies curtly. Her expression shows displeasure, but underneath it all is a hint of sadness. Before I can say that this isn't enough, she explodes into a lightning discharge followed by a thunderclap and disappears from before us. My inquiry hit a nerve, and it seems she isn't ready to answer in full yet. 

    "I know what happened, but I don't know whether I should tell you." Tokomaha suddenly states with a sideways look. It seems that she doesn't want to meddle in the matters of the God of the Sky, but she understands that those who aren't in the know deserve an answer after what we went through tonight. 

    "I'd like to know as well." Korenga approaches from behind me, and I spin my head around to find her towering over me. Her eyes are fixated on the little goddess, but the overwhelming pressure her gaze radiates even affects me. 

    "Hmm." Scratching her ear, Tokomaha avoids eye contact with her. Then she seemingly makes up her mind. "Alright then..."  

      

    Once upon a time, a young sea witch fell in love with a human. 

    He was a young merchant who lived in a port town near the shallow reef she called home. His weekly trips took him past her, where she would watch him, hidden in the waves.  

    Having lost her parents to a monster from the depths early in her life, she hadn't come into contact with any others of her people since. Therefore, nobody ever taught her that, as a sea witch, she could never be with a human. Not even her only friend, the infrequently visiting God of the Sky. 

    Spending her days watching the young man, the sea witch's longing only grew stronger. But she knew that it was impossible for her to leave the sea. In all that time, the goddess's joking suggestions to bring him to live with her instead almost compelled her to take that rash action. But she understood that humans couldn't live under the sea, just as much as her kind wasn't made to live on land.  

    Hearing of the sea witch's heartache, a wizard of the deep appeared before her and offered his help. He used his unfathomable magic to gift her the ability to live on land for one revolution of the moon so that she could meet her beloved. 

    The next time he returned from his trip, she latched onto a piece of driftwood and acted like a shipwrecked maiden in peril. He pulled her onto his ship, and it was love at sight. Soon after, they formed an eternal bond. 

    However, when the promised revolution of the moon was about to end, the sea witch began to panic. Once the time arrived, she would have to leave her beloved and return to the ocean. One part of her resolved to stay with him until the end and die in his arms, but she didn't want her life with him to end. 

    That's when the wizard of the deep appeared again. He told her that there was a simple method to extend his magic. She only had to sacrifice a human soul using a dagger he presented her with. Once it was plunged into somebody's heart, their bodies would crumble to dust, and her time on land would be extended by another revolution of the moon. 

    The sea witch had been resolved to die for him, so taking another's life so that they could remain together was a cheap price to pay. The port city was large, and there were plenty of homeless people and orphans nobody would miss. 

    Thus, with one sacrifice after another, she extended her time with her beloved. Ignorant of his wife's atrocities, the merchant spent happy days with her. 

    However, the God of the Sky came to visit her at the reef and was surprised to find that the sea witch had disappeared. For more than a human lifetime, she had never strayed farther than a day from it, so where could she have gone? 

    That was the precursor for disaster. The wizard of the deep told the goddess that the sea witch lived with her beloved human in the nearby port town. As if mediated by fate, they met again under the most inauspicious circumstances. 

    In the dead of night, the God of the Sky witnessed the sacrificial ritual, the murder of an orphan girl in cold blood, all for the sake of love. Horrified by what her friend had become, she confronted her right then and there. 

    The sea witch argued that the wizard of the deep gave her an answer, while the goddess never took her seriously. They began to quarrel in the alleyway, slowly drawing the ire of the sleeping neighbors. People started to watch them bicker until the God of the Sky snapped in anger. With a thunderclap, she exposed the sea witch's true identity in front of the onlookers. 

    Among them was her lover. The gaze with which he met hers made it clear that their relationship was shattered. With a terrifying and ear-piercing cry, she escaped to the sea and dove under the waves, never to appear before humans again. 

      

    "Those were Rapania and Tahiri?" Awhina asks in utter bewilderment as we descend the stairs of the pyramid and into the courtyard. Flesh puppets lie unmoving everywhere, a result of getting cut off from Rapania's influence after she teleported away.  

    "What do you mean?" I'm confused by that question. Tokomaha expressly told us the story of Tahiri and Rapania's history together. 

    "That story is a folktale." Mereana answers in Awhina's stead. "But there are a few small differences. In the tale, the goddess is the one who gave her the magic, and she took it away on a whim." 

    When I think about Rapania later hearing this folktale, she must have remembered Tahiri's role in it. The God of the Sky can't be faulted for exposing her murders. However, from Rapania's point of view, that must have ruined her life with her lover.  

    "That wizard of the deep was Mataku." Korenga, who had been silent until now, suddenly explains. I look back to find her following us, easily covering two stair steps with each stride. "It couldn't have been anybody but him." 

    "I think so, too." Tokomaha, glancing up at the towering woman with a slightly anxious expression, admits in a cautious tone. Why does it seem as if she's afraid of the Black God? "That type of death magic has the God of Corruption's signs all over it." 

    "I see. But what about Tahiri's part?" I realize that the way Tokomaha worded it, the goddess didn't tell the humans that Rapania was a murderer. "She exposed her true identity. What does that mean?" 

    "That sea bitch is using Mataku's magic even now." The towering goddess states with a careless shrug. "In reality, she's as ugly as one can imagine." 

    "A sea witch has two big fish eyes and a broad, lipless mouth with razor-sharp teeth. Instead of hair, they have layered scales. Gill slits grow in their broad necks, and they have webbed hands. Instead of a lower body, they have octopus legs." Tokomaha elaborates on the Black God's disparaging description. That doesn't sound like something a human could fall in love with normally. I'm surprised Tahiri could even make friends with what essentially amounts to a fish chimera. 

    Rangi said that sea witches are unnaturally beautiful, so when I saw Rapania, I knew immediately that she was the right person. But that would mean the land god may have encountered Rapania in the past. Unless, of course, she or the wizard of the deep taught more of her kind the method to gain such a bewitchingly beautiful appearance. 

    As I watch more and more freed slaves stream out of the pyramid's gates after us, some of them dragging along captured vivisectionists for later execution, I think things over by myself. Rapania is clearly still using that sacrificial ritual to keep her human appearance. But beyond that, I assume she's performing large-scale experiments toward a specific goal. 

    Could it be that she has heard about the Mage of the Beginning, Old Human Alexander, and his creation of the demon race? The monsters made from many human bodies are so-called Taniwha, demons born from Mataku's corruption. There may be a correlation between all of those. 

    There's no point in thinking about it by myself. 

    "Rapania has been forced to flee from here. The miscreations and the Taniwha have been vanquished. Tuwheranui and Pacha, you are free!" I hear Mereana's voice announce across the courtyard and turn back. She's standing at the midway platform of the stairs, holding a speech for the freed prisoners. At this point, easily a thousand of them have gathered, and I'm sure there are more in this city who are still alive. 

    I see men and women alike crying out of joy and relief. Most of them are civilians who had been taken from their homes. They have been enslaved on some pretext of treason or any number of other crimes that the usurper created. In the end, the true purpose of reintroducing slavery may have been for Rapania to have a steady stream of experimentation supplies. 

    Mereana, flanked by Inkill and Wakar, begins to speak of the revolution they will be bringing to the Pacha Empire. I'm not interested in a rousing speech and instead walk out of the gate to look for Uten and Saten. Awhina turns to me with a surprised expression, then looks back at the revolutionary leader before coming after me. Tokomaha seems reluctant to do the same lest she appears docile toward me, but decides to do so anyway. 

    "So, who are you?" Korenga asks while joining the two. She's called the Black God despite being quite obviously white-skinned. I've been waiting for a formal introduction since I first laid my eyes on her.  

    "Chaos." Tilting my head and looking back, I reply casually. 

    "I'm Korenga." With a grin, she gives her name. Her expression tells me that she's interested in me, in one way or another. Maybe she's curious about my plasma torch or how I know Tahiri. The same goes for me; I'd like to know more about her.  

    "How did you get that title. Black God?" I ask while waiting for her to catch up to me, which she does in a few strides. But when I look up at her face, her grin is frozen over. She remains silent and smiles to herself bitterly. 

    "You shouldn't ask her that." Tokomaha grabs my arm and pulls me down to her so she can whisper into my ear. Although Korenga doesn't seem to dislike the title in itself, that seems to be a touchy subject. Letting go of me, she rounds my back and takes her place between the giant woman and myself before looking up at the former to ask. "What are you doing here? Last I heard, you were looking for Mataku in the Kakai Tonga." 

    I'm surprised to find that the mischievous brat of a goddess has the sensitivity to facilitate a change of topic so smoothly. I already knew that she's far older than she looks, but I have to reevaluate my image of her. 

    Also, there's another mention of Mataku. It seems that this Primordial Terror is a real living being rather than a concept of nature given a face through human imagination, as deities in my previous world were. The gods where I'm from are Old Humans with advanced technology that appears like magic. The gods here seem to be superhumans from birth. So which one is Mataku? 

    When I look up at Korenga's face, my thoughts are blown away. Her face is twisted into a grimace of hatred as she looks ahead. It seems that Tokomaha's mention of the Primordial Terror is another sore spot for the Black God. 

    "They caught me in my sleep." A moment later, she relaxes and states with a shrug. I blink a few times at this simple answer, but then begin to wonder how she was even held captive after she woke up. With her strength, not even the transportation room's anachronistic steel walls could have stopped her from breaking out. "What about you?" 

    "She's haunting me." I put my elbow on Tokomaha's head and answer in her stead. Before she can poke me in the side in revenge, I dodge quickly and take a step back. The little goddess glares at me while shaking from anger. She might throw a spear at me. "We're on our way to bring down this self-proclaimed God Emperor." 

    "Oh? I heard about that one. Rapania is working for him." Tilting her head in thoughtfulness, Korenga thinks for a moment. "I'll come with you then." 

    "I'm against it." Tokomaha declares in an unexpectedly calm voice. Her short eyebrows are drawn together in a critical frown.  

    "Well, you have no say in this." I bend forward to look the little goddess in the face, who stares at me in surprise. This is the perfect opportunity for some payback. "You followed us on your own, so you can't deny somebody else from doing the same." 

    Tokomaha's jaw drops. Blinking her eyes a few times in utter bewilderment, she's very clearly looking for an argument for her case. But it seems nobody in her long life prepared her against simple logic. 

    "Come on, stop teasing her." Awhina suddenly joins the conversation and hugs the God of Growth from behind. The latter doesn't brush her off and silently accepts the help. When did these two get this close with each other? "I don't want to say it with the person here, but since we're on this topic-" 

    "The Black God is a calamity." Shutting her eyes tightly as if that would make the danger of offending the person in question go away, Tokomaha shouts. If I were in her position, I'd feel the same while talking about a person who can rip through steel with their bare hands as if it were paper.  

    But once again, I'm impressed by her quick-wittedness. By saying it herself, Awhina didn't have to. As a full goddess, she should stand a better chance at avoiding harm than the demigoddess.  

    "That's pretty cold of you, of all people." However, against my expectations, Korenga only complains in a pouty tone. I can see how humans refer to her as a calamity, as she can doubtlessly destroy a whole city on her own. But I don't know why she would; she seems level-headed enough not to do such things.  

    "Well, we have the same destination in either case, so why not travel together for a while?" Shrugging, I speak in favor of letting Korenga join us. Mereana should have the final word on this matter. Still, considering the Black God helped us save her life, she should show her gratitude by agreeing.  

    I look down the steps as we walk through the pyramid gate and come upon the large square before it. It's filled with opened cages and prison wagons, and the slaves that had been inside them are now out on the streets. Countless unmoving flesh puppets lie in the paved roads, with many escaped prisoners seemingly mourning over some of them. They must have identified family or friends who had been turned into those miscreations. 

    It seems Uten and Saten went above and beyond their job of just being a distraction and freed the prisoners too. But then I spot Tuwheranui warriors and Pacha soldiers running through the streets. 

    Those are from the revolutionary army. They must have seen the flashy battle of the twins and decided to come to help them. When I spot Yori on a horse riding down the street at the head of a small cavalry detachment, my theory is confirmed.  

    "What's going on?" I call out to him, and he turns around in surprise. But his eyes are instantly fixated on Korenga rather than me. She easily draws attention wherever she goes as she stands head and shoulders above even the tallest people around us. Raising my hand and waving, I make my presence known. "I'm down here!" 

    Snapping out of it, Yori tears his eyes from the Black God and looks at me. Instead of shouting back, he directs his followers toward the bottom of the stairs just as we resume our descent. Dismounting, he runs up the few steps remaining between us, repeatedly glancing at Korenga as he does so. 

    "We saw fire and explosions, so we assumed that you were staging a revolt." He replies to my question, slightly out of breath. It's just as I thought. That was quick and great thinking. "But it appears that the city garrison has barricaded themselves into their barracks during the night. Instead..." 

    With a gaze of apprehension, Yori looks around. He's unmistakably referring to the flesh puppets with their strings cut. The soldiers we saw during the day were decoys then, to uphold the appearance of a regular city for anybody who might come here. Why did Rapania go through so much trouble if the nation is already under the reign of the God Emperor?  

    Maybe there's something more to her position in this nation that we have yet to uncover. 

    Suddenly, Korenga collapses next to me and hits her head on the steps. I spin around and stare at her in shock, then exchange a look with Awhina. Her eyes are widened in bewilderment as well, unable to comprehend what happened. 

    "That's normal for her." Tokomaha comments with a roll of her eyes. 

    "What do you-" I start but hear the noise of an idling motorbike coming from somewhere. It stops for a moment, then begins again slightly louder than before. This time, I realize where it's coming from. 

    Korenga is snoring. 

      

    No wonder the Black God was caught in her sleep. 

    When she falls asleep, she doesn't wake up no matter what. We tried shaking her, poking and tickling her sides, pinching the back of her hand, and even slapping her face. It's as if she turned into a corpse - one that snores like a running chainsaw. 

    "The Black God is cursed by Mataku. She falls asleep at exactly midnight each night, and won't wake up no matter what until the sun fully rises over the horizon." Tokomaha explained to everybody with an exasperated sigh. It sounds like a strangely specific curse. Then again, Mataku isn't only a nebulous conceptual god that corrupts everything. He's also known as a trickster who plays very personal and malicious pranks.  

    I carried the incredibly heavy Korenga onto a cart, which we pulled back to our inn. On the way there, we met up with Uten and Saten, who stared at the Black God's chainsaw snoring with curiosity that soon turned into open annoyance. 

    And now, Awhina is lying in bed next to me, wide awake and with bloodshot eyes. She went through so much today, and now she can't sleep because Korenga is running a gasoline generator in the next room. I don't know why we decided to even put her in the same building as us. I think the idea was that she wouldn't think we left without her the next morning.  

    "Alright, I've had enough." Growling thus, Awhina jumps up from her bed and stomps toward the door. I heard that Korenga saved her and the other escaped prisoners in that hell pit under the main hall, so she's grateful to a degree. But it seems to end when sleep is involved. 

    "What are you going to do?" I quickly follow her and ask, afraid she might do something rash. But she doesn't answer and trudges to the next room. When I look inside, I find that the demigoddess has stopped next to Korenga's bed and looks down at her. Is she going to smother her with a pillow?  

    But instead, she picks up the Black God with unexpected strength, carries her over to the window, and unceremoniously throws her out. My eyes turn into saucers when I hear her crashing through the wooden sunroof below, and I quickly run over to look down. I find that she did indeed break through the wood and landed in the straw underneath. Even now, she's snoring away without having taken notice of the harsh treatment she received. For us, it's much quieter, though, so that's a win.  

    Awhina doesn't even seem interested in verifying that Korenga is safe and walks back to our room. I watch her ambling gait with a wry smile; I heard about her exploits in the dungeons. She was the one who started the prison break, which ultimately led to the Black God getting freed as well.  

    Following her, I enter the doorway just in time to see the demigoddess dropping onto my bed. It seems she didn't even have enough strength to make it to her own. Joining her, I give her a hug and pet her hair. In Hokanui, we would sleep next to each other all the time, so this isn't anything new. 

    As I think back to everything we went through today, I slip into a dreamless slumber myself. 

    





   



 Chapter 114 - Tonight We Hunt 

      

      

    The next morning, we returned to the pyramid to hold council with Mereana and her captains. With the fortress city of Manoa taken, some argue that the uprising should use this as a home base. Others believe that the army should move on right away. At least both sides agree that the next target should be Huanuco, the mining city with the largest slave concentration in the empire. 

    "We have an appointed time to meet with our reinforcements in Tarauaca." One side argues for immediate departure. 

    "We can send scouts and tell them to come here then." The other counters. 

    "What about the food supply situation?" The first brings up a valid point. "If we plunder the surrounding lands, we will be nothing but bandits and lose the support of the people." 

    "With the riches in the pyramid, we can buy as much as we need." With a self-righteous attitude, the other side argues that using money stolen from the corrupt empire to further their cause should be acceptable. 

    After freeing the slaves in Manoa, the troop numbers have risen to around eight thousand. It's nothing compared to what the Pacha Empire can field, and less than initially anticipated. That's why the opinions on how to proceed are diverging. Of the more than fifty thousand prisoners brought to this city as slaves, over half have died in Rapania's experiments. Of those remaining, a third has been maimed beyond repair.  

    If not for the sea witch, almost half of the slaves brought here over the last eight months could have joined the revolutionary army. We would have gained an immense boost in fighting strength that the God Emperor couldn't ignore anymore. Instead, morale that should have been high from taking such an important city has plummeted at the hellish sight of Rapania's crimes.  Only anger at the usurper for seemingly allowing the Sea Witch free reign keeps them focused on their goal. 

    I grow weary of listening to their bickering, and it seems Mereana does, too. She rubs the bridge of her nose while they keep going back and forth. Nobody would fault her for taking a day's rest after what happened to her last night, but she hasn't slept at all since then to coordinate the complete takeover of Manoa. 

    "In the time you people take to come to a decision, we could have reached Cacoa already." Korenga, sitting just behind me in the corner of the meeting room, states with a sneer. "And here I thought humans lived fast." 

    Nobody dares to disagree with her. The fact that she's the Black God has made its rounds, and everybody knows about her now. Out of fear, rather than respect, they avoid eye contact or speaking with her, but she doesn't seem to care. As Tokomaha said, humans consider her a calamity. 

    "I think so, too." But it doesn't prevent Mereana from agreeing with her openly. "Of course, it doesn't mean we have to leave right now. We need to rest for a day." 

    In any other person, I would be thinking that they're using others as an excuse to rest themselves, but not with Mereana. She's running on fumes right now and still considers what's best for others first. Her captains appear to be well-aware of that fact, as nobody objects to her assessment. 

    With this, the hour-long discussion comes to an unexpectedly quick end. The captains discuss among themselves how to organize the troops for the day, but I only look at the leader sitting at the head of the table. She maintains a stoic expression even now, so less perceptive people wouldn't be able to tell how tired she really is. 

    "Man, that was a waste of time." Korenga stands up from the floor and dusts off her skirt. The two parties that argued earlier and drew out the meeting only duck in shame, with some stealing resentful glances at her. The towering goddess doesn't mince her words at all, and I guess that part of her could be considered calamitous. 

    "So, we're leaving tomorrow?" I walk over to Mereana and ask her as she watches the Black God exit the room while everybody quickly stumbles out of her way. It doesn't look like she's doing it on purpose, but she maintains an overbearing presence due to her striking height and unusual appearance. 

    "Yes, right at sunrise, I want to review the troops. Then we're departing for Huanuco." The former general finally replies to me. I can see the tiredness in her gaze and come to a decision. 

    "Alright, that means you can rest until then." Putting my hands on my hips, I tilt my head and state in a matter of fact tone that leaves no room for argument. 

    "No, I have to-" Even then, Mereana tries to object. 

    "Uten, Saten." Snapping my fingers, I call upon the twins.  

    "Yes, Big Sis!" They promptly pop up on my two sides with mirrored salutes before standing at attention. The suddenness of their appearance catches the former general by surprise. She called herself a human that failed to become a god, but her abilities are real. The fact that she didn't seem to notice their presence until now makes it obvious just how exhausted she is. 

    "Take Mereana to her room." I snap my fingers again and give the twins the command. 

    "Aye, sir!" Saluting once again, Uten and Saten spring into action. Before Mereana can utter as much as a word of protest, they grab her arms and use their Crawling Chaos strength to carry her off.  

    "Give her the full course." I call after the twins as they leave, and promptly get another 'aye sir' from them. By that, I mean a bath, a full-body massage, and several other steps for relaxation. We had plenty of free time back in Hokanui for me to teach them such things. 

    "Wait, I need to-" Mereana realizes what's happening, but she's already carried out of the door.  

    "Nothing to see here. The general is taking the rest of the day off." I announce into the room when I see everybody staring with worried expressions. "Please speak to Yori about any official business." 

    Taken aback by my sudden referral to him, the second in command's jaw drops. But since they all know me as a goddess and the one who saved their general's life, they can't object. 

    Sighing, Yori acts as if he would love to complain but is swallowing it in deference to me. I know from a discreet nod in my direction that he's grateful that I'm forcing his commander to rest as he doubtlessly tried and fell on deaf ears.  

    This means I get a day off as well. I don't ever tire, but even I'm mentally spent after everything that went down last night. For now, I just want a good meal and laze about as I did before the war began. Maybe I'll look for Tahiri, as she still hasn't shown up again after disappearing last night. 

      

    In the end, I spent a relaxing day going from person to person. I went to check up on the twins around noon to discover that Mereana melted into a puddle of comfort under their touch. From plenty of conditional training under me, they know not to mix lust into their massages, so she was having the time of her life with their full course. 

    Awhina spent the day speaking to the Tuwheranui prisoners freed from under the pyramid. As the daughter of a chieftain and a demigoddess, she helped persuade many to join the uprising. Those who wanted no part in it were directed toward Hokanui and the other villages, where they should be safe until everything blows over. 

    Befitting her reputation as a calamity, Korenga forced her way into a tavern's alcohol storage and gorged herself on its contents. She became dead drunk and started coercing those in the vicinity to join her. In the early afternoon, dozens of people already lay strewn across the ground both inside and outside the tavern, passed out from excessive alcohol consumption. 

    If I had heard about it earlier, I would have joined her to prevent the collateral damage to people who will wake up with the worst hangover. She's now even more feared among the Pacha and the Tuwheranui for her thoughtless actions. Still, I don't see why people would shun her as if she were a monster; all of her calamitous deeds seem to be relatively harmless. 

    Tokomaha helped the freed prisoners to bury the dead in the barren backyard of the pyramid since dawn. She hates humans for their deeds, but it seems that she cherishes all life and mourns over those that are needlessly lost. Over the graves, she made a sea of flowers grow within seconds, giving the deceased a proper sendoff when there was no more family left to hold a funeral.  

    Not bothering her during her work, I continued to look for Tahiri both on the ground and in the sky. My search took me through the civilian and military district, and finally, I went to the pyramid again. I was drawn to the transportation circle, which I had no chance to check last night.  

    As the soldiers guarding the pyramid see me, they stand at attention. Waving at them to be at ease, I pass them by wordlessly. This reminds me of when my mother took me to the keep in Rodens. The fortress city is under the rule of General Ophalen, a former Petsobek and a member of the Kirali clan. Whenever we passed the towering crocodilian warriors, they stood in almost reverent attention. 

    It was a strange feeling seeing beings that look physically far more imposing than me act subordinate. The same goes for these soldiers, many of whom doubtlessly trained their bodies for years. Compared to them, I look like a regular girl my age, and only my Crawling Chaos body is what gives me the edge over them. 

    When I enter the main hall, I'm pulled out of my introspection. The piles of dead bodies are being carted out, but more than half is still left even after a full day's work. I can't even begin to imagine how long it will take to clean up the mountains of corpses in the pit under the hall. 

    Glancing at the molten door that has completely hardened and become impossible to open normally, I step through the hole Korenga created. The mess from last night is still there, including the remains of the two scientists Rapania left behind. Walking into the middle of the magic circle, I look down at the cracks. 

    I close my eyes and let Arkaim's circle enter my mind, picturing its runic inscriptions and the overall shape. But as expected, nothing happens. It seems that with two strikes, Korenga irreparably destroyed one node in the ancient transportation network that has supposedly existed for thousands of years. 

    "Do you want to leave this land and return to your own?" Suddenly, Tahiri's voice calls out to me, and I snap my eyes open. She's floating in the middle of the room, a short distance away from me. Her eyes are fixated on a machine, but it's clear that she's only acting more interested in that to avoid looking at me.  

    "I do." I reply with honestly. She turns to me in surprise but then sees my expression. I do want to return, not only to see my beloved girls but also to fulfill my responsibility to the Dominion, of which I'm now the queen. "But I'm going see this rebellion through until its end. Whatever form that may take." 

    I didn't want to say it in the meeting, but if Huanuco turns out to be the same kind of concentration camp as Manoa, the revolution won't be able to gain the numbers to stand against the regular army. I'll do my best to fight alongside them, but if it appears to be doomed, I will escape with those important to me. 

    "Why do you care about these humans so?" With a melancholic expression, Tahiri asks me. It almost sounds like a rhetorical question, suggesting that the mortals killing each other don't deserve my time. 

    "You used to care, too." I walk over to the God of the Sky and state in a matter of fact tone. Her eyes widen in surprise at how certain I sound, and that only gives me confirmation. "What happened?" 

    Tahiri keeps staring at me, unable to muster an answer. She looks away for a moment as if contemplating whether or not to respond but then closes her eyes.  

    "Another time." Turning her rainbow-colored irises toward me, she makes the decision to put it off. I can tell that being reminded of her past with Rapania has put a damper on her free-spirited mood. She's uncharacteristically withdrawn and surrounded by a depressing air.  

    "Alright." Not pursuing the matter, I walk toward her. The God of the Sky keeps her eyes fixated on me, wondering what I'm trying to do, but looks surprised when I come in for a hug. 

    "What's the matter, Kaos?" Despite the confusion, she readily accepts me with open arms. 

    "I could tell that you need this." Squeezing her tightly, I mutter into her ear. She flinches at my words but doesn't draw away. Instead, she buries her face in my shoulder and sighs. 

    We stay that way for a while, as I feel her very real heartbeat through her chest. Her ability to control the weather and turn her entire body into lightning may mean that she's a true goddess. However, she's not as far removed from humans as she makes herself out to be. 

    "Excuse me- oh." Suddenly, a female Pacha soldier calls out to us from the hole in the wall but stops when she sees us embracing each other. She turns away, having gotten the wrong impression, and recites the most cliché line spoken in this situation. "Sorry for disturbing you. Take your time." 

    Tahiri and I stare at where she disappears from the hole for a moment, then exchange a glance. Her mesmerizing irises that constantly shift color as if they were soap bubbles in the air draw me in. But then she makes a girlish giggling sound that takes me by surprise. 

    "I contemplated leaving to search for Rapania on my own." The God of the Sky puts her hands on my shoulders and smiles wryly. "But I think I'll stay with you a while longer." 

    With these words, she separates from me with one last caress of my cheek and floats toward the hole without looking back. Stunned, I stay rooted to the spot where she left me, her soft touch still lingering on my skin. 

      

    The next morning, I join a fully-rested Mereana in reviewing the troops before departure. When I saw the army under Manco as they lined up in front of the hill fort, it was a sight to behold. Back then, there were over four thousand soldiers, filling the entire narrow strip of land. Now, nearly twice that number has gathered in front of the city gates. 

    The human perception of individuals and masses is strange. I know from an online tidbit that over two thousand people walk the Shibuya crossing every time the light turns green. When I looked down from the second-floor coffee shop overlooking the street, I never considered that there were so many. At the time, I thought there were maybe a few hundred. 

    But there's a threshold, beyond which point one's guess will lean toward a larger number than is present. If I hadn't been told how many are now standing before me, I would have estimated more than ten thousand, possibly even twenty thousand. I can't imagine what the army of over half a million besieging Arkaim must have looked like. 

    Once Mereana checks that everything is in order, we finally depart Manoa. I glance back at the pyramid in which Rapania's crimes against life are still being cleaned up now. It might take a long time for the civilian prisoners who were freed from the dungeons to recover from that trauma. 

    Unlike during our journey from Hokanui, we now have the luxury of walking on a paved road that leads all the way to Huanuco. The first village along the way is Cacoa, but we won't stop there and continue to the city beyond it, Guachala. 

    Between Manoa and Huanuco, not a single settlement can hold eight thousand people. However, Cacoa is a village of only a few hundred souls and will be overwhelmed by our numbers. In contrast, Guachala has four thousand inhabitants. We should be able to stock up on water and food there - of course, bought with the money left behind in Rapania's pyramid. 

    Korenga was given a horse, but she declined with an annoyed expression. As one of two people who has carried her, I understand why she would be; her weight is such that any horse's back would give out under her. With her stride length, she can keep pace with the brisk march the army is employing as if she's merely taking a stroll. 

      

    On the evening of the first day, we reach Guachala without incident and camp outside it. The city has a stone wall but doesn't seem to be on alert against us. In fact, the lord came out to greet Mereana and hand out supplies to the army. Around two hundred people announced that they wanted to join the revolution. While it's a small number, any help is welcome.  

    The night passes uneventfully, and we set off the next morning. This time, there will be no city at the end of the daily journey to accommodate us. The outer Pacha Empire consists of a dozen large cities, such as Manoa and Huanuco, where other towns and villages are grouped within a day or two's reach. 

    According to Yori, Pacha started in the city-state, and now capital, Quiraqui. It's located in the lowlands past the Yanapuma mountain range that we're entering now. The empire expanded to its current size by incorporating other city-states through diplomacy and war. Both Manoa and Huanuco used to be capitals of their own little domains until their integration into the empire. That's why we have to camp outside since very few settlements stand between those former city-states.  

      

    On the tenth evening of our month-long journey to Huanuco, a particular sentiment that has been visibly brewing in Korenga for the past few days finally boils over. It coincides with the eighth day for which we have been eating the tasteless potato-like tubers that are the army rations, ever since we ran out of fresh ingredients.  

    "I can't take it anymore!" She jumps up from her mat and roars in impatience. When I first met her, I thought she was an exceedingly calm individual, to the point it was creepy. But even the next day, I already realized that she usually has an overbearingly bright attitude. 

    It seems that she shows all emotions except anger, which she suppresses under a mask of calm neutrality. She rarely dips into any other negative emotions, either. Five days ago, she started showing some dejection when being told that we would be eating the same rations for a while. 

    But this evening, she seems to have had enough. While not enraged, she's upset enough to walk away from the meal before it has finished cooking - seemingly without an alternative in mind. 

    "Where are you going?" I call out to her, trying not to sound too pushy. Who knows what will happen if I crash her mood further. 

    "Hunting." Without turning around, she raises a hand and replies. 

    I exchange a blank glance with Uten and Saten, then my lips curl up into a grin. They understand immediately what I mean and get up from their mats just as I do. 

    "Now, where are you going?" Awhina asks with her brow furrowed in disapproval. She's the one cooking, but rations are impossible to mess up. Unlike whatever dish it was that she tried to feed me when I still didn't have a full grasp of the Tuwheranui language. 

    "Hunting." The twins answer in my stead, visibly excited about the prospect of letting loose in the forest. They had plenty of fun fighting in Manoa, but ten days on horseback is a long time when they used to play in the jungle of Kauroa every single day. 

    "I'll go, too." Tokomaha takes this opportunity to announce her intention to come along, but her wording is lacking. It sounds as if she's going on her own hunt, rather than join ours. 

    "Oh? Good luck then." I act as if she meant it that way and wish her good fortune with a genuine smile. For a moment, the little goddess returns the expression, then her face freezes over, and she stares at me in bewilderment. Flapping her mouth open and shut without making a sound, she wracks her brains to come up with an answer. 

    I've realized that Tokomaha is a bratty tsundere. I never liked that type in fiction, but meeting one in real life lets me appreciate how expressive they can be. She hasn't continued our routine of pranking me and getting chased since we left Manoa. I understand that it's because of our sobering experiences there. But she surely saw this outing as a chance to reignite that relationship between us. 

    "Are you coming?" As we walk away, I turn around to call out to the little goddess. Her face lights up, but only for a moment. She realizes that she's showing a crack in her façade and bites her lip, then grows a spear from the ground and follows us with a grumble. 

    When we leave the camp, Uten and Saten transform into two large black cats resembling pumas. I suddenly feel like a beast tamer when they walk alongside me. Petting their heads, I get a feel of their soft fur and hold myself back from jumping on their backs to snuggle with them.  

    "So, you two are cat gods?" Korenga bends down toward them and extends her hand, but they shy back from her. Seeing that she seems unwelcome, she straightens her back again and sighs. I never had a cat myself, but I heard from a friend who does that one shouldn't loom over them like that. Though in this case, it's only the twins who took the form of cats, so they should be alright with her touching them. They might just be a little afraid of her sheer size.  

    "They're gods of change, like me." As I say this, I transform myself into a vularen. As a bear-sized wolf with a ridge of spines on its back, I tower over the pumas but should look just right next to Korenga. 

    "Are you siblings?" The Black God asks when she witnesses me transforming. The way my form distorts and morphs is the same as what they do, so I can see where she's coming from 

    "They're my little brothers." Remaining in vularen form, I state with a hint of pride in a deeper voice befitting my appearance. Surprised that I can speak like this, Korenga scrutinizes me while scratching her chin. 

    "Let's go already." Suddenly, Tokomaha climbs onto my back. She has placed a piece of leather over my spiny ridge like a saddle and rides me like a horse. I have half a mind to shake her off, but feeling her thighs pressed against my back doesn't feel too bad. And having this tribal-looking girl wielding a spear while riding on a wolf should invoke the image of a certain princess of spirits.  

    "Let's compete for who can hunt the most impressive game." I make this outing more exciting with a competition. Korenga has a curse that makes her fall asleep where she stands once it's midnight, so it's best if she's not lost somewhere in the jungle when that happens. "The time limit is before midnight. We'll meet at the camp then." 

    "That sounds interesting." The Black God pumps her fist and grins. I can't tell whether she understood that I was looking out for her curse, but it's alright as long as she's back on time. 

    "We won't lose to you, Big Sis!" Speaking in unison, Uten and Saten in their puma forms declare with determined gazes. Since their faces aren't very expressive, I added the last part in my imagination.   

    "Happy hunting!" With this starting signal, I spring into action and sprint into the jungle with Tokomaha riding rodeo on my back. 

    





   



 Chapter 115 - The Black God 

      

      

    Even though I have a vularen's sense of smell, the little goddess spotted animals earlier than I did. Since I don't know the fauna very well, I had to rely on her to tell me where to find the largest prey. Those in Hokanui and surroundings were limited to small wild boars around the size of a large dog, so I wouldn't have been able to search for anything else.  

    In the end, she helped me track and kill a giant tapir-like creature. It stood at nearly Tokomaha's shoulder height, and according to her, is the largest edible animal found within a day or two's march from here. There are bigger ones on the other side of the mountain range we're currently traversing, but that's not somewhere we can go within the time limit.  

    With this, we should be the winners of tonight's competition. I didn't suggest any prize, but I guess getting to eat plenty of fresh meat is in itself a reward. 

    When Tokomaha and I return to the edge of the camp, the guards cry out in terror while pointing at me. I realize that I'm still in vularen form, carrying my prey in my jaws. Tokomaha may be riding on my back, but they only have eyes for me right now. 

    "Calm down!" I drop the tapir and roar at them. Hearing this giant unfamiliar beast speak in their language, they freeze in shock. I transform back into a human, causing Tokomaha to slide off my back. "It's just me." 

    Confusion mixes with relief, but the alarm that was sounded in the camp dies down. The Tuwheranui are the first to express their reverence for witnessing the person they consider a goddess perform another of her mysterious feats. On the other hand, the Pacha remain fearful of a being that can shift its form so easily. 

    "Aww, you got something bigger." I hear Saten's voice call out to me from behind and turn around. He and Uten are each carrying a llama over their shoulders as if they weigh nothing. It seems that the latter caught the bigger one of the two, but they're both smaller than the tapir. 

    "It wasn't about who got the biggest, but the most impressive." That can mean more than just size. But even then, the one Tokomaha and I got is not only bigger but also has lustrous dark silver fur and more meat on its bones. Compared to that, the llamas have clumped wool less beautiful to look at. But I'm sure it's more useful than the tapir's. "Now, we wait for Korenga." 

    I sit down next to our game and lean on it with Tokomaha next to me. She has been unexpectedly well-behaved tonight, and it seems that our hunt together has brought us closer to each other. After all, she was never this still around me for longer than a few minutes before without trying to prank me.  

    "How long until midnight?" I ask one of the Pacha guards, who looks up toward the waning moon. He exchanges a few whispered words with the man beside him before turning back to me. 

    "It should be very soon." He replies in a confident tone. I realize that without the concept of hours and minutes, all I can get are vague approximations. I don't even know how long 'very soon' equates to in minutes. 

    "Whoa! Giant Intillama!" One of the guards exclaims with terror in his voice. I only heard the word 'llama' in there, but he can't be talking about the twins with that. When I turn around, I see the hulking monster easily towering at three meters lumbering toward us. That must be the whatchamacallit-llama that the soldier was referring to. 

    It looks like a gigantic sloth, its massive front paws sporting three claws as long as my forearm. But I realize that it doesn't seem to be moving by itself and use my night vision to look underneath it. There, I spot Korenga, carrying the beast by draping it over her head and shoulders like a cloak. 

    The creature's brown bristle-like fur looks very dirty, and it seems to have mold growing on its vast back. It exudes the smell of a wet dog and makes me wonder whether its meat can even taste good. But no matter how you look at it, it's the most impressive quarry of this competition between our three parties. 

    "You win." I concede defeat, earning a glare from Tokomaha. Out of the four animals, the tapir has the cleanest fur and aesthetically most pleasing appearance. However, Korenga's is a giant sloth; nothing beats that. 

    "I didn't expect to find a Giant Intillama." She drops her quarry next to her and pats her hair and shoulders of the dust that fell from its fur. "That should last us for a while." 

    We are eight thousand soldiers, so I'm not sure it will last that long, but it's definitely good for a change. Still, I'm not sure about how enjoyable this giant sloth's meat is when it looks this shaggy and dirty on the outside. Not that I have a reason to complain, as even rotten meat can be food for a Crawling Chaos. 

    "Have you ever eaten Giant Intillama before?" Mereana's voice comes from behind me, and I turn to find her approaching us with Yori and Awhina in tow. "You're better off eating dirt." 

    That's a harsh dismissal of giant sloth meat, but it appears that the former general is speaking from experience. I guess appearance does affect the contents after all. 

    "It's better than those rations." With a shrug, Korenga pats the giant carcass audibly. That's an even harsher dismissal of the army rations than Mereana's of the sloth meat. I do share her sentiment, but not to the point of calling those potatoes worse than dirt. "But that's alright, I'll keep this for myself then." 

    "Oh no, we want to try some." Uten and Saten complain when they hear the Black God's defiant declaration. I do want to have some as well, but don't say it out loud in front of Mereana lest she loses respect for me. The former general frowns but seems about to leave again, so I'll have a chance then. 

    "I'll exchange for some of yours then." With a wink, Korenga gestures at the llamas. 

    "Deal." Speaking in unison, the twins instantly agree to her condition. It doesn't seem like she's trying to cheat them of their higher quality meat, but I can't help but think that way. Looking at the tapir, I glance at Tokomaha, who looks at the giant sloth with apprehension. 

    "Is it really that bad?" I ask the little goddess. She pulls a grimace as if remembering something unpleasant from her past. 

    "Like rotten meat." With a dubious glance at Korenga, the God of Growth replies. It seems that she has tasted Giant Intillama before - and most likely out of curiosity rather than a need for it.  

    I watch as the twins turn their hands into blades and begin to butcher one of the llamas right then and there. Since they didn't drain them of blood, it begins to flow all over the ground and stain their straw sandals, but they keep working. 

    Then I realize that Korenga is staring at the two of them with wide-open eyes. She doesn't seem to be seeing them but rather looking into the distance. But I notice that her jaw is tensed up as if she's grinding her teeth. In fact, her entire body seems to be loaded like a spring. 

    "Oh no." Tokomaha seems to notice that something is wrong. She runs forward and stands between Korenga and the twins. "Wait, they aren't aspects of Mataku!" 

    But it seems that her words only acted as the trigger. With a pained grunt, the towering woman bends down as if in agony. I watch with fascination and horror as her body-wide tattoo begins to spread like ink and cover her skin in blackness. Holding her head as if in pain, her muscles bulk up beyond the possible and tear her clothes from the inside.  

    When she lets go of her head and lets out an earth-shaking roar, I find that her face has changed. Her eyes have disappeared behind a white cover, and the inside of her mouth is black as well. Her silver hair has disappeared, replaced with black baldness that seems to have a metallic sheen. 

    I understand why she's called the Black God now. 

    Before I can react, Korenga charges straight at Uten and Saten, who watched her transformation with blank surprise. She doesn't seem to notice Tokomaha anymore, who has to jump out of the way. But the God of Growth waves at the berserk goddess upon which roots shoot out from the ground and grab her from behind. 

    However, she rips them apart without getting slowed down even a little and keeps running at the twins with unquestionably violent intent. I quickly erect a light barrier between her and my brothers, which finally stops her. 

    "What's going on?!" I ask Tokomaha because I'm sure Korenga won't listen. 

    "It's too late." The little goddess states grimly. "The Black God perceives them as aspects of Mataku now." 

    "Why does everybody in this nation have beef with this Mataku?" Complaining in annoyance, I watch Korenga push against the barrier seemingly without recognizing that it's there. 

    But then, she bangs her forehead against it. When nothing happens, she repeats the process once, twice, upon which the shield cracks. My eyes widen; that's the first time the light barrier has ever been damaged by a physical attack. The only other time I've seen it breached was by Kiamedras' plasma breath. 

    As if realizing that she has created a weakness in the shield, the Black God draws back her fist to punch through the cracked part. I decide that it's best to get her away from my little brothers and grow boosters on my back. With silent magic, I put wind spells into them to propel myself forward, just like I first did against the academy professors. 

    Accompanied by an explosive burst of air, I shoot toward Korenga. I know that she's quite heavy, so in the middle of my flight, I grow in size and density to match hers. That was an ability I also learned in my second battle against the Royal Academy. It goes against the laws of physics as I learned them, but even while my weight has increased manifold, my momentum doesn't slow in the least.  

    Crashing into the Black God, I take her off her feet, launch us several meters through the air, and straight through a tree. As I try to orientate myself, she delivers an uppercut to my chin that cracks the dragon armor I covered myself in with my battle-hardened foresight. If I had a human neck, the force would have taken my head off. 

    Mending the damage with one thought, I return the favor with a hook to her lower jaw first. She has a brain, so that should rattle it and at least disorient her - or in the best-case scenario, knock her out. However, even with the incredible weight behind it, all it does is throw her head back from the force. 

    The Black God recovers immediately and tries to grab me. I shudder at the memory of her ripping apart steel as if it were paper and draw back in fear. This isn't the time to test how strong dragon armor is compared to steel. 

    Not letting up, she chases after me and tackles my midsection with the force of a train. Propelled through the air at blinding speed, I fly backward and tumble across the ground before coming to a stop against a boulder. Finding that the rock has cracked rather than the dragon armor tells me that it's at least harder than stone. No wonder the dense bone hammer shattered against Kiamedras' jaw. 

    I find that I'm somewhere inside the camp now, a path of destruction marking where I came through. Whether by pure luck or divine intervention, I didn't hit a single person and only knocked over pots and equipment stands. 

    But then I see the Black God turning her attention to Uten and Saten again, who have geared up into dragon armor as well. As a Crawling Chaos, physical damage is ineffective against me - more so when I use dragon armor and the Vanadia clone template. As such, I don't fear for my little brothers, but Korenga could rip them into pieces with her bare hands, which brings a different kind of problem. 

    Not to speak of the collateral damage that could be incurred by us fighting so close to the camp. 

    Tokomaha tries to snare the rampaging goddess with roots again, but it has the same effect as her earlier attempt. Not even slowing down, she rips through them and runs toward the twins. To my surprise, they move in different directions, causing the Black God to stop and look around. In a split-second decision, she chooses Saten. 

    That's when a wall of stone rises from the ground between her and her target. I spot Awhina performing the motions for earth magic to stop Korenga. But if she can tear through steel, she can easily break a stone wall - which she does straight away. 

    "Get away from there!" I stand up and roar at the demigoddess when she draws the Black God's attention with her intervention. She no longer cares about attacking the twins anymore but indiscriminately chases whoever gets in the way of her rampage. Now I understand why she's considered a calamity that even Tokomaha was apprehensive of. 

    Suddenly, Mereana comes in from the side with her spear. She may consider herself a failed goddess, but her abilities with that weapon are undeniably real. With lightning-fast swings, she hits Korenga with the broad of her blade across her joints and neck. 

    It's as if she was slapped with a feather, so little does she react to it. The former general's eyes widen when the Black God walks through her barrage of hits as if it were light rain. But now she has the berserker's attention, forcing her to run for her life as the latter chases after her like a runaway truck. 

    However, she isn't mindlessly fleeing and appears to be leading Korenga away from the camp to prevent collateral damage. Flanked by Uten and Saten to further draw her attention, they head for the forest. Tokomaha and Awhina go after them, and I realize that I'm lagging behind by watching it all unfold. 

    "This is troublesome." Tahiri's voice comes from right behind me, and I spin around. "Not even the God of War, Pakangaroa, could defeat her when she lost herself in rage." 

    "I may know a way." Muttering more to myself than in response to the God of the Sky, I spring into action once more. Reducing my density to make myself lighter, I follow the path of destruction the Black God left in her wake as she bulldozes through the undergrowth and all the trees in her way. 

    On a clearing, I find Mereana and the twins dancing around Korenga's wild swings, each of which could snap a human in two. Awhina stands to the side and manipulates the ground under the juggernaut's feet to make her lose balance from her swings. It seems that they're keeping her attention to give Tokomaha time to prepare. 

    After the previous two failed attempts, the God of Growth takes a more brute-force approach. She waves her spear as if channeling magic, growing a vast number of roots in a ring around the main fighters. It seems that she wants to bind Korenga with an overwhelming mass all at once. 

    Luckily, Uten and Saten are nimbler and faster on their feet than she is. Mereana also has the experience of many battlefields, which allows her to avoid the much more powerful opponent's wild attacks. If the towering goddess had not only her incredible strength but also the speed to match, she would have killed them all by now. 

    As if to mock my thoughts, Korenga lets out an enraged roar into the sky that seems to shake the very air around her. It's not just my illusion that the trees are quivering as if her voice is generating a shockwave; even the dust around her is getting blown away. 

    Then she closes her mouth and looks around like a beast before seemingly deciding that Awhina has meddled with her footing long enough. Kicking up an explosion of dirt, she almost flies at the demigoddess with both hands outstretched to grab her. 

    Tokomaha's plan isn't complete yet, but given the danger to Awhina's life, she quickly manipulates the roots to converge on Korenga from all sides. But the Black God is too fast for those from behind her to catch her in time. And the branches in the front can't withstand her for longer than a second.  

    That's where I jump in and erect a light barrier. Not for one moment do I think it's enough, so I increase my density to the maximum. My feet sink into the ground slightly, just in time to meet Korenga head-on when she smashes through the translucent shield. It slowed her slightly but wasn't enough to noticeably lessen her impact against me.  

    Before she can put me in a bear hug, I expand my body into a giant maw and swallow her whole. I'll be restraining her with my malleable flesh rather than digest her and hope that she will calm down on her- 

    A dreadful sensation fills my entire body before it acts by itself and spits Korenga back out. Reeling from a sense I didn't even know I had, I stagger back and lose my form. It's as if every inch of my being was a tongue, and I was just dunked into the most horrible substance in the universe. 

    My view is spinning, and I can't bring myself to consolidate my shape. In the meantime, the Black God gets back to her feet and turns around to me. Her face is distorted in anger, and even though her blank white eyes don't have pupils, I can tell that they're glaring at me. 

    "MATAKU!!!" She roars in a pitch one octave lower than her regular voice. I'm currently in a melted version of my true appearance. If she associates that with Mataku, then this God of Corruption may really be a Crawling Chaos. 

    A lightning bolt hits Korenga in the chest before she can bridge the distance and stomp on me. It sends her flying backward into Tokomaha's plants, which completely entangle her and pin her in place. But even after being hit by lightning and getting bogged down by the roots, she's still thrashing around. She may very well be unstoppable.  

    Finally, the sensation from swallowing the Black God fades away, and I return to a more human appearance. I look up to find Tahiri floating above us with a displeased expression on her face. She's staring at Korenga, who doesn't look like she will ever stop. 

    Mereana and the twins exchange worried glances while the God of Growth concentrates on filling out the roots and making them thicker to eventually overpower their prisoner. But it seems futile, as Korenga roars once more, and her strength seems to increase again. Breaking out from being entangled in what can only be called trees at this point, she attacks Tokomaha this time. 

    It seems that she isn't just a mindless berserker but understands what power belongs to whom. She can't be reasoned with, but she still possesses some degree of intelligence. That's more dangerous than if she were a wild animal attacking anything in sight. 

    Once again, I jump between her and her target. I grab her wrists and grow two supports from my back to stop her momentum. Even with my full density, she can still push me back even with the bracing. But at least now she's concentrating on me again. 

    Suddenly, Korenga pulls back her wrists and delivers a kick to my stomach. Reacting just in time to prevent my arms from getting ripped off, I soften and stretch them like rubber. But she doesn't even waste a single second on looking at my elongated arms and chases after my main body.  

    In the next moment, she tackles my chest with her shoulder and attempts to put my waist in a bear hug again. I pull the mass of my left arm into my body and pour it into my right to bring it down on her head like a hammer. The impact seems to shake her for a moment, just enough for me to slip out to the side. 

    She stands up and throws a devastating uppercut into my stomach with such force that I can feel my feet leave the ground. But since I don't feel any pain, I take this opening to grab her raised fist with my right arm now turned into a dragon's maw. Biting onto her wrist to keep it in place, I pull myself back down toward her and turn my head into a hammer with the majority of my body's density packed into it. 

    For the first time, Korenga staggers. But it seems that it was only the impact force rather than pain or her brain getting shaken. Catching herself quickly, she uses her free arm to grab the dragon maw in an attempt to rip its lower jaw off. I undo the transformation, pull the entire right arm into my body, and explosively grow it back out through my left. Throwing a hook with all my strength, I land it on her right cheek and knock her back slightly.  

    From the corner of my eyes, I see Awhina, the twins, and Mereana watching me fight with bated breath. They can tell that they would get in my way if they joined the fray. But I'm having a hard time keeping up with the Black God; she's physically stronger than me even at my full density. The light barrier can't stop her anymore, and not even lightning can hurt her, so none of the magic that I know will be useful. 

    Before I can formulate a strategy, Korenga is back in my face and assaults me with a barrage of punches. She may not be a martial artist, but neither am I, so they begin to land before I can bring my arms up to defend myself. I feel the dragon armor getting cracked and dented all over, and even mending the damage can't keep up anymore. 

    She just won't stop. 

    Eventually, I find myself on my back with her kneeling on top of me and pounding my head and upper body with her fists like a pile driver. I turn my chest into a dragon's head and shoot out a plasma burst into the Black God's face when she comes down for another punch. She can shrug off a lightning strike like it's nothing, so plasma should be alright. But at this point, I doubt anything I can do will hurt her, let alone kill her. 

    The short burst hits her in the chest and explodes, and the beams scatter on her skin like light getting refracted. Our surroundings burst out into flames from the plasma hitting trees, but I have no time to worry about causing a forest fire at this point. 

    The force of impact throws Korenga's upper body backward, giving me time to sit up and try to slip out from under her. However, she snaps her head back forward and brings it down onto mine in a headbutt that rings out like a giant temple bell. My forehead is dented from the impact, but as I don't have bones or organs, it doesn't affect me much. 

    Turns out, neither of us can hurt the other. I don't get exhausted, but something tells me neither does she. So, in the end, I can only keep doing this until she returns to her senses. Still, I can't let myself get one-sidedly pounded while I lie on my back. 

    When she brings down her fist on my face again, I open a hole in it and let her slip through. Then I move up and grab her neck with my arms as if to hug her. At the same time, I shrink my legs and lower body to slip out from underneath her. In essence, I reconfigure my entire body and swap around limbs until I have her in a triangle chokehold. It's a cool move I've seen on TV once, and only the control over my malleable body allows me to perform it as well as I did. 

    I already know that my full mass is somewhere close to Korenga's. Even if I'm physically weaker, this is a move that uses weight and positioning to overcome that difference. Holding her arm and head in place, I lock her movements. In the fight I saw, the opponent tapped out almost immediately, but the Black God definitely won't do that. 

    Instead, she uses her one free arm to punch me where a human's ribs would be. The dragon armor protecting my body cracks and is instantly repaired again, but she doesn't slow down. After a dozen fruitless punches, she seems to figure out another approach and lifts me off the ground even while I continue to maintain the hold. 

    Then Korenga swings me around and slams my head into a tree trunk. She uses enough force that I break through the wood as if it were made of paper mache. Surrounded by flying splinters, I keep my hold on her firmly and refuse to let go. Realizing that fact, she charges onto the next tree and bulldozes through it while using me like a ram. 

    With an enraged roar, she stops to swing her arm to shake me off. It seems that even while it has no effect on her, she finds it annoying enough that she can't ignore it. But when will this end? 

    Suddenly, the Black God drops to her knees and falls unconscious. The blackness retreats back to the tattoos that cover her entire body and reveals her natural white skin color underneath. Her arm in my grasp shrinks and goes limp. For a moment, I'm afraid I might have killed her. 

    Then I hear her snoring into my stomach, and my entire body turns into jelly as the tension drains out of me. I forgot about her nightly time limit in the heat of the battle. 

    "Is it over?" Awhina runs over to check on me. Since Korenga's noise is muffled, she only hears it when she approaches. The demigoddess immediately shows an annoyed expression, but then sighs in relief. 

    "It's over." Tahiri floats down from above and regards me with a curious look. I lie sprawled on the ground with the Black God still on top of me. It's not that I can't get her off me, but I don't want to move for a while after what I just went through. 

    "What should we do with her?" Uten and Saten ask from both my sides with furrowed brows. Their attitude toward having been attacked is casual since they know physical attacks can't truly hurt them. 

    "Cover her in charms for safe childbirth and toss her in a ravine." Tokomaha comments while kicking Korenga's side. Even though the little goddess is undoubtedly stronger than she looks, I doubt that had any effect on the Black God. Her snoring doesn't stop for even a moment despite the audible impact. 

    "Why safe childbirth?" With heads tilted in opposite directions, the twins wonder. If they hadn't asked, I would have. 

    "It's part of Korenga's curse." Looking down at the Black God with pity, Tahiri explains. "As in every divine tragedy, the Primordial Terror is involved." 

    "Mataku, the Primordial Terror, the God of Corruption. He's the origin of everything evil and corrupt in this world." Awhina gives a quick summary of the evil god's titles and his role in the Tuwheranui mythology. "He can change his form, and wherever he walks, the land withers and dies. He has existed since primordial times and stands against everything living. Mataku is the eternal enemy of Areteniha, God of the Sun, and All-Parent." 

    "Laqha Thuni, the Face of the Abyss, the Final Sight." Mereana adds with a thoughtful expression. That must be the Pacha name and titles for Mataku, which sound just as sinister as those the Tuwheranui gave him. "Enemy of Mama Inti, the Sun Mother." 

    Much like the different names for the false gods in Imperian and the old runic language of the Kingdom of Lares, the two cultures of Pacha have their own ways to refer to the same deities. The overlapping factors are that Mataku, or Laqha Thuni, is evil. 

    "Korenga met Mataku directly." Tahiri looks down at the sleeping goddess. I pull myself out from under her and stand up to listen. 

      

    Ages ago, Korenga was the patron goddess of a small village in the jungles of what is now Pacha territory. She had the power to heal those she touched and was loved by all. At the time, she was still a woman of average stature and had the sunkissed skin of her people with the tattoos that marked her as their chieftain. 

    In a conflict with another village, many of her people were wounded. She cursed her inability to help them in battle, staying behind only to watch the terribly injured people being brought to her for healing. Even though she could heal them all, she couldn't take away the pain they felt until that moment. 

    One day, after many bloody battles with no end in sight, a mysterious wanderer of towering stature and white skin arrived. No weapon could hurt his skin, and he had the strength to lift boulders twice his size effortlessly. He single-handedly defended the village from an enemy raid and repelled the attackers. 

    The people understood that he was a god and pleaded with him to stay. Korenga even proposed that she would marry him and make him the new chieftain. However, he explained that he had to continue his journey and made her an offer instead. He would conduct a ritual to swap his power with hers for a day, and she would use it to destroy the enemy once and for all. 

    Whether it was out of desperation or foolishness, Korenga accepted without suspicion. After all, he could have fought by himself and wouldn't have risked losing his strength in case she decided to keep it. 

    The mysterious man used a strange temporary ink to paint over the tattoos on her body. It felt like fire was assaulting her skin, and she fell into unconsciousness soon after, but he continued his work through the night behind the closed curtains of her house. 

    When Korenga woke up, her body had changed. She had grown in height and gained muscles, and her skin had turned white - much like the wanderer. In return, he had shrunk to her size and was as dark-skinned as she had been before. Overjoyed by the power she now felt, she immediately clothed herself in the robes of war and headed for the enemy village. 

    As the blood of the enemies drenched her body, her mind began to grow hazy. But the elation of being able to protect her people with her own hands was so intense that she forgot all worries about the carnage she sowed. The irony of becoming the bringer of pain and death when she had always been a peaceful goddess of healing was lost on her in the blind frenzy. 

    She awoke on a pile of corpses, covered in dried blood that made her whole body look black. To her horror, she discovered that she was no longer in the enemy village but her own. All around her were the corpses of the people she had become an incarnation of war to protect. 

    Among them were a few who were still alive but close to death. However, she discovered that the day had ended and a new one had dawned. The temporary tattoos were still there, impossible to wash or rub off, and the mysterious wanderer had disappeared with her power of healing. 

    The last survivors died in her arms, and she understood then that the wanderer had been Mataku in one of his countless disguises. The God of Corruption had tricked her. 

      

    Yet, that would not be the end of Korenga's story. An age passed, and her pursuit of the Primordial Terror led to brushes with his aspects time and again. Still, she never found the God of Corruption himself and fell into despair at the thought that she would have to live an eternity in a fruitless search for revenge. 

    Eventually, she crossed Pakangaroa's path. The God of War, having heard of her power, challenged her to a duel. They fought to a standstill, and he announced that he fell for her and wanted her as his wife then and there. 

    For Korenga, who lived under the constant looks of fear from humans and gods alike because of her towering form, hearing that somebody could fall for her came as a shock. But Pakangaroa was persistent in his pursuit, and she eventually gave in to his advances. She had atoned for her sins long ago by killing more of Mataku's aspects than she had of her own people. Maybe it was time for her to find peace. 

    Soon, she became pregnant with Pakangaroa's child, and she was happy for the first time in what felt like forever. The charms for safe childbirth and wishing for a healthy baby were hung up all over her room as the date for the birth approached. 

    However, the delivery was a difficult one. Despite having a body that could withstand even blows from the God of War himself, the pain of childbirth overwhelmed Korenga's mind. With all her might, she held onto her consciousness in fear of what would happen if she lost control. But in the end, Mataku's curse was stronger. 

    Once more, she awoke to a scene of carnage. Her body was covered in blood from head to toe, and her belly was flat. She was no longer in her bed-chamber but the main hall of Pakangaroa's fortress. Demigod warriors that had gained his favor and become his attendants lay dead all around her. 

    Korenga's mind was filled with panic, and she ran back to her room. When she opened the door, a sight of horror was all that greeted her. On her bed was a pile of mangled flesh, lying where her child would have emerged from her womb. 

    Pakangaroa sat in the corner of the room, wounded but still alive. However, overwhelmed by terror, she dared not step over the threshold and check on his wounds. The charms of safe childbirth looked like wards against evil to her - and the evil was her. 

    She fled from the God of War's fortress and began to wander the land aimlessly once more. Throughout the ages, her curse reared its head many more times, and the black form she always took on in her unstoppable rampage earned her the title of Black God. 

      

    I turn to look at Korenga sleeping in the middle of the clearing a short distance away. Closing my fists, I suppress my rage at Mataku after hearing what he did to her. It sounds like he wanted to steal her power of healing, but it didn't just stop at that. His actions speak of a sadistic and psychopathic mind that revels in sowing death and tragedy. An irredeemable evil for whom even death is too light a punishment. 

    Breathing in and out a few times, I calm my feelings. Mereana's family, Tahiri's friend, Korenga's life, all fell to ruin because of the God of Corruption. And I'm sure there are many more tragedies in this nation written by his hand. If I weren't quite sure that he's a Crawling Chaos, I would have said that he's an Old Human. 

    "Let's hope she won't rampage again when she wakes up." Awhina mutters. After hearing her story, she can't be angry with the Black God anymore. Even her snoring seems forgivable now. 

    I realized that this is why Korenga had this strange air of carelessness about her. She suppressed her negative emotions as best as she could to avoid going berserk. Even after what Rapania put her through, she still kept her calm just enough to take revenge without letting it get out of control. She was looking out for the innocent people around her. 

    "Her sleep cycle is the only thing that stops her from going on an unending rampage." Tahiri replies to the demigoddess's implied question. "It's clear that Mataku did that so she wouldn't destroy the world." 

    I don't doubt for a second that she could easily level entire cities and even mountains when given enough time. If her rampage ends every midnight, the damage she can do is limited, though. Whether Mataku did it so that the world that is his plaything won't get destroyed or so that she would wake up to despair at her actions, I don't know. But I guess that can be considered a silver lining. 

    In either case, that means I can talk to her when she wakes up in the morning. I'll have Uten and Saten stay out of sight while I explain our existence to her. Logic dictates that we should leave her behind as she's too volatile, but I can't do that now that I know what she went through. 

    As I shift my gaze to Korenga once more, I decide that if I ever meet Mataku, I'm going to kill him, no questions asked. 

    





   



 Chapter 116 - Assemble 

      

      

    "Hahahaha! I see! My bad! I mistook them for aspects of Mataku." Korenga laughs loudly and slaps her thigh after hearing what happened last night. But underneath her jolly façade, I can see the painful thoughts she's hiding. "I guess it would be best if we split up. I'll go on ahead then." 

    "No, stay with us." I grab the Black God's wrist just as she's about to stand up. With an intent stare into her surprised black eyes, I try to show empathy. Despite looking and acting like a musclehead most of the time, she's quick to pick up on such things. It must be a remnant of when she was still a goddess of healing rather than an incarnation of vengeance. 

    "Yeah, Kaos can stop you next time you lose control." With a careless shrug, Tokomaha comments. One part of me is happy that she said my name rather than refer to me as 'that one' for once. But another part suppresses the urge to cringe at her lack of tact.  

    "Is that so? That's good, then." Staying seated while looking down at my hand that's still holding onto her wrist, Korenga speaks in an unexpectedly soft tone. The last time I touched her when she was conscious was when I held her back from attacking Rapania while Mereana was her hostage. She didn't appreciate it then but seems to cherish the warmth from my grasp now. How long must it have been since anybody touched her with positive intentions?  

    She readily accepted Tahiri's word that neither the twins nor I, their big sister, are aspects of Mataku. All evidence in my mind points to the fact that the Primordial Terror is a Crawling Chaos - which would make us more than just his aspects. But unlike him, we're not doing anything evil. 

    "Let's eat!" Breaking through the heavy atmosphere, Awhina joins our circle and puts down a large earthen pot filled with stew. "It's the Giant Intillama that Korenga hunted yesterday." 

    The one person who shouldn't be allowed to cook used the one ingredient that several sensible people panned as inedible to make a pot full of what I can only describe as toxic sludge. The smell wafting from it causes my olfactory system to shut down automatically. 

    Tokomaha hisses like a cat and runs away on all fours as if not wanting to waste even a split second on standing up. Tahiri maintains a neutral expression while she slowly floats away like a balloon caught in a breeze. Uten and Saten stare at it wide-eyed before they tear up, doubtlessly from the toxic fumes reaching their mucus membranes. I'm sure Mereana would have come up with a plausible-sounding excuse to get out of this situation if she were here.  

    "An aspect of Mataku?" Korenga's eyes are fixated on the contents of the pot with an intent glare. I already prepare myself to put her into a chokehold for the rest of the day.  

    "How rude!" Awhina smacks the Black God's shoulder with an angry expression. 

    "That was a joke." Ducking under the demigoddess'ss wrath, Korenga laughs. At that moment, I forget the food of doom and join her mirth. The twins look at the Black God nervously, then begin to laugh reluctantly as well.  

    Peaceful is best, after all. 

      

    "How long until we reach Huanuco?" Uten and Saten ask in unison for the thirtieth time since this morning. They learned that we would reach the city today, so their impatience has finally boiled over. It's a wonder that they held out this long in the first place. 

    At first, I was looking around at the scenery more than where my horse took me. There were countless sights that I had never seen before in my life, such as colorful plants, animals, and strange rock and mountain formations. But after thirty days of traveling through the jungle and across mountains, there just isn't much new to see. 

    We're traveling on a well-maintained road, but only tiny villages lie along its path, which our army can't stay in. Thus, we've been camping out ever since leaving Manoa without getting much in the way of food variety either. But this isn't a vacation, and I'm an adult, so I can hold myself back from complaining. 

    "Soon." Mereana stares forward at the winding road, tired of their constant asking. For the last two days, we've been climbing higher with every step. With no ocean to compare our elevation to, I can only guess that we should be more than a thousand meters above sea level. "Huanuco straddles the ridge of a mountain like a horse's saddle, so we have to climb one last mountain before we can see it." 

    It's the first time she gave a more concrete answer, so I guess we're getting close enough that she can use that to occupy the twins. They will try their hardest to keep an eye out for the unusual city layout and compete for who can see it first. The former general seems to be used to dealing with kids. 

    Suddenly, a scout on horseback returns to us with a visibly alarmed demeanor. Under normal circumstances, we shouldn't see them until making camp in the evening, when they return to rest while the night shift takes over. 

    "Report!" Going into leader mode immediately, Mereana bellows her command before the scout even comes to a stop. 

    "I come from Huanuco's outskirts." The man pulls the reins on his horse and lets it turn around itself once to slow its momentum while already speaking. "We encountered civilians along the way. They were carrying their belongings and leaving the city." 

    "Have you spoken to them?" Getting straight to the point, the former general asks the scout. 

    "Yes, they say that General Manco ordered a complete evacuation of the city in preparation for our arrival." He replies hastily. 

    "Manco is in Huanuco?" Alarmed by this insight, Mereana exchanges a quick glance with Yori and then me. I stabbed the fire god through the throat when he wasn't paying attention to me last time, but I doubt he will underestimate me again. 

    "Even the garrison left the city, but the slaves were locked inside the mines." The scout adds with grim urgency. 

    "What is he..." Mereana trails off when she comes to a conclusion in her mind. Her shocked expression tells me that it can't be something good. "No, he can't be..." 

    "What is it?" I ask impatiently. She's not doing it on purpose, but seeing the movie cliché of omitting information to bait the audience done in real life is quite annoying. 

    "Please, I implore you to grant us humans your divine help." But she ignores my question and addresses the seven people among us that are recognized as gods. Even though she should be considered a goddess herself - or at the very least a demigoddess since she possesses superhuman abilities - she humbles herself by counting herself among the humans. 

    "Now I want to know what's going on, too." Tahiri turns to the leader of the revolution with an impatient expression on her face. She was floating an inch over her horse's saddle, lying in midair as if on a divan as she always does. But now she's sitting up, her interest piqued.  

    "Manco is going to call Maungawera." With a downcast gaze, Mereana finally reveals what has her so fearful. But that doesn't tell me anything, and I look at the others better versed in things concerning Tuwheranui or Pacha. 

    "Maungawera is the God of Volcanoes." Noticing my confusion at the answer, Tahiri explains. I see that Tokomaha was about to speak up, but she missed her chance. "When he tosses in his sleep, earthquakes follow. When he awakens, a volcano erupts." 

    "We don't have time to talk about this." Awhina waves her hand between Tahiri and my line of sight to grab our attention. "We have to hurry and save the people!"  

    "Then we'll have to fly." I respond before turning to Mereana. "Keep the army away. A volcano isn't something humans can deal with." 

    With these words, I climb up to stand on my horse's saddle and grow out Hestia's wings. Seeing this, Uten and Saten follow my example and sprout dragon wings. Tahiri can fly on her own, and I can carry Awhina while the twins grab Mereana and Tokomaha. That leaves Korenga. 

    "I know the way." The Black God states, quickly realizing what my thoughtful look between her and the twins means. She's quite heavy, so it would require a full dragon transformation to lift her into the air. "I'll wait there for you." 

    With these cheeky words of challenge, she sprints off along the paved road, running faster than any horse can gallop. I take that as a sign for us to move out as well; I wordlessly gesture at Uten and Saten to take care of Mereana and Tokomaha. They nod in immediate understanding and beat their wings to take off. 

    With Awhina secured in my arms, we fly above the tree line and head for Huanuco in a different way than anticipated. No riding into the village and breaking out the slaves in an epic battle with its garrison so that we can then head for the capital with soaring morale.  

    Once again, it has become a rescue mission. 

      

    The city straddling the plateau between two mountaintops comes into view. Even under time pressure, I take in the scenery before me with curiosity. The thatched houses have stone walls painted in all kinds of colors, making the city look peaceful and inviting. However, the paved streets look not just empty but abandoned in haste, as baskets lie knocked over, and their contents spilled with nobody to clean them up. 

    The city lacks a wall, but the meandering road leading up the slope should be easily defensible with slingers. As we perform a quick aerial survey, Mereana points us at the shorter of the two mountains. Even from the sky, I can see piles of abandoned mining equipment in front of cave entrances sealed with wooden barricades. 

    When I zoom in using a Fata's incredible eyesight, I see through the openings in the barricades that people are trying to break them with their bare hands. It would appear that they understand what fate awaits them if they don't get out soon. 

    I land on the hill in front of the mining area and place Awhina down before looking across the city. There's no sign of Manco just yet, but I assume he's in a temple or shrine and performing whatever ritual is necessary to awaken the God of Volcanoes.  

    When I look back, the twins land next to me. The moment Mereana's feet touch the ground, she runs down into the pit leading to the different mine entrances. Seeing this, Awhina springs into action as well and follows her. With a nod from me, Uten and Saten join them to break the barriers and free the slaves. 

    I remain on lookout, hoping to spot any signs of Manco. Tokomaha is standing by my side, and I glance at her. She wears a worried expression and appears to be mulling over how best to speak up. 

    "Say what's on your mind." I leave the 'before it's too late' unspoken. If a battle breaks out, I won't have time to listen to her. 

    "I can't be of help this time." As if my words provided the opportunity for her to express herself while maintaining her dignity, Tokomaha admits in a grave tone. I didn't consider it until now, but her ability is to grow trees and roots, which are all nothing but fuel for the fires that a volcano god would doubtlessly spread.  

    "You can do it." Petting her leaf hair, I encourage the little goddess with words I wouldn't have been able to say even to myself about one year ago. I know that fire is possibly the worst matchup against the God of Growth, but the same was true for me until I got the dragon template. In this world filled with magic - or technology that looks like magic - anything seems possible. 

    "Don't take Maungawera lightly." Tahiri joins us on the hill, floating a meter above the ground in a cross-legged seated position. I assume that's her taking the situation seriously since she's no longer lying down. "He's as much a force of nature as I am."  

    Under other circumstances, I would have poked fun at her for praising herself, but she employed a severe tone this time. It means that this God of Volcanoes is so powerful that even the God of the Sky has to get serious. 

    "Welcome to Huanuco!" A familiar male voice resounds across the city, its echo bouncing off the two mountainsides. It's Manco, speaking in a grandiose tone as if making an announcement to an audience. I can't tell where it's coming from, but he has to be close. 

    My impression of him wasn't that he would be the type to hide. And just as expected, a figure in an orange cape adorned with red feathers rounds the corner and walks down the main street of Huanuco toward us. He's still at least a hundred meters away, but my Fata eyes can see him clearly. 

    "You are just in time to witness a spectacle that only occurs once in a human's lifetime!" Even though he's so far away, it doesn't look like he's shouting at the top of his lungs. He might be using some superhuman ability to amplify his voice. 

    "The enemy, I presume?" Tokomaha asks while pointing at the flamboyant man. 

    "Yes." I reply while considering how to best kill him, then notice that Tokomaha is readying her spear-thrower. 

    "Rejoice! The lives of thirty thousand-" Manco speaks as if announcing a show but is interrupted by Tokomaha launching a spear at him at an incredible velocity. It shoots through the air like a bullet, and he jumps to the side to avoid it just in time. Still, it nails his cape into a crack of dirt between the pavement stones. The force almost takes him off his feet and yanks him back by the neck. 

    Alternating my gaze between the result and the little goddess, I wonder whether it was intentional. She resolutely readies another spear to finish the job, her expression not revealing anything. 

    In the meantime, Manco tries to pull the spear out of the ground to free himself. It seems to be stuck quite deeply, so he decides that it would be faster to take off his cape. Fiddling with the rope holding it together in the front, he looks up to find that Tokomaha is already in the windup motion to launch the next projectile. 

    "Wait!" He raises his hands into the air as if surrendering. But the God of Growth doesn't let it affect her movements in the least, as she looses the spear at the same speed as the earlier one. 

    Manco can throw off his cape just in time to duck to the side. The flying spear almost grazes his shoulder and nails the fluttering cloth before it even falls to the ground.  

    "Stop and listen when people are talking!" Rising to his feet and speaking in an angry voice, he complains about Tokomaha's silent assault. 

    "This is quite amusing to watch." Tahiri comments with a laugh while leaning back in midair. I don't remember Manco having such a goofy personality last time I met him. 

    Behind us, the slaves have begun flooding out of the now opened caves and are gathering in the pit. Mereana is trying to keep her voice low while announcing to them how best to escape the city. Manco said something about thirty thousand, so it's going to be a while longer before all of them are out of the mines. That's why it's great that Tokomaha is occupying the enemy with this comedic skit. 

    "Alright, enough of this!" After dodging the fifth spear, Manco roars in an angry voice. "I tried to make this ceremonious, but you had to ruin it!"  

    In the next moment, he spreads his arms wide and bursts out into flames. This time, Tokomaha is surprised enough that her spear flies off into nowhere. It seems she didn't know that Manco is a god.  

    "Let Maungawera awaken and consume you all!" He points at us with a flaming finger, and I realize that he's going to make the God of Volcanoes emerge inside the mines. 

    "Everybody, get-" I spin around and shout in desperation, but before I can even finish, an explosion rocks the entire mountain. However, it came from behind me, and I turn back in surprise. The top third of the opposite mountain has exploded. 

    "Why from there?!" Manco pumps both of his fists into the air in anger. It seems that he planned for the God of Volcanoes to emerge from the mountain we're standing on, but the god chose the other one in the end. "I prepared all those sacrifices for you over there!"  

    Two massive, four-fingered hands made from lava appear from the caldera and grab onto its rim. As if pulling himself up, a shadowy black figure more than a hundred meters tall rises with the pillar of ash and smoke. Finally, Maungawera rears his flaming head, revealing two burning-hot eyes from which lava flows like tears. Where his lower jaw would be is only a gaping hole that spews a waterfall of molten rock.  

    I realize just how big this god is when he leans over the caldera, and the lava rains onto the city. When Tahiri said that it's a force of nature like she is, she wasn't overplaying it. Its sheer size and the fact that it seems to be made of lava means that nothing I can do will be able to hurt it. 

    "Oh, whatever... rise, Maungawera!" Deciding to roll with it, Manco turns to the giant god with his arms raised. Then, his body explodes from the inside to reveal his phoenix form. Flapping his wings and taking off into the air, he heads for the volcano god. 

    "What is he doing?" I shoot Tahiri a questioning sideways glance. 

    "Directly controlling Maungawera." She replies with a dark frown. At her words, I look up to find that the God of Volcanoes remains unmoving beyond what he did upon emergence. Don't tell me it's like a mecha? 

    Manco rounds the curtain of lava and disappears somewhere around Maungawera's chest. In the next moment, the gigantic god stirs as if coming to life. That means the cockpit must be located somewhere around there. 

    "And here I was sure I would be faster than you." Suddenly, Korenga calls out to us from below, and I look to the side to find her jogging up the steps toward us. "I guess next time I'll have to be more serious about it." 

    "Stop the chit chat." Awhina joins us on top of the hill and reprimands the Black God. "What do we do?" 

    "Maungawera is very slow even when controlled directly, but his aspects, the Ashlings, will reach here in no time." Tahiri points at the edge of the caldera. A wave of human-sized burning figures seemingly surfs down the slope on the lava.  

    "We have to stop them here." Mereana states as she climbs up to our position. It seems that she has finished directing the freed slaves toward the escape route. Slamming down the butt of her stone spear, she declares her intention to make her stand. "Not a single one of them shall pass this point."  

    "Ashlings are weaker than humans and quite flimsy. However, be careful; they set fire to all that they touch." The God of the Sky explains while fixating her eyes on the quickly approaching flood. 

    "Tokomaha, you know what to do." I put a hand on the little goddess's head. She doesn't slap it away and looks up at me for a moment as if waiting for more. But it's not an expression of incomprehension; she's expecting something else. "I believe in you." 

    "I'm strong. I don't need you to believe in me." The God of Growth very obviously suppresses her joy at my words and walks forward. Then she crouches down and slaps the ground with her palm, upon which hundreds of saplings grow from the dirt to begin forming her plant clones. 

    "Awhina, can you raise a wall around the volcano?" I turn to the demigoddess next. It's a tall order, but we need to contain the Ashlings here lest they spread across the entire land and burn the jungle down. I don't know if she has enough power to do what I ask of her, but now is the time to test her limits. 

    "Leave it to me." Awhina looks at me with grim determination. 

    "Uten, Saten. Dragon armor and crowd control." I give quick and concise orders to my little brothers. They have all the templates that I do, and I taught them how to use most of them. All that limits them is what I learned in my previous life in the five years since I was their age and real combat experience in this world. This will be a good lesson for them. 

    "Tahiri, make it rain." I turn to the God of the Sky. 

    "Already on it." She gestures toward the clouds gathering unnaturally quickly above us. They darken the sky and look about ready to spill their contents in a diluvial downpour. 

    "Korenga." I finally turn to the Black God and raise a finger toward her. She looks at me with her pitch-black eyes, awaiting my command with a curious expression. Even though she ran all this way, she's not out of breath, and there's not a hint of sweat on her skin. 

    I remember when I fought her black form that night and blasted her with a plasma breath. If she can withstand that without suffering a burn, she should be alright fighting the Ashlings. Other than that, all I know about her is that she can rip apart steel and break dragon armor with her bare hands. 

    "Smash." That's all I can say to her. 

    Upon hearing that, she responds with a broad grin. It's a mixture of amusement at my wording and anticipation for the battle to come. I hope she won't go berserk and turn into the Black God on us in the middle of it. Then again, there might be a way to direct her rampage at the right target, like with a certain green rage monster. 

    Electricity crackles around Tahiri as her skin turns dark, and the silver tattoos on her body light up. Tokomaha and her wood clones ready their spear-throwers all as one. Awhina lowers her stance and raises a rock surfboard under her feet. Korenga cracks her neck and audibly palms her fist. Finally, Uten and Saten grow out another pair of arms and create a dragon blade in each of their four hands. 

    "Roll out!" With this signal, everybody springs into action at the same time. 

    





   



 Chapter 117 - Godslayer 

      

      

    I fly up and survey Maungawera's size from the sky while wracking my brain to come up with how to take down the gigantic god. I know from experience that pouring water on something incredibly hot only causes a steam explosion. Maybe it works on the Ashlings, but not on a mountain-sized mass of moving lava. 

    If I can figure out where exactly the cockpit is, I could take out Manco with a pinpoint plasma beam. But that's assuming Maungawera is like a mecha in the first place. For all I know, Manco might have melded his body with the volcano god. 

    Down below, I see one Ashling fall apart into embers for every spear launched by Tokomaha's wood clone army. Even though wood is weak to fire, the initial impact is enough to break the volcano god's aspects into pieces.  

    Mereana is staying by the God of Growth's side to defend the position beyond which the slaves are still evacuating the mines. These two are the most vulnerable to the aspects of Maungawera, especially Tokomaha and her leaf hair. The former general is the last line of defense.  

    Korenga and the twins charge into the mass of enemies. While the Black God bulldozes through them like a runaway train, Uten and Saten turn into bladed whirlwinds that cut a swath through the blazing Ashlings. It seems that the aspects possess some degree of intelligence. They recognize the three of them as threats and begin to converge on their position. 

    In the meantime, Awhina has slid down the hill and swerved to the left. She's now riding on a growing wave of stone that forms into a wall. In time, that will encircle the entire volcano, but it will take her a while to complete it.  

    "Look out!" Tahiri's voice from above pulls my attention back up just in time to see Maungawera spray a mass of lava into the sky toward me from its mouth. It's like a volley of anti-aircraft fire, but the sheer amount is impossible to avoid.  

    I erect a light barrier around me that deflects the half-hardened rocks. However, I realize that it will come down on the mining pit as a deadly rain. Extending my hands behind me, I focus my mind and create a massive, umbrella-shaped barrier to cover the entire area. 

    Pelting the barrier but not breaking through it, the rain of lava abates after only one attack. Smoke fills the air, and it seems that Manco can't see me through it anymore. Maybe he thinks that it was enough to kill everybody since he couldn't have seen the barrier. 

    However, if I stay in front of him, he will keep using this move and pin me down into a defensive position. Thus, I fly in the direction where Awhina already finished the wall. 

    Once out of the way, I land in the middle of a small city square and turn into Kiamedras. For the first time since I can remember, I'm replicating him in his full majestic size. Towering over even the tallest roof around me, I get a sensation that I may have a chance against Maungawera in this form. 

    All the scales on my body flip over from gold to black. A black membrane covers my eyes, but I can still see through them as if looking through a purple filter lens. The bony ridge at the tip of my flail-like tail lights up, accompanied by a humming sound. As the blue glow travels up my back, accelerating along the way, the hum's pitch increases with it. This can't be compared to the plasma torch or the short burst I blasted Korenga with - or even the beam I tried out while on the moon. This is the true plasma breath. 

    With an ear-deafening roar close to the lower limit of the human hearing range, a blinding blue beam emerges from my throat's depths. The heat from the plasma touching the air ignites the rooftops around me before the blast wave blows the thatching away. 

    The beam hits the God of Volcanoes in the chest and explodes outward. The shockwave parts the ash and smoke surrounding his body, and the impact knocks his massive body back against the edge of the caldera. As the light dies down, I find that a crater-like molten hole has opened in his chest. Big chunks break off and splatter over the slope of the volcano. 

    For a moment, I'm awed by the full power of Kiamedras. He didn't use it to this extent in our fight since he didn't want to bring the entire catacomb down. Even then, it was powerful enough to burn through two layers of light barriers at once. On the other hand, I can feel the back ridges radiating immense heat, and the throat seems to be overheated as well. It's not made to be used in rapid-fire. 

    Maungawera is still stirring, so Manco is no longer in the volcano god's chest. He must have really melded into him, which means he has no definitive weak spot, such as a cockpit. We will have to defeat the God of Volcanoes rather than Manco then. 

    A wave of Ashlings comes my way like a wave, breaking themselves against the houses and setting anything flammable on fire. I spin around myself and use the flail-like tail to sweep through them, shattering a hundred with a single attack. They're made of brittle volcanic rocks that haven't settled yet, but their bodies are incredibly hot. 

    They're like a sentient and much slower pyroclastic flow. In disaster class, we learned about earthquakes and volcanoes, as well as safety measures in case Mt. Fuji erupted. One topic was the pyroclastic flow, which is a death sentence to anybody in the vicinity. With the volcano less than a hundred kilometers away from where I lived in Tokyo, it would have been upon us in less than an hour. With early warning systems in place, we could at least try to get into shelters, as even above-ground concrete walls would get blasted away. 

    And here I am, standing against this incredible force of nature in the form of a dragon. Yet, something makes me believe that I can win - no, we can win. 

    As I spin around with my tail once more, a heavy downpour that resembles a waterfall begins. With the sound of water hitting a red-hot stove plate, but amplified a thousandfold, the Ashlings spew steam, and their bodies quickly harden. The resulting cloud of vapors blocks my view of the surroundings, and I beat my wings to blow it apart. 

    As I do so, I spot Maungawera through the curtain of rain. He's reconsolidating his body by pulling more lava from inside the caldera and regenerating the damage he sustained. But at the same time, his back and shoulders seem to have hardened from the rain cooling it down. The fact that he can regenerate means we have to finish him off in one hit, or he will keep coming back. I can't fire the plasma breath repeatedly, so maybe if the rest of his body hardens sufficiently, I can blast him apart into small pieces. 

    The ash and smoke expelled from Maungawera's regenerating body mixes with the thunderclouds gathering above. From inside those clouds, red lightning strikes the god's surface or jumps through the air around him. I've heard of this phenomenon called volcanic lightning, caused by ash in the smoke colliding and creating static electricity. 

    Suddenly, a massive violet lightning bolt strikes the God of Volcanoes on the hardened right shoulder. It seemingly digs into his body and almost severs his arm, scattering hot lava from inside him everywhere like blood. 

    Maungawera bends under the impact and reaches for his shoulder while roaring as if in pain. The origin of that attack is unquestionably Tahiri. Judging by the fact that she isn't doing another one to the same spot to completely cut off the enemy's arm, she can't call that big of a lightning strike repeatedly. 

    In either case, now I know that Tahiri has firepower that can match mine. We can coordinate our timings and strike the same place together next time. However, before I can spread my wings and rise into the sky to speak to Tahiri, Maungawera disappears into the caldera. For a moment, I wonder if Manco is running away just like last time after realizing that he can't win. He was hit by two powerful attacks that significantly damaged his body, after all.  

    But then the volcano god rises from his fiery pit once more, his mended body slightly slimmer than before but glowing hot all over again. It seems he shed the hardened shell rather than melt it to be back in the battle quicker. And it appears that he's entering the second phase, as he sticks an arm into the caldera and draws up a handful of lava. 

    With one swing in my direction, he throws all of it at me. Compared to the earlier spray from his mouth, this is like a wave of lava. My instincts tell me that the light barrier might not hold against this, and if I tried, I might get covered in molten rock that will melt me away. 

    I pull my entire mass together and return to my human form before growing boosters on my back. Using a burst of wind magic, I fly forward like a jet. It's like charging ahead on a battlefield to avoid a shower of arrows, passing underneath the deadly attack rather than weather it with one's shield raised. But being so small, the wave mass of lava coming down from above looks much more intimidating. 

    Suddenly, my feet leave the ground, and I feel myself losing control over my flight path. But my mind is working in overdrive now, and I instinctively get a sense of how to balance myself by adjusting the air bursts in the boosters. Still, flying straight forward is all I can do, and the lava is about to cut off my path now. 

    Growing a dragon maw from my chest, I shoot a plasma burst from it that blasts an opening into the lava before me. Still, when I fly through it, my shoulder and right leg are nicked by molten rock. It burns right through the dragon scales and into the Vanadia template underneath. I replicated pain receptors for precisely this kind of situation. The incredible pain warns me that this isn't something I can adapt to, so I shed the affected area before it eats deeper into my body. 

    But with this, I have cleared the lava wave and fly toward the slope of the volcano. The Ashlings are swarming the place and appear to be ready for when I land, but I adjust my boosters and fly to the side. 

    Once I got a feeling for maintaining my direction in midair, I realized that this is a legitimate way to fly, much like a certain red and golden armored suit. Considering I'm covered in golden dragon scales, I'm coming quite close to that one's appearance, too. Senka would surely smack me over the head and tell me not to use copyrighted material. Still, they can serve as great inspiration for manipulating the shape of my body.  

    Maungawera reaches down to pour another wave of lava at me, but a massive lightning bolt hits him in the neck and forces his upper body to bend forward. This is an opportunity, but I haven't prepared a plasma breath for it, so all I can do is try something else entirely. Using water magic to gather all the moisture in the vicinity, I create a vast pool far bigger than anything I've ever made so far. Turning it into a torrent, I fire it into the volcano god's face from below.  

    As the water evaporates on contact with Maungawera's incredibly hot surface, a massive steam explosion rocks his upper body back. It's the equivalent of getting hit in the back of the head and then taking an uppercut to the chin - although the volcano god doesn't have a lower jaw. 

    Suddenly, a red-hot hand the size of an apartment building breaks through the steam and comes toward me. I generate a powerful burst of air in the boosters on my back and fly to the side to avoid the blind grasping of the mountain-sized god. As expected, my attack wasn't very effective. 

    Turning around in midair, I take my distance to survey the situation. I don't know how far away I am from our last line of defense and how the others are doing. If the slaves have escaped from the mines, we may be able to retreat and formulate a plan with everybody together. 

    As I break through the steam surrounding the mountain, I find that the fire spread by the Ashlings has engulfed the entire city at this point. Uten and Saten can be seen fighting while retreating toward the hill we started on. Their dragon armor is scorched and damaged in some places - a result of the volcanic aspects swarming them. Still, they look alright, so I don't have to go to their help.  

    Just as I wonder where Korenga went, a mighty roar shakes the air. It didn't come from Maungawera, and I look across the city just in time to see the Black God burst out from a pile of Ashlings. I'm surprised to find that she isn't coming my way or chasing after the twins. Instead, she smashes a path through the mass of enemies in the city and the odd building wall, moving at a sprint's pace toward the volcano slope. 

    Maungawera notices the goddess and throws a fistful of lava at her. She withstood a plasma blast to the face without a scratch, so molten rock won't stop her either. All it does is make her even angrier as she bursts through it like a tanker through an ocean wave. The houses around her, as well as many Ashlings, are crushed by the lava's weight. But the Black God shakes it off with a roar of rage. 

    Finally, she makes it onto the lava-covered slope of the volcano and charges up toward the god sticking out from its caldera. That's when Maungawera brings his palm down as if to squash a bug. Manco completely disregards the aspects, which are getting tackled to dust by the Black God's bull-like charge. His massive palm comes down on her, and she, as well as a swath of Ashlings, disappear under it. I stop for a moment to consider that I may have overestimated her and allowed her to get killed. 

    Suddenly, the volcano god's hand explodes upward as if erupting from the inside. In the geyser of lava, the Black God emerges with her fist in a rising punch. Before Maungawera can draw back his shattered hand, Korenga lands on it and runs up his arm. Her rampage is unstoppable! 

    As if afraid of the goddess getting closer, Manco swings the gigantic god's arm as if to get rid of an insect climbing it. I spot Korenga flying off, accompanied by a spray of lava and rocks. She disappears down the mountainside and into the forest below. Her roar echoes all the way up to my position, and I shake my head in amazement. She's as much a force of nature as Tahiri and Maungawera. 

    "Tahiri!" I amplify my voice through a dragon's throat and shout into the sky. Lightning streaks through the air a meter away from me and sparks jump over to my skin. From within the bright light's afterimage, the God of the Sky emerges in her thundercloud form. Her eyes are glowing bright yellow, and her electric hair crackles.  

    "What is it?" Her tone suggests that what I called her for better be important since anything else would be a waste of time. But she also knows me enough to understand that I'm not that frivolous of a person - unlike her usual self. 

    "I love you." I state with a grin, and she stares at me blankly while blinking her eyes repeatedly for a few seconds. When she raises a finger as if to call lightning down on me, I hastily wave my hands at her. "W-wait, it's not a joke! And I have a plan!" 

    "Speak." She lowers her hand and crosses her arms, not showing a reaction to my casual confession. Her voice suggests that I better not do something like that again. 

    "Can you keep him occupied for a while by yourself?" I begin by asking, but Tahiri lifts an electric eyebrow with a critical gaze at me. 

    "Who do you think you're talking to?" She taps a finger on her arm in irritation, not at all appreciating my doubt in her abilities. "If you dawdle, I'll take Maungawera down myself." 

    "Alright, just be ready to fire your biggest lightning when the time comes. You'll know when you see it." I suppress the urge to call her out on her - most likely - unfounded boast. If she could, she would have done it already. 

    In either case, the plan is still in the process of taking shape in my mind, so the instructions are vague, but they seem to be enough for her. Suddenly, the rain stops, and a warm wind blows across the area. 

    "Damn." Tahiri mutters under her breath, but I overhear it. 

    "What happened?" I ask her, knowing that this wasn't her intention. But she doesn't answer and disappears in a lightning bolt that travels up into the clouds above. I didn't think she could lose control over her domain, but it would appear that's what happened. 

    When I look at Maungawera, I realize that his back is expelling an incredible amount of smoke, with fires flickering between the billowing ash. Is Manco increasing the heat of the clouds or filling them with ash to manipulate the weather? 

    Moments later, rain comes pouring down again, but it feels warm on my skin. That means it will evaporate faster when it comes into contact with the volcano god or his aspects, maybe even before touching them. It seems that Tahiri has been fighting Maungawera on two fronts at the same time. I feel sorry for asking her to keep him busy by herself, but I need to get the other parts of the plan together without getting showered with lava all the time. 

    Behind a curtain of rain, I see purple lightning bolts hit the mountainous god's body. Unlike the red volcanic lightning, those do gouge his body and break off pieces with every strike. However, none of them have as much power as the big one that Tahiri fired off. At least his attention is on the sky for now.  

    I head back to where my brothers have retreated. It's like a shooting range, with Ashlings approaching the bottom of the hill getting showered by spears launched by Tokomaha's wood clones. Those that get through her constant barrage are cut down and scattered by Mereana and the twins. As I land behind them and look back, I find that the slaves are still trickling out of the mines. 

    "How many more?" I ask one of those that appear to be guiding the others while staying behind themselves. 

    "Just a little longer." It seems that they don't know the answer either, but implore us to hold the line for as long as we can. From inside the pit, they can only see Maungawera and hear the sounds of battle, so they don't know how close the enemies have come to them. 

    "Your lives depend on this, so run as fast as you can!" Even though I know that the Ashlings run faster than any human could, I'd rather they try until the very last than give up while in my sight. They already have a sense of urgency, but I need them to redouble their efforts. "Those who can throw spears, come up here!" 

    More and more are getting through Tokomaha's barrage, so any help is appreciated. Tuwheranui only do spear-fishing and don't have ranged weaponry, so I expect former Pacha soldiers that have been turned into slaves to step up to this request. But I'm surprised when dozens of men and women from both ethnicities leave the line to heed my call. 

    "Mereana, take over here!" I turn around and call out to the former general. She's better at instructing soldiers than I am, and I can fill her spot to beat back the Ashlings on the other side. 

    Mereana swings her spear at blinding speed and shatters several Ashlings in one go before deciding that there's enough of an opening to leave the front line. It seems that she heard me call out to the slaves, so she doesn't even ask what I called her for. Tagging her out, I walk past Tokomaha and pet her leaf hair in passing. She's doing a great job despite how bad the matchup of the enemies is for her. 

    "Uten, Saten!" I call out to the twins while stomping on the ground and drawing a line in the dirt with my foot. As if mirroring my movement, a moat two meters deep is carved out thirty meters ahead of me, into which the charging Ashlings fall in droves. Even if they possess some degree of intelligence to identify enemies they need to pile onto, they have no awareness of their surroundings. "I have a plan." 

    "Shoot!" They finish off the last few enemies in their surroundings and turn around to me. Tokomaha's wood clones focus on those already on the other side of the moot, so they get a little time to breathe and listen to my words.  

    "I need help with Korenga. We have to get her inside Maungawera's stomach." I begin to explain, causing Uten and Saten to exchange a confused glance with each other. But they keep listening, not doubting my idea before hearing all of it. I can appreciate that trait in my younger selves. 

    When Korenga is embedded in Maungawera's stomach, I can hit her with a true plasma breath. She can withstand a plasma blast to the chest without so much as a burn. But I'm counting on the strange phenomenon where she scattered the beams in her black form. It should hopefully rip the God of Volcanoes in half or at least blast a large chunk of him to pieces.  

    A rumbling under my feet pulls my attention back to Maungawera. All he does is standing still while expelling an unprecedented mass of smoke and heat that reaches all the way to where we stand. Then I look to my right and see that Awhina is coming into view. She's riding on a wave of dirt that solidifies into a stone wall behind her. Her arrival is just in time to cut off the Ashlings rolling down the slope. 

    She's sweating profusely from both the heat and physical exertion, but a grin plays on her lips nonetheless. Behind her, the aspects of Maungawera break on her wall like a wave but are unable to get over it. I think with that display of her powers, she may have already surpassed her father. 

    Suddenly, I spot Korenga running up the slope toward the wall. Knowing her, she might smash right through it to get back into the fight, and that opening could be enough to let the Ashlings spill into the forest below. 

    With a glance back, I find that Mereana has appeared over the ridge with maybe a hundred ragged slaves surrounding her. Some of them are wielding mining tools made from bronze to hold the line. Tokomaha can grow the spears for those proficient at it to throw. With a nod at them, I turn to the front again.  

    "Get ready!" I command Uten and Saten, who take my hands. I activate my back boosters and take off in the direction of the Black God, pulling the twins along. It's much harder to fly with extra ballast, but I learn to adjust for it and quickly bridge the distance to Korenga. 

    Once in the air above Awhina's wall, I drop the twins on top of it and land myself. The charging goddess doesn't pay any attention to us; her empty white eyes are fixated on her path forward - which leads her through the wall.  

    "Hey, blockhead!" I call out to her with my voice amplified. The Black God tilts her head back and looks up at me. Right then, I show my true appearance to her. 

    "MATAKU!" Her earth-shaking roar tells me that she has taken the bait. I widen my stance and wave my hands, using earth magic to raise a ramp under Korenga's feet that leads to the top of the wall. She doesn't even notice it and runs up the steep slope to come at us. 

    "Alright, we got her attention." With these words, I reach out for the twins, who grab my hands. Moments before the Black God reaches us, I take off backward with them secured in my grip. 

    Korenga launches off the top of the wall and flies through the air to slam into us. I dodge just in time for the black cannonball to miss us. But before she falls, Saten transforms his body into a sling to catch her out of the air. Her weight and momentum take me by surprise, and I nearly lose control of my flight path. But we don't have that long a distance to fly anyway.  

    Saten reels the struggling Black God in upon which Uten binds one of her ankles. His twin brother lets go, which results in her dangling from one leg and renders her unable to reach us. She roars in rage, and I apologize to her in my mind for this treatment. It's all to achieve victory over Manco and Maungawera. 

    Moments later, I stop in midair and swing Korenga upward. In the same motion, I begin my transformation into the shape that will bring us victory. My body grows massive, with four legs that land on a jutting cliff around which the lava from the volcano flows down the slope. It's the only place I can stand.  

    With earth magic, I anchor my feet in the ground and shape myself into a gigantic cannon. As the Black God reaches the apex of her flight and begins to come back down, I angle myself to catch her in my barrel. Uten and Saten stand ready at the rim of the barrel, and when Korenga reaches it, they both transform their bodies into an elastic dragon scale shell that covers her from two sides.  

    I know from experience that I can't take her body inside me, and the same is true for the twins. But since the twins not only aren't swallowing her but only have half of her inside them, it should be manageable. With this, I slide the shell around the Black God all the way to the bottom of the barrel, where I create a loading chamber. 

    Inside, I generate a pool of water behind the Black God Shell. With this, preparations are done, and I point the barrel at where Maungawera's torso appears over the rim of the caldera. I haven't studied any ballistics, but I should have enough force to shoot in a nearly direct line. Just in case, I aim slightly higher so that I won't hit the mountain. It's better if Korenga hits the volcano god's chest rather than not at all. 

    Inside the pool of water, I let out a plasma burst. In an instant, a massive steam explosion takes place inside the chamber lined with the densest dragon armor I can make. The pressure launches the Black God Shell like a cannon round, exiting my barrel at a velocity that audibly breaks the sound barrier. 

    Just a few meters outside, Uten and Saten separate from the actual payload inside them and catch themselves in midair. Korenga keeps flying straight forward despite her lack of an aerodynamic shape. A moment later, she impacts Maungawera's stomach area in a small explosion of lava. 

    Looking down at himself, Manco inside the God of Volcanoes must be wondering what happened. But then, a much bigger explosion coming from the inside blows a large hole into his midsection, spraying molten rock over the slope of the volcano. 

    I stay in my cannon shape but emulate all the parts necessary to fire a plasma breath. With two bone plate ridges running along my back, I cut down on the charging time in exchange for risking overheating massively and melting my barrel. But this is the moment of truth, and I have to give it my all. 

    Firing a beam even bigger than the true plasma breath, I aim it at the slowly closing hole behind which Korenga must be. Maungawera almost desperately raises a hand to block the beam, but it blasts through his palm and enters the opening.  

    A split second later, scattered plasma cuts through the massive god's midsection from the inside and rips his left side open. The resulting explosion gouges out more than half of his stomach in a blast that shakes the entire mountain. 

    Like a leaning tree, his massive upper body falls in the direction of the hole in his side. He reaches down with his remaining hand to catch himself on the rim of the caldera. However, Tahiri judges the moment right and brings down the largest lightning bolt yet. It cuts through his forearm, denying him the ability to support his falling weight.  

    Just then, the edge of the volcano changes shape and rises into large jagged teeth. I look back and see Awhina crouching down on the hill in front of the mining pit with her palms on the ground. She gazes up with an exhausted expression, but a victorious grin appears on her lips. 

    In the next moment, Maungawera's already destroyed stomach falls on the teeth, which cut his torso from his lower body that remains inside the caldera. He slides down the volcano's slope face-first, unable to stop himself with the stumps for arms that he has left. 

    I can't celebrate our victory just yet, as my back and the barrel are both melting. The overwhelming heat has eaten through the dragon scales, and I don't think they're salvageable now. Pulling all the unaffected mass together, I pump them into one of the four supporting legs and discard the rest. 

    Then I cut myself off from the molten slag that about a third of my body's mass has turned into and transform back into my human form. I watch as the rest loses its shape and slides off the rock and into the lava flowing downhill. It appears to writhe in pain while catching on fire but slowly melts away into the red-hot flow. 

    A roar pulls my attention back. Maungawera has come to a stop and is redistributing his diminished mass to recreate his arms. He begins clawing at the slope of the volcano to crawl back up to the caldera so that he can regenerate. If he does that, we're back to square one. 

    But I'm in no position to fire another plasma beam, and I doubt Tahiri can send down another lightning bolt like the earlier one. There's no sign of Korenga, and nobody else has any means to finish him off. Could it all have been in vain? 

    Suddenly, a rock pillar rises explosively from the ground underneath Maungawera's face and slams into his exposed upper jaw. It barely slows him down, but seeing this, I realize that Awhina, even in her exhausted state, is still trying everything to stop the God of Volcanoes. How can I sit back and lament my impotence? 

    "Uten, Saten! Water!" I raise my hands into the sky from which the warm rain is still falling. With a thought, I gather as much as I can into a massive sphere. The twins are still a little disoriented after having been fired as shell covers. But upon hearing my voice, they catch themselves and follow my example of using water magic to gather as much rain as possible. 

    The three growing spheres combine into one massive blob that comes close to the size of Maungawera's severed upper body. As Manco inside the volcano god realizes what is about to happen, he speeds up and roars in desperation.  

    "Oh no, you don't!" I thunder and let the water drop on top of him. It bursts like a bubble, a large portion of it exploding into steam while the part remaining liquid washes down the slope as a tidal wave. The sizzling noise is overwhelming, and with the view blocked, I can't tell if it was effective. 

    "Did we do it?" Saten asks and raises the failure flag. Uten stares at his brother with a flabbergasted expression. 

    "You don't ask that in this kind of situation!" He chastises him with a slap to the back to his head before I can do it, but I still feel like smacking him once as well. Even though they're twins, sometimes they display small differences in their personalities. Maybe it's because one is the right and the other is the left arm. 

    A powerful storm blows away the steam, and I look up into the sky to see Tahiri floating down. She's still in her thundercloud form, silently implying that she's worried that the fight isn't over yet. The water is still evaporating and generating more steam, so it will be a moment before we regain visibility. 

    I look back to see that the Ashlings haven't disintegrated yet. I don't know if this is one of those movie boss battles in which the mindless drones of a hivemind cease to function the instant their brain is destroyed. It worked with Rapania's flesh puppets, but that was a somewhat different case. If it were the same with Maungawera, it would have been a good indicator he was destroyed. 

    "We did it." Tahiri's voice draws my attention back up, and I find that she has returned to her regular skin color with the barely visible silver tattoos. She looks tired as well, though not physically but mentally. I follow her gaze and find a giant mound of cooling volcanic rock where Maungawera was trying to crawl up the slope. He has stopped moving.  

    "What about Korenga?" I peer up at the caldera's edge around the area where the volcano god was cut in half. Hopefully, she didn't sink into the lava because none of us here could help her out of there. 

    The side of Maungawera's hardened body suddenly bursts open from the inside, and active lava flows out from it. I stare at the hole with an aghast expression; the God of Volcanoes is still alive!  

    However, against my expectations, the rest of him doesn't stir. A figure walks out from the opening, lava rolling off its black skin as if it were water. It's Korenga, wholly unharmed and wide awake. I shoot a glance at Tahiri, who returns it with an exhausted sigh. Maungawera may be defeated, but we still have to deal with the Black God. 

    We cautiously watch her walk away from the lava and come to a stop on top of a jutting rock. There, she falls to her knees and slumps down as if exhausted, even though I expected her to never tire. To everybody's surprise, her bulk shrinks down, and the darkness covering her body retreats back to the tattoos. She quickly reverts back to her regular pale white appearance. 

    "I have single-handedly vanquished Maungawera!" She raises her fists in a triumphant pose and roars across the area. I'm so dumbfounded by her declaration that I can't even feel mad about her hogging the glory to herself. But when she laughs heartily in celebration, I can't help myself and join her. 

    "That's the Black God for you." Tahiri states with a wry smile but then begins to laugh as well. It seems that joy after a hard-won battle is contagious, as the twins join in moments later. Our relaxed voices echo off the mountains, and soon, Awhina, Mereana, and Tokomaha and the freed slaves that fought by their side all express their relief and proclaim victory.  

    We won.





   



 Chapter 118 - Love From Ashes 

      

      

    "That's the last one." Scattering an Ashling with a club shaped like Kiamedras' tail, I remark with a sigh. I look up at the quickly darkening sky after the sun has disappeared behind the mountains. Including the battle Maungawera himself, we've been fighting for the better half of the day. It helped that they were herded inside Awhina's wall, but their sheer number and the large area made it time-consuming.  

    Tahiri explained that Maungawera can't be killed. His real body is underground, and even the mountain-sized, vaguely humanoid form that emerged from the caldera was nothing but an extension of it. Manco was the one who really died with the severed part that has now turned into a hill of cooled volcanic rock.  

    Rather than God of Volcanoes, one could say that Maungawera is part of the planet itself. He lacks desire, which is why the world is still safe. The slaves dedicated to him as a sacrifice were only to call him out. Manco then provided him with the desire to move beyond consuming what was offered and returning to the earth. 

    "Was that it?" Korenga dusts herself off and asks in a disappointed tone. I shoot her a flabbergasted glare, but she doesn't notice it. "Hey Tahiri, how can we make Maungawera come back out? I want to do it again." 

    What is this madwoman asking?! 

    "You can do that yourself some other time." Tahiri waves off the Black God with an exasperated sigh. She then turns to me with a more serious expression on her face. "It's alarming that Manco could call Maungawera so easily."  

    "Do you think another god or the usurper himself could do it too?" Mereana walks over to us while asking, visibly concerned. Her clothes were singed in some places, but her hair and skin are untouched. It's apparent that she isn't worried about herself when she asks this, and I understand what she means. 

    This entire situation was too close for comfort. If Maungawera had appeared where Manco had planned for him to, thirty thousand slaves would have been consumed by the eruption. There was nothing we could have done to prevent the volcano god from emerging. And we only beat it back after its aspects had spread fires throughout the area.  

    What if a different god did it again during our journey through this mountain range? What if they made Maungawera erupt in the middle of our camp? 

    "Maybe Manco is special as a God of Fire and Rebirth." With a grim look at the mountain that had its top blown off, Tahiri states. "But we  

    shouldn't count on that." 

    "Is there another existence like Maungawera?" It took the combined effort of the God of the Sky and the Black God, as well as three Crawling Chaoses that have a dragon template, to defeat him. What if the God Emperor or one of his underlings has access to another god with even more power? 

    Tahiri is a universal goddess on par with a natural disaster, and Korenga is rated one as well. I can't even begin to fathom what would happen if we had to face a being even more destructive than Maungawera. 

    "Maungawera is unique." Tahiri replies with a downcast gaze. "He has existed since before humans can remember, long before I was born." 

    This is the first time the God of the Sky has talked about her distant past. I've never been a religious person, but I picked up bits and pieces from Shinto and Buddhism. My image of the gods has always been that they can be born from nature and manmade objects. Movies contributed to that image, but the reality in this world is most likely quite different from what people in my previous world imagined. 

    "I remember him from long before a human set foot in this land. Before he was called that." Tokomaha joins the conversation with a thoughtful expression. Her clothes are singed and partially burned in some places, revealing more skin than they hide. I have to tear my eyes off the sight to listen to her words. "Even if he's called a god, he's in a different realm from any of the others in these lands." 

    Hearing that nobody can even come close to Maungawera gives me some degree of reassurance. I can't even imagine what I would do if they had told me that he's the weakest among several massive elemental gods. All of whom we might have had to face eventually. 

    "How old are you?" With the issue of Manco and the God of Volcanoes out of the way, I shift my thoughts to a different matter entirely. Tokomaha made it sound like she's older than the first humans that came to this continent. 

    "I didn't keep count." Shrugging, the little goddess writes it off as unimportant. "But I remember a time when Tahiri wasn't a god." 

    I blink at this revelation, then look up at the God of the Sky, who frown in displeasure. It seems she doesn't appreciate that the God of Growth is speaking about her past so openly. 

    "What does that mean?" I inquire, knowing that I risk Tahiri's wrath by digging deeper. 

    "Just like in Mereana's case, people can become gods through an awakening." Awhina takes over before Tahiri can explode. However, she only pours oil on the fire. "I didn't think the God of the Sky used to be human, though." 

    "Enough." It seems that was too much, as the God of the Sky declares in a thunderous voice. The demigoddess ducks in fear of retribution, but then looks up again when nothing happens. Tahiri wears a pained expression, but averts her gaze and floats away. 

    "Let's head back." I change the topic with a sigh. Something tells me that I will learn more about this eventually but now is not the time. 

      

    In the valley opposite from the volcano left behind by Maungawera's emergence, our army has set up camp. Mereana and her captains have gathered to speak to some leader figures among the slave miners. As in Manoa, the former general's work doesn't end when the battle is over. 

    Of the roughly thirty thousand freed slaves, ten thousand are able-bodied men and women willing to join the rebellion against the usurper. The others are children, elderly, or were rendered infirm by the abysmal conditions in the mines. Those will head to Manoa, where the slaves we rescued from ending up as Rapania's experimental ingredients are rebuilding their lives.  

    In one go, our numbers have swelled to eighteen thousand. According to Yori, the Pacha Empire can no longer ignore us. It will have to pull back its expeditionary armies to bolster the garrisons of its heartland cities, and especially of its capital, Quiraqui. In other words, from here on out, the enemies may not only be the super-powered but also consist of regular human armies. 

    I lost one-third of my mass, but I should still be able to transform into Kiamedras. My overall combat capabilities haven't diminished; I'd say they increased after this encounter since I learned how to fly without growing wings. I'll still do it by growing out Hestia's wings when I'm not in a hurry because I think they're beautiful. 

    The camp's overall attitude is hopeful, but everybody looks uneasy whenever they see us Divine Seven. It's what I'll call the seven of us from now on, including when introducing us to people. 

    Not one person fails to recognize Tahiri's divinity, as only a goddess of her caliber can make lying down in midair look as effortless as she does. They already treated Korenga with respect from the beginning, more out of fear when they learned who she was than out of reverence.  

    Tokomaha's physical appearance already marks her as something beyond human, but she may appear weak when placed beside those two famous goddesses. However, I know that she's not only the oldest among them but also possesses yet unknown strengths. Awhina's grounded personality and her status as a demigoddess makes her more approachable, but nobody doubts her powers - especially not those who faced her in the battle at the hill fort. 

    And finally, everybody now knows how powerful my brothers and I are. Some scouts witnessed the final moments of our battle against Maungawera from afar. The news has spread throughout the troops as quickly as the volcano god's aspects would have. But I revel in the fearful gazes I sometimes get when they think I'm not watching.  

    Come dinnertime, I join the usual group, sans Mereana. She's still busy coordinating her troops and will most likely have to be forced to eat and rest. I'll put Uten and Saten to the task later, as the former general could go sleepless otherwise. 

    "There were plenty of food stores left in the part of Huanuco that wasn't touched by the flames, so we can have this nice meal." Awhina explains the abundance of fresh ingredients in our meal. She wasn't the one who cooked it but talks as if she did.  

    I feel sorry for the citizens who had to evacuate the city ahead of our battle. A third of the houses were engulfed in lava, and another third was burned down by spreading fires. Of those that remain, most have taken some damage from falling rocks or had their roof thatching blown away during our battle. At least the volcanic activities have ceased, but as long as the caldera is still there,  

    it's better to stay away from Huanuco. 

    This time, the enemy wasn't something I could consume, and I even lost a third of my mass in this battle. Before getting into the next fight, I need to regain it somehow. That means I'll have to forgo sleep and hunt during the nights when the army camps. 

    Our next destination is Tarauaca, the gateway city to the Pacha Empire's lowlands. It will take an arduous journey of forty days across the steep mountains and the deep valleys of the Yanapuma mountain range. I should have plenty of opportunities to not only get my mass back but even increase it. 

    As I contemplate the future that lies ahead of us while looking down at my bowl, something suddenly hits the back of my head and pushes me face-first into the stew in my hands. 

    "Tokomaha!" I jump up and roar in anger. Considering everybody else who would ever dare to do this to me is sitting within my sight, I know immediately that it was the little goddess. She must have plenty of strength left after our battle to ask for a chase and a spanking like this. 

    When I stand up and spin around, the God of Growth is already running through the camp with her spear shouldered and a grilled fish in her mouth. One part of me wonders where she got it from, and another muses that she looks like a cat running away after stealing a human's meal. But the majority of my thoughts are focused on catching her as quickly as possible. 

    I leap several meters up into the air and grow boosters on my back before casting wind bursts into them. With a deafening noise that I wasn't aware of during the day, I shoot forward across the camped soldiers, who duck in terror. No going easy on her now. 

    "Ah, that's unfair!" Taking the fish out of her mouth, Tokomaha complains as I'm approaching her quickly. Then she rolls to the side just in time to avoid my arms about to whisk her away. I perform a perfect one-eighty with my feet only a few inches off the ground, then fly after her as she heads for the edge of the forest. Once inside, I won't be able to use this method to chase her anymore.  

    Like an air-propelled rocket, I shoot after her, even while knowing that I'm causing trouble for the people in the camp. At least it's only air and not super hot jet exhaust, though that gives me an idea for another time. Catching Tokomaha is the most important thing on my mind now.  

    Moments before I catch up to her, the God of Growth ducks and slaps her hand on the ground. Vines shoot up from the dirt and whip through the air, meant as a distraction more than to catch me. Growing dragon blades from my hands, I cut them in a cross slash before proceeding onward. 

    However, the short delay has given her enough time to escape into the tree line. Shooting after her, I keep my night vision trained on her moving form. Hearing me approach, she hops to the side and hides behind a tree; it's time to switch my mode of pursuit. 

    Rolling across the forest floor and transforming mid-landing, I turn into a vularen. My nose picks up the dispersed scent of Tokomaha's grilled fish that covers any trace of her leafy fragrance. Maybe she prepared that because she anticipated that I would use this template to chase her. Clever girl.  

    It doesn't matter, as I can still use sight and hearing. A vularen's eyes and ears aren't anything to scoff at either. The little goddess has differently-colored leaf hair compared to her surroundings. Even in the dark, I can make out her petite shape rimmed by the hair in question running from tree to tree to avoid detection. That's not going to work against me. 

    "Prepare your ass!" I growl loudly enough for her to hear and charge through the undergrowth. 

      

    Tokomaha is pinned under me as I'm back in my human form. Beads of sweat form on her caramel skin and roll over the white tattoo-like markings that cover her body. She's breathing hard, but looking up at me with a defiant grin that shows off her sharp canines. 

    Our chase took us so far from the camp that we can't hear anything but the wind rustling the trees around us. Surrounded by nature, it's just the two of us now, and something stirs inside me at her sight. She's still wearing her singed clothes, which have partially burned away to reveal more skin than before. It has been a while since I last saw so much of her, and it only adds to my excitement. 

    "What do you want to do?" Tokomaha asks me in a challenging voice while licking her lips to moisten them. For a moment, I'm unable to formulate a proper thought, but my subconscious moves my body for me. 

    I close the distance and press my mouth on hers. To my surprise, the little goddess sucks on my lips and reciprocates the kiss with unexpected skill. Then she bites my lower lip with her sharp teeth, causing me to pull back in shock. It didn't draw blood because of what I am, but it would have if I were human. 

    "Did you think it would be this easy?" She smiles provocatively, but it stirs my desires further. 

    "I didn't, but that's half the fun of it." I close the distance again, but instead of going for her lips, I nibble on her throat and suck on her skin. She lets out a hot breath that tickles my ear, which only encourages me to do more. 

    Tokomaha begins to struggle and push me off of her. For a moment, I consider the possibility that she doesn't like it, but when I look at her face, I find that she's doing it out of playful intent. It seems that she wants to make this as hard as possible for me while at the same time hoping to get assaulted by me. 

    Growing tentacles from my back, I bind her wrists and pull them above her head. She twists and yanks her arms but can't get out. From her rebellious expression, I can tell that she's not genuinely averse to this situation, though. 

    I bring my lips to Tokomaha's neck once more and hear a sweet moan from her when I suck on her skin. She writhes underneath me, trying to get away, but I hold her down and shower her in affection. It seems that she took a bath in a river sometime after we finished the cleanup, as there's no hint of ash and soot in her taste. 

    Suddenly, the little goddess taps her foot on the ground. Roots break through the dirt and wrap around my limbs from behind. She's getting crafty in her struggle, but I let the branches sink into my body and phase through them. Using this opportunity, I shift my position and move downward, pulling up her top to reveal her small breasts. 

    Twisting her body, Tokomaha tries to get away from me, even now a smile of anticipation playing across her lips. I bring my lips to her mounds and kiss their tips, eliciting a heated vocalization from the God of Growth. The roots stop growing as she seemingly loses control over them, unable to focus her mind.  

    Despite the physical strength she can display, her body is incredibly soft. I could lose myself in the sensation of her chest, which is quite small but not flat. Running a hand down her back in a gentle caress, I force her to arch her spine. In turn, it causes her to press her breasts into my face. 

    "Tch." Tokomaha looks down at herself and clicks her tongue with an annoyed expression. I grin at her victoriously and ready myself to give her more affection. That's when she brings up a knee and kicks me in the chin from below. 

    "You little..." I grumble before catching her ankle in my hand, upon which she squeals in faked dismay. Then I move down and lick the inside of her thigh, causing her to shudder in pleasure. She tastes as freshly overturned dirt after rain smells, but her actual scent is that of rainforest leaves. 

    As I slide down her inner thigh, I realize that she's not wearing anything underneath her upturned skirt. The pink flower between her legs is already visibly glistening in anticipation, and I glance at the little goddess. She gives me a mischievous wiggle of her thick but short eyebrows. 

    Just as I want to go right for it, her thighs catch my neck and put me in a leglock similar to the one I performed on Korenga to stop her movements. Since I don't have the kind of circulation a human does, this doesn't affect me at all. In fact, it makes it easier for me to access the bounty between her legs. 

    Burying my face in her crotch, I lick her slit and feel her entire body shudder once. As I look up, I find Tokomaha staring at me with a surprised expression. I give her a triumphant smile that extends all the way to my eyes. Upon seeing that, she wriggles her legs to push me away.  

    I grab her thighs tightly and lock her in place before plunging my tongue inside her exposed opening. She arches her back as if hit by an electric shock, then breathes in sharply. After a year of abstinence, I haven't lost my touch; it's like riding a bicycle after not doing it for a long time. 

    "That place is... ah!" Tokomaha whispers while suppressing her moans. Since my tongue isn't limited to a human's length and shape, I can grow it and control it like a tentacle to find the best spots. In this case, it appears to be the roof two inches from the entrance. Hearing the pleasure in her voice gives me the most satisfaction, so I do my best to get more of it out of her.  

    The little goddess is increasingly unable to keep her voice down and begins to cry out without caring about her crumbling defiant brat image. As she's driven closer to climax, her body stiffens and relaxes in waves that tell me exactly when to slow down and speed up. At one point, I let go of her wrists, and she grabs my hair and grinds herself against my face. It seems that she has dropped the bratty act in favor of feeling more pleasure, and I appreciate her honesty. 

    Then, the first orgasm hits her, and she whines in ecstasy while grabbing my face and holding it in place. Her back arches and her lower body repeatedly quivers before her love juices spray into my face. She kept me there on purpose, but I don't mind at all as I lick my lips and taste every last bit of her. 

    "So good..." Tokomaha mutters with a clouded expression. She doesn't even realize that I could hear her, but those words make me quite happy. Suddenly, as if coming to her senses, she grabs my face and sits up. "Hey, you can transform into anything, right?" 

    Her recovery is so quick that I'm taken by surprise, but I nod in bafflement. The little goddess shows me a toothy grin, then begins to pull off my clothes. However, she realizes quickly that they're part of my body, connected to my skin wherever I don't have to simulate flaps and loose parts. 

    To make it easier for her, I dissolve my clothes into my skin and sit before her in my naked form. Tokomaha takes hold of my chin to force me to look into her eyes, then jams a hand down my crotch. I flinch at her rough handling, but she only pats my mound. 

    "Grow one." She demands with an expectant glint in her eyes. I tilt my head, wondering what she's talking about. But just as I realize the implication of her gesture and her words, she already shows her impatience. "Grow a rod. I know you can do that." 

    I'm completely taken aback by how crude she is, but I don't dislike it. She's open about her horniness and is more than willing to experiment with the unknown. 

    "What is it that you want me to do with that? I won't know if you don't say it." With a defiant grin, I reverse our positions. Now it's my turn to act out a role to elicit a more interesting response from Tokomaha. Drawing her eyebrows together, the little goddess glares at me for a moment. 

    "Uhhh." Then, to my utter surprise, she averts her gaze and fidgets a little as if it's uncomfortable for her. She bites her lower lip for a moment as if looking for the right words before staring straight at me with an embarrassed expression on her face. "Please grow a... a... thick rod... put it to my... my treasure hole... and j... j... jam it in!" 

    Please jam it in... 

    Jam it in... 

    Jam it in... 

      

    - Chaos broke - 

      

    





   



 Chapter 119 - Prophecy In Tarauaca 

      

      

    The city of Tarauaca is similar in size to Manoa but is filled with colors as vibrant as Huanuco used to be. However, the gates are guarded closely, and plenty of soldiers are up on the walls. Surely, somebody must have witnessed our battle with Manco in Maungawera from afar and flew here to report what transpired. 

    This is where we will meet up with Mereana's captains, who left to gather sympathizers all over the nation. According to the former general, the troops they raised - if any - will be kept in hiding in the surrounding mountains while the leaders will meet in the city.  

    In other words, this will be a quiet mission, and we'll have to stay in disguise. For this occasion, Mereana even dyed her hair brown using coloration from a medicinal root. The closer we get to the heartland cities, the better known her appearance is among the regular populace and soldiers. Rapania recognized her after only a few hours in Manoa, too. 

    Inkill and Wakar won't be joining us this time, as the fewer people go, the better. Therefore, our group consists of the twins and me, who follow Mereana into the city in the guise of simple travelers. The others wait half a day's march away, hidden in the forest far from the roads. 

    "That wasn't so hard." Uten comments and glances back when we walk down the main street away from the gate checkpoint. 

    "Don't say that. For all we know, Rapania could be in this city." Saten chastises his brother. 

    "I wouldn't mind meeting the Sea Witch." With a sinister grin, Uten muses with malicious intent. Neither of the twins got to see Rapania in Manoa because they acted as decoys outside the pyramid. They expressed their desire to have a go at her after learning what she has been doing in her pyramid.  

    "I'd rather we don't." Mereana turns around and states with a frown. "There has been enough death because of her."  

    I remain silent about the fact that she's here for the sake of waging what will most likely be an incredibly devastating civil war. Manco wasn't the only god the false emperor has under his thumb, and we will have to face them sooner or later. At the least, they will be there to defend the capital, Quiraqui. 

    Suddenly, a young boy bumps into me. I feel fingers grabbing one of the pouches on my belt and cutting it with a tiny knife. Everything on me is made from my own matter, so I can tell when somebody so much as brushes against it. This particular pouch contains some money for me to buy some clothes for Awhina and Tokomaha. I could have carried it inside me, but I would have needlessly drawn attention when the time to take it out came. 

    Snapping my hand down, I grab the pickpocket by the collar and lift him off his feet effortlessly. 

    "Hm, aren't you a little young to be groping women?" I bring him eye to eye with me and ask. That's when I realize that the boy is a short-haired girl with sun-tanned skin and hazel eyes. She appears to be around ten years old, and her ragged clothes are covered in dirt. A typical street urchin who has to live by stealing. 

    "L-leggo of me!" Scratching at my hand holding her, she struggles and kicks her legs. But with her chipped nails, she can't penetrate the Vanadia clone's skin that I always wear in anticipation of a sudden attack. Seems it wasn't necessary in this case.  

    "What's the matter here?" Two men push their way through the crowd at the commotion caused by the little girl. They're wearing the typical Pacha cloth armor and are wielding wooden staves. City guards. 

    "Oh, it's nothing. My little sister is just getting cranky because she's hungry." I put the girl back down on her feet but keep grasp of her neck so that she doesn't run away. I'm obviously not so dumb to make up this kind of lie while I'm in my academy appearance; my skin and facial structure are like any other Pacha's right now. 

    "Your sister?" Eyeing the street urchin with a scrutinizing gaze, the taller of the two men asks in a skeptical tone. My clothes are clean and orderly while the girl's are ragged and dirty. Even if our faces could pass as those of siblings, our overall appearances couldn't. I guess I was dumb for making up this lie to save her, as this only put all of us into the spotlight. 

    "I'm sorry that my family is causing you trouble." Mereana steps between the guard and the girl to cover her from further scrutiny. She takes out a few silver coins from a pouch and hands them to the man, who glances down at the content in his palm. 

    "Stop wasting our time. Keep your brat under control next time." With what is a blatant act to hide the reason for his sudden decision to let the matter go, he grins at his partner and walks away. Who could have guessed that there are corrupt guards, huh? 

    "Now, run along." I let go of the street urchin's neck and pat her on the back once the guards are far enough away. She turns around to glare at me, then sprints off without looking back again. Mereana told me during our journey that under the usurper's laws, petty criminals receive disproportionate punishment. In most cases, that means being enslaved and forced to work in one of the empire's many mines.  

    I essentially saved this girl from that fate, but I didn't do it out of an expectation to get her thanks. Still, everybody has their circumstances, and thieves are rarely born from wanting to do it for fun. In either case, I'm trying to avoid flags that may result in detours; we came here for a specific reason. 

    With the situation out of the way, we continue toward our destination. 

      

    The promised meeting place is a tavern in a quiet residential district far from the bustling city center. It's run by her old friends and should be perfect for a secret gathering. However, I feel that unfamiliar people walking into a residential district could draw unwanted attention from the people living there. 

     Very few people walk the streets, so our group of four strangers must be standing out like a sore thumb. 

    After walking for around ten minutes, we stop in front of an unremarkable two-story stone house. The walls are light brown, though they may have been painted red at one point, and its shutters are closed. There's only a small wooden plaque on the doorframe with words I can't read. 

    Tuwheranui have a strong oral tradition, but the Pacha, who speak practically the same language, have developed a writing system. I stayed with the former for eight months, so I didn't learn to read their spoken language. But I assume this reads 'inn' in Pacha. 

    "What corruption are we laden with?" Mereana knocks on the door thrice before asking. 

    "Mataku's just as much as the usurper's." Comes the muffled voice from inside the house. That appears to have been the agreed-upon code words for the rebels to identify each other. A wooden bar is audibly slid out of the door before it opens. Even though it's the middle of the day, the inside is only illuminated by an oil lamp. "It's good to see you, general."  

    "Stop the formality. I'm no longer a general of Pacha." Stepping past the comrade opening the door for us, Mereana waves off his salutation. Even after everything she has done for this nation and its people, she's a humble person through and through. "Let's get to the point. How many?" 

    Without wasting any time, the former general walks into the middle of the large main room. Eighteen men and women are sitting at the tables of the dim room. Each one of them was an officer serving under Mereana and remained loyal to her person rather than her title. 

    "At the southern border to the Kakai Raki, I gathered four hundred and fifty-seven former soldiers of Pacha. They escaped with their families after the purge but have come to join our righteous cause." The oldest among them, a stern-looking man with a scar running from his cheek to his jawline, opens. I don't know whether he went first because of his seniority or because he found the most people. If it's the latter, it might look bleak. 

    But it seems that it's in order of seniority, as the one after him is a woman around fifty years of age, who appears to be the second-oldest of Mereana's comrades. I've seen all of them after the battle at the hill fort but didn't pay too much attention to their exact features at the time. All that mattered was their conviction.  

    One after the other, they present the number of people they could gather. The last one, a girl that looks barely older than Awhina, apologizes for only finding a little over a hundred. But far from showing disappointment, Mereana lifts her spirits with encouraging words. 

    "Rawa, Suri, Atauchi, Yanay, Kusi, and Usqu aren't here yet." Once everybody has reported their success in procuring troops, the former general states while looking around the room with an inquisitive expression. 

    "I heard rumors that Suri and Yanay were captured." One of the officers explains in a grim tone. 

    "I see." Lowering her gaze, Mereana silently prays for their safety. She told me before that escaped slaves are made public examples of, so those caught are as good as dead. "But the others will surely come."  

    The former general set a window of twelve days for everybody to meet, and we're halfway into that time. We stopped in Manoa for a day and stayed in Huanuco for two more after the battle, so her calculation was quite on point. 

    However, unlike us, the comrades rode out in pairs and could travel at nearly twice our speed. They should have reached their destination where they could start recruiting even before we were in Manoa. The Pacha Empire has a network of well-maintained roads, so getting from any larger city to another is easy. Given two weeks for recruitment, everybody should have arrived in Tarauaca at roughly the same time. 

    In other words, the likelihood of those that are still missing right now arriving within the time limit grows slimmer by the day. The others could also have been caught by the authorities like Suri and Yanay, or killed in accidents and wild animal attacks. The window of twelve days was set because the discovery of our soldiers camped in the forest is an inevitability that increases with every day they stay in the same place. 

    With those who are here, our numbers have swelled to a little over twenty-three thousand. I wonder what Mereana was hoping for, as those numbers are far from enough to assault the capital. According to her, most cities along the way to Quiraqui have strong garrisons. The capital alone has a standing army of twenty thousand veteran soldiers. Even if only half of the twenty expeditionary armies are recalled, we could be facing forty thousand regular soldiers. 

    They're far better trained than the freed slaves and few Pacha soldiers among us. Furthermore, they're defending a fortified city. Under these circumstances, we should have more than twice their numbers, but they will most likely outnumber us in the end. 

    In the best-case scenario, the remaining four who aren't here could be bringing another two thousand with them. Awhina, Uten and Saten, Tahiri, Tokomaha, Korenga, and I may be one-person armies, but Mereana obviously wasn't hoping to rely on us from the start. 

    "I can tell what you're thinking." Mereana looks at me and states with a wry smile. As always, I'm like an open book that people can read as they wish. "The six... the four who are missing went further south so they will arrive a little later." 

    I'm glad that she can be optimistic, but I'll temper my expectations. However, it seems that she sees through me once again, as her expression grows somber. With a sigh, she gathers herself and turns to her companions. 

    "We will leave on time. At noon in six days, we gather at the monolith in the Erua valley and head down into the lowlands." No less determined despite the grave situation the revolution now finds itself in, Mereana declares in her usual tone. I expected that she would have wanted to wait for a little longer until everybody was here. I know I would have, and it might have come back to bite me later.  

    There's much I can learn from Mereana. As a general who served in the military for many decades, she has the experience to make the right decisions. The revolution is pressed for time, so if we wait for two thousand additional troops, the usurper might consolidate another ten thousand in the capital. 

    "You will return to your troops one by one over the next six days. Head to Erua valley on the sixth day and keep communications to only the most important issues until then." With this, Mereana adjourns the meeting. Since we arrived last, we'll stay until the final day. This secretive inn will be where we live for the next six days. 

      

    "What do you think?" Once in our room on the second floor, I ask the former general. She has maintained an undaunting attitude, but finding that her comrades couldn't even procure enough people to double our numbers doubtlessly came as a shock for her. 

    "It's going to be difficult." But in front of me, be it out of respect toward the fact that I'm a god in her eyes or my contribution to the cause so far, Mereana speaks her true feelings. "With our numbers, we won't be able to persuade the heartland garrisons to join us." 

    Her aim had been to gather a grand army to show each city's garrison that our revolution is the will of the people. Soldiers have civilian families, and if they realize that their superiors care for them as little as they do for the rebels, they will rally to our side. There comes a tipping point when survival and freedom outweigh the fear of authority. Mereana is trying to sway them to cross that point without using force. 

    So far, we haven't fought a single human enemy since we started on this journey. Rapania's flesh puppet army was the real garrison of Manoa while the human soldiers surrendered without resistance. Manco evacuated Huanuco of all inhabitants except for the slaves to prepare for Maungawera's emergence. 

    I had expected both of them to readily throw the civilian population at us to stop this rebellion. However, Rapania was confident in her creations and never thought about using humans. I don't understand why Manco ordered an evacuation though when he didn't care about his soldiers in the battle at the hill fort. He must have had his reasons. 

    But if we fight humans, this will turn into nothing more than a civil war over succession. At that time, it's going to be much harder for the populace to pick a side. I learned from my- 

    For a moment, I lose my train of thought. Even though over a year has passed, it's still difficult to conjure up fond memories with my mother when all I can think of is her last moment at the hands of Rolan and the Old Humans. 

    "What's the matter?" Mereana notices that I have something on my mind and asks, but I wave her off with a bitter smile. 

    "Not important right now. Please tell me what you think we should do next." Returning to the problem before us, I glance at the twins who seem to have realized what I was thinking about. I'm grateful that they only look at me with empathetic expressions. 

    "I didn't want to do this, but we will have to bring out Empress Amaru Sonco Pacha to rally the people to our side." The former general replies with a pained frown. 

    "Is she famous?" It's as I expected. One part of me wondered why she was never mentioned as part of the plan to retake the throne, considering she's the one Mereana is doing it for. But I also know that the people don't care who sits on the throne as long as their lives aren't negatively impacted. 

    "What do you mean? She's the rightful-" Mereana looks baffled and begins, but I cut her off with a gesture of my hand. 

    "Do the people love her? Is she known for being a benevolent ruler? Has she done something for the people in the past?" Those are all things my mother taught me. Even though she took the Dominion's throne by killing nine leaders of the Thirteen Great Clans - and demoted them in the process - she was a mostly benevolent ruler who enacted modern-day reforms. A balanced combination of overwhelming power, fear, and good governance ensured that nobody could imagine another person on the throne. 

    "I see what you mean." Lowering her gaze, the former general who so faithfully serves her empress even when she's in exile goes silent. 

    "From here on out, humans will clash with humans. If nobody knows this exiled empress who is supposedly the rightful ruler, they will have to believe your word that things will be better when she takes the throne." I present the facts of the matter to back up my argument. My mother taught me all of that in those three weeks I lived with her when I first reincarnated into this world. "People avoid change. If their lives aren't directly affected, they will prefer to stay in place. Even if they know that the usurper is a tyrant, if they have no proof that whomever you present as an alternative is better, they won't move." 

    The initiative lies in the hands of those already in power. Plenty of people frown upon a revolution if the status quo isn't so bad that change is worth risking their lives for. After all, there's no guarantee for success, and everybody knows the price of failure. Only when no change and execution for rebelling is the same will they decide to take action. 

    "Who are you?" Astonished by my insight, Mereana asks with a skeptical look in her eyes. 

    "A princess in exile." Uten and Saten answer in my stead. They know my story, although I didn't tell them the truth about my mother. This is their world now, and they don't seem to miss anything about their previous life. I don't need to spring this pain on them. "Of a nation of gods."  

    "That's enough." Raising a hand, I silence them. In the eyes of the Tuwheranui and the Pacha, demons would also be considered some kinds of gods. Tokomaha has leaves for hair and fur-covered pointy ears, which would be seen as demonic traits in the Empire of Terminus, so it goes both ways. "You already knew that." 

    "Not the last part." With a wry smile and a shake of her head, Mereana signals that she won't pursue it. "But you're right. Everybody knows the empress' name, but they don't know her character."  

    "What they do know is that she's a relative of the usurper who brought back slavery." I state in a matter of fact tone which earns me a glare from the former general. But then she lowers her head in understanding. 

    "So you're saying that for all they know, nothing would change when the rightful empress is back on her throne, so why bother?" With a bitter look on her face, she asks for confirmation. 

    "I'm saying that all they know is they would have to risk their lives for that to happen." The vast majority of our troops are Tuwheranui freed slaves. They are a warlike people and already have not much left to lose besides their very lives. But the predominant ethnicity in the lowlands is Pacha, who haven't been as impacted by the return of slavery as the Tuwheranui. "We can't expect them to do that out of belief in an uncertain alternative or out of the goodness of their hearts for their fellow humans." 

    "I see." Mereana nods in agreement, causing me to smile. She may be a century old - or older - but she doesn't deny another's viewpoint solely based on her seniority. I'm sure that Empress Amaru Sonco Pacha is better than the usurper in every way. Somebody as straightforward as Mereana wouldn't serve anything less with such fervor. But the people don't know her, so she can't be the figure at the forefront of the revolution. "What can we do then?"  

    "Aren't you a legend yourself?" The thought just crosses my mind, and I come right out with it. Everybody, Pacha or Tuwheranui, knows about her. Only those in the untamed northern and southern wilderness regions haven't heard of her because they've lived isolated from the empire. 

    "What are you saying?" Raising an eyebrow at my seemingly sudden change in topic, Mereana expresses her incomprehension. She's just too humble despite being akin to a goddess herself. 

    "Everybody in the empire knows about you. You have protected its people for generations. Now, you stand against the usurper." I lay it out for her so that there's no more doubt about what I mean. 

    "The Tuwheranui aren't following you because they believe in this rightful empress they've never even met. They follow you." Saten declares with a grin. 

    "The Tuwheranui don't follow people they don't recognize as worthy. That should tell you what they think of you." Uten adds, winking encouragingly. As known village gods, they've been the closest to the Tuwheranui warriors among the superhumans in our ranks, aside from Awhina. It seems the two heard such sentiments from them during the journey.  

    "You're a symbol in the empire. They will rally under you." I finish off the explanation. Mereana shifts her gaze between the twins and me, her expression still filled with doubt. It seems the thought to lead as the principal figure of the revolution has never crossed her mind before. "Once we reach the lowlands, use your name." 

    "That would make it seem like I want to take the throne for myself!" With a shake of her head, Mereana raises her voice as if to deny the very thought of it vehemently. 

    "We see no problem with that." Uten and Saten shrug in unison. 

    "What they're trying to say is that it doesn't matter if that's what gets the people moving." Quickly putting their lax attitude in relation before Mereana can explode in anger, I clarify what I meant. "Once the usurper is dead and the throne is in your hands, you can just hand it to the rightful empress. Everybody will accept your decision. After all, it came from the person they believe is worthy of leading them."  

    Maybe I'm being irresponsible here. It's entirely possible that when Mereana gives the throne to Empress Amaru, the people will riot and demand her to lead them instead. But I think that's a bridge we'll have to cross when we get there. The alternatives are not having enough troops or turning this into a prolonged civil war over succession. 

    In the first place, I shouldn't get so deeply involved with this nation, or I'll never be able to leave. Once the usurper is gone, I'm taking the twins and returning to the Dominion to claim my own throne. 

    "Think about it. We still have six days until departure." Even without me having to say it, Mereana is visibly working her mind on how to reconcile practicality with her principles. It's not something I can help her with, so I gesture at the twins to leave with me. 

    "We're staying with her. She needs some relaxation." To my surprise, Uten and Saten deny my suggestion and snuggle up to the former general from both sides. The latter smiles at them and caresses their cheeks tenderly, causing me to stare at them and blink my eyes a few times. Since when have they been that close to each other? Don't tell me it started when I had them give her the full relaxation course. Has it been turning into something more since Manoa without me noticing? 

    But who am I to judge anybody's relationship? Even though they're physically like I was at fourteen, their minds are far more mature. And they can take care of themselves, so I don't have to worry about them getting into trouble. 

    "Just don't overdo it." With a sigh, I shrug and leave the room to head downstairs. 

      

    The inn was too dark and gloomy for me, so I decided to walk around town. Unlike Manoa and Huanuco, this is a regular city with no slaves in view. The enemies either don't know that we're here or are keeping a watchful eye for the time being. This means I can explore the city life with no disruption. 

    Using a vularen's sense of smell, I remember the way back to the inn and leave in the direction where the most noise is coming from. Maybe I can find a souvenir for Awhina, who was quite upset that she couldn't come along. Her appearance is too striking for a predominantly Pacha city after all. 

    Much like Huanuco used to be before the inferno from Maungawera's emergence burned it all away, Tarauaca has colorfully painted walls everywhere. I can tell that the inhabitants are quite relaxed and see smiling faces regularly. Children are playing in the streets, and the elderly watch them from chairs in front of their homes. 

    I'm surprised to learn that at least the Pacha aren't living in constant fear of being turned into slaves. Maybe the system ensures that people not directly affected by it don't even hear about what's happening. Surely, nobody would be able to laugh if they knew what had been going on in Manoa until we came along. 

    But this only gives me confirmation that if this revolution were turned into a civil war for succession, it would tear the nation apart. Regardless of whether they're being deceived or are genuinely ignorant of the slavery issue, the Pacha will think twice before choosing the side that may very well change their current happy lives for the worse. 

    Shaking my head to get rid of these thoughts, I begin to head where the flow of humans takes me. Soon after, I come upon a marketplace filled to the brim with peddlers selling their wares directly from their carts. It's hard to get around, but I take in the familiar sights and unfamiliar smells of spices. 

    I have plenty of silver coins to buy things with, but I don't know the market prices. We won't be leaving for the next few days, so I can take my time to learn how much things are worth through observation. Unlike a tourist in a foreign nation, I speak the language fluently and understand the prices being thrown around everywhere. 

    The thing I find myself most interested in is the stone grills employed at every corner. The peddlers making and selling the slow-grilled food appear to be permanent residents while the suppliers come from the surrounding villages. The ingredients are being touted as the freshest in the region, although I haven't eaten anything bad here so far. 

    No, that's not true. I've tried Awhina's cooking, and even if the ingredients she used were fresh, none of that could be detected once she was done. 

    I pick the place with the most people standing in line and slowly walk past it while keeping my ears trained on the prices. It's late afternoon, so it's time for dinner - the most important meal of the day for the Pacha. The majority of those buying food now are taking it home to their families, so the portions are accordingly big. 

    Nobody needs to know when I eat for four alone, right? 

    Surely, Mereana and the twins want something too, though. I don't know if her captains have thought about us when dinnertime comes, but I guess I should get them some food just in case. So enough for five, and I'll take two for myself; I'm a growing girl! 

    Once I reach the front of the line, I find that the large open grill is filled with hot coals. Above those, spitted meat and vegetables are sizzling while spreading their mouth-watering smell of spices and herbs. I pull myself together, but the peddler has already seen my expression and grins. 

    "What will it be, miss?" The elderly man is unmistakably a Pacha, but advanced age and sitting out in the sun has darkened his skin to the tone of a Tuwheranui. 

    "All of it." Before I can stop myself from saying what's deep in my heart, my mouth already blurts it out. 

    "Big family, huh?" He laughs heartily while taking a large green leaf from a pile next to him. He packages some meat and vegetables in that leaf with deft movements before tying it up with a string. "New to Tarauaca?" 

    "Yes, from far away." I try to keep the information I give out to a minimum. It's better that he pieces together something on his own than that I make up a lie about a village he might know about. Much like when I first met Rolan and his party. 

    "Are you leaving the city again today?" Repeating his mesmerizingly quick packaging motions, the man keeps inquiring. His attitude tells me that he doesn't have any ulterior motives. Then again, my ability to judge people isn't that great. 

    "No, we're staying the night." With a noncommittal smile, I hide the fact that it's not just one night. I'll have to look for a different place to get a meal each time until we leave Tarauaca again. 

    "How many more?" The man stops his movements and asks, causing me to look at his face in surprise. Then I realize that he isn't asking how many people are with me but how many more meals he should pack for me. There are already four leaf packages sitting on the edge of the stone grill. 

    "Two more." He got the number right on the first try, so maybe he saw us head through town together earlier. But just to throw him off, I add two extra portions. As the man raises an eyebrow but complies, I open my leather bag and take out the money. 

    The line behind me watches in agony as the food on the grill has diminished. There may not be enough for everybody waiting to get their meals, but I ignore them. The peddler ties the six packages with one thick string for me to carry and stands up to hand it to me. 

    "Be careful, it's still hot and quite heavy." He warns me, his hands shaking slightly from the weight. Even somebody who must have done this work for many years has a hard time with this. I take the string with one hand, but he doesn't let go. "Use both hands." 

    "It's alright." I stretch out my other hand and give him the coins upon which he reflexively lets go to receive them. Feeling the weight in my hand, I adjust my muscle density to carry it without showing even a hint of strain on my face. 

    With a mysterious smile directed at the baffled peddler and the surrounding people, I walk away and disappear into the crowd. 

      

    On my way back to the inn, I have to keep my hunger in check. Since I'm using the vularen nose, the smell from the packages I'm carrying is amplified so much that it's unbearable. It's alright to eat one of them on the way, isn't it? It's not like they're waiting for the food to arrive, right? 

    But as much as I want to, I persevere. A meal tastes better when sharing it with friends and family. And it's best to do so while it's still hot, so if I stop somewhere to eat, it's going to arrive cold by the time I'm in the inn. 

    Hastening my step without outright running while trying to appear inconspicuous is hard, but the farther I get from the busy streets, the more leeway I have. Following the smell that I left behind earlier, I track my way back to the residential district, where I'll be able to speed up. 

    When I round the corner to the street in front of the inn, the cawing of a murder of crows pulls my attention to my surroundings. All the rooftops are laden with the black birds of bad omens, seemingly staring at me from their beady eyes. They were silent all this time, but it can't be that I didn't notice them until they started making noise. 

    "Kekeke..." The voice of an old woman cackles, and I spin around on the spot. Its owner, a wizened crone with blotchy pale skin and milky white eyes, is sitting among the crows on the roof behind me. A dark blue cloak adorned with black feathers covers her gaunt shoulders, and a gnarled wooden staff rests in her bony hand. "The princess of another dominion laboring for the sake of unrelated humans." 

    "Who are you?" I'm instantly on alert and transform my interior into the Vanadia clone template. If this isn't a god, then I'm not a Crawling Chaos. 

    "How commendable. How righteous. How compassionate." With the hoarse voice of a crow, the blind crone ignores my question and keeps speaking. "For a demon." 

    "Name yourself!" At those words, I raise my hand and create a spear of light trained on her chest. I don't think her use of the word 'dominion' in that context was a coincidence, and she knows that I'm a demon - or at least what the humans of Enorath and Blereath would consider me. 

    "They call me Stormcrow. Bearer of futuresight. Bringer of omens, good and bad." Spreading her arms in a sudden movement that causes the crows around her to flap their wings in surprise, the woman nicknamed the Stormcrow announces in a grand gesture. "Why dost thou wastest time here when thy realm faces ruin? Thy beloved companions fight in thy stead while thou gallivantest in this faraway land." 

    I freeze at the mention of the Dominion facing ruin and my beloved companions fighting in my stead. Even though she appears to be blind, the crone reacts to my shift in expression with a toothless grin as if latching onto an opening. 

    "Return now and save those thou holdest dear. Save thy dominion." The Stormcrow points a gnarly finger at me while her gaze seems to be directed at the sky. "Or continue on thy path and find only ashes at its end. The choice is thine." 

    "So, you're a fortuneteller?" Finally, I overcome my initial shock and relax to think things through. Everything she has said could have been a combination of my own interpretation and her observing me for a while. She could be working for the God Emperor and heard me talking about how I'm the princess of another nation who is now in exile. It's not hard to guess that I left behind people important to me there. That's why she's trying to rile me up with predictions about their demise to get me to abandon this revolution and leave as quickly as possible. 

    "A soothsayer, a fortuneteller, a seer, a prophet. I have been called many things." The Stormcrow replies in a knowing tone. She's leaning on her staff and seemingly looks down at me even though her eyes are staring into nothing. 

    "Why are you helping me?" I inquire with an eyebrow raised in suspicion. At this point, I can't jump to conclusions, but it's best to remain cautious about her motives. While I won't believe every word that comes out of her mouth, maybe I can learn something about whoever she's working for. 

    "Kekeke. Thou dost right in doubting me. I certainly am no ally." With an unpleasant cackle, the crone laughs when she sees through me. "I do what I please. I appear before those that interest me." 

    The crows caw in a mismatched choir, beating their wings in excitement. I look around and realize that the atmosphere is growing tense. Could she be preparing to attack me by controlling those birds? 

    "Be they humans or demons." With a laugh into the reddening sky, the Stormcrow continues. It wasn't a coincidence that she said 'demon' earlier. But then she lowers her gaze and seems to look right into my eyes. "Or even cursed dark elves and a fallen angel." 

    My mind goes blank at her words. Having seen me with Fata wings and deducing that I know one is one thing, but those descriptions are too specific to be lucky guesses. This person knows Kamii, Daica, and Hestia. 

    "Who are you really?!" I shout and direct the prepared spirit spear to fly up to the crone's face. As a so-called seer, she should be able to tell that I'm threatening her with that. 

    "Kekeke. I am an observer of time, watching the world turn from the sidelines." Not at all intimidated, possibly because she can't see my magic with her eyes or because she has a means to defend against it, the Stormcrow explains mysteriously. 

    As if infected by her mirth, the crows raise their raspy voices in laughter. I keep my eyes on the crone, who lifts her staff and draws a circle in the air as if mimicking the turning globe. 

    "Thou shalt find me at every crossroad of fate." Her voice sounds deranged, and the contents of her words aren't much better. Suddenly, she slams down her staff, and the crows take off in a scare, scattering feathers everywhere. "Thou shalt see me again no matter thy choice." 

    Within the storm of wings, the Stormcrow's form is hidden from view. Then, the birds scatter in all directions, and I find that where the crone sat on the roof, nothing more than a few black feathers are left behind. Whether she escaped or left because she was done, I don't know. 

    I'd like to dismiss the crone's words, but the fact that she knows so much weighs heavily on my mind. 

      

    





   



 Chapter 120 - For Freedom 

      

      

    That night, I had the first nightmare in a very long time. Even if my body is that of a Crawling Chaos, part of my mind is still human. Imagination is mixing with the Stormcrow's prophecy to conjure hellish scenes of death and destruction. 

    Kamii and Daica are killed by humans, and Hestia is captured by Fatas to be studied like a lab animal. Arkaim is razed to the ground, its population enslaved or executed on the spot. The Dominion's earth is covered in salt and turned into a barren wasteland so that no demons may ever live there again. 

    Even though I knew while seeing it that it was nothing more than a dream, I couldn't just wave it off as my thoughts running wild. What if it was a vision of what was happening on the other side of the world? 

    I've been gone from the Dominion for over a year now. When I left, my mother had just been killed, Arkaim castle had fallen into the hands of the Old Humans, and an invasion army had just landed in Pontis Daemonis. Could the leaderless demons have even survived for more than a month under such circumstances? 

    With such thoughts plaguing my mind, I descend to the communal room on the first floor. Compared to yesterday, we're short one person already. They returned to their troops hidden in the forest as discussed and will wait for the promised day to meet in Erua valley. More and more will leave over the next few days until only Mereana, the twins, and I will be waiting for the four who have yet to arrive. 

    "What's the matter?" Mereana asks the moment she sees me, giving me a sense of déjà vu. It appears to be quite easy to guess my mood based on my expression, and I must have an abysmal look on my face right now. 

    "Something came up." Glancing at Uten and Saten, who are talking to some of the female captains, I tilt my head toward a room in the back. Getting my hint, the former general stands up from her seat and gestures at her followers to excuse her for a moment. It doubles as a signal for them to give us some privacy. 

    Once surrounded by blank stone walls and a closed door, I explain what happened yesterday. Normally, I would try to solve this issue myself, but I can't do that this time. This revolution has come so far because of certain decisions and actions based on my suggestions. Everything that happens after this will be partially my responsibility. 

    "Stormcrow... I've heard of her." After hearing what I had to say, Mereana mutters with a thoughtful frown. "Her existence is shrouded in mystery, but stories of her have existed since before the dawn of the Pacha Empire." 

    "So she's some kind of god." It was quite obvious, but hearing of her long history is confirmation. "But what is her goal?" 

    "Nobody knows. She appears without warning and before people from all walks of life. The contents of her prophecies always come true, one way or another." Mereana eyes me with a difficult look on her face. I just told her everything, so she knows that my choices are to leave now to save my people or stay with the rebellion. In the case of the latter, I might return home to find only ruins.  

    "For once, I can tell what you're thinking." I point it out to her with a wry smile, and she blinks her eyes in embarrassment. 

    "I think you should go." Shaking her head, Mereana regains her composure and states with conviction. The journey to the capital will take another month at a minimum. If we have to fight battle after battle in every city along the way, it's going to be far longer than that. "Don't lose your people to save those of another nation."  

    She's absolutely right. There's no point if I help out here and then return to find the Dominion completely gone. However, I don't even know where in the world I am right now. While I may be able to fly faster than ever, it doesn't help me when I have no idea where I should go. 

    Furthermore, I would want to take Uten and Saten with me, but they're needed here. I also promised that I would bring Awhina back to Hokanui safely, but I wouldn't be able to do that if I left in a hurry now. And who's going to keep Korenga in check when she goes Black God again? 

    In Manoa, I told Tahiri that I would see this revolution to its conclusion, no matter what form it took. It will have been a lie before a goddess if I don't follow through on my declaration back then. And the assertion that the God Emperor commands the skies interests me as much as it does the actual God of the Sky. It could be Zeke in disguise, and he could be alone, which would be the perfect opportunity to kill him. 

    "I see that you have already made up your mind to stay." Sighing with a relieved smile on her lips, Mereana pulls me out of my reverie. 

    "What do you mean?" Confused, I ask with an eyebrow raised. 

    "The fact that you hesitate for so long means you're thinking of arguments for staying here." She has seen through me completely once again. "I know that Uten and Saten, the God of the Sky, and the God of Growth are here because of you. If you left, they would, too." 

    "Don't you think at least the twins would stay with you?" With a sardonic grin, I poke at the fact that the former general seems to have a closer relationship with them than that of simple companions. She raises her hands as if in defeat but then shrugs. 

    "Maybe, but you're family." With a sad smile, she states a fact I subconsciously knew but never thought about like this before. Even though we only lived together for a year, we had already become family. 

    For a moment, I'm completely taken aback by this realization. When I was dumped in the middle of nowhere with Aurelia, I felt like I was left all alone in the world. The me from that time thought that the Golden Queen cared more about her revenge than the fact that I just lost my mother. I pushed the last person by my side away and was truly alone. 

    I stayed in Hokanui without sparing a single thought for the fate of the Dominion and its people, and more personally, Senka, Kamii, Daica, and Hestia. At that time, I just wanted to have a peaceful village life far from false gods, and war for survival. Awhina, Rangi and Ruiha, Uten and Saten, and all the people of Hokanui - they had already become like family by then. 

    When something came to threaten that family, I readily stepped up to protect it. One thing led to another, and here I am, once again involved in a large-scale war against godlike beings. Maybe the saying that one with great power has an equal amount of responsibility is true after all. But ultimately, I care about the twins and Awhina, and everybody else important to me, rather than about the fate of this nation. 

    And some time along the way, my relationship with Tahiri changed. Tokomaha found a way into my heart, much like how her spears pierced many of my belongings. Even Korenga became part of it, be it through my empathy for her past or our camaraderie on the battlefield. 

    That's why I can't leave now. I can't put my love for those I left behind on a scale opposed to my feelings for this new family I found. And I subconsciously already made the decision to stay until the end. Now, I no longer need to justify it by turning the promises I made into excuses for not choosing what my heart desires. 

    "Yes, I want to stay until the end." With a look at Mereana, I realize that she's also one of those comrades dear to me. Once everything is settled here, I'll head back with those willing to join me and save the Dominion. I shall believe in the strength of the demons - and especially my beloved girls - to survive until then. 

    "I believe that you can break through that prophecy." The former general encourages me with a contagiously convincing smile. "You surpass every expectation, so why not this one too?" 

    "Thank you, Mereana." I close my eyes and nod. It's best to think that way since the alternative would be unbearable. 

      

    Five days pass like dripping molasses. Even though I resolved the prophecy issue in my mind by talking to Mereana, it still surfaces in my thoughts from time to time. If the Stormcrow's aim was to plant the persistent seed of doubt, she definitely succeeded. It doesn't help that we decided not to walk through the city carelessly, as we don't know if the crone might be working for the usurper now. 

    "It's time." On the morning of the sixth day, Mereana greets me with the words I've been waiting to hear. Nothing is better for distraction than talking to people, and it's been nearly a week since I've last seen the others of the Divine Seven.  

    In the end, the four missing comrades never showed up. It's safe to assume that they were caught or met an untimely demise during their journey. But Mereana has no more doubts, only conviction. She will do everything in her power to make this revolution a success, and nothing will stop her now. 

    We're meeting the army on the mountain pass next to Tarauaca before going to Erua valley together. At this point, it doesn't matter if we're discovered. By the time messengers can reach the capital, we'll have already started our city-hopping plan.  

    As before, we have no trouble getting out of the city. There's no sign of the Stormcrow, and no other flags are tripped on our way. Without so much as an inspection, the four of us walk out the gates. Once in the forest, we start running faster than any human could; only the military utilizes horses for riding in this nation, so we couldn't take them with us into Tarauaca. 

    When I was thirteen, I was already in the track and field club of my middle school. That's why Uten and Saten's running forms already look fairly professional, as they have my memories up to that age. On the other hand, Mereana appears more used to carrying a spear, as she doesn't utilize her arms the way a modern runner does. Still, she makes up what she lacks in form with her godlike physical abilities. 

    I realize that either one of us could transform into a vularen and carry the former general on our backs. But by the time that idea comes to me, we're already more than halfway there, and Mereana doesn't look in the least tired. 

    "Welcome back!" Korenga is the first to spot us and waves with an enthusiastic grin. I'm sure she caused some trouble while I was away, but we'll hear Yori's report in a moment. 

    "It's good to be back." I slow down into a jog and come to a stop a few meters away before looking around. Tokomaha is leaning against a tree with her arms crossed, glancing at me in feigned disinterest. I'm sure she missed me more than anybody here. 

    "So, how does it look?" Awhina asks restlessly, not directing her question at anybody in particular. She only cares to hear it as quickly as possible. We had a complete lack of communication for the past six days, so they don't know the result of our meeting with the others yet. 

    "We march to Erua valley!" Mereana declares to our welcoming committee, which includes Yori and several of her captains. Their faces light up as if thinking that the comrades who went out to gather troops enjoyed a roaring success. But it doesn't matter even if they learn the truth; we work with what we have, plan for the worst and hope for the best. 

    "So, how is it really?" Tokomaha comes up from behind me and asks with an eyebrow raised in skepticism. The Tuwheranui and Pacha soldiers are already murmuring among themselves and don't hear her. 

    "It could be better, but we'll manage." With a shrug, I pet her leaf hair. She slaps my hand away, clicking her tongue in annoyance. It seems that she wants to keep up appearances in front of other people, but when we're alone, she indulges in getting as much enjoyment as possible. She just can't be honest, huh? 

    "We'll make up for the difference." Korenga, in a rare display of moderation, speaks at a volume low enough that only we can hear her. 

    "Each one of us is worth a thousand soldiers!" Uten and Saten declare with confident grins. Their wording could use some work, but it's the truth. I'm fairly sure that if I let loose my Crawling Chaos form with no regard for collateral damage, even half a million human soldiers would stand no chance. That's what my mother most likely did.  

    "Here, Awhina. I got something for you." I wave at the demigoddess to get her attention. From within my clothes, though in reality from inside my body, I pull out a blue jewel pendant. It's diamond-shaped and in a gold setting, attached to a leather band.  

    "For me?" Blinking her eyes at the brilliance of the gem, Awhina asks in an astonished tone. I did promise to bring her a souvenir, and Tarauaca is famous for its jewelry owing to its location on the main road between many mining settlements in the west and the heartland cities in the east. 

    "I thought it would suit you." I open the string in the back and tie it around Awhina's neck. Her skin tone is similar to that of a character from an old anime who always wore a similar-looking pendant. It's not a complete copy, but quite close to that one. It doesn't hold any special powers - that I know of - though. The string is long enough for the gem to sit on the cloth between her breasts, and its blue contrasts well with her white top and caramel skin.  

    "Thank you!" Awhina expresses her gratitude with a radiant smile that pierces my heart. I never saw her that way, but this could be the precursor for starting to do so. Then I get elbowed in the side, causing me to twitch in surprise. Tokomaha is standing behind me, looking less than amused. 

    "Are you jealous?" I cover my mouth and grin sardonically, knowing that my expression is still visible. She stomps on my foot wordlessly and walks away, steaming like an engine. 

    The demigoddess shifts her gaze between the God of Growth and me, not understanding what just happened. I think the only person who might know about my true relationship with Tokomaha is Tahiri. Maybe Uten and Saten could smell something, but they never let it show on their faces, so I can't be sure.  

    "It looks good on you." I turn to Awhina and look her up and down once again. Even though the jewel is brilliant, its sharp shape and intense color only accentuate her naturally beautiful curves. I'm proud of myself to have made the connection when I first saw the jewelry store, and I'm glad that Mereana allowed me to buy it despite our tight budget. 

    The former general rides past us on her horse and our eyes meet. She winks, and I smile in gratitude. The moment passes, and she continues with Yori and her captains in tow. As the army begins to march, I take Awhina's hand and head for our mounts, giving Tokomaha another reason to be jealous. 

      

    The Erua valley is shaped like a sickle moon, but the two opposing mountains are considered parts of each other. They're collectively called Erua, the Twin Mountains, and legend has it that they were split in a clash between two gods eons ago. 

    Toward one third into the valley, the forest gives way to grassland - the first signs of the lowlands to come. And when we round the bend, a gathering of seventeen thousand soldiers awaits us in the center of the canyon. At that sight, a cheer runs through both armies that echo off the mountain slopes and give rise to a roar that shakes the very earth. 

    Twenty-three thousand men and women, former slaves and soldiers, all united under a revolution to overthrow the despotic usurper of the Pacha throne. As if the initial greeting wasn't enough, the Tuwheranui from both sides come to a stop about fifty meters away from each other and get into position. Awhina and the twins join them, but I watch from the sidelines with the three goddesses. 

    Much like the ceremonial dance to see warriors off into war, this one has far less aggressive lyrics than when facing enemies. They greet each other as warriors who will fight side by side against a common enemy. It's a back and forth of encouraging each other that the ancestors are watching over them. They boast of their weapons, their strength together, and belittle the enemy to raise their own morale. 

    Nearly twenty thousand Tuwheranui voices chant as one, and the rush of emotions overwhelms me, bringing a tear to my eye. I can now understand the sentiment the slave troops felt when Rangi performed the war dance. It spoke to their very souls when the choir of voices echoed off the cliff like a call from the land itself to reclaim their freedom. 

    "It's always impressive to witness." Yori comments from behind me when it's over, and the troops begin to mingle and greet each other individually. I turn around to find Mereana next to him, watching with a hint of pride in her expression. 

    Although she led the slave revolt against Manco at the hill fort, she's ethnically Pacha. As a legendary general of the empire, she knows the more common lyrics of war and greeting chants. However, out of respect toward the Tuwheranui, she recognizes her position as an outsider even after all those years and doesn't dare to appropriate their culture. 

    "Our numbers may not be enough, but our hearts more than make up for it." Awhina walks up the hill toward us, declaring with the dignity of a chieftain's daughter. It seems that she overheard me talking to Tokomaha after all. 

    "One Tuwheranui woman equals three Pacha men, so you have an army greater than anything the usurper can throw at you here." Tahiri states with a sneer. Tuwheranui men are physically stronger than their women, and most of the troops consist of the former. Leave it to the God of the Sky to make fun of the Pacha and praise our forces simultaneously.  

    "Yes, I believe so, too." Mereana smiles at Awhina and Tahiri's words. "We can do this. No, we will do this." 

    She then raises her stone spear by the very bottom of the shaft and swings the tip around, waving the red cloth attached to it like a flag. It's a testament to her physical strength to be able to do this in the first place, but she keeps it up for a while, waiting for the soldiers to notice it. 

    Soon, the entire army gathers at the foot of the hill to listen to what their leader wants to announce. Apparently, we Divine Seven, including Awhina, the twins, and me, are considered officers, as Yori gestures for us to stay where we are. This way, the newcomers can learn right away that we're not regular soldiers. 

    We were two thousand when we left the hill fort. Eight thousand when we liberated Manoa, and eighteen thousand after freeing the miners in Huanuco. I look over the twenty-three thousand troops, overwhelmed by just how many people there are. 

    I turn my head slightly to glance at Mereana, who hasn't started speaking yet. It's a testament to her charisma that she can hold the attention of so many people and keep them silent with her presence alone. 

    "People of the empire!" Finally, she lowers her spear and raises her voice to boom across the army. She deliberately avoided addressing either ethnicity and left out the empire's name because it's associated with the Pacha more than the Tuwheranui. "There's no reason for me to make a long speech. We all know what we're here for." 

    She's dispensing with formalities and speaks casually. Everybody knows that she's the legendary general of the Pacha Empire, Mereana Huamanca Aucapuma, so there's no need for introductions. By not addressing the soldiers like a general would an official army, she's conveying to them that they're comrades in arms rather than chess pieces in the war between those in power. 

    "We are the will of the people. We are justice for the enslaved and the murdered." Raising her spear once again, Mereana signals that everybody should get ready. "Our target is only one man. The usurper who brought suffering upon this nation has to fall."  

    A cheer of agreement rises from the army. This revolution isn't for some ideology or even a war for expansion and glory. It serves the most basic purpose of human instinct. 

    "Freedom!" The former general roars, and the soldiers repeat after her. 

    "Freedom!" A thunderous choir shakes the very air around us and fills my chest with an emotion I've never felt before. 

    "Come! We march!" Pulling her horse's reins and turning it left toward the eastern exit of the valley, Mereana leads from the front. "We march on Quiraqui!" 

    Almost as one, the army of freed slaves, volunteers from the populace, and Pacha soldiers who desire peace and justice follow the former general. Twenty-three thousand pairs of feet trample the grass of the valley, the unending sound of their footsteps like a tide washing over the land.  

    "Impressive, isn't it?" Tahiri floats next to me and mutters with an expression on her face that suggests the opposite. She must have seen a scene like this many times before. 

    "I'd rather they didn't gather in such large numbers." Tokomaha comments in annoyance while looking at the mud left in the wake of the army. She waves her wooden spear in a grand gesture upon which grass sprouts and covers the area once more. "I preferred when there weren't so many in these lands." 

    "Same here, but it is what it is." I pet the God of Growth's leaf hair, but she doesn't slap it away this time. Instead, she watches the grass grow back in the wake of the marching soldiers. "Let's hope this war brings change for you, too." 

    I'll help the little goddess speak to Mereana about petitioning the rightful empress to take better care of nature. Knowing humans, it's going to be hard to change their lust for expansion, but as long as gods are watching over them, they should be able to control themselves. 

    "And the other side has twice as many?" Korenga wonders while scratching her chin thoughtfully. She's interested in knowing how many enemies she can beat up. And she's not doing a good job at hiding that fact.  

    After I heard her story, I thought she was a peace-loving person forced to fight due to her curse. But it seems that the Black God surfaces a little in her regular form as well. That became apparent when she suggested summoning Maungawera again after the battle was over just to have another go at him.  

    "We should be more worried about the gods and other beings who have submitted to this God Emperor." Awhina chastises the Black God's enthusiasm for battle. 

    "All that matters is ending this once and for all so that our villages can live in peace again." Uten joins the conversation. 

    "Whatever they throw at us, we'll overcome it and return as heroes of our people." Saten declares with his arms crossed. 

    "Wait, that's a death flag!" I slap the latter over the back of his head. Surely, he did that on purpose, but that only means he was asking for punishment. 

    Throughout our journey, I realized that there were some pretty big personality differences between the twins, even if all their traits come from me. They're like halves of me who completed each other and quickly became full beings. At this point, they differ from each other more than Asoko does from me.  

    "We're getting left behind." Tahiri's voice pulls us out of our little world. The Tuwheranui and Pacha are both used to walking long distances and march pretty quickly, so they already covered some distance.  

    I look across the gods, the demigoddess, and the twins. Ultimately, we're the core of this army; if none of us were here, Mereana would be the only one with a fighting chance when an enemy god appears. Not to speak of when Maungawera emerged. 

    "This is the final leg of our journey." I walk over to my horse and mount it in one swift motion. "To Quiraqui!" 

    "Copying Mereana, I see." Tokomaha sneers at my attempt to sound heroic. 

    "This is a warmup for my own war back home." But I don't let her rile me up and answer with a bitter smile. The only people who know about this are Mereana, the twins, and Tahiri, but I'm going to tell the others eventually. "I have to learn how to lead people, don't I?" 

    With these words, I direct my horse to start moving, then look back with an expression that suggests they better start following me. Each one of them shows a different reaction before getting on their horses. 

    





   



 Chapter 121 - A Warm Welcome 

      

      

    The Nukumania plains are a massive expanse of open grassland with small specks of grouped trees interspersed here and there. Rolling hills with shallow elevation marks the landscape, and not a single mountain can be seen all the way to the horizon. The waves moving across the tall grass makes its unofficial title, the Green Sea, an apt description. 

    The sight takes away my breath. Much like my first time seeing the vast expanse of the Slaettermark and the Nagirah desert, I'm reminded of the fact that this is something I most likely would have never seen in my previous life. 

    For a moment, I'm overcome by a feeling of melancholy but then pull myself together. My mother worked hard for thirty years to bring me into this world, so I should enjoy it rather than waste my life regretting her death. 

    When I realize these thoughts of mine, I feel that maybe I've taken another step toward getting over her death. 

    Seeing the army move on, I pull myself out of my reverie and follow them. The paved road we're taking will lead us to the first city, Chuquito. We'll reach it around noon at our regular pace, but for the time being, we're moving slowly to conserve our strength in case we have to fight. 

    Mereana sent scouts ahead of us last night to figure out the state of the city, and they will be returning to us shortly. Depending on their report, we'll make our decision on how to proceed. And this will most likely affect how we deal with all future cities, too.  

    If we bring the war to Chuquito, this will be nothing more than an armed rebellion. If we can take over peacefully, this will be a revolution with the backing of the people. 

    "The scouts are back!" A lookout announces loudly, and everybody's eyes are on the road ahead of us. Three riders are approaching, waving their hands excitedly with broad smiles on their faces. It seems that we have fortune on our side then. 

    "The people are ready for war!" The leader of the trio, one of Mereana's comrades, shouts in elation. That only causes everybody to furrow their brows in confusion; it doesn't sound like good news at all and shouldn't warrant smiles. 

    "Explain yourself!" Yori raises his voice, demanding more than a misleading statement like that. 

    "It's Rawa and Usqu! They infiltrated Chuquito and gathered support in the population! Chuquito is joining the revolution!" The scout not only responds to Yori but also announces it to the troops in hearing range. 

    An excited murmur runs through the soldiers as the news spreads. Like Maungawera's aspects, it travels across the entire army in a matter of minutes. Before Mereana can even verify the information with the scouts, cheers rise from thousands of throats. Yori looks at his general with a helpless shrug, signaling that he's no longer able to stop the morale from climbing like a tidal wave.  

    "Make haste, to Chuquito!" Finally, Mereana announces after hearing the full story from her comrade. Already anticipating this, the army speeds up with a new spring in their step.  

    It would appear that Rawa and his companion and Usqu and hers had each separately connected with an underground resistance. Said resistance freed and smuggled slaves out of Pacha into the border regions since shortly after the usurper reintroduced slavery. They had been biding their time to gather their strength, but upon hearing that the legendary Mereana Huamanca Aucapuma had risen in revolution, they put their plans into motion. 

    Rawa and Usqu didn't show up on time for the meeting because they met within the resistance and formulated a new plan. It had always been Mereana's intention to go from one heartland city to the next and persuade their garrisons and populace to join the cause. The two pairs went ahead and set the stage for a smooth takeover in Chuquito first. 

    "I knew they would come through." Mereana mutters more to herself than directed at others, but I overhear her. 

    "Now, let's hope that Atauchi and Kusi have been doing something like that as well." I suppress the urge to point out that she seemed to have given up hope for their timely arrival back in Tarauaca. In the end, her conviction to proceed with the revolution regardless of whether or not her comrades would arrive on time brought us here. 

    I'm sure Rawa and Usqu couldn't risk sending out a messenger or leaving their posts to report their situation. But they trusted that Mereana would succeed in freeing the slaves in Manoa and Huanuco before reaching Tarauaca for the meeting - and then leave on time without waiting for them. The fact of the matter is that they've mobilized the city even before they could know that we were on our way. 

    The soldiers of the revolutionary army were already well-rested from the week-long break in the forests surrounding Tarauaca. But the news about Chuquito joining our cause has lit a fire in their hearts. Swifter than before, they march on the paved road toward the first city of the Pacha heartland. 

      

    As we reach Chuquito before noon, we find the city gates wide-open and people standing on the walls waving their hands in welcome. In front of the gates awaits a welcoming committee, among which four run out to greet us. 

    "Rawa, Maywa! Usqu, Sayani!" Mereana rides her horse ahead of the army with that exclamation. I vaguely remember seeing the four of them among the comrades gathered around the fire on top of the hill fort back then. 

    "General!" They fall on one knee in deference to her. 

    "Don't waste time on formalities and report!" Growing impatient at their kneeling, Mereana booms in a voice that echoes off the city walls. I can understand her sentiment, but she should act more like a leader in this situation. After all, she agreed to the plan of using her name rather than that of the rightful empress for the revolution.  

    I don't pay too much attention to the details of what the four comrades have to report and instead look at the people on the walls. It's a colorful mix of civilians and soldiers, Tuwheranui and Pacha alike, standing side by side in harmony. Their mood tells me that no violence was involved in their mobilization; the city was undivided in the decision to join the revolution. 

    We soon approach the gates and are welcomed by the rotund woman and her entourage waiting before it. She wears silken clothes and something like a crown made from silver. Judging by the way people treat her, she must be someone important, if not the governor of Chuquito. When Mereana sees the woman, her eyes widen in surprise. 

    "Otoronqo? What happened to your son, the governor?" She asks the woman while getting off her horse and nodding her head in a gesture of respect. She's the mother of Chuquito's governor then, close enough to my estimate of her social position. 

    "He was going to order the garrison to seal the city and kill anybody wishing to join you. So, I taught him some manners and locked him up in his room." Shrugging, Otoronqo replies in a sassy tone.  

    "I am indebted to you for your support." Lowering her head again, Mereana expresses her heartfelt gratitude. However, I can tell that she's close to breaking out into a smile. Hearing that the governor, who's undoubtedly a grown man, was punished like a bratty child is quite funny, I admit. But in this context, she's committing high treason by helping the revolution. Of course, when we succeed, she'll be considered a hero as well.  

    "Don't thank me yet. You haven't seen what else I have prepared." With a laugh that shakes her rotund form, Otoronqo waves for the former general to follow her. Even though she's quite overweight, she's not riding a palanquin as Pacha officials usually do and walks on her own two feet.  

    Mereana exchanges a glance with Yori, then with me. It's a given that the second in command goes with her, but she isn't sure whether or not I need to follow her. I smile at her wryly and nod in affirmation; I'll come along as a representative of the Divine Seven. 

    Of course, Awhina and the twins, the ever-curious souls, decide that they want to join us as well. Tokomaha, in typical tsundere fashion, acts as if she isn't interested, but follows ten steps behind me. Only Tahiri and Korenga decide that they don't care and prefer to enjoy the veneration the citizens show toward them - though each for different reasons.  

    As we make our way to the government building at the center of the city, I realize just how much the people have mobilized. Every single house and storage door is open, and citizens of all ages help pack food, carve spears, or twist rope into slings. Chuquito has a population of fifty thousand, so it's a sight to behold.  

    "This is incredible." Mereana comments when she sees the extent of their preparations. But if not for the former general's four comrades letting the governor's mother know about the revolution, this would have never happened. 

    "I'm sure your troops lack some things like arms and food. We have enough of everything here." With a gesture around her, Otoronqo states proudly. Before Mereana can express her gratitude once again, the rotund woman raises a hand to stop her. "But wait, there's more." 

    I couldn't imagine what more there could be at this point until we reach the courtyard of the castle. More than a hundred craftsmen are building huge wooden ladders and large siege shields. More than a hundred special carts for transporting the ladders and prearranged palisade sections for faster camp-building are lined up. 

    Until I saw these things, I never even considered that we lacked them. Of course, Awhina, the twins, or I can always blast through the city gates or use earth magic to open a section of the walls. But the revolutionary army should operate under the impression that we Divine Seven have to deal with enemy gods. We can't also act as living siege engines. 

    "The ladders are made to the size of Quiraqui's walls. Shields to defend against slingers. Palisades for a protracted siege." Otoronqo raises her hands and gestures at the things one by one. She then waves at an old man overseeing the entire operation, upon which he comes over with a disgruntled expression on his face. 

    "What is it? We're busy to get everything ready by tomorrow morning." Lacking any and all respect toward the mother of Chuquito's governor, he demands to know what he was called for at such a busy time. 

    "This is master carpenter Taruka. If you have any suggestions for him to build until tomorrow, don't hesitate to tell him." With a laugh that shakes her round form, Otoronqo introduces the man. She seems to be having fun messing with him, and Taruka glares at her, flabbergasted. 

    "We're already behind schedule. If you want to be able to leave tomorrow, don't waste any more of my time!" Stomping his foot in anger, he roars at Otoronqo. He's a grumpy old man who appears to pay no mind to social positions. 

    "I have an idea." I raise my hand, causing Taruka to shift his glare to me. Not letting myself get intimidated, I cross my arms in front of my chest and firmly plant my feet. "Siege engines!"  

    The concept of siege engines doesn't exist in this nation, although the individual words to express it do. City walls are slightly sloped and can be scaled using the gaps between the rocks even without ladders, but attacks from above make it very difficult to advance. Gates are broken down with simple rams, and since there are no archery towers, catapults were never invented either. 

    "Oh! That sounds interesting!" Uten and Saten cry out in excitement. They're the only other people here who understand what I mean by siege engines.  

    "I doubt it can be finished by tomorrow, though." Shrugging with a disappointed sigh, I turn away as if giving up. Picking up on what I'm trying to do, the twins join me in sighing and shake their heads. 

    "What are siege engines?" Awhina asks with a confused look on her face, and she's joined by Mereana and Otoronqo. 

    "There's nothing I can't make! Just tell me what it is!" Taruka declares in an impatient tone, his curiosity and sense of pride getting the better of him. I wasn't wrong in my impression that he's a prideful master of his craft. 

    "Hehe, you want to know?" Leaning in on Taruka and sinking my figurative teeth into him, I ask with a sneer. I got him now. 

      

    Ultimately, I decided to forgo catapults as I don't even know how they work myself. Instead, I focused on explaining the concept of a siege tower and a wheeled battering ram. Both are within the realm of the doable for the low technology level of the Pacha Empire. 

    Quiraqui is built on even ground and has four concentric walls. The exterior wall has a height of around fifteen meters, and the interior ones are only ten meters tall. Siege towers can't enter the city through the gates, so they should be tailored to the fifteen-meter-tall outer wall. They would have to be assembled on site. 

    Taruka became fired up when he heard the specifications, surprised that nobody ever thought of making something like that before. 

    The battering ram is much easier to build as it only requires a tree trunk suspended with ropes, housed in a framed vehicle with a pitched roof. Wheels are aplenty, and the thick wooden siege shields can be used to make the roof. All that's needed is the frame and suspension for the ramming trunk. 

    While Taruka and I worked out the details together, Mereana and Yori procured additional carpenters and workers from within the revolutionary army to help. Soon, the courtyard was bustling with twice as much activity as it did before.  

    At one point, Tokomaha overheard that we needed to go to the nearby forest to cut down a tree for the battering ram and grew one on the spot for us. It was her way of showing that she wanted to help without saying it outright. I gave her head pats as a reward. 

    Finally, the plans for a siege tower that can be broken up into parts for easier transportation are done. When Taruka goes to work, I get the rest of the day off. It's already nearing evening, so there isn't much left anyway. I decide to take a walk through the city with Tokomaha, leaving behind Awhina and the twins, who are lending a helping hand to the craftsmen. 

    "Here." I extend my hand toward Tokomaha when she's almost separated from me for the third time in the crowd. Looking around and finding that nobody who knows us is within sight, she reluctantly takes it. It seems that she intends to keep our relationship a secret still.  

    Feeling the little goddess's soft and warm hand in mine, I'm overcome by a sense of contentedness. One part of me wished that we could just run away from everything and spend our lives in peace and quiet. But I force that idea down and look at Tokomaha. 

    "What is it?" She wears a smile on her face, openly showing that she enjoys holding hands with me. It seems that she can be honest with herself when nobody she knows sees it. 

    "I was just having wishful thoughts." Stopping at the corner of a crossroads, I pull her into my arms. She lets it happen and embraces me, burying her face in my chest. Even though she usually fights against every little expression of intimacy - not out of aversion but as a form of play - she's unexpectedly receptive to it today. 

    "Tell me about them." Looking up into my eyes, Tokomaha asks with a warm smile that melts my heart. She's far more mature than her physical appearance may suggest, and her expression now drives that home once again. Her usual childish brattiness is just an act. 

    "How about, once this is over, you come and live with me?" I look into her amber eyes and suggest in a questioning tone. It's not exactly what I was thinking about, but it's the next best thing. 

    "Sure." Leaning her head against my shoulder with a rustle of her leaf hair, the little goddess readily agrees. For a moment, I'm overcome with doubt and feel the need for confirmation. 

    "Really? You don't even know where I'm from." It's not like me to feel so uncertain. Still, I'm insecure about Tokomaha's feelings even when she's in my embrace like this. It could be because she comes from a world so very different from the one I know.  

    The God of Growth has been alive for longer than anybody else I know. I'm filled with self-doubt when I consider why she would want to be with me. She has most likely lived alone for centuries or had many other lovers throughout the ages. I shouldn't think myself special for having had sex with her a few times. 

    "Nature is my home." As if going on a tangent, the little goddess separates from me and mutters softly. I stare at her with some anxiety in my heart. Maybe my insecurity derives from how things went with Aurelia, another long-lived being with whom things went wrong. Tokomaha tapping the wall of the house beside us draws my attention back to the present. "All of this is still part of nature. Wherever you call home, I can, too." 

    "Even when I'm not from nature?" I didn't think that this would come up at this time, but I feel that I have to be honest with her. I'm a Crawling Chaos, a being from the stars that shouldn't belong in this world. The one my mother was reborn from had no consciousness and would have destroyed all life on this planet if it had been left unchecked. 

    What is to say the same couldn't still happen if I lost control? 

    "What do you mean?" Tilting her head and raising an eyebrow, Tokomaha asks with a skeptical look on her face. 

    "I-" Before I can answer, the door next to us opens, and a torrent of drunk voices cuts me off. It's not that I'm bothered by the noise, but there's a familiar voice mixed in with the others. 

    "Bring more!" Korenga roars, followed by the sound of earthenware shattering. I exchange a look with Tokomaha, who rolls her eyes. Then we peek inside from the open door through which a few drunk patrons stumbled out moments ago. 

    To my surprise, I find Tahiri floating next to the Black God, her face reddened from drinking copious amounts of alcohol herself. This is the first time since Hokanui that I've seen her in that state. During our travels, she returned to Kauroa to stock up on Waiù Pakiaka a few times, but never in enough quantities to get drunk on it. 

    "Why do people always drink until they lose control?" I mutter to myself when I realize that the shattering sound came from Korenga tossing a jug across the room to drive home her demand for more alcohol. I should do something about that before a brawl happens, seeing as how Tahiri is in no state of mind to stop her fellow goddess.  

    "Because in drunkenness, one can drown pain and regrets." Next to me, Tokomaha replies with a melancholic expression that takes me by surprise. Then she shakes her head and shrugs with a sarcastic smile. "I think being shackled by the past will only cause more regrets for the future." 

    I stare at the God of Growth, unable to say anything in return. At this moment, I realize that I have to move on from mourning my mother's death. She brought me into this world so that I can live my life to the fullest, not to keep regretting the things I was unable to do. 

    "Hey, I told you to bring more!" Korenga roars and shakes me from this profound realization. When I look up, I find that the barkeeper is cowering before the Black God, muttering apologies. She has gotten up from her seat, her head almost touching the ceiling. It seems he wants her out of his establishment, but being the overbearing personality that she is, he doesn't dare to raise his voice.  

    Glancing at Tokomaha, I find that she's frowning at Korenga's behavior. Then she gives me a wry smile and nods her head in the direction of the door. She's telling me that she can wait for my explanation left hanging from earlier until after this calamity is brought under control. With a bitter smile in reply, I nod in gratitude and head inside to defuse the situation. 

      

    In the end, I didn't get to talk to Tokomaha about the matter of my identity as Korenga dragged me from one tavern to the next to indulge in more alcohol. That is until she passed out at midnight and left me with the bill. Of course, when the owners learned the Black God's identity, they quickly declared that everything was on the house and excused themselves.  

    By the time I returned to the longhouse set aside for the revolutionary army officers - with the snoring Korenga over my shoulder and a drunk Tahiri floating above my head like a personal rain cloud - Tokomaha was fast asleep. I couldn't bring myself to wake her up when she was sleeping with such a peaceful expression, so I lay down beside her and slipped into slumber as well. 

    In the morning, I couldn't remember what it was that I wanted to talk to the little goddess about, and she wouldn't tell me herself. Filing the matter away for another time, I procured breakfast before heading to the castle courtyard. 

    It seems that Uten and Saten spent a sleepless night working on the siege tower and battering ram. In the end, they were only able to produce a prototype of each, which is impressive in itself. Using those, the craftsmen already in the army will be able to build more whenever we make a day's stop along the way. 

    "I told you there's nothing I can't make!" Taruka declares grumpily when he sees me. He pulled an all-nighter alongside the twins and looks like he's about to keel over. On the other hand, Awhina looks well-rested, having slept in a warehouse on a pile of animal furs when she started to feel drowsy. 

    "How about a rock thrower next?" I mean a trebuchet, but there's no such word in the Tuwheranui or Pacha language. At my words, Taruka's bloodshot eyes widen, and he grabs my shoulders.  

    "Tell me all about that!" A new fire has been lit inside his carpenter heart, but I can't bring it over myself to give him something new to obsess over when he should be resting. 

    "We will be leaving before noon, so you'll have to excuse me." I wiggle out of his grip and take my distance. "But you did a great job. Thank you, Taruka." 

    "Of course I did!" Putting his hands on his hips, the master carpenter is as humble as he's respectful toward authority. When Otoronqo comes into view with Mereana and Yori in tow, he immediately walks over to boast about finishing his work on time. "Here they are, these so-called siege engines."  

    "Interesting." Yori scratches his peppered beard and looks the tower up and down first. It has a footprint of maybe four by four meters and narrows to three by three meters at the top. With eight wooden wheels, it looks quite stable, and the front and side armor should be able to hold against thrown spears and slinger projectiles. 

    The open back reveals the internal structure, featuring five floors, including the topmost. The bottom floor is missing and instead has handles for people to push the tower. More than ten soldiers can squeeze together at the top to rush onto the battlements when the ramp is in place. They can then establish a bridgehead for friendly troops to follow into. 

    "Now that I look at it, is it stable?" Just to rile Taruka up, I drop this question while giving the tower a scrutinizing look. Yori turns around with a doubtful expression, genuinely wondering about that, which only further angers the master carpenter. 

    "Of course it is! We tested it with the maximum possible load!" He gestures at the gathered craftsmen, implying that they all climbed onto the tower to test its sturdiness. 

    "And do the wheels turn when it's full of people?" Still acting as if I'm filled with doubt, I stare at the wheels while tilting my head. But to my surprise, Taruka blinks his eyes as if he didn't expect that question. "I see. You didn't test that part." 

    "Damn!" Stomping his foot in frustration, he turns to his fellow craftsmen. "Get on, we're testing this!" 

    Even though he should be exhausted, he still volunteers to be one of the twelve people to push the tower. Within a minute, around seventy people have filled the floors, and he gives the command. 

    However, it doesn't budge even as they push with all their strength. Be it too much weight for the tired craftsmen or failure in engineering, the wheels don't turn at all. Their feet slide across the dirt ground, unable to get enough traction to overcome whatever the issue is. 

    "Let us try it." Uten and Saten come up behind Taruka, the only person refusing to give up pushing. When he hears the twins' voices, he hangs his head in defeat and steps out of the tower alongside the others. They know that the two kids are gods, so they don't question their demand. 

    Uten and Saten take position on the right and left inner walls of the tower, respectively, and dig their feet in before taking a step. The entire siege engine shakes from the motion and slowly rolls forward. It seems that the wheels are working alright, but even twelve strong humans can't push it.  

    "We can't use this." Mereana comments with a sigh. If Uten and Saten or any one of the physically powerful gods are required to push a tower, it's not worth it. We're better employed elsewhere.  

    "How about letting me do it?" Awhina suddenly suggests, and everybody's eyes are on her. The twins get out of her way as the demigoddess taps her foot on the ground. Inside the square open chamber where normally humans are meant to push the tower, a rock formation grows out from the dirt.  

    With a slow wave of her hand, the rock pushes on the tower's inner wall and gradually propels it forward. Adjusting her control, she speeds up slightly, causing it to roll at about the tempo of a human's walk. 

    "I should be able to do several at once." Lowering her hand, Awhina states while returning the rock back to the dirt. Everybody is looking at her dumbfounded, and I scratch the back of my head. 

    She can raise a ramp for the army to climb up onto the walls in no time, so there isn't really any need for siege ladders and towers. But I didn't want the others to figure that out because we Divine Seven can't babysit the humans in the middle of a battle. 

    "It might be better to move it up to the wall while it's empty and then climb it." Mereana sees through my expression and explains an alternative. She shoots me a quick glance before continuing. "But with this, we will be able to take Quiraqui's walls in no time and won't need a lengthy siege." 

    Otoronqo looks at the former general, then closes her eyes as if realizing what she meant. Then she turns to Taruka with an official-looking air about her. 

    "Taruka, you go with them and build more of those towers." She announces, causing the master carpenter to furrow his brow. He glances at me, remembering that moments ago, I wiggled out of his grasp when he wanted to know more about the concept of a trebuchet. 

    "If that's your order, I'll have to go." Acting reluctant while scratching the back of his head, Taruka takes the opportunity to repair his image of being a grumpy old man. Surely, he's jumping in joy on the inside. 

    "That's decided then." Mereana looks at Otoronqo with a grateful smile, then at the master carpenter with a welcoming nod. "Now, what about this one?" 

    The former general moves onto the mobile battering ram. It looks like a wooden hut on wheels with a thick tree trunk suspended on ropes hanging from the ceiling. It's a much simpler concept than the siege tower and is hard to get wrong. But Taruka jumps at the opportunity to show off his engineering. Even though it's based on my concept. 

    Unlike the trouble with the tower, it rolls quite smoothly and operates as intended. Two craftsmen hold up a large wooden shield for the sake of demonstrating its power, and six others pull back the ram before swinging it forward. It punches straight through the shield, and the force is enough to also throw the two men holding it to the ground. 

    "Splendid!" Otoronqo is the one to comment this time even though she's not coming along for the war. Still, she must be proud that the master craftsman in her city could build something that can sway the war effort in our favor. 

    Even though it's based on my concept.... 

      

    The sun hangs high in the sky when we set off from Chuquito. One thousand volunteers and engineers have joined the army and bolstered it to nearly twenty-five thousand. We get an official sendoff under cheers and prayers to Pakangaroa, the God of War, as we ride out of the city in a long column. Of course, Korenga doesn't look too happy when she's reminded of her past with Pakangaroa, but she tries her best to ignore the people's voices. 

    As we pass through the camp outside the walls where the majority of the army stayed, the various captains hype up their troops when Mereana appears on her horse. It seems that she has already talked to them about using herself as the face of the revolution instead of the rightful empress. This way, their morale will increase when they see her fighting alongside them at the very front.  

    The next city on the road to Quiraqui is Calama. It lies about a day away and has a slightly larger population than Chuquito. From here to the capital, each city will have increasingly more inhabitants. However, not one comes even close to the quarter-million people that live in Quiraqui. 

    And unlike in Chuquito, we can't expect such a warm welcome from Calama. According to Otoronqo, its previous benevolent governor was replaced with somebody under the God Emperor's thumb, so it's safe to assume that we'll have to fight there. 

    Come what may, we'll punch through this obstacle and any other in our way to bring down this usurper. I peer across the faces of my companions: Awhina, Uten and Saten, Tahiri, Tokomaha, and Korenga. With them fighting by my side, I have no doubts in my heart. 

    





   



 Chapter 122 - Casting The Die 

      

      

    As expected, the scouts returned that evening to report that Calama was prepared for war, but not the way Chuquito had been. Thus, we camped out the night instead of marching all the way to the city. Since it was safe to assume that this was where the war would begin, the army had to be well-rested and, at the same time, stay out of range from a night attack.  

    The next morning, we quickly continued on the paved road and reached our destination before noon. The gates are shut tightly, and countless slingers man the top of the walls. Even if the city garrison isn't even a third of our army, scaling walls under a hail of rocks will only cause unnecessary damage to our troops. 

    "Please come with me to parley." While the army sets up its formation outside the range of the slingers, Mereana approaches me with Yori in tow. She's addressing me specifically rather than the Divine Seven, maybe because I'm the most reasonable of the bunch. 

    "You just thought something rude, didn't you?" Tahiri leans over my shoulder, her breath smelling of alcohol. It seems that she has already been indulging in drinking since morning.  

    "Case in point." I caress her cheek with a sneer, and she draws back with an unamused glare. 

    As I leave with Mereana and Yori, Tokomaha follows me as if it's the most natural thing. Uten and Saten do the same, either ignoring the former general's sentiment or being truly ignorant of it. I take comfort in the fact that Korenga isn't coming along because she doesn't care about talking.  

    "I'll be watching from above." Tahiri floats up into the sky, but her expression suggests that I should call her if something comes up. Even if she's drunk, I feel that she's still dependable. 

    "I'll stay behind you." As we climb onto our horses, Tokomaha remains on the ground and looks up into my eyes with a serious expression. Then she lifts her spear-thrower demonstratively. "If something happens..." 

    "It's going to be fine." I bend down and pet her leaf hair, but she twists her head out of the way before glaring up with a pout. 

    "Don't be too sure of yourself." She grumbles, but I understand that she's looking out for me. 

    "We'll talk them down. Just wait and see." Declaring with a confident smile, I take my horse's reins and nod at Mereana. She returns the nod, then raises her spear, now adorned with a white cloth rather than the usual red one. It would seem that the Pacha people also parley under something like a white flag even when they don't have the concept of flags in this culture.  

    With Yori and two other captains in her entourage, she rides ahead, and I follow them. We soon enter the range of the slingers stationed atop the walls, but nobody is making a move yet. It seems that they recognize Mereana's intentions and are at least willing to hear what she has to say. 

    On the gatehouse, I see a man wearing a silver crown, much like the one Otoronqo wore. That must be Calama's governor, and he looks every bit the douchebag I imagined him to be. He's more than rotund, bordering on the obese, with weight gained from lifestyle rather than age. A dozen muscular men wearing masks surround him on all sides. They must be his personal guards. 

    "Well, well, if it isn't the traitor general. What brings you to my gates, Mereana?" He calls down from his advantageous position. I have to give him credit for possessing a powerful-sounding voice near the bass range that can catch people's attention. 

    "Let's skip the unpleasantries, Shulla. Open the gates and surrender to the will of the people." Mereana's voice carries all the way across the distance just as well, but hers has a much more forceful atmosphere to it. Those who hear it can't help but be drawn to her. 

    "The will of the God Emperor is the will of the people. You are nothing more than a traitor who leads a revolt of criminals!" The man named Shulla replies with a self-confident grin. I don't see any of those standing on the walls wearing an expression of disagreement. Maybe they genuinely believe that following this usurper and his loyal dogs is the right thing to do.  

    "An emperor who enslaves his own people is the real criminal! A human who declares himself a god is nothing more than a madman! You're standing on the wrong side of history, Shulla. People of Calama, stand up against the usurper and those that justify his reign!" Mereana declares with such conviction that even I feel something stir in my heart. Of course, it doesn't go without effect on the soldiers either. 

    "Well said!" But to my surprise, one of Shulla's personal guards raises his voice in response to the former general's words. In the next instant, a bloom of red explodes where the obese governor stood a moment ago, and all around it, the guards fall like puppets with their strings cut. 

    A second later, Shulla's severed head lands on the ground in front of the gate, causing a shocked murmur to run through the soldiers on the walls. I stare at the fat head, its eyelids blinking a few times as if unable to grasp what happened. Then they close halfway and stop moving.  

    The one person left standing atop the gatehouse is one of Shulla's personal guards, wielding a curved bronze blade in each hand. Upon seeing that, Mereana's eyes widen in surprise, but before she can say a word, the man takes off his mask and bellows in a commanding tone. 

    "Open the gates!" He orders the soldiers behind the gate before the confusion from his sudden betrayal wears off. Moments later, the two wooden wings swing open toward the inside, revealing countless troops standing behind it with shields and maces. But their faces are filled with bewilderment at this sudden development, and then shock when they see the grim remains of their governor. 

    "Kusi!" Mereana shouts a name I've heard before; he's one of her comrades who weren't on time for the meeting in Tarauaca. So, like Rawa and Usqu, he instead came to one of the heartland cities to pave the way for the revolution. In his case, he infiltrated a city where the governor was loyal to the usurper to assassinate him. 

    I have to hand it to him that he chose the perfect moment to do so. Surely, Shulla had people who would have taken over for him if Kusi had assassinated him ahead of our arrival. But with the confusion of his sudden death, while our army is right in front of their gates, they couldn't react in time.  

    "As of this moment, Calama is joining the righteous revolution against the usurper sitting on the throne of Pacha!" Kusi declares in a booming voice that carries across not only the wall but all the way to the revolutionary army. Upon hearing that, a cheer rises from the army outside the city. It drives the final nail into the coffin for anybody who would try to stand against that decision.  

    The previous governor of Calama was loyal to the rightful empress, Amaru Sonco Pacha, and many of the soldiers and citizens still hold that sentiment even after Shulla took over. They only followed orders out of fear of retribution, but now they have been freed. 

    With only one death, we have taken the second heartland city. 

      

    Mereana and her comrades meet with Kusi in the governor's castle after the city welcomes the revolutionary army inside. As the perceived representative of the Divine Seven, I join the meeting in which we discuss Calama's situation and our path to the capital. 

    The previous governor Aliqora, whom the God Emperor replaced with Shulla, had been called to the capital and was executed under the pretense that he was conspiring to commit treason. This knowledge wasn't made public in Calama under Shulla's rule to prevent an uprising. Kusi only found out about it through a familiar acquaintance that had infiltrated Quiraqui. 

    It was Atauchi, the last of Mereana's missing comrades who didn't come to the meeting in Tarauaca on time. Much like Rawa and Usqu, Kusi and Atauchi found an opportunity to return to the heartlands through the resistance network. In Kusi's case, he was hired as a personal guard to Shulla because of his perverted obsession with men of his physique. Atauchi, on the other hand, entered Quiraqui as a bounty hunter. He delivered a known leading figure of the resistance to gain the trust of the authorities.  

    Everybody sacrificed so much for the sake of this revolution's success. I'm awed by the resolve that they continue to display, all for the sake of the people of this nation. 

    "How many can we expect?" Mereana asks in a severe tone of voice, pulling me out of my thoughts. For a moment, I'm convinced she's asking about the number of people from Calama that will join the revolutionary army. 

    "Right now, eighty thousand have been confirmed." But Kusi's grim expression when he answers tells me they weren't talking about Calama but the defenses of Quiraqui. "And every other day, an expeditionary army returns to the capital." 

    We're still twenty days and eight cities away from Quiraqui. Each expeditionary army has around two thousand regular Pacha soldiers after the slave troops are removed to avoid rebellion in their ranks. By the time we reach the capital, another twenty thousand will have bolstered the city's defenses. 

    The numbers become dizzying for me. When I consider just how vast our army of twenty-five thousand looks, four times that many seems unfathomable. And my mother dealt with another six times as many just the day before I was reincarnated into this world. The Alliance Army must have been able to envelop all of Arkaim back then. 

    "Then we have to make haste. We must march by dawn." Mereana doesn't let the knowledge of this overwhelming number daunt her. As a general who served in the Pacha army for many decades, she may have seen the empire's full might gathered under her banner before.  

    Now that I think about it, does the Pacha Empire have any external enemies for it to warrant such a vast army? The expeditionary armies exist to explore and subjugate the northern and southern regions of the Yanapuma mountain range. However, those aren't part of the empire's regular military, which leads me to believe that there must be other nations in the north, south, and east. 

    I just hope this won't result in the weakening of the empire as a whole, opening it up to invasion from the outside. There's no point in me thinking about this as I won't be here anymore at that time. Mereana will surely have thought about it if that's the case. 

    "Let's hope Atauchi can do something similar to what you did here, Kusi." I say half-jokingly with a wry smile on my lips. He returns my sentiment with a bitter grin of his own. 

    "If only things were this easy everywhere." Mereana breathes a long-suffering sigh. We shouldn't hold out hope for that to happen, but it would definitely be a welcome surprise. 

      

    With Calama's civilian and garrison volunteers, the revolutionary army's number has now reached twenty-eight thousand. From this point on, no more Tuwheranui freed slaves will be joining us, as they're almost entirely absent in the heartland cities. The Pacha in our ranks are predominantly trained soldiers and militia. We can only hope for more of their kind to join us in the upcoming cities. 

    In the morning after, we set off toward the next city, Tungasuca. This time, Mereana sends heralds ahead of us to announce our approach so that the governor can make a decision before we arrive. Unlike with Chuquito and Calama, we don't have any information about the city's alignment, so we may have to fight this time. 

    But when we arrive at its gates around noon the day after we departed from Calama, the governor is awaiting us with a welcoming committee, much like Otoronqo did. As always, Mereana is cautious about whether or not it's a trap, but Tokomaha's instincts tell us that it seems to be genuine. We're getting through another city without having to lay siege to it. 

    After some discussion with the governor, a rest for the troops, and a farewell feast wishing for success, we add another three thousand volunteers to our numbers. The next morning, a river of people spills from Tungasuca's gates and flows down the paved road toward the next destination, Sicuani. 

      

    Sicuani, Challuta, Ayaviri, Pucara, Antabamba, Uripa, and finally, Hualla. Every single one of them readily joins the will of the people and bolsters the revolutionary army with greater numbers. On the morning of the twenty-fifth day since we left Tarauaca, we see a giant water body glistening in the distance. Unlike the creeks and streams we passed on our way so far, this is a massive river that can only be crossed by boat. 

    It's the Maheranui river, the single-largest waterway in the Pacha Empire. It cuts through almost the entire empire from the south toward the north. But our target lies on this side of its bank, a half-circular, ringed city of massive proportions sprawling before us - the capital, Quiraqui. 

    A gigantic step pyramid towers over the rest of the city at the center of its radially-patterned streets. Its jade-covered surface speaks of wealth and power beyond reckoning. It marks the structure as the seat of the sovereign of an empire that has lasted for over a thousand years. 

    Countless ships with painted sails and rows of oars travel on the river, evidence of lucrative trade in the capital. However, the roads leading to the six bronze-plated gates of the city are empty. There's an atmosphere of anticipation for our arrival. 

    Innumerable soldiers are standing watch on the walls, and there are doubtlessly many more behind them. With this city under the God Emperor's direct authority, they won't be welcoming us with open arms, unlike all the other cities on our path so far. 

    Our numbers have swelled to forty thousand. Each and every one among them is here with the will to topple the God Emperor. 

    Even without Mereana's command, her comrades spring into action and scatter among the troops to prepare them for the siege. Yori bellows an order to the professional soldiers with spears to line up at the very front. We're quite far outside the range of the slingers standing on the walls. But it's best to be ready in case the enemy sallies forth with its cavalry.  

    "Let's see in what way this God Emperor has command over the sky." Tahiri floats next to me as I get off my horse. Her reason for coming along in the first place was to learn more about what Pakari, the unfortunate herald of the false emperor, said about Illapa. Then she found out that Rapania was working for him, so she became even more interested.  

    Since Huanuco, we haven't encountered any gods, and there hasn't been a single sign of Rapania and her flesh puppets. But she should be here in the capital, along with all the other gods that submitted to Illapa's rule. Maybe their reasoning for not sending armies at us along the way was to let us gather all the dissenters in the nation to kill them all in one fell swoop. 

    Even with our increased numbers, the enemy still outnumbers us more than two to one, not to speak of all the gods that may be standing against us. The Divine Seven will have to work extra hard to overcome this difference, but I feel confident about our impact on this war. 

    "Same as before." Mereana comes up to me with these words, and I'm confused for a moment. She blinks her eyes in surprise when my expression shows her that I don't get what she meant. "Umm, please accompany me to parley with them." 

    "You've developed a lack of respect toward the gods, haven't you." Tahiri remarks with an arrogant sneer, but I poke her exposed side. It causes her to twitch, but she can suppress the urge to squeal in shock. 

    "Don't tease her when we're about to go into battle." I chastise the God of the Sky, displaying the kind of lack of respect toward her for which she used to call lightning down on my head. Now she only gives me a resentful glare for exposing her weak spot. Grinning at her, I then turn to Mereana with my answer, which I thought about a little before today. "Alright, but this time, everybody should go." 

    Of course, by everybody, I mean all of the Divine Seven. This time, we don't need prudence but a display of power. For that, having the God of the Sky and the Black God with us should be useful. After all, the army standing against us is also made up of individual humans. And the most likely reason they're obeying the God Emperor is fear of his power. If we can show them that we can defeat him, they should be willing to switch sides. 

    Grasping what I mean, Mereana nods in response. Then she gestures at Yori and the others who were meant to accompany her to tell them that they should stay with the army. This way, we're the same eight people that stood against Maungawera in Huanuco. I call us the Divine Seven, but the legendary general with godlike fighting abilities on the battlefield should be considered the eighth member. It's only that her powers aren't flashy, and she prefers to view herself as a human still. 

    "Uten, Saten, you know what to do." As we get back on our horses, I call out to the twins. They nod in response and ride on both sides of the former general. She's the one existence that binds this army together, so we can't afford for her to get sniped. To that end, my brothers will protect her with shielding magic or their very bodies. 

    That gives me the freedom to worry about Awhina and Tokomaha. Although they're both physically stronger than regular humans, they can still be wounded. Who knows what kind of gods are hidden among the defenders on the walls, so I'll make sure to keep them safe. 

    I won't have to worry about Tahiri, and least of all about Korenga. 

    We ride down the hill on top of which our army is forming up. The siege towers and battering rams are being assembled under Taruka's supervision further in the back. Even if we can't come to a peaceful solution in this parley, we should at least buy them some time to delay the garrison in case they intend to sally forth. As we approach the wall, I can see that the faces of the soldiers standing on the battlements are filled with doubt and fear. Mereana might be able to sway them with words alone. 

    Before the former general can speak, the massive gate before us opens slowly to reveal a lone rider. It's a woman dressed in black from head to toe, riding a dark horse to match. In a first for this nation, she's wearing blackened metal armor under the clothes, and the hands holding the reins are gauntleted. The upper half of her pale-skinned face is covered with a metal visor, barely visible underneath the hood drawn over her head.  

    "Willaq." Mereana mutters with widened eyes, disgust filling her expression. It's the first time I see her make that kind of face, and it tells me volumes about this individual approaching us fearlessly. 

    "General Mereana Huamanca Aucapuma." The woman named Willaq declares in a strangely mesmerizing voice that reverberates unnaturally across the area. But a shiver runs down my back, similar to the sensation I felt when I first heard Basarab speak. There might be magic or some other ability at work here. "The God Emperor extends his gratefulness to you for your efforts." 

    With a nod of her head, Willaq grins triumphantly, revealing rows of pearly white teeth that seemingly sparkle under the sunlight. I realize that everything about this woman is made for people to focus on her mouth, the only part of her body that stands out against the blackness. 

    "You have gathered all those who would betray the God Emperor and brought them here for their summary execution." She continues, her voice doubtlessly carrying all the way to the revolutionary army. I glance back to find that people are exchanging confused looks with each other. Then I spin my eyes back to Willaq to find that her lips are curled into a sinister smile "For that, you shall receive your promised reward." 

    What?! 

    I stare at Mereana from the side but find that her face is distorted into an expression I can't read at all. Sweat is running down her face, and she's shivering, seemingly fighting with something deep inside her.  

    "Is that confusion I see on your faces?" Willaq is addressing us, the Divine Seven, speaking in a tone filled with pity. But I'm sure the revolutionary army on the hill can hear her even when she employs this more intimate voice. "That means the loyal general played her role perfectly." 

    "Willaq, you..." Mereana presses out through her clenched teeth, her hand gripping her spear so firmly that her knuckles have turned white. Then she suddenly relaxes, and her eyes turn cold before a joyless smile creeps onto her lips. "Why did you have to tell them here?"  

    Awhina, Tahiri, and Tokomaha stare at her in shock. They've been completely blindsided by this revelation and don't even know how to react. Nobody would have thought that Mereana had this kind of role all along. 

    "You traitor!" Korenga roars in anger when she finally understands what this is about.  

    But before anybody can react, I extend a dragon blade from my palm and stab it right through Willaq's pearly grin. It breaks through her teeth and pierces the tongue and skull before emerging from the back of her hooded head. Maintaining the blade's form, I lift the woman in black from her horse as she struggles and chokes on her own blood.  

    "Now, you have the split tongue to match your words." I state in a hateful tone and retract the spike instantly, dropping Willaq like a ragdoll. She falls to the ground and crumples into a twitching pile, laying there, dying from the hole in her head.  

    At the same time, Mereana falls off her horse like a doll with its strings cut. Saten is on time to catch her before she hurts herself from the impact, and carefully places her on the ground. 

    "What?" The Black God, who was just about to jump on the former general to kill her for her apparent betrayal, stares at me. Then her gaze shifts over to Willaq's corpse, and finally down at the collapsed Mereana in Saten's arms. "What just happened?" 

    "She was using her voice to control Mereana's mind. It influenced all of you, as well." I state in a matter of fact tone while glancing down at the woman in black. The only reason I was less affected is that I've experienced something like this before.  

    A Crawling Chaos is very adaptive, especially against mental attacks - as seen when my mind felt like it would give out when I first saw my true form in the mirror. But subsequent viewings caused me less and less discomfort until I didn't feel a thing staring into the abyss that stared back at me. 

    "The rebels killed the God Emperor's herald under the guise of parleying!" A man's deep voice booms, vibrating the very air around us. It came from the gatehouse, and when I look up, I find a rotund man similar in physique to Shulla standing among the soldiers. But unlike the ill-fated governor of Calama, this one appears to be a general. "Kill them all!" 

    In the next moment, as if possessed by this command, all doubts disappear from the expressions of the defenders on the walls. It's not another mind-controlling voice power but pure charisma that sways them. The slingers spin up their slings, and a deadly hail of rocks comes our way the next moment. 

    I erect a light barrier with a swing of my hand. It covers everybody just in time to block the deadly barrage. It's almost as if stones were raining own on us. 

    "Negotiations have broken down, huh?" Awhina mutters while she looks at the lifeless Mereana being pulled onto Saten's horse. 

    "Don't let them escape back to their army!" The rotund general roars. A moment later, the gates open behind us, and a flood of cavalry emerges to chase after us. Be it the quality of their mounts or their skill on horseback, but they appear much faster than we are. 

    "I'll stop them here. You bring the girlie back!" Korenga suddenly stops and turns around at these words. In the next instant, I jump off my horse and transform into a vularen while growing out my tail into a massive tentacle. I grab the Black God and drag her with me while she struggles. "Hey, let me fight!" 

    "We'll have enough opportunities to fight. But we shouldn't show our hand here while Mereana is out." I growl without turning my head while lifting Korenga off her feet. She's not as heavy in her regular form as she is in Black God mode, but it's still a tentacleful. "We need to get organized first." 

    "Shall I go?" Tahiri is no longer floating above her horse but traveling next to me, her mount having run ahead without the load on its back. Her expression tells me that she's quite angry about being fooled by Willaq's power. But letting out her wrath on regular humans will only hurt the revolution. 

    "No, we may still be able to sway the people. What we need to be careful of are the gods." The woman in black was definitely an existence the Tuwheranui would consider a goddess. Furthermore, the general who ordered the attack is most likely also one. "As long as we don't know what the enemies are capable of, we shouldn't attack them blindly."  

    Apparently, Tahiri is persuaded by these words. If not for me killing the source, she would have been completely taken in by Willaq. Who knows how powerful her influence over the people without any defense against it would have grown? 

    We soon reach the foot of the hill upon which our army is waiting. They're spinning their slings up but hesitate to launch the rocks at our pursuers. Maybe they think that they shouldn't kill fellow soldiers; they're only following orders after all. 

    But before Yori, who is now in command since Mereana is unconscious, can give the order, the cavalry behind us breaks away and returns toward the gate. Whoever led them was aware of the dangers of chasing us back to the revolutionary army and prudently turned around.  

    The regular soldiers in the front rows shy away when they see me approaching. They already know about my transformation abilities and at least don't outright attack me in a panic. At the same time, Yori and several captains ride out to meet us halfway, concern written on their faces. 

    "What happened?" He asks us collectively while climbing down from his horse and running up to Saten to check on Mereana's condition. 

    "Before that, what's the situation with the troops?" I join him and put a hand on the former general's neck to check her pulse. I'm not a doctor, but at least I'm capable of that much. 

    "What do you mean?" Yori wonders in irritation before realizing that I'm talking about the influence of Willaq's words on their minds. "Oh, that. Nobody will ever believe that general Mereana is the God Emperor's pawn."  

    All around him, her former officers and comrades in arms nod in affirmation, wearing determined expressions on their faces. That's what I thought about those who know her well. However, the same can't be said about those who came all this way because they believed in the legendary general Mereana Huamanca Aucapuma. 

    "Are you sure?" I glance past Yori to look at the lines of former Pacha soldiers. Many of them stare at our group with doubt in their eyes, maybe thinking that we worked together to deceive them. Of course, the fact that the enemy general ordered us killed and that we rode back here instead of going into the city should be evidence enough that we're not conspiring with the God Emperor.  

    Still, it's a critical hit to the morale of the army. 

    "Argh, why are Pacha so complicated?" Awhina ruffles her hair with both hands, complaining loudly about the sense of unease that hangs heavily over the revolutionary army. 

    Then she jumps off her horse and raises a pillar of stone under her feet, rising into the air to make herself seen from everywhere. Taking a long breath and breathing out again slowly, she prepares her heart for what she's about to do. I already have a pretty good idea and my body trembles at the thought. 

    "Kia rite! Kia rite! Tuwheranui!" She bellows in a voice that carries across the entire army. While doing so, she stomps her foot so hard that the pillar cracks, sending a tremor into the ground below. A split second later, a small earthquake shakes even the last person in the revolutionary army to attention.  

    As the Tuwheranui among the soldiers push their way through the ranks to get to the front, Awhina lowers the pillar again. She turns it into a wave of stones that carry her forward, closer to the walls.  

    "Kikiki! Kakaka!" Raising her left fist and lowering the right, Awhina turns her head toward the right as if facing an invisible opponent. She repeats the same motion in the other direction before slapping her thighs. "Ka tangohia e tatou te whawhai ki a ratou!" 

    "Ki te kawe mai i te rangimarie ki to tatou iwi!" Over twenty thousand Tuwheranui voices rise to the sky in a roar of passion. These are lyrics I've never heard before, but they appear to be deeply ingrained into their memories. 

    "Ka whakangaueuetia e ahau te whenua!" Awhina stomps her foot and points her fist toward the ground upon which the entire field shakes. Her power is getting stronger. "Horomia o tatou hoariri!" 

    "To peru kairiri mau au e koro e!" Now comes a passage I know, as I watch over twenty thousand men and women run their thumbs over their throats while stretching out their tongues between their teeth. Every last soldier in the capital is Pacha, as the God Emperor surely won't risk an uprising within his ranks. Therefore, most of them have never seen, let alone been on the receiving end of a Tuwheranui war declaration. 

    "Hí! Há! Ka wehi au ka matakana!" Stomping one foot and bringing her other knee down to the pillar, Awhina spreads her arms to the sky above, just as her father did more than three months ago at the hill fort. 

    "Ko wai te tangata kia rere ure tirohanga!" The Tuwheranui point at the walls with mocking expressions on their faces. Some even forgo chanting the lyrics to laugh derisively. 

    "Ngá rua rerarera!" The demigoddess waves her hands at the ground. A sinkhole a few meters across and deep opens before her, then fills out from below again. It was a symbolic gesture - the enemy would be buried in the ground. 

    "Ngá rua kuri kakanui i raro!" With a dismissive wave of their hands, the Tuwheranui further mock the enemies, acting as if they're not even worth their attention. Their grins suggest belittlement and disrespect. "Àha hà!" 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" Awhina bellows, getting to the climax of the war dance with increasingly heated passion. Everybody's expression focuses again as the declaration nears its finale. 

    "Ka ora! Ka ora!" They beat their chests and roar as one. 

    "Ka tu te ihiihi! Ka tu te wanawana!" Sliding her stone wave forward with every word, Awhina slowly encroaches on the wall like a force of nature. The Tuwheranui stomp their feet and follow her at pace, making it clear that the attack will start very soon. "Ma'i i te whenua ki runga! E tu iho nei, tu iho nei!" 

    "Ka mate! Ka mate!" Twenty-two thousand Tuwheranui voices thunder across the Nukumania plains and into the city of Quiraqui. Its numbing power shakes the hearts of the defenders on the walls and beyond. 

    "Ka ora! Ka ora!" The forty thousand throats of the revolutionary army declare to the heavens as one. Their sound shakes the very air like a physical manifestation of the will of the people. 

    At the very end, even the Pacha soldiers, militia, and the civilians of the revolutionary army joined in. All they know of the lyrics are the last phrase, and they can't perform any of the movements involved. But that doesn't matter. What matters is that their doubts about what they should be doing have been removed. 

    The revolution is now. 

    





   



 Chapter 123 - A Clash Of Gods 

      

      

    "What... happened?" Mereana wakes up in Saten's arms, blinking her eyes repeatedly to adjust to the bright sun overhead. The noise caused by the advancing revolutionary army shakes her to attention, and she jumps up onto her feet. As always, she's quick to recover. "Who ordered the attack?"  

    "The will of the people." I reply with a wry smile as I turn to watch the soldiers in the front carry the massive wooden shields to defend themselves against the hail of rocks from the slingers on the walls. The siege towers are still being assembled, so this onslaught is a waste of energy. But morale is at an all-time high, which shouldn't be dampened by orders to stop and retreat to a safe distance now. 

    We can only make the best of this situation. 

    "Secure the flanks!" After surveying the battlefield for only a few seconds, Mereana immediately gets back into her leader mindset. "The enemies have the numerical advantage, and we're on the siege. They will sally forth from the other gates to attack our flanks or surround us!"  

    As she says this, the first ladders carried by the Tuwheranui dock the walls. Their physically more impressive warriors are the first to climb up, using the heavy siege shields like umbrellas. Behind us, the carpenters under Taruka are working their hardest to hasten the completion of the siege towers so that such a dangerous assault isn't necessary. 

    "Have the flanks take the battering rams around the sides. I'm going for the center gate." I suggest to Mereana before nodding to Korenga. Busting through barriers is our expertise, and we'll help secure a foothold on the other side. 

    To tell the truth, if I wanted to, I could use the dragon template's full power and melt an entire section of the wall along with all the defenders on it. But we're not here for an extermination war. The enemies are only following orders from a higher power they could never hope to oppose. If I were to eradicate them to break the defenses, I wouldn't be any better than the God Emperor. 

    I don't care about human lives, but these aren't the same people that attacked the Dominion for many generations seeking to kill every last demon. In fact, I believe they would be quite accepting of demons and consider them gods if they ever saw them, much like I was by the Tuwheranui. 

    Therefore, I'll hold back on using attacks on the level of modern artillery on soldiers wielding wooden spears and slings. Our true target is doubtlessly watching the spectacle from on top of the pyramid, possibly sipping some alcohol while amusing himself. 

    "Wait, scratch that. Tahiri!" I call up into the sky before spotting the goddess of the same floating about a hundred meters above us and observing the situation. She turns her head at my voice and descends quickly. 

    "What is it?" She asks once she's within range for her voice to reach me without having to shout. 

    "We're going for the God Emperor directly." I declare, and her lips curl up into a smile. "Korenga, open the gate for the army, would you?" 

    "What if I meet a god?" The Black God's expression tells me that she isn't worried, only asking to get confirmation from me. I won't tell her to kill. 

    "Tell them who you are. If they still want to fight, you can do as you like." But I also won't tell her not to kill. Whoever dares to challenge the invincible Black God to battle despite knowing who she is deserves the inevitable outcome. 

    "I'd rather they give up and run away." With a shrug and a smile, Korenga heads out first. I'm sure a part of her would love it if somebody tried to fight her. Mataku's curse has distorted her personality to the point where two opposing sentiments have mixed into an impossible combination. 

    "Uten, Saten, you stay with Mereana. Even though our momentum has changed, she's still the leader of the revolution." Next, I give the twins their role. Considering their relationship with the former general, they don't protest this order. I'm sure their Crawling Chaos instincts are telling them to enter the fray to sow death and terror, but they can hold back on account of protecting their loved one. 

    "I'm heading to the front myself." As expected, Mereana declares that she won't stay back the way the supreme commander of an army should be doing. If she's wounded or even killed in front of the troops, it would cause morale to plummet beyond repair, but she still wants to lead by example.  

    "Yes, that's why Uten and Saten will accompany you." It was my intention from the start, and the former general realizes that as she regards me with a knowing smile and sighs. 

    I glance at Awhina, who's still standing on her pillar and bellowing encouraging words to the troops. Anybody would think that she's the second in command rather than Yori, who looks wryly upon that fact. Among her people, she's known as the daughter of a chieftain and land god. But her charisma compelled even the Pacha to obey her orders.  

    "Where did Tokomaha go?" Now that I realize it, the God of Growth is nowhere to be seen. Normally, she sticks somewhere around me, but since we returned from the ill-fated parley in front of the gates, she has disappeared to somewhere. 

    "She went over there." Tahiri points over the hill where only the soldiers protecting the craftsmen are left. "Seems like she's preparing." 

    "Alright, I'll head there for a moment. Then we'll go for the God Emperor on his high throne." I gesture for the God of the Sky to wait, then glance at the others. They nod in response and each head for their role in this battle. 

    As I climb the hill and look across the carpenters putting together the siege engines, I notice a group of soldiers on the right. That's where Tokomaha appears to be, as she throws handfuls of nuts onto the field before her while waving her spear. I inadvertently raise an eyebrow at that strange behavior, but then raise both when dozens of saplings begin to sprout. 

    It would appear that her power requires a catalyst to work, and so far, she always had trees in her surroundings. She must have been carrying those nuts inside one of the little bags on her belt. And I always wondered what those contained. 

    However, to my surprise, those saplings don't form into the regular-sized tree clones I'm used to seeing. They keep growing until they tower three times my height, with thick bark shielding their arms and legs. Their faces are oval masks with holes for eyes and jagged grins that should instill fear in any human who see it. 

    Putting a branch hand on the ground, they appear to rummage through the earth in search of something. Moments later, they pull out rocks the size of fridges. 

    "You wanted rock throwers." Tokomaha states with a self-assured smile. In the next moment, the treekin draw back their arms with the sound of creaking wood. 

    "I'm not sure that's such a good idea when our troops are scaling the walls." I try to tell the little goddess, but she doesn't stop the treekin. Several dozen rocks are launched through the air, flying in an arc across the battlefield. All of them are aimed at the gatehouse, the only place where no ladders are docked as it's taller than the rest of the wall. 

    I watch the rotund general who gave the order to pursue us earlier stare at the projectiles with a shocked expression. Then one of his aides pulls him back while others run for their own lives. In the next moment, the rocks impact the gatehouse and kick up explosions of dust. 

    "Impressive." I look up at the towering treekin who reach down to pull up the next rocks. Their movements are relatively slow, but if their accuracy is this good, they should be able to keep bombarding the important targets. 

    "So, what did you come here for?" The little goddess pulls me out of my reverie, and I turn to look at her. 

    "We're taking the fight to the God Emperor in person. Do you want to come along?" Gathering my thoughts, I pose the question I came here to ask. 

    "I have to stay with these since they can't think on their own." The God of Growth waves at the treekin, who are ready to launch the next volley. I would have been beyond impressed if they were sentient, too. 

    "Alright. Stay safe." I give the little goddess a warm smile and pat her head, but she dodges it. We're in front of other people, so she's trying to uphold her image. Sighing with a wry smile, I turn to Tahiri with a nod. 

    I grow out boosters and lift myself into the air using wind magic. I've had many opportunities to train this new flying mode while we marched from Huanuco to Tarauaca. At this point, I can move in midair as if I were walking on land. 

    When we rise above the sprawling battlefield, clouds suddenly begin to gather above. It would appear that Tahiri is prepared to fight the God Emperor with all her might, and I'll get to see her thundercloud form again. Lightning crackles across the sky, accompanied by a roaring wind. 

    "Wait, that's not me!" Tahiri suddenly shouts above me, and I turn my head just in time to see lightning arcing and gathering in a hole within the boiling black clouds. The crackling noise gains in intensity, and I realize that a discharge of something is about to happen. 

    Then I'm struck in the chest so hard that I'm blasted backward and slammed into the ground. It was as if a cannonball hit me, but the whiteout from looking into a bright flash tells me that it was lightning. 

    I look down at myself and find that it has burned a hole into my chest. The electricity doesn't make me lose consciousness anymore because the Vanadia clone template has adapted to it, but the damage is real. I saw it with lava too, but now I know that there's a physical limit for the adaptation.  

    "Why are they here?" Tahiri's shocked expression tells me that she knows the one responsible for the attack just now. "Are you alright?" 

    "I'm fine." I close the sizzling hole with mass from the inside of my unfathomable body and mend it back to perfect condition. "But what was that?" 

    Before the God of the Sky can answer, a roiling cloud arm slowly extends downward from the blackness above. It scatters under a strong gust, revealing a boy around my age who wears a vest with a fluffy, cloud-like collar. His face and arms have grayish-black skin covered in white tattoos, much like Tahiri's thundercloud form. With narrow eyes featuring dark irises, he looks down at Tahiri coldly. 

    A strong breeze picks up around me before a giggling whisper plays in the wind. I look around in confusion, but the wind lifts some dust and scattered blades of grass before flying into the sky. It turns into a tiny tornado next to the cloud boy, which consolidates into the form of a girl. She wears what appears to be a see-through silken negligee and skirt, which reveals her ethereal white skin that lacks any tattoos. Her face is rimmed by long and silky, snow-white hair. 

    Lightning flashes across the sky, and between the two, a third person appears with a thunderclap. Electricity crackles through his short and spiky blond hair, which seems to radiate power. He's topless and has glowing lines running across his tanned body, making his appearance resemble Tahiri's thundercloud form the most. His shining blue eyes are as bright as lightning itself.  

    "Your acquaintances?" I ask Tahiri, though her reaction already tells me volumes. 

    "They're my children. Aopori, Aratio, and Tewira. God of Clouds, Whirlwinds, and Lightning." She mutters with a pained look in her eyes. Something must have happened between her and her children in the past, but I won't ask any details now. They are very clearly aligned with the God Emperor. 

    "Wayward children, huh?" I rise back into the sky and come to a stop next to Tahiri. She glances at me absentmindedly, her mind in turmoil at the revelation that she may have to fight her own kids. Seeing that, I feel a little peeved. "Hey, what are you doing?" 

    I poke her in the side, causing her to jump. She has the same weak spot as I do, although it doesn't work when she sees it coming. The fact that she's so defenseless on a battlefield tells me that meeting her children here came as a profound shock. 

    "What are you doing?" She growls while floating away from me. Then she sees my smile and realizes that she has been acting rather uncharacteristic for herself.  

    "Aren't you the wind that goes where it pleases?" I glance up at the sky trio, who appears to be waiting for their mother to finish her conversation with me. "If something unpleasant comes your way, do you run away from it?" 

    "No, I blow right through it." Smiling wryly, Tahiri turns to her children. Then she closes her eyes for a moment before opening them again. In the same instant, her body turns black as if doused in ink, and her silver lines begin to glow. Her hair turns into pure electricity, and her entire form radiates power. "If the children of the wind stand against it, they should be prepared to taste the storm." 

    The clouds roll and churn, lightning crackling across it as the God of the Sky rises to meet her three rebellious kids. In a battle against her for air supremacy, they'll have to be prepared for more than a spanking. 

    I fly ahead and glance over my shoulder to see the children of the sky stare down their mother without paying me any heed. Tewira, God of Lightning, attacked me rather than his mother, so I thought the three wanted to keep both Tahiri and me here to prevent us from joining the battle. 

    A volley of rocks flies past me and takes out one of the wooden towers on the wall. The soldiers on top of them fall down in a rain of splinters, crashing out of sight. I've seen many fantasy anime and manga situations where one side fights a war while trying not to kill any enemies. But in reality, nobody has the leeway to think like that. 

    I watch members of the revolutionary army who have scaled the walls come face to face with former comrades but fight them to the death nonetheless. This is a battle for survival and a better tomorrow; sacrifices are inevitable. 

    Just then, I watch Korenga reach the city gate and tackle it with her shoulder. The two wings snap open toward the inside without any resistance. The wind pressure alone scatters the soldiers who stood behind it as if a bomb just exploded before them.  

    Without hesitation, the Tuwheranui stream toward the breached gate while the Black God looks around for any gods who may dare challenge her. When nobody does, she visibly sighs in disappointment and walks forward.  

    Suddenly, from inside the cracks between the stones that make up the wall, a golden liquid sprays out with such pressure that the docked ladders are blown back. All at once, hundreds of soldiers climbing them are sent flying across the field. 

    "Aurelia...?" I mutter in shock as I watch the liquid gold bend and return inside the cracks, disappearing without a trace. 

    No, it can't be. Why would she be here, helping a tyrant who enslaves his own people? In fact, if it were really her, she would have taken the throne for herself already instead of being subservient to somebody else. 

    Or is she actually the God Emperor? The timing of his appearance coincides with around the time when she left me. But that doesn't make sense either since Illapa Asto Pacha is the uncle of the rightful empress and was around long before we came to this land. And I wouldn't believe it if somebody told me that she's enslaving humans. 

    In other words, this must be someone else who has control over gold. Considering Tahiri is the local counterpart of Zeke, it shouldn't be too surprising to find a god counterpart to Aurelia in this land teeming with the divine. 

    Atop the destroyed gatehouse, a towering but rotund man seemingly made of gold appears. Unlike Aurelia, whose skin may have a metallic sheen to it but is otherwise the color of a human's, he's completely golden. However, his shaman-like vestments consisting of a red cape and colorful robes are made from real cloth. Countless golden trinkets hang from his neck, and an elaborate golden headdress marks him as a figure of authority. His form glitters through the darkness created by the thunderclouds above like a beacon for the defenders. 

    A volley of rocks flies toward him, launched by Tokomaha's treekin. I appreciate her fast thinking of attacking a god the moment he appears before he can cause more damage than he already has. But as I expected, he raises his hands, and liquid gold rises from around him to form a barrier in midair that catches the giant rocks. They bend the golden walls but don't pierce them, then drop to the ground harmlessly. 

    With a wave of his hand, a pillar of gold rises from the ground, blocking the gate. But instead of leaving it there, he steps onto it and begins to walk forward, upon which another pillar shoots up to support his feet. Thus, he makes his way through the revolutionary army, elevated at around fifteen meters above everybody's heads. He's heading for the treekin and Tokomaha. 

    "Your opponent is me!" Awhina rides toward him on a wave of rocks, which causes the army to part in front of her and get out of her way. It's going to be a clash between two deities capable of controlling the materials of the earth.  

    When they meet in the middle, the golden god's pillar turns into a liquid gold wave that crashes into the one Awhina rides. The resulting explosion of dust scatters rocks everywhere, and it appears that the metal won the first contact as it barrels through unhindered. The demigoddess is thrown off and catches herself by creating a dirt slide where she falls. On the other side, she raises the ground into a new wave and pursues the enemy.  

    Forming blocks of earth under her feet, Awhina launches a barrage of projectiles at her opponent. He recognizes her as an opponent for the first time and turns around while raising gold walls from his foothold. The soft metal stops the launched rocks before turning into giant hands to grasp at the demigoddess. She jumps off her wave to avoid the onslaught, then creates a pillar on which she lands before summoning a massive claw of stone from below. 

    I'm captivated by the fluidity and beauty of their battle. But unlike Tahiri, who can handle herself, this is Awhina's first real battle against a god. Maybe I should help her even if it's going to delay my meeting with the God Emperor. After all, if I kill him, the whole battle should be over.  

    Before I can make a decision, Korenga runs out from beyond the gate to attack the golden god. She was disappointed that no gods awaited her on the other side, so it's only to be expected that she's jumping on this opportunity. I guess I can leave this to the Black God then.  

    "Korenga!" But when she's only a few steps back outside, a deep male voice vibrates the very air as it rolls across the battlefield. It has such a powerful atmosphere that the soldiers on the walls stop fighting to see where it came from. Even though I can't see the owner, I can tell from the voice alone that this god - as he couldn't be anything but that - is a figure of authority and charisma.  

    Moments later, a man drops out of the clouds in the sky and impacts the gatehouse, which appears to be the hotspot for people of importance today. He's even taller than Korenga, with a mane of green hair that seamlessly joins his chin curtain. His thick green eyebrows extend all the way to his temples to connect with his hair as well. With eyes that lack pupils and glow white from the inside, he's doubtlessly divinity. 

    He's topless and built like a bull, broad shoulders, thick muscular arms, and abs that look like they were chiseled from rock rather than naturally developed. Green lines cover his body, their appearance closer to Tokomaha's body paint than Korenga's elaborate tribal tattoos. He's wearing loose white pants tied with a silver sash reminiscent of those found in the Khurut Sultanate, which is a first for this nation. 

    Stepping up to the edge with his bare feet, he spreads his arms in a challenging gesture. The silver gauntlets covering his hands reflect the lightning bolts streaking across the sky. Shocked gasps from the revolutionary army tell me that they recognize him, but when I hear his name, I'm stunned myself. 

    "Pakangaroa, God of War! Your presence assures our victory!" A cheer rises from the ranks of the defenders. Unlike anybody we've encountered before, this one is a universal god on the level of Tahiri - Maungawera doesn't count as he's like a primal force of nature.  

    But Korenga beat him once, even though legends say that he should be invincible while inside his own fortress. I don't think it's going to go any differently this time. However, the collateral damage from the two gods fighting in the middle of the army would be devastating.  

    "Take him away from here!" I shout at Korenga, but she doesn't seem to hear me. Her eyes are fixated on Pakangaroa, who glares at the Black God with an expression of melancholy and determination. Maybe he still feels something for her, but he has made the decision to fight. 

    Moments later, Korenga bends her body like a spring and snaps back, shooting at Pakangaroa like a speeding bullet. He welcomes her with open arms, his lips curling into a battle-ready grin; seeing her come for him has affirmed his will to stand against her once again. 

    The Black God crashes into the God of War and takes him off his feet. They fly over the gate in an arc and disappear inside the first ring of the city. For a moment, there's only silence, until an impact tells everybody that they have landed. As if that was the signal, the fighting on the walls resumes, and the soldiers charge toward the unattended gate. 

    Mereana, flanked by Uten and Saten and followed by a contingent of her comrades who aren't in charge of their own troops, ride down the hill toward the gate. She's crouching on her saddle rather than straddling it, her stone spear ready in one hand and the other holding the reins. Nobody else is doing it as she does, so that must be her unique fighting style while on horseback.  

    The revolutionary army makes way for their leader, cheering as she passes them by and then following behind her with newfound vigor. They pass through the gatehouse and clash with the defenders standing on the other side. In a whirlwind of death, Mereana dances on top of her horse while spinning her spear in deadly arcs. Each swing cuts through shields, weapons, and limbs alike.  

    Uten and Saten follow her example, having grown blades from their hands and rotating them like blenders. Wooden shields may defend against the wooden clubs and spears that the Tuwheranui wield, but the swords of the twins are made from dragon armor, which is as hard as steel. Nothing here will be able to stand against them.  

    I glance up at the thunderstorm in the sky, where the clouds churn as if trying to suffocate whatever is inside them. Only now do I realize that Tewira's lightning is of a different color from Tahiri's. Hers is purple while his is blue. Whether that has any impact on their power, I don't know, but I can see that he's putting up an impressive light show to oppose his mother. 

    Tearing my eyes from the battle in the sky, I finally head for the step pyramid to face the God Emperor. But suddenly, the clouds burst open above me, and I look up. 

    In the next instant, something small hits my back and rips right through my body before impacting the city below in an explosion of dust. With the boosters on my back gone, I spin out of control and fall out of the sky. I'm barely able to regain control by filling the hole and regrowing the boosters. Then I land on my feet, but my momentum causes me to tumble across the ground and hit a stone fence.  

    I get back up to my feet just in time to see the buildings between me and the cloud of dust left by whatever hit me explode one after another. The house across from me bursts open, and I increase my density to the absolute maximum. In the next moment, something hits me in the chest, cracking it and sending me flying backward. I crash through the stone fence behind me and the next two walls before coming to a skidding stop on the pavement on the other side of a house. 

    Blinking while lying on my back, I wrack my brain to come up with an explanation of what just happened. I've increased my mass from when I fought Korenga, and even she wasn't able to fling me through the air that easily. And all I could see was something black, flying like a cannonball. 

    The sound of an explosion tells me that whatever it was just launched itself from the ground. In the next moment, something black flies up into the sky in an arc and comes down at me lying sprawled out on the pavement. It's not as fast as lightning, which gives me time to dodge by activating boosters on my side and sliding sideways. 

    Even then, it seems to have adjusted its trajectory, as it impacts the ground only a few inches next to my stomach. The shockwave sends me flying, but not with as much force as the previous direct hit did. As I roll across the ground, I right myself and stand up. 

    To my surprise, nothing comes after me, and there's only the sound of falling rocks before it fades to the sound of the fighting on the wall, now distant from where I am. The dust is blown apart by the strong winds resulting from the battle in the sky and reveals a small crater where the object landed. 

    In the middle of it stands a child barely in its teens, featuring skin like onyx with white bands running across it in an elaborate symmetrical pattern. The child appears to be naked but has no discernible genitals or even nipples. Covering their face is a pitch-black close helm with a single thick spike on its apex - another anachronism for this nation. Beyond the darkness of the eye slit are two glowing white irises. 

    Something tells me this isn't just any god. Their destructive abilities aside, they have the atmosphere of a major god despite the childlike appearance. The intensity is different from when Tahiri gets serious or when I first laid eyes on Pakangaroa. However, the fact that this one lacks all pomp and doesn't even speak shows me that they're the calm type that won't underestimate an unknown opponent. 

    I charge up the plasma breath inside my body without letting the tiny god notice anything while their glowing eyes are looking me up and down. Maybe they're wondering how I'm still alive after getting pierced through the first time and knocked through several walls the second time. 

    When the plasma charge is done, I raise my right arm and transform the hand into a simple barrel rather than a dragon head. I don't have the leeway to care about aesthetics in the middle of battle. 

    To my surprise, the tiny god bends forward as if bowing. It's a beautiful ninety-degree bow with the arms straightened at their sides like a Japanese politician publicly apologizing for a scandal. But then they lean forward even more, and I realize what's about to happen. I hastily release the plasma beam at my target; there's no time to worry about what's behind them. 

    At the same time, my opponent shoots forward in an explosion of dust. They disappear into the plasma beam, but I feel something hit my barrel in the next second. The god's spiked helmet bursts through my forearm and rips it apart from the inside, then travels up my arm and explodes out of my back. 

    I spin around from the force but am able to see the tiny god slam through a house wall behind me. What shot through my body earlier and then cracked my maximum density body wasn't any unique ability or powerful magic. It was a supersonic headbutt with a spiked helmet. 

    It's laughable when put this way, but reality has had plenty of such moments since I came into this world. Another one is the fact that I provided the structural weakness in my otherwise solid body for them to exploit by creating the plasma cannon barrel. 

    However, the short moment they were inside me presented me with the opportunity to understand something; they didn't give me the sense of disgust and rejection that swallowing Korenga did. This means that the black skin isn't a curse from Mataku, but what this god always looks like. In other words, I can eat them. 

    Mending my ruined arm as best as I can in the short amount of time before the next attack will undoubtedly come, I prepare my body. Since my insides are infinite, I can swallow the speeding god and wait until their momentum slows down sufficiently before I trap them with tentacles and digest them. 

    The house wall explodes, and I spread my arms to present my chest as an easy target. As the tiny god heads for it, I focus my mass around the impact point while keeping the rest of my body malleable. The spiked helmet cracks the surface of the target board and forces it into my rubber-like chest. My back is stretched, but the momentum soon runs out enough for me to attempt swallowing them. 

    I let the head and shoulders of the god sink inside me, but they don't even struggle and remain straight like an arrow. Maybe without the sound of a big impact, they can't tell that their flight has ended. Whatever the case, it doesn't make a difference for me whether they try anything at this point, as half their body is already inside me. 

    Suddenly, heat rises in my interior. I anticipated something like that and cover my inner walls with dragon armor. It's not on the level of resisting the heat of lava, but normal fire isn't a problem. 

    But as if they were able to read my thoughts, the burning sensation becomes so powerful that I understand that this was a failure. Without losing a second, I eject the child before they're fully immersed inside my body. The tiny god's helmet is glowing white from heat, although it quickly cools down again as if it were as simple as moving a slider up and down. 

    "What are you?" They ask in a voice that matches their apparent age, albeit muffled by the helmet. 

    "That's my question. As the attacker, you should name yourself first." I buy myself some time with this nonsensical declaration and search my memories for something that could give me the upper hand. The most destructive power I have is the plasma breath, but they just flew straight through it. Swallowing my opponent should be my second-strongest feature, but that's off the table too. 

    "I see. The Tuwheranui call me Tama'atera, Child of the Sun. The Pacha call me Aquchinchay, God of Comets." Standing still like a statue, the androgynous god replies. The glowing white eyes are staring at me, waiting for my self-introduction. 

    "Nice to make your acquaintance, Tama'atera." I nod respectfully, employing the Tuwheranui name since I feel closer to them than to the Pacha. It also reminds me of Uten, who used to be named Tama. But now isn't the time to think idle thoughts; I haven't come up with a strategy yet. "I'm Chaos, Child of the Stars." 

    On the outside, I maintain a nonchalant smile, acting as if I'm not troubled by Tama'atera's overwhelming power. But I'm wracking my brain to think up a strategy. 

    "Child of the Stars?" Tama'atera tilts their head, and the eyes under the helmet narrow. "Are you copying my title?" 

    I didn't expect the title to be known in these lands, but I didn't think they would reply like this. It's almost comical if it weren't for the fact that this is war, and we're fighting to the death. 

    The Child of the Sun bows again, but instantly shoots forward this time without a windup time. I bend my upper body to the side at a ninety-degree angle; if I were human, that would have been goodbye for my spine. But with that, I narrowly avoid getting run through by the spiked helmet. I then watch Tama'atera disappear through another house wall behind me.  

    I realize that maybe that's their only way of attacking. Of course, their helmet can heat up like the front of a comet on atmospheric entry, but that's not a long-range attack. I do wonder why they don't combine the two abilities for a more devastating charge, but I won't complain. In either case, an incredibly risky idea comes to me at that thought. 

    When Tama'atera emerges out of a wall in an explosion of rocks, I'm waiting with my arms turned into funnel-shaped growths. Casting a massive burst of wind into them, I propel myself away from them in a straight line. 

    I can barely follow the Child of the Sun's movements with the naked eye, but with this, they appear slower due to our relative speed. I learned at least something from physics classes in high school. 

    Returning my hands to their normal form, I put them on Tama'atera's narrow shoulders. With this, I avoided getting the spiked helmet into my chest- 

    In the next instant, my back crashes into a house wall, and the God of Comets rams into me anyway. We crash through one, then two walls before we come to a stop against a third, cushioned by my body. I put my hands on the rim of the helmet and kick Tama'atera back. To my surprise, it comes off surprisingly easily, and the tiny god stumbles backward before falling on their ass.  

    Then the incredible weight of the helmet, of which the spike is still stuck in my chest, pushes me down onto the ground. I don't know what this smooth and cool material is, but it must weigh more than Korenga in Black God form despite being around the size of a soccer ball. 

    I increase my density to hoist it off of me, then quickly get to my feet in anticipation of an attack from the Child of the Sun. However, I find them sitting on the ground with a blank expression on their onyx-colored face instead. Two white bands are running down from their pupil-less eyes and down their cheeks like tears. They have short, fuzzy white hair that appears to be made of tiny crystals. 

    Their expression catches me off guard. I thought they would fly into a blind rage, act indifferent about it, or maybe even say that the helmet was only their limiter. However, Tama'atera stares at me wide-eyed, their lips quivering and their eyebrows drawn up into a frown. They're close to tears. 

    "Give it back!" Getting up from the ground, the tiny god charges at me with their arms flailing wildly. I quickly grow out my arm into a maw that lifts the helmet from the ground and then swallows it. Upon seeing that, their expression freezes in shock. "You meanie!" 

    Tama'atera hammers their fists against my stomach, but they're nothing more than the hits of a weak child. What is this cute little animal? Is this even the same person? Maybe they have a split personality that changes depending on whether or not they wear the spiked helmet? Or perhaps their power came from the helmet itself? 

    "What are you even?" I mutter with a dumbfounded gaze while putting a hand on the tiny god's head. The crystals are hard and appear to be real, cutting my skin upon contact. If I were human, that would have drawn a lot of blood. 

    "I'm Tama'atera, Child of the Sun! Give me back my helmet!" They slap my hand away and declare in a defiant tone. But when they see that I only stare without heeding their demand, they lose confidence again. "Auuu..." 

    "Are you a boy or a girl?" All tension is gone, and I feel that I have enough leeway to make some small talk with Tama'atera. They don't appear to be capable of hurting me anymore, after all. 

    "I don't understand." Stepping back upon realizing that their punches are doing nothing, the tiny god tilts their head with an expression of genuine incomprehension. 

    A genderless god? Their title is Child of the Sun rather than son or daughter, so maybe it's a relatively common thing among Tuwheranui and Pacha deities. But even Maungawera was referred to as a male, so what does this make Tama'atera? 

    "Give it back!" Suddenly, the tiny god flips my skirt up. I don't know whether it's to spite me or because they genuinely thought I hid it there, but I won't take it even from a child. 

    I bonk them on the head with my fist, cutting it on their crystal hair in the process. Even though it hurt me more than it must have hurt them, they look up at me with teary eyes while rubbing the spot with their hands. 

    "Oh, come on, don't cry." That hits me in my weak spot. "I'll give it back, but under the condition that you stop attacking me and leave this place." 

    "Alright! Wait... huh? No, I can't do that! I was told to kill you and all the other rebels." Tama'atera replies enthusiastically at first but then falters when they remember their task here. Scratching their head while thinking hard, they try to come up with a solution to this dilemma. 

    "Who told you that? The God Emperor?" I don't see how the Child of the Sun would have anything to fear from the God Emperor. After all, he was supposedly only a human until a year ago. Areteniha would most likely annihilate whoever threatens her child down to the very last atom.  

    "No, my brother. He's a bully just like you!" Pouting, Tama'atera stomps their foot in indignation. "He stole the Golden Raiment and told me that he would only give it back if I listen to his orders for a while." 

    "What is that Golden Raiment?" It's much more preferable that this tiny god keeps talking than attack me. 

    "I need it to fly into space." Pointing up into the cloud-covered sky, Tama'atera speaks in a high-strung tone. They sound genuinely happy when talking about space, so going there must be one of their hobbies. Considering they're called the God of Comets, I guess they fly through space all the time.  

    "Wait, you've been to space?" Something feels off. 

    "Yes, I normally live there." Wearing a broad, almost contagious grin, Tama'atera declares excitedly. 

    "Have you seen the debris around the planet?" I cool my feelings and begin my line of inquiry. 

    "Yes, what about it?" Tilting their head questioningly, Tama'atera wonders as if that's common knowledge. 

    "How about still functioning spaceships?" My suspicions grow, but I don't let it show on my face. 

    "My brother loves to make those, but I don't like them. I can fly by myself." Looking aside with an unamused expression, the tiny god keeps talking to me as a child would to a kindly stranger - even though they tried to kill me only moments ago. 

    "What's your brother's name? His real name." Since we're in the flow, and my opposite is a child who doesn't seem capable of keeping a secret, I try asking. 

    "Alexander Thermidor." Tama'atera answers without hesitation but then slaps both hands before their mouth with eyes wide open in shock. "I wasn't supposed to reveal that to anybody from this era!"  

    





   



 Chapter 124 - The God Emperor 

      

      

    In a storm of blades, Mereana breaks through the defenders beyond the gate. Her companions rush in to widen the gap she and the two brothers of Kaos created to maintain the breach for the army to follow into. 

    "The gate has fallen! Soldiers of Pacha, surrender now, and you will live to return to your families!" Standing up on her horse, the former general raises her spear and declares in a booming voice. A shower of slinger shots comes her way from behind, but Uten and Saten raise a sphere of light around her. The projectiles bounce off of it harmlessly. "We have the will of the people on our side. Drop your weapons and go home!" 

    She trusts that the twins will keep her safe, so she keeps trying to appeal to the defenders' emotions. Surely, most of them are being threatened by the looming clouds above that could rain down lightning on their heads if they decided to run away. Even if Tahiri is fighting her three children, all that the humans see is an angry thundercloud ready to unleash the fury of the sky. 

    The usurper's claim that he commands the sky wasn't a bluff. He was somehow able to persuade the elusive God of Clouds, Whirlwinds, and Lightning to follow his commands. Undoubtedly, their existence alone is an overwhelming deterrent against a rebellion. Still, it's strange that they weren't utilized before the army reached Quiraqui. 

    Maybe there's something else at play here, out of the usurper's control. Rapania's activities in Manoa were outrageous, and Manco using Maungawera only deepened her suspicion. The fact that these two were given so much power in the grand scheme of things is strange, to say the least.  

    The self-proclaimed God Emperor Illapa Asto Pacha was an average human until a year ago. Even if he awakened to some immense power, his mind couldn't have changed so quickly that he would allow or even order experiments on the scale of genocide. He lost his humanity too quickly for it to be natural. 

    Everything comes together inside Mereana's mind at once when she glances at Uten and Saten. Kaos and they can transform into any form at will. It's a strange ability that they explain as being gods of nature. However, there's another god who shares that ability. 

    Suddenly, a house explodes to her right, and Pakangaroa bursts through it, his hands locked with Korenga's in a struggle. She hasn't yet turned into the black form that gave her the ominous title she's known by, but it's only a matter of time. After all, her opponent is the God of War, who has fought Maungawera to a standstill many times. In their many duels, the peaks of the Yanapuma mountains were formed. 

    It's not a battle she or the twins could ever hope to interfere in. They were barely able to slow down Korenga when she went on a rampage, and the God of the Sky and the God of Growth were helping them at the time while Kaos stood up against her directly. All she can do is pray that their battle won't cause too much collateral damage on either side. 

    As if hearing her prayer, Korenga pushes Pakangaroa into the city wall to stop his movements. However, he delivers a knee to her stomach that generates a shockwave out of her back. Taking this opportunity to push her back, he spins her around by their interlocked hands and slams her back into the ground, cracking the pavement.  

    "Have you gotten weaker, or have I simply become stronger?" The God of War muses when he lets go of her hands and stands over her while she slowly gets up from the ground. "Well, I did grow after you nearly killed me." 

    "That was Mataku's curse." Korenga grinds her teeth, trying to keep her calm. It's almost as if her ex-husband is trying to provoke her into unleashing the Black God, but she has to maintain control. There are too many humans around, and the day is still long. If she went on a rampage, who knows how many thousands of people would die before she fell asleep or ran out of steam.  

    "Yet, it was you who ran away as if afraid of punishment." With his arms crossed, Pakangaroa looks down at his ex-wife. In reality, he doesn't want to beat her up while she has her senses. The target of his anger and revenge is the Black God, the abomination that Mataku created. One part of him still loves the goddess, but he can't bring himself to accept her other half. 

    As if angered by being called a coward, Korenga charges forward and throws a punch that could level a house. However, she still hasn't completely let go and holds back her rage with all that she can. Catching the fist in his palm, Pakangaroa delivers an uppercut to her chin. But to his surprise, she bends her back and meets it with her forehead. 

    The sound of bones breaking emerges from his fist, but her forehead ruptures and begins to bleed as well. The God of War pulls back and looks at his crushed fist, which is already mending itself again. It's one of the conveniences that his father gave him. 

    "I ran away to protect you from myself!" Korenga screams through the blood mixing with her tears. Then her eyes widen in shock as she realizes that she has lost control. "Run-" 

    That's all she can say before her black tattoos spread across her white skin like inky darkness. Her muscles bulge and grow to nearly twice their bulk, and she roars in a deep voice that vibrates the air. The Black God emerges and instantly charges forward. 

    Pakangaroa meets her head-on, to put an end to the nightmare in one way or another. As the two mighty gods clash, a massive lightning bolt flashes across the sky above them. 

    Electricity crackles across Tahiri's thundercloud-like skin as she absorbs the powerful blue lightning from her son Tewira. Aopori's control over the clouds is working in his elder brother's favor. Still, the two of them could have never fathomed the depths of their mother's power.  

    "Your father has come back, huh?" Waving her hand lightly as if to shoo away a fly, the God of the Sky disperses a whirling storm of clouds coming at her. Aratio, God of Whirlwinds and the youngest of her three children, emerges from the scattering vapors and tumbles through the air as if she tripped over something. "Otherwise, you would never appear before me like this." 

    "Even if he left for a long time, he was there for us more than you ever were." Tewira points at his mother and complains. A lightning bolt shoots out at her from his finger, but it's caught by her electric hair, disappearing into it without a trace. Nothing the three gods do could ever harm their mother; she governs over all their domains by herself.  

    "I admit that I wasn't the most responsible mother. But I left when I learned that he deceived me. That he deceived this world!" Losing her cool, Tahiri yells. The intensity of the glowing lines on her body increase, and her hair discharges lightning bolts in every direction. Then she calms down and speaks in a grim tone. "He and his friends are nothing but fakes, humans playing gods!"  

    "You more so than them!" The God of Lightning accuses his mother with an angry scowl. "They're immortal and wield powers beyond even our understanding. What else would you call them but gods?"  

    "That is true." With a self-deprecating smile, Tahiri admits her own failings readily, catching her son by surprise. She wouldn't have been able to do this until she met a certain somebody a little over a year ago. That was when she glimpsed a power that could be true divinity. "But they aren't gods, only flawed humans with too much time and power."  

    At first, she thought that Kaos was just another false god like that. She was the first person other than the Black God who could withstand her lightning as if it was nothing. Yet, with a power much like Mataku's, she was content with living in a small fishing village. Her mind was very human, she laughed, cried, and felt dejected, but never did she think herself more important than others. 

    Somewhere along the way, Tahiri felt herself drawn to her. She is more god than human, with a heart more human than any false god's.  

    "And we don't know if they're immortal." The God of the Sky argues with a shrug, waving her hand once again to block an attack from Aratio. The God of Whirlwinds isn't listening to the conversation - as always. 

    "Enough talk. We're here to bring you back to father's side." Aopori raises an arm to stop Tewira from exploding at his mother's words. "Come back quietly, and he will forgive you." 

    "He, forgive me?" Blinking her eyes in bafflement, Tahiri stares at her second child for a good few seconds. Then she bursts out in mocking laughter before gathering herself and glaring at him with such intensity that he flinches out of fear. "I should kill him and end his reign of terror over this world once and for all. As long I'm alive, he won't be able to burn the world with a lightning storm!"  

    At those words, she discharges lightning from her body in all directions at such an intensity that it paints the sky white. 

    The flash reflected in the liquid gold before her momentarily blinds Awhina, but she has the presence of mind to raise a wall of rocks around herself. The sound of stone cracking reaches her ears, and she instinctively drops her footing by a few meters. 

    Blinking her eyes repeatedly to get rid of the white spots covering her vision, the demigoddess looks up to realize that she narrowly avoided getting skewered by golden tendrils. However, she's not in the clear yet, as they bend and pursue her. Throwing up wall after wall while riding a slab of stone on a slide of earth, she tries to steer her battle with the golden god away from the revolutionary army. 

    "Impressive. And I heard you were only a demigod." The rotund God of Gold's voice reaches Awhina's ears, his praise sounding genuine despite their battle to the death. "You are already a full-fledged land god yourself." 

    "Save your breath!" Growling in displeasure at being praised by the enemy, the demigoddess directs the slide into a one-eighty turn while growing a wave of dirt from the ground. When she turns around, a more massive wave of gold is already looming over her. Her eyes widen at the sight, but she quickly raises more dirt to counter it. 

    Suddenly, the golden god raises a gold wall right on time to block a volley of stones. Tokomaha's treekin are attacking him, even if only to provide a distraction for Awhina. She takes this opportunity to form the earth into one giant spike to run through her opponent with quality over quantity. If she can't overcome his mass of gold, she can only pinpoint attack the weakest part. 

    The spike shoots at the God of Gold, coming at him from a blind spot created by the wall he put up against the rock volley. However, the rumbling sound must have alarmed him, as a massive wave of liquid gold springs up from below and cuts through the middle of the spike. 

    "Good attempt. You have potential." Crossing his arms, the rotund god once again praises Awhina. To her, it sounds like mockery, though, and she feels frustration welling up inside her. The fact that he can act so relaxed while fighting against her means that he isn't even using his full power. 

    "You mind if I join you, Qurigari? The city walls have been all but taken, so I've run out of targets." Tokomaha suddenly calls out to Awhina's opponent from among the towering treekin, a spear already nocked on her spear-thrower. 

    "Would you refrain if I told you not to, Tokomaha?" The God of Gold, named Qurigari, replies with a shrug and a bitter smile. It would appear that the two gods know each other well enough to joke on the battlefield. 

    "No, that would only make me give it my all from the start." Grinning, the God of Growth launches her spear at blinding speed. Qurigari quickly raises a barrier of liquid gold, which dents from the impact and stops just before his face. "What about you, Awhina?" 

    "You ask me that after you already joined?" One part of the demigoddess is frustrated that she can't defeat her opponent by herself, but she's happy to receive help. If the God of Gold wanted to, he could have already killed her, and she wouldn't be able to fulfill her promise to her parents to return safely. 

    "Well, I know that Kaos cares about you a lot, so I can't let you get hurt." Showing her sharp canines, Tokomaha peers up at Awhina on her pillar of stone with a sardonic grin. By now, even she knows that Kaos and the little goddess are in a close relationship that exceeds friendship. 

    "Not as much as she does about you." Raising her hands in defeat, the demigoddess expresses that she won't get between them. To her, Kaos is family.  

    "Oh, has the God of Growth found love at last?" Qurigari comments with a bright smile filled with curiosity that belies his apparent age. But he suddenly shudders and holds his stomach as if it hurts. Then he blinks his eyes as if to regain his bearings. "Oops, I should be fighting you."  

    "Thank you for listening all this time without doing anything." With these words, Tokomaha drops to her knees and places both her hands on the ground. The treekin behind her wither and crumble away as if drained of all water. Then the dirt around Qurigari's mound of gold bursts open to reveal a mass of roots that grow at an incredible speed.  

    "It was just so interesting that I couldn't help myself." With a wry smile, the God of Gold raises the gold into a wave once more to charge at Tokomaha. Golden blades emerge from the formless mass and cut through the roots, but their growth is too fast. 

    "I'm still here, too!" Having had the opportunity to take a breather, Awhina is ready to get back into the action. Drawing out the most power she has ever attempted to, she raises a swirling wave of dirt of massive proportions. Suddenly, she feels something else hidden inside the earth, and her lips inadvertently curl up into a smile. 

    As the ground rises into a massive dome to come crashing down on top of Qurigari from all sides, the God of Gold raises both his hands to cover the walls with liquid gold. However, from within the dirt, roots shoot out and pierce the barrier from every direction, aiming at the rotund god at their center. 

    With a twirl of his massive body, he raises an unprecedented number of gold tendrils to meet the assault from all around. In a great clash of wood and metal, the dome's interior is turned into a giant web of irregular shapes vying for supremacy. 

    Between Tokomaha and Qurigari, neither has the upper hand when it comes to minute control. And in sheer volume, he can match Awhina's best effort as well. That's something only the most powerful gods should be able to achieve. 

    "Where are you pulling all this gold from?" The little goddess asks with a bitter smile on her lips. 

    "I'm troubled by that as well. The most precious metal, and it's being thrown around without a worry in the world." Tilting his head and heaving a long-suffering sigh, Qurigari expresses his agreement with Tokomaha's sentiment. He speaks as if it's not his doing. "But this should be fine, right? Nobody can see us inside here." 

    "Oh, are you going to unleash your full power but don't want the God Emperor to see?" The God of Growth remarks sarcastically but braces herself for Qurigari's attack. Awhina switches her gaze between the two gods with an expression of disbelief on her face. 

    "Something like that." At those words, the God of Gold begins to untie his robes. 

    "What are you doing?!" The demigoddess glares at Qurigari in shock, but the latter only smiles wryly. 

    "I don't have a choice." He looks apologetic while opening the front of his clothes to reveal his huge pot belly. Tokomaha and Awhina's disgust turns into horror when a slit appears on the stomach before it opens into a gaping hole.  

    Within sits a beautiful young woman with combed back golden hair that falls around her like a river. Her smooth and spotless skin has a metallic sheen to it, and her piercing golden eyes are glaring at the God of Growth. She climbs out of Qurigari, who steps back as if to leave the stage to the woman. His now empty belly closes again, and he hastily fixes his clothes. 

    "Tell me more about your relationship with this 'Kaos' person." With a threatening undertone and royal bearing, Aurelia demands. 

      

    A shudder runs down my back mid-flight, and I turn around to find Tama'atera still flying behind me. Their glowing white eyes meet my gaze, and they tilt their head questioningly. It feels like something terrible is about to happen, but maybe it's just my imagination.  

    Somewhere around the area where Tokomaha had set up her treekin artillery, a dome of dirt has risen from the ground. Giant roots appear to be strengthening the structure, so she and Awhina must be inside there fighting the golden god. I hope they're alright. 

    I look forward again and concentrate on the task that lies before me. Tama'atera revealed to me that they're the younger sibling of Alexander Thermidor, Old Human, the person acting as The Mage of the Beginning, and the creator of demonkind. And with that, they also revealed that he's here right now, inside the palace of Quiraqui. 

    And I'm going to kill him. 

    "What about the God Emperor?" Bringing my feelings back under control, I turn around and ask Tama'atera with a friendly smile. Unlike their brother, they seem to have the mind of a child of their apparent age. But if I learn that they helped Alexander or the other Old Humans in their sick game, I will kill them too.  

    "What about him?" Trying to act aloof, Tama'atera averts their gaze. I didn't return their helmet, so they're flying after me slowly, hoping that I'll have a change of heart soon. 

    "Is he one of you as well?" I elaborate, causing the Child of the Sun to flinch. 

    "I don't know what you mean. Ahaha..." They play dumb, and I sigh. 

    As I approach the towering step pyramid, I spot countless soldiers on the walls winding up their slings. However, their superiors hastily gesture for them to stop, most likely afraid to hit Tama'atera on accident.  

    I slow down and close my eyes for a moment to activate my life radar. The lights all around me tell me that the inside of the palace is mostly empty. These senses only show me the size, not the quality of the lifeforms. Therefore, I can't differentiate between humans, gods, and Old Humans if they are all around the same size. Even Tama'atera, who so obviously is superhuman, appears as nothing more than a shape made of light equal to their physical appearance. 

    I open my eyes again and begin my ascent toward the first terrace of the step pyramid. A few guards stand around a group of courtiers watching the battle unfold with anxious gazes. They stumble back in shock when I so suddenly appear before them. I let my gaze sweep across the men and women, judging that none of them is the God Emperor. 

    Increasing my wind boost, I continue upward, closely followed by the tiny god. They appear to grow more flustered the higher I fly, so I must be going the right way. 

    Lightning flashes across the low-hanging clouds that appear to be nearly touching the top of the pyramid. Even though it looks like rain should be pouring down, there hasn't been a single drop. Maybe Tahiri still hasn't gained the upper hand in her fight yet. 

    Suddenly, something hits the side of the pyramid next to me. From inside the small crater, the figure of Pakangaroa emerges. He spots Tama'atera and me, then blinks his eyes in surprise. In the next moment, a roaring black cannonball crashes into him and hammers him back into the hole.  

    Korenga has entered her Black God mode, punching away at her ex-husband with reckless abandon. Every hit appears to shake the entire pyramid, and explosions of dust emerge from the deepening crater.  

    "Ah, Forty-One!" The Child of the Sun cries out, worried about their ally getting beaten up. But then they slap their hands before their mouth in shock again, having revealed something they shouldn't have. "I mean, umm, Pakangaroa!" 

    "Who is he?" I stare at Tama'atera, who shakes their head while still covering up their mouth as if afraid that they would speak the truth otherwise. "Come on, you can tell me. I'm going to give you back your helmet if you tell me everything." 

    "You will?" Their expression brightens at my offer. But when Korenga is launched out of the hole by Pakangaroa's attack, it brings Tama'atera back to their senses. "No, I still can't tell you." 

    "Tch." Clicking my tongue, I watch as the most likely Old Human called Forty-One flies out after the Black God while ignoring the two of us. Maybe he doesn't have the leeway to pay attention to others in this monumental battle against his ex-wife. 

    I increase my thrust again and continue to fly up along the wall of the step pyramid. Aside from the terraces, each step has a garden on it. Servants are standing between the shrubbery and watching the battle now spilling into the city's first ring. 

    As I fly over the edge of the second terrace, I find two dozen men and women wearing elaborately decorated cloth armor. They must be the military brass, as they stand around a table with a map of the city and countless wooden figures representing soldiers strewn across it. 

    The guards run forward to surround their superiors with their wooden shields, pointing their spears at me with fearful expressions on their faces. None of them appear to be gods, so of course, they would be afraid of a girl flying freely through the air. 

    "Order the army to surrender." Since I'm already here, I might as well do this now. Maybe the God Emperor is higher up inside the palace, only watching and not commanding the battle. Then it's much better to get the military brass to order a complete surrender now. 

    "His Divinity, the God Emperor, will have our heads if we do that!" An old man, the one most decorated among the officers, raises his walking stick and shouts at me. That tells me he's acting out of fear rather than misguided loyalty toward the usurper. 

    "You care more about your life than that of the people?" I land on the parapet and glare at him. "Lay down your life for your nation as Mereana is doing down there!" 

    At the mention of the legendary general, the officers murmur among themselves. All of them should know her personally, and if this weren't a civil war, she would have been here among them. No, she would most likely have led from the front even then, just the way she does now. 

    "Stay here and quake in fear. I'm going to kill the usurper now." I give them a disparaging look before activating my thrusters and taking off. I deliberately put too much power into them, causing the wind to whip across the people on the terrace. 

    Glancing back, I find that Tama'atera keeps staring at me with a curious expression on their face. Maybe my judgment of their character wasn't wrong after all, and they were only forced into this by Alexander. 

    Finally, we reach the uppermost terrace at the very top of the step pyramid. Ornamental plants are neatly arranged in large flowerbeds, and there are even two small trees. Several sitting accommodations resembling beach chairs are evidence of a carefree lifestyle. The luxury of lying back and doing nothing is something only the rich and powerful can afford. Many had to work all day to put food on the table even in my world, and it's even more so the case here. 

    Doors made from red lacquered wood similar in color to the totem poles in the Tuwheranui villages lead inside the palace. I land on the terrace and retract the boosters before pushing the doors open. Inside, I find a lavishly decorated room full of art pieces, such as painted vases and statues. The giant canopy bed, which could hold ten people, is covered in silken curtains and satin sheets. 

    All of it looks anachronistic for this nation's technology level, and I ready myself for having to face one or more of the Old Humans. 

    Four gorgeous women lie on the bed, naked and asleep. Judging by their appearances and the smell in the air, they were involved in lovemaking until only moments ago. There's a space between them where a fifth person must have been, but there's no sign of anybody else in the room. Did the God Emperor leave because he knew I was coming or was it pure coincidence?  

    In either case, the fact that he was indulging in carnal pleasures while the battle is raging outside tells me that he's very confident in his victory. Of course, having the God of War and the Child of the Sun on his side must factor into that confidence. If he's an Old Human or even Zeke himself, then even more so. 

    The sound of a toilet flushing comes from a door to the left, and I spin my head toward it. It's not something I expected to hear in this nation, let alone in this situation. Then the door opens, and out comes a man in his mid-forties wearing a silken bathrobe. He has a neatly-trimmed full beard and spotless caramel skin, with long, dark brown hair tied into a big bun on the top of his head. His green eyes have an innocuous look to them. 

    "Huh, who are you?" He sees me standing in the middle of the room and asks without a worry in the world. "I didn't call for more. And you don't look like my type." 

    Either it's an act, or he's really that ignorant of the situation. Or maybe he's drunk, as his gait is unsteady. Whatever the case, this just tells me that this person is used to being careless as he's always surrounded by people subservient to him. 

    "Are you the God Emperor?" I turn my left hand into a blade and put it against the man's throat while asking him in a firm tone. 

    "Woah!?" His eyes widen in shock, and he stumbles back against a pillar. 

    "No, that can't be. Are you a double?" I glare at him, and he flinches. That's not the behavior I would expect from somebody born into a royal family. Even if he's really a powerless human who faked his godly powers, he still commanded this nation for the past year. If he acted like this in front of anybody, he would have been a laughingstock rather than a hated despot. 

    "Oh, no, no. I'm not a double. I am Illapa Asto Pacha." He hastily replies while peering down at the blade on his throat. His expression is filled with fear, and he lacks any hint of regal bearing. "I shouldn't have admitted that, should I?"  

    "I don't believe you." I take a step toward him and slide the sword up to below his chin, forcing him to put his head back to avoid getting cut. A trickle of blood runs down my blade and drips down onto the smooth stone floor. "Does an emperor behave in such a way before an enemy?" 

    "Well, it's complicated." Smiling wryly, Illapa presses his back against the pillar to get away from the blade digging into his skin. It's a pointless effort, but it tells me that he genuinely fears for his life.  

    "Tell me the truth now!" I transform the sword back into my hand and grab his throat before lifting him off his feet. His eyes widen in surprise, and he grabs my arm with both hands, struggling in vain to free himself from my grip.  

    "I'm Illapa, uncle of Amaru." He speaks with breathing difficulties but understands that he's going to die if he doesn't get to the point soon. "But I'm not the one in charge." 

    "Explain!" I drop him to make it easier for him to speak. He rubs his throat and coughs a few times before regaining his breath.  

    "I'm only a figurehead." Illapa asserts in an unhappy tone. I don't think living the high life in a palace with a harem of girls is any reason to complain, even if one doesn't hold real power. "I'm only told to show my handsome face to the people." 

    Even in this situation, he can't help but praise himself. I'm beginning to get a picture of this man named Illapa, uncle of the rightful empress. He's a narcissistic playboy who lacks any and all leadership qualities. Surely, his highest goal in life is to live the enjoyable part of a monarch's position. 

    "Who is the one giving you orders?" Now, the most crucial piece of information will be revealed. 

    "Whenever I'm needed to announce decrees or sign royal orders, Prime Minister Supay will speak to me. He is the spokesperson for the God of the Sky." Illapa explains while looking aside with a sullen expression. 

    "God of the Sky?" I stare at him blankly and mutter. 

    "Yes, I'm only a front for the God of the Sky. I haven't met the god in person, but I don't understand why they need to hide. After all-" Before he can finish, I grab him by his throat again and glare into his eyes. 

    "What do you mean, God of the Sky?" I demand an explanation. 

    "Not the one fighting up there right now." However, Tama'atera is the one that provides the answer. Their expression tells me that the Old Humans are involved in this. 

    "Is it Zeke?" Dropping Illapa carelessly, I turn to the God of Comets, who flinches at my question. "You already told me about Alexander, so it's too late to keep secrets now." 

    "Ah." Opening and closing their mouth, Tama'atera tries to think of a way to wiggle out of this. I can tell from their innocent personality that they're only a child not involved in the dealings of the false gods. "Yes, it's Zeke."  

    "Tama'atera..." I kneel before the tiny god and put my hands on their shoulders. They look away, afraid to meet my gaze. "Many people will die if you don't help me stop this war." 

    This is a test of character. The Old Humans I know don't care about anybody from this era, using humans and demons like pawns in a grand strategy game. Only Karina and Lucerna, the Lady of Brilliance - and whose real name I never learned - appear to feel any empathy toward them. 

    "I... I know." Shaking their head, Tama'atera presses their eyes shut as if to escape from reality. But this reaction tells me that they aren't one of the heartless Old Humans after all. "I can't oppose Zeke or my brother." 

    "You don't have to. Just tell me what you know." I squeeze the tiny god's shoulders lightly and speak in a reassuring tone. "You're a good child, Tama'atera." 

    For a while, they look down, weighing their options to decide what to do. I can tell that this is a hard choice. Doing nothing goes against their morals while helping me here means standing against the most powerful Old Human and their very own brother. 

    "Kerry." Finally, they look up at me with their glowing white eyes and state with a determined gaze. "You can call me Kerry." 

    Kerry Thermidor, younger sibling of Alexander Thermidor, Child of the Sun, and God of Comets. An Old Human with a sheer indestructible body around a human heart. My first Old Human ally on Mundia, and possibly the turning point in my battle against the false gods. 

    Or at least that's what I feel this encounter symbolizes. 

    "A-am I free to go now?" Illapa suddenly asks, and I spin my head around to glare at him. One part of me wants to kill him right now, but I can't do that in front of Kerry. 

    "Stay here. After this is over, you will face judgment." I stand up and point at the puppet emperor. He shrinks under my glare, but I'm sure he's thinking of how to make his escape after I leave. "If you run away, I will find you. It'll be as easy as it was to enter this room." 

    Upon those words, his knees give out, and he slides down against the pillar. I have some experience in intimidation, and it works best against weak-willed people who can't stand up for themselves like Illapa. 

    Leaving the quivering God Emperor sitting on the floor, I walk out onto the terrace with Kerry and jump off the edge. 

      

    





   



 Chapter 125 - Mastermind 

      

      

    Tewira falls out of the sky, unconscious and with quickly fading electricity crackling around him. Aopori rushes after his big brother to catch his fall while their mother watches on with a pained expression.  

    Even though the God of Lightning wields one facet of her power, her capacity is beyond his reach. She overloaded his body when he tried to copy her and absorb the lightning she threw at him. With the only one among the three even remotely capable of matching her now out of the picture, her children have effectively lost the battle. 

    Of course, the carefree Aratio never pays attention to what happens around her and keeps attacking her mother. Tahiri can tell that she isn't even serious about it since she laughs in joy whenever she's sent tumbling through the air. Like a child who finally gets to play with their parent.  

    "Damn you, mother!" Aopori, who has caught Tewira, yells up at her. 

    "Yes, damn you, mother!" Aratio repeats after her big brother then turns to look at Tahiri with a curious, vacant smile. "What's this about?" 

    "Come here." The God of the Sky returns her skin to its regular color and spreads her arms. The God of Whirlwinds instantly flies into the embrace and nuzzles into her mother's chest with a squeak of contentment. Petting her daughter's hair, Tahiri sighs. Aratio inherited her trait of free-spiritedness but to an extreme degree. Even her mind appears to go wherever it pleases at every moment. "Now, be good children and stop fighting against your mother."  

    "We were fighting?" Aratio looks up, blinking her eyes in genuine surprise. She must have thought that this was playing around. 

    "Now, tell me where your father is." Replying to her absentminded daughter's question with a nondescript smile, Tahiri instead asks Aopori. Even though he cursed his mother moments ago, he's the most level-headed among the three. 

    "He appeared before us about a year ago and told us to work with this human called Supay to help this self-proclaimed God Emperor onto the throne. Mostly by displaying our powers while hiding in the sky to make it seem like the God Emperor can control the weather." Carrying his unconscious brother over his shoulder, he floats back up toward Tahiri while explaining the situation. "We haven't seen father since." 

    "That explains why I didn't know about it. He didn't do anything in person." With anger in her voice, Tahiri grumbles. Aopori averts his gaze, unable to comment on the morality in that. He grew up a god, so he doesn't understand why one should care for the humans crawling on the ground so far below them. In fact, both Tewira and he think that their mother is acting on a misguided sense of attachment since she used to be one of them. "So, he's trying to restart his sick game here without even lifting a finger himself, huh?" 

    "There's going to be a game?" Perking up at that one specific word, Aratio stares up into her mother's eyes with a beaming expression.  

    "No, my child. Not this time." Even though she's smiling warmly, Tahiri's gaze radiates determination. She then pushes her daughter to arm's length and looks into her silver eyes. "Now, go with your brothers. Leave this battlefield. I'll find you after this is over." 

    "Where are you going now?" Aopori inquires with a dark frown on his face, concerned that he won't see his mother again for another century.  

    "I'm going to find this human called Supay. He must be in direct contact with your father." Glancing down at the step pyramid at the center of the city, Tahiri replies. Then she looks at her son with a strained smile. "Don't worry. You can trust me, just this one time." 

    With these words, the God of the Sky waves her hand to disperse the clouds above before flying down toward Quiraqui palace. 

      

    Korenga's fist breaks through Pakangaroa's defense and connects with his face. The sound of the impact alone is deafening, and the force sends him wheeling through the air and hitting the ground face-first. He almost loses consciousness, but holds on through gritted broken teeth, allowing him to roll away in time to dodge a stomp to his temple. 

    Getting back up while spitting out the splinters of his molars, the God of War grimaces at the sensation of his teeth growing back. He can't take much more of this around his head area, as the heat generated in the regeneration process will damage his brain at this rate. 

    The Black God is as powerful as he remembers from when she went on a rampage in his fortress. He has improved his abilities since then, but can't overcome the difference even now. The saving grace is that Korenga only throws straightforward attacks when she's in that state. 

    He took the punch in a moment of inattention because the dark clouds suddenly began to disperse, but he has managed to avoid hits to his vital parts this far. Slowly, he's getting used to the rhythm and force of the Black God's attacks. 

    After avoiding a wild swing at his face, Pakangaroa goes on the attack himself. Ducking under Korenga's extended arm, he pulls her arm up and puts her into a side choke. No matter how strong somebody is, as long as they're alive, they have circulation. He can cut it off and render the person unconscious.  

    However, a devastating punch to his ribs, cracking several in the process, tells him that the chokehold has failed. Biology and anatomy don't apply to this black rage monster. He lets go and ducks away despite his protesting ribs, to avoid a backhanded swing from his opponent. 

    The heat from the regeneration kicking in lights up his side, but he was made to effortlessly withstand anything that isn't around his head, so he barely takes note of it. If only his father hadn't given up on him and moved onto another base. He could have been given the sheer indestructible bones of his follow-up model. 

    But this is a test from his father to overcome his past disgrace of being defeated by an empowered human from this era. He had been created as the final step in human evolution and the first into divinity. At least until he met Korenga, he had believed himself so. When his father had left him behind to watch over the continent, he had known that his journey into the divine had found a premature end. 

    Avoiding swing after swing, although he judges them to be within the limits of his bone strength, Forty-One tries to formulate a plan against the Black God. He knows that she falls asleep at midnight, but his pride won't let him stall this battle until she reaches her time limit. He has to overcome her through his own strength rather than the abnormal condition she has. 

    Still, they're at a stalemate. The untiring Black God is swinging away, and the illustrious God of War can only dodge the attacks. Many eyes are on him right now, watching his fight from a safe - or probably not so safe - distance. His father is doubtlessly observing his performance as well. This will most likely not return him to his graces. 

    "Damn." Muttering to himself, Forty-One goes on the offensive again. Attack soft with hard, and hard with soft; that's how one avoids injury to oneself. He never had to pay attention to that, as even rock and steel shattered under his fists. But Korenga's black skin might as well be made from the same material as his follow-up model's bones. 

    With a bone-shattering open palm strike to her temple, he attempts to shake her brain. The bones in his wrist complain in pain, but he follows up with his other fist aimed at the lower jaw of the roaring Black God. It connects, snapping her head around. 

    For a moment, Korenga sways as if having lost consciousness. She falls forward but catches herself in the last moment as if regaining her senses. Forty-One's eyes widen in surprise, but he's too slow to avoid the next attack. A devastating uppercut to his chin with all of the Black God's rising body behind it cuts out his consciousness. 

    When his mind returns, Forty-One realizes that he just reached the apex of his ascent and is about to plummet to the earth below. When he glances around, he finds that he has nearly touched the low-hanging clouds. It was an incredible punch that literally sent him flying into the sky. 

    As Forty-One falls, he crosses his arms and thinks of his options. His father's younger sibling was at the step pyramid earlier, alongside an unknown girl covered in what appeared to be scales. Maybe she's her father's new creation, although her existence was never mentioned to him. Kerry should be able to damage Korenga; if they can't, she might truly be indestructible. 

    "Are you winning, son?" Suddenly, Alexander Thermidor's sarcastic voice asks directly inside his head, causing Forty-One to flinch in shock. 

    "No, father. We're at a stalemate." He quickly replies, unable to lie about the truth of the situation. His stamina will easily hold out until Korenga reaches her time limit, so at the very least, he won't lose. But that won't be enough to regain the confidence of his father and creator.  

    "Did I make you this weak?" However, Alexander's voice sounds disappointed. It would cause Forty-One to begin sweating if he could. "Why aren't you using all the tools at your disposal?" 

    "Are you sure? It would cause widespread destruction in the city and kill countless people." In the thirteen centuries since his father and his friends left this continent, many things must have changed. He had been made to prevent pointless loss of human lives, albeit not as a priority protocol. However, it would appear that Alexander doesn't care about that anymore. 

    "Have you developed a rebellious attitude toward me in all this time we haven't seen each other?" It's a rhetorical question, as Forty-One is physically unable to disobey a direct order from Alexander. But the implication of it is enough to frighten him. After all, faulty creations are scrapped. "Do it." 

    "Yes, father." With a nod that most likely goes unseen, Forty-One gathers his determination. The only thing that matters is the order from his creator; his personal feelings are unimportant when Alexander's grand design is at stake. 

    In the next moment, he impacts the ground, flattening a house in the process. He hears Korenga roar in the distance and the sound of her breaking through walls to get to him. Walking out of the house onto the small plaza before it, Forty-One looks in the direction of the approaching Black God. 

    "Come, Trishula!" Raising his hand to the sky, he calls out a name. For a moment, nothing happens, and Korenga's approach doesn't slow at all. But then, the already dispersing clouds break open as if something shot through them at an extreme velocity. 

    A flash of gold impacts Forty-One's hand, generating a shockwave that blows the dust and rubble around him away. Just then, the Black God bursts through a house wall and spots her opponent. In his hand rests a golden trident with a two-headed drum below its three blades. With a spin of his hand, the small dangling tassels hit both sides of the drum. 

    Forty-One's hair and the markings running across his body begin to glow golden, and his eyes flare up as if the sun is shining through them. With a roar, Korenga charges at him, wholly uncaring about the change in the God of War. 

      

    The walls have fallen. With the dark clouds looming over the city scattering and revealing the blue sky once more, the defenders immediately laid down their weapons. They must be thinking that the God Emperor who supposedly commands the sky either left or was defeated. With that, the threat of being punished for surrendering to the rebels has disappeared. 

    But Mereana knows that the battle in the sky was between Tahiri and her three children. With her extraordinary vision, the former general spotted the God of the Sky heading for Quiraqui palace. That's why she and the twins ride down the main street at the front of the cavalry, heading straight for it as well.  

    The dome of dirt and roots into which the God of Gold disappeared with Awhina and Tokomaha is still standing, and nobody knows how things are going in there. From explosions of dust and distant roars, she can tell that Korenga's fight against the God of War is still ongoing. The usurper is undoubtedly still alive, cooking up a plot to turn this situation around.  

    "Don't worry, Big Sis will have the false emperor's head and end this war." Uten and Saten speak in unison from both her sides when they notice Mereana's worried expression. All she can do in reply is give them a wry smile. They believe in their sister whole-heartedly, but something about this whole situation feels off to the former general's instincts. 

    "Let's hurry." Glancing back at her companions riding with her, she mutters more to herself than as an order to everybody. But the twins overhear her and drive their horses onward. 

    The gate to the second ring is closed, with soldiers on the walls unsure of what to do. The order for surrender hasn't reached them yet, but they also can tell that the first wall fell too quickly. It couldn't have been overrun by the much smaller revolutionary army. With a battle raging between two gods inside the city and the storm above dissipating, they must be confused. 

    "Open the gate! Your commanders have surrendered!" Mereana shouts at the gatehouse, but the guards are too disorganized to make a decision. 

    "We'll do it." Jumping off their horses, Uten and Saten transform into the much faster vularen and charge ahead. As they approach the closed gate, Saten turns back into a human while Uten jumps up and becomes a giant hammer. The former takes its handle, spins around himself to increase the momentum, and stomps the ground so hard that the pavement breaks under his foot. With a monumental swing, he guides the hammer's head into the gate.  

    The wood is shattered on impact, and the two wings slam open toward the inside, scattering splinters everywhere. Wordlessly, Saten lets go of his brother, who turns back into a human, and the twins hold the gate open as the wings swing back. 

    Mereana rides through first, crouching on her saddle while spinning her spear above her. It quickly gathers the attention of the troops stationed on the other side.  

    "Hear me, soldiers of Pacha! I am Mereana Huamanca Aucapuma, general of the rightful empress! Your commanders have surrendered! The city has fallen!" She announces while riding past them. 

    With the gate broken so easily and seeing the legendary general who turned into the leader of the revolutionary army this deep inside the city, most of the defenders already realize the situation. Many drop their weapons, and some among them even dare to cheer for her. A moment later, hundreds of voices in the streets call her name in encouragement as she rides past them toward the third ring. 

    Mereana was never out for glory, but even she has to admit that hearing the garrison of Quiraqui welcome her back makes her heart swell in pride. 

    "With this, we can go straight to the palace." She announces to Uten and Saten, who catch up to her by flying on dragon wings. They nod with broad smiles, confident in the success of this rebellion. Their momentum is unstoppable now. 

    Suddenly, the already dispersing clouds above are instantly scattered by something flying through them at an extreme velocity. In the next moment, an earth-shaking explosion rings out across the city from unexpectedly close-by.  

    "What was that?" Yori asks with his brow furrowed in concern. 

    "Pakangaroa's doing, without a doubt." Mereana replies. "Don't slow down. We're heading for the palace." 

    Even now, she doesn't know what she should do there. Her mind is focused solely on taking down the usurper, hoping that it will put an end to everything. At least the humans are no longer fighting, and only the God of War is still openly offering resistance. 

    A shockwave blows apart the stone house to Mereana's left, scattering wood and rocks everywhere. She's barely able to stop her horse from tripping over the rubble, but Uten and Saten weren't so lucky and were caught in the blast. 

    "All troops halt!" Before worrying about the twins, who she knows are just as hardy as Kaos, she gives out the order for an immediate stop. However, when she turns around, rubble litters the street behind her as well. Many riders have been torn apart along with their mounts. Yori is lying on the ground, groaning with a bleeding head wound, but is already trying to get back up. Others weren't so lucky.  

    "What was that?" As if repeating himself from earlier, he asks while looking around with one eye closed from the blood trickling into it. 

    "Pakangaroa." The former general's answer is the same. The sound of Korenga's roar is cut off by another explosion, followed by a shockwave. This time, it was in another direction, but it came from quite close.  

    "Should we go help out over there?" Saten emerges from the rubble and asks.  

    "Or do you think Korenga can handle it?" Uten steps out after his brother and wonders.  

    "We're heading for the palace." Mereana grinds her teeth while letting her gaze sweep over the dozens of lifeless bodies behind Yori. Among them lie many of her comrades. She believes that the twins are exceptionally strong, but even they can't do anything in a battle between the Black God and the God of War. "Open the path!" 

    Uten and Saten understand immediately what Mereana means and transform into vularen to run ahead. Checking that her horse is alright, she then turns to her troops with her spear raised. 

    "Those who can move, follow me. The others bring the wounded away from here. Have the army stay far away from the fight between the gods." She announces her orders, expecting that they'll be carried out even without verbal confirmation. With this, she continues down the road, following the twins. 

    Quiraqui is enormous, but it's a short way between each gate when travelling in a gallop on horseback. As Mereana approaches the third wall, the wings of the gate have already been broken down. The twins are ahead of her, charging through soldiers who still haven't understood the situation.  

    "The city has fallen! The revolution is victorious!" Following into the gap created by the two little gods, the former general waves her spear above her head. Even those who don't know who she is might at least mistake her for a messenger. With the raging storm in the sky gone, her words are quite persuasive. 

    Finally, she passes through the fourth gate into the innermost district, where the court officials and their families live. The road from the entrance to the palace walls is empty, and when she looks back, she finds that only a few dozens of her troops were able to keep up with her. It won't be enough to take the castle if they dig in with great numbers, but if it's only the palace guard, she should be able to sway them with words. 

    As she approaches the closed gate, she finds Uten and Saten standing in front of it with troubled expressions on their faces. Only now does she realize that unlike all the previous gates, this one is made of metal. This is new, possibly added by Rapania in recent months. The fact that the twins haven't opened it means that it must be too sturdy for them. 

    "How did Big Sis do it again?" Saten asks while transforming his hand into a dragon's head. 

    "Plasma torch, was it?" Uten does the same but accidentally shoots out a bright light beam from his dragon head, which scatters into the air. "Oops."  

    "It's going to take a while." The twins turn around to Mereana and announce in unison before getting to work. 

    "No need to do that." A familiar voice suddenly announces from on top of the gatehouse, and the former general puts her head back to look at its owner. "I'm opening it." 

    "General Anqas!" She exclaims, pleasantly surprised to see him here. He's the Turquoise General, a godlike warrior much like Mereana herself. He wasn't in the capital during Illapa's coup, and has since acted apolitical to maintain his position to help the people from the shadows. Then another person appears beside him, and Mereana's eyes widen even further. 

    "Welcome back, general." Atauchi announces with a hopeful grin. He's wearing the uniform of the palace guards but should have been acting as a bounty hunter to gain information in the capital.  

    "We don't have time for a heartfelt reunion." The stern Turquoise General states with a face foreign to smiles while raising his hand and gesturing at his soldiers to open the gate from the inside. Moments later, the scratching metal sound of several bars sliding aside imply that this gate has an elaborate locking mechanism to prevent it from being broken down. But with allies on the inside, it proves no more a barrier than an unlocked door. 

    The metal wings swing open and reveal a welcoming committee of palace guards standing at attention. They're lined up on both sides of the path toward the gate of the step pyramid. From the side, Anqas appears, accompanied by Atauchi. 

    "Follow me." Without wasting any time on a formal greeting, the Turquoise General waves at Mereana and the twins to follow him. The other soldiers who have now caught up join them. "Illapa isn't the real threat." 

    "What do you mean?" Dismounting her horse, the former general asks Anqas with her brow furrowed. The palace grounds are sacred, and horses aren't allowed to cross its threshold. Even in this extenuating situation in which time is of the essence, she upholds the law.  

    "Prime Minister Supay is the true mastermind behind everything." Anqas turns around to explain with a grim expression on his face before continuing onward. "Or whatever has taken his shape." 

    





   



 Chapter 126 - Primordial Terror 

      

      

    Prime Minister Supay, the man supposedly in direct contact with Zeke. According to Kerry's impression, he appears to be a regular human of the Pacha ethnicity. And much like Illapa, he has been a court official of the empire long before Zeke and Alexander came here about a year ago. However, he only became the prime minister after helping in the coup - if he wasn't outright orchestrating it from the shadows. 

    Maybe he's only a puppet like the God Emperor, but at least he's trusted enough to relay the orders of the Lord of the Sky. Whatever the case, he definitely knows more than the figurehead emperor up in his penthouse apartment. And now, I'm going to shake him down for information, with Kerry accompanying me out of a sense of duty. 

    I look across the city and find that the revolutionary army has already taken the walls. The clouds above are dispersing, so Tahiri must have finished her fight against her three children. I spot Mereana riding down the main street alongside Uten and Saten, having already broken through the gate of the second ring. 

    Just then, a massive hole is blown through the thin clouds by something breaking through them. It impacts the city below, near the main street where the former general and her retinue are traveling. I glance back at Kerry, but their expression of surprise tells me that it wasn't their doing, even though they're the God of Comets. 

    In the next moment, a three-pronged shockwave rips through half the city, originating from where the falling object impacted. To my horror, Mereana and her party disappear inside it. 

    "Trishula?!" Kerry's surprise turns to shock as they cry out that word. I don't know what it means, but it could refer to another Old Human or a weapon. 

    I zoom in with Fata eyes to find that Mereana was between two of the shockwaves, but Uten and Saten and most people behind her weren't so lucky. Still, knowing my brothers, they'll be fine from something like that. Just as expected, they appear from within the rubble. 

    Then I look at the origin of the explosion, spotting the God of War, also known as Forty-One, with golden hair. He's wielding a huge bladed trident in his hand that should easily measure three meters in length. I can tell even from this far away that it's not just any weapon - rather than becoming powerful in the hands of the God of War, it empowered him instead. 

    Korenga bursts out from inside the rubble with a roar, charging at Forty-One. He stabs the trident in her direction even though she's still far away. A massive shockwave emerges from the tips of his weapon, causing the Black God to disappear from sight. 

    "I have to help." I mutter to myself and transform my back into boosters. 

    "Leave it to the Black God." Tahiri's voice suddenly comes from above me, and I look up to find her back in her usual appearance. "I see that you have become acquainted with Kerry." 

    "How do you know that name?" Above anything else, this is what takes me by utter surprise. Tahiri's eyes narrow a little when she glances at the Child of the Sun. The latter averts their gaze as if intimidated, but I can tell that something happened between them in the past. 

    "That's for another time. I'm here to find a man named Supay." She deflects the question and points at the palace. I won't press her for an answer now as this isn't the best time to speak about the past. The future of a nation will be shaped by our actions today, so we can't waste a moment on reminiscing. 

    "Alright, but I'll hold you to that." I still declare in a grumbling voice. This time, she won't get away with dropping huge hints like this one and not explaining them as she often does. 

    I glance at the main street where Mereana and the twins have begun to move again. They're followed by those of the cavalry who avoided getting hit by the shockwaves. Korenga charges out of the rubble and goes straight for Forty-One, but her movements appear to have slowed a little. 

    Tahiri floats down ahead of us, and I follow her. She's heading for the lowermost terrace where I saw the military brass earlier. Surely, the prime minister would be among them. But out of the three of us, only Kerry knows what he looks like. 

    "Are you coming?" I look up when I notice that the Child of the Sun is still watching the battle between Forty-One and the Black God with a concerned expression. Maybe they know something about the trident that I don't, but I have to believe in Korenga. 

    Responding with a nod after reluctantly tearing their eyes off the battle in the city, Kerry follows me. Tahiri is already at the terrace, but the people around the table have disappeared, most likely into the safer interior of the palace. I should have accosted them earlier, or maybe told them to wait here under threat of death, as I did with Illapa. 

    Landing on the terrace, I glance around. Then I close my eyes and conjure up the life radar, which registers countless human-sized shapes deeper inside the structure. Most of them are concentrated inside one room, but I also notice a collection of lights in an underground chamber. 

    "Rapania, or at least her creations, are here." I keep my eyes closed while speaking, concentrating on the lights I see in that chamber. Two dozen human-sized shapes are lined up neatly in two rows, with seven larger ones in a third row. Only two people are moving, while one Giant Intillama-sized creature is suspended in what appears to be the center of that chamber. 

    "Then, we'll head there first." Tahiri decides and begins to float inside the open doors of the terrace. 

    "Do you know the way?" Flapping my eyes open, I ask the God of the Sky with an eyebrow raised. She turns her head and gives me a charming smile. 

    "You'll guide me, won't you?" With a wink, she continues onward as if implying that if she takes a wrong turn, I'll call her back. 

    "Of course, Your Divinity." I sigh and perform an exaggerated curtsy even though she's not even paying attention anymore. Kerry looks up at me curiously, and I pet their crystal hair, cutting up my palm in the process. It's totally worth it when I get to see them smile abashedly. 

    Walking after Tahiri, I glance back one more time to survey the state of the siege. When I think about it, the siege towers and battering didn't see much use. I'm sure Taruka is going to express his disappointment to me after all this is over. 

    With such idle thoughts, I enter the palace and begin to head for the underground chamber. All the guards must have converged on where the largest blob of people registered in my life radar earlier. We won't be able to catch someone to guide us. 

     "I found stairs." Kerry, who went ahead of Tahiri and me, waves at us from the end of the corridor. We follow it down several flights and end up in a windowless hallway. It continues toward a massive bronze gate with geometric carvings and runes. It doesn't look like the steel vault door in Rapania's castle, so this must be native to this nation.  

    "That's the throne room." A familiar voice suddenly calls out to me from behind. I spin my head around to see Mereana coming in through a doorless gateway. She's accompanied by Uten and Saten and what appear to be dozens of royal guards. By their side is a man in cloth armor, but he has countless turquoise plates sewn onto it. It makes his armor look like dragon scales. 

    "I'm going into the cellar. I sensed Rapania down there." I point down at the ground demonstratively. Nobody knows about my ability to sense life signatures, but I know that they won't question my judgment. The former general raises an eyebrow and turns to the man in turquoise for confirmation. 

    "I haven't heard of her return." He answers the question that is on her lips. She nods grimly, then returns her gaze to me. 

    "I will come with you." Mereana declares with no doubt in her voice. Rapania takes precedence over whatever else she came here to do; after all, the sea witch might release her miscreations and Taniwha to slaughter the revolutionary army. "Secure the throne room, Anqas. Don't let anybody in or out until we return." 

    "Hurry." The man named Anqas replies with only this before waving at the royal guard to follow him. He must be a high-ranking officer himself since he doesn't show Mereana the respect others usually do. 

    "Lead the way." The former general gestures at me, but I frown at it. 

    "I'm sure you know how to get into the cellars better than I do." I tilt my head and respond with a shrug. Mereana blinks her eyes twice before realizing her mistake. Smiling wryly, she nods once and walks ahead wordlessly. 

    I exchange a look with Uten and Saten, who appear to be looking forward to whatever awaits us down there. They didn't get to meet Rapania in Manoa, but they're interested in seeing what a sea witch looks like. 

    "Don't get ahead of yourselves. The city and palace may have fallen, but we don't know what Rapania is concocting in her lab." I chastise the twins, causing them to duck their heads. Tahiri and an Old Human are with me, so I'm sure we'll manage. Still, I've learned from many experiences that it's best to remain cautious in this world filled with the unknown. 

    Mereana leads us down two flights of stairs before we reach a hallway covered in dark stone walls that reminds me of Rapania's castle. Maybe this is just how the naked stone looks like, and everything aboveground is plastered neatly for the emperor and the courtiers. 

    I stop and use my life radar to double-check if anything changed inside the chamber ahead of us. Even now, only two humanoid figures are walking around inside while the rest remain suspended in place. The larger creatures haven't moved either, and the massive blob of light might not even be capable of moving on its own. 

    Wait, one of the two dozen human-sized beings have disappeared without a trace. Maybe it was killed, whether in an experiment or for another reason I don't know, but that's how quickly the light can vanish within my life radar. 

    "There's activity ahead." I state when I open my eyes. The hallway ends in a vault door, much like the one in Manoa. Beyond it could be a teleportation room too, which means that we'll have to act fast so that the sea witch can't escape through it again. 

    This time, Korenga is busy elsewhere, so she can't open it for us. If my theory that the room has a transportation circle is right, the plasma torch will be too slow. By the time we're through, whoever is on the other side will have already escaped. 

    But as we approach the large steel door, a clicking sound emerges from it. Locks are being released one after the other until a resounding click echoes through the cellar. In the next moment, the door swings open toward the outside, revealing that it's just as thick as the one in Manoa was. 

    Inside is a hall filled with anachronistic machines even more advanced than those found in Rapania's castle. The most striking part is the uniform electric lighting emerging from the rows of glass cylinders in which miscreations float in embalming fluid. In the center of it all, on an elevated circular platform that is doubtlessly the transportation circle, is a rectangular steel-reinforced glass container the size of a bus. It's free of liquids and houses an amorphous pile of meat that slowly expands and contracts as if breathing. 

    "You're right on time." A man with straight, raven-black hair tied back into a ponytail appears between the rows of vats and speaks to us with a welcoming gesture. He has exceptionally light skin for a Pacha and wears the dark red cloth robes of a high official. However, he gives me an unsettling feeling that he's only acting like a Pacha - or a human. 

    "Supay!" Mereana roars and charges forward with her stone spear. Uten and Saten instantly spring into action as well and follow her. But before any of them can even perform three steps, Tahiri turns into a lightning bolt and practically teleports behind the man the former general identified as Supay. 

    "You will answer my questions, or you will die." The God of Storm places a hand on his shoulder, implying that she will fry him with a billion volts if he doesn't comply. 

    "Swift as the storm." Rapania's voice echoes through the chamber, causing Tahiri to turn her head left and right to search for her. But I know that it came through a speaker system, technology that a certain group of people has a monopoly on in this world. That means Alexander must have given the sea witch access to all these things to further her research. 

    I close my eyes and activate my life radar to find that Rapania is on the other side of the big container. It's the only other life signature in the room that isn't inside a vat, standing slightly hunched over what is most likely a control panel. 

    "Go around the sides." I whisper to Uten and Saten, but it's overheard by Supay. 

    "No need for that. We're not running anywhere." With a shrug, almost as if to get Tahiri's hand off his shoulder, Supay gestures at the vats around him. "This is the work of a human lifetime. We won't leave that behind." 

    "This is a crime against life." The God of the Sky speaks in an angry tone and keeps holding onto the prime minister. His attitude, despite supposedly being human, is very different from Illapa's. It can't be that he doesn't know what she's capable of; she gave him a glimpse of her abilities only a moment ago. 

    "Well, well. See it until its end before you make such a judgment." Turning around without a care in the world, Supay looks Tahiri in the eyes. "In time, you will understand the extent of my contributions to this world." 

    "How do you know Zeke? What's your goal?" But she doesn't let herself get drawn into the prime minister's pace and asks with a glare. When I hear that she knows the Lord of the Sky's real name, things click in my mind. Tokomaha told me that Tahiri used to be a human, and her children each control an aspect of the weather. 

    Zeke is the father. 

    "And Alexander, I know him too." Supay states while glancing back at Kerry with a nonchalant smile on his face. The latter flinches at the mention of their brother's real name from a person they thought human all this time. 

    In the next second, a shiver overcomes me when Supay's form shifts, and his face changes into an old man's. His straight black hair has turned white and curly, and he has a long goatee that curls up almost comically. Inquisitive green eyes and a friendly smile can't hide the malevolence that the combination of those two traits radiates. Even without glasses, he looks like a mad scientist who doesn't bat an eye at committing genocide for the sake of science. 

    "But this is nothing more than a front. Isn't that right, Kerry?" He states while looking at the Child of the Sun standing next to me. Their widened white eyes tell me that they recognize that appearance and associate it with something distressing. That must be what Alexander looks like - or what he uses when appearing before humans. 

    "Who are you?!" Mereana bridges the distance to Supay and points her stone spear at his throat. She must have known him from before the coup, and he most likely didn't have this transformation ability. 

    "Mataku." To my surprise, it's Uten and Saten who make this obvious connection. When they say it, the old man's lips curl up into a sinister smile before his features distort again. This time, he doesn't take on a human appearance, and I realize what he's doing. 

    "Everybody, look away!" I scream while charging forward. Mereana is the only one who does as she's told while Tahiri keeps staring at the back of Mataku's transforming head with a flabbergasted expression on her face. 

    I raise my hand and cast a silent light spell inside my palm, causing a bright flash that blinds everybody, including myself. But I remake my retinas instantly and increase the size of my right arm with which I slam the Crawling Chaos into one of the vats. 

    He crashes through the glass, causing the embalming fluids to spill everywhere. The body inside falls to the ground lifelessly, but I keep my eyes on Mataku, who has fallen to the floor on the other side. Rising to his feet with an unnatural, boneless movement, he turns his head toward me. 

    To my surprise, he only made a featureless black face with a toothless mouth. It's not the mind-bending true appearance of a Crawling Chaos, but a more subdued form like the one I take when I have people I care about around. Maybe he's looking out for Rapania? 

    "Why did you have to overreact like that, sister?" He sighs through his lipless mouth and turns his head toward me. Even though he has no eyes, I can feel his gaze as a prickling sensation on my skin. "Why would I break the minds of my audience?" 

    "Nemesis!" Kerry cries out in terror upon seeing his face and takes a step back. It would appear that they know this Crawling Chaos. 

    "Yes, it's me, Nemesis! But fear not, remnant of humanity." Supay, Mataku, or Nemesis, the creature with many names, suddenly turns formless and snaps through the room like a shadow. His face stops right in front of Kerry's with an abyss-like grin. "I'm not here to eat you." 

    Uten, Saten, and Mereana react at the same time as I do. As the closest one, I bring down a dragon blade on the place near his head like a guillotine. It easily cuts through his soft Crawling Chaos matter. The others shred his body in an instant as well. 

    As if the world slows down in my vision, I watch Nemesis' pieces reconnect even before he falls apart. That's faster than I've ever been able to do; that makes him invincible against being reduced to too small a piece to house his consciousness. 

    However, a lightning bolt hits him before he's done. The flash of light from the electric discharge blinds everybody in the room. I regrow my retinas once again to find that the Crawling Chaos has returned to a humanoid shape in the middle of our group. The dark red robes he carried along in his unnatural movement toward Kerry are singed, but he was as unaffected by the lightning as I am. 

      

    He was the one who cursed Korenga and taught Rapania a ritual to change her form, so he must be ancient. In other words, he had much more time to learn everything there is to learn about the body of a Crawling Chaos than I had. I'm sure he also possesses far greater mass than I do right now. 

    I never even considered the possibility that I would one day have to fight a Crawling Chaos. My instincts tell me that if he swallows me, it's going to be the end. 

    "Could you all please stop?" With a mind-grating voice that causes Tahiri, Mereana, and Kerry to hold their ears in seemingly physical pain, Nemesis speaks in a chastising tone. "I'm giving you the opportunity to witness a miracle!" 

    At those words, the blue lights inside the vats turn red. I watch with horror as the miscreations inside begin to writhe in agony while their forms collapse on themselves. Seconds later, all of them have turned into tennis ball-sized black orbs. 

    "Rapania, what are you doing here?!" Tahiri yells, not knowing that the sea witch is on the other side of the giant container in the center of the room. 

    "Creating a true god." Comes her answer through the speaker system. 

    Suddenly, the black orbs are sucked out of the vats through their drainages. For a moment, I stare at the empty containers, then glance at Nemesis as he watches the central containment unit. Even though he doesn't have a face, I can still tell that he's waiting in eager anticipation. 

    "Destroy that tank, Tahiri!" I shout while growing out a plasma cannon from my forearm. The charging takes longer than an instant lightning strike from the God of the Sky, but if her attack doesn't work, I can still follow up with mine. 

    But the instant Tahiri turns into her thundercloud form, I realize my mistake when I see the sinister toothless grin on Nemesis' face widen. It's the expression of victory. 

    "Wait-" I try to stop the God of the Sky, but the speed of sound is too slow for my voice to reach her on time. A massive lightning bolt emerges from her body and connects with the bus-sized container. Sparks fly throughout the room, lamps explode, and electronics are fried from the power overload. 

    When it's over, we're surrounded by darkness. I raise my hand and create a light orb that quickly floats to the center of the ceiling to illuminate the entire room. 

    "Thank you." Nemesis looks at the light above and nods to me before walking toward the giant containment unit. The glass has shattered, and the massive blob inside it has been reduced to a charred black pile. 

    I can see Rapania on the other side now, her black eyes staring at the remains of her experiment in bafflement. It would appear that Tahiri stopped it, but why does Nemesis look so calm? Could it be that his aim was a different one from Rapania's? 

    "Have some faith." He states, most likely directed at her. But she keeps her eyes locked onto the black pile in the broken container, unable to come to terms with what happened. 

    However, a sudden change goes through the charred remains; a ripple runs across its surface, giving it a black oily sheen. A foul-smelling liquid begins to emerge from it like pus, running off the open sides of the container. It begins to writhe and pulsate, and to my horror, tentacles form on its surface and merge back into the blob. 

    I've seen such movements before. 

    "I-it worked!" Rapania exclaims with an ecstatic look on her face. 

    "What have you done?" With her eyes wide open, Tahiri stares at the sea witch and then Nemesis in anger and confusion. 

    "Give yourself some credit, God of the Sky." Nemesis speaks her title with overflowing irony in his voice. "You were the one who made this possible." 

    Wordlessly, I unleash a plasma breath on the creature in the tank. But to my utter shock, Nemesis raises a hand and grabs my beam, scattering it as if it were nothing more than water from a gardening hose. It burns through the glass and metal around him and leaves behind a molten trail on the transportation circle.  

    Don't tell me this destroyed it! 

    "You wouldn't kill your youngest sibling so soon after its birth, would you?" He asks in a rhetorical tone and pouts exaggeratedly. It's as I dreaded; they somehow made an artificial Crawling Chaos. Seeing my expression, he smiles. "I see that you don't know anything." 

    "I know that whatever this is needs to be destroyed!" Mereana runs toward the container with her spear to cut the writhing creature apart. 

    "Wait, stop!" I call out to her, but the former general is too shaken to hear my voice. Even when she faced the Black God's rampage and Maungawera's eruption, she never showed any fear. But a Crawling Chaos touches a deeply-seated primal terror in everybody, no matter how strong their minds are. 

    "Don't touch my child!" Rapania screeches, and her face deforms into that of a giant fish. She opens her sharp-teethed mouth from which a pressurized jet of water shoots at Mereana. The latter reacts incredibly quickly, drawing back her spear and using its broad side to block the jet. But in the middle of her movement, she can't brace herself in time, so the force knocks her back and slams her into one of the vats. She slides down to the floor, unconscious after banging her head against the metal frame. 

    Suddenly, the writhing black mass turns into spikes that explosively expand in every direction, skewering everything in the room. One of them almost stabs me through the head, but I'm barely able to avoid it. Uten and Saten duck low just in time, while the spikes bounce off Kerry's skin. Tahiri deftly avoids two heading for her chest and leg each. Mereana is lying low enough that she doesn't run the risk of getting hit in the first place. 

    "So lively right after being born." Nemesis didn't even try to avoid this blind attack and claps his hands with a spike still stuck in his head. As if those words reached the mindless Crawling Chaos, it begins to pull its mass back. 

    When it returns to a formless writhing blob, I see Rapania's face back in her human appearance, looking down at herself and holding her stomach. There's a hole in it, and an obviously unhealthy quantity of bright red blood flows from the wound. 

    "Huh...?" The sea witch breathes with a blank expression on her face and collapses on the spot. In a flash of lightning, Tahiri catches her before she hits the ground and presses a hand on the gaping hole. 

    "You'll be alright." The God of the Sky speaks in a reassuring tone. It's the first time I've seen her get dirty, her white skin and clothes stained red by the blood of the sea witch she used to call her friend. 

    "You... still care about me...?" Rapania gazes up at Tahiri with a surprised expression. She raises a bloody hand to caress the goddess's cheek, but stops short from touching her, as if afraid to sully her face. "After all... that I've done? After... all this time?" 

    "Always." Tahiri whispers, a pained grimace on her face. 

    "Huh... haha... is that so. If only... I had realized... sooner." A tear rolls down Rapania's face as she smiles bitterly. Then she coughs up blood, and she looks at the Crawling Chaos writhing in the broken containment unit. She extends a hand toward it almost longingly, but then it slackens and falls to the ground lifelessly. 

    "Beautiful." I hear Nemesis mutter, seemingly expressing genuine admiration for the heartfelt moment between the God of the Sky and the sea witch. Tahiri was sure I couldn't be Mataku or one of his aspects when I cried in front of her. But if he can do this, he can easily fake tears as well. 

    I could have healed Rapania, and Tahiri is aware of that. But after all that she has done for the sake of her research, she deserved death. It's poetic justice that one of her experiments delivered the final judgment. 

    "It's a shame for the little sea witch. She could have gone so much farther with that inquisitive mind of hers." With a shrug, Nemesis remarks as if it doesn't concern him. And maybe it really doesn't since she most likely fulfilled her purpose in creating this artificial Crawling Chaos. 

    "Don't tarnish this moment with that foul voice, Mataku." Tahiri spits in his direction in anger. Then she lays the sea witch down and rises to her feet. Her eyes begin to glow from the inside, and her sky-blue hair turns into electricity. The silver lines on her body light up as her skin becomes black like a stormcloud. 

    Suddenly, space distorts in a soundless vortex right above the broken container. When it snaps back, a bandaged figure in fluttering blue robes holding a giant key made from red tentacles is floating in midair. My jaw drops. 

    "This is enough." Mithra's muffled voice declares in an authoritative tone. However, Tahiri immediately associates the tentacle key with Mataku and unleashes a torrent of lightning from her hair. As if having anticipated the attack, the bandaged court magician has already raised his strange staff like a lightning rod. The lightning hits it and dissipates without a trace even though he's floating in midair. "Isn't it, Nemesis?" 

    "They witnessed its birth. That was good enough." With a shrug, the Crawling Chaos replies. My mind goes blank upon learning that Mithra not only knows Nemesis but appears to be working with him. 

    "I know You have plenty of questions, Your Majesty." Bowing in my direction, the court magician remarks in his usual calm tone. There's no sarcasm in his voice when he addresses me with my title. "But now is not the time." 

    "I intend to answer them, Umratawil." Raising a hand with an odd number of tentacle-like fingers at Mithra, Nemesis appears to stop him from doing something. "But let's take this to a more fitting place." 

    "As you wish." With a wave of his key, space distorts around the entire room. When it snaps back to reality, everybody is in their relative positions to each other. However, we're now in the middle of a massive room with an incredibly tall ceiling. Both Mithra and the artificial Crawling Chaos have disappeared without a trace, but Nemesis is still there. 

    We have been teleported into the throne room. An empty throne on an elevated platform is at one end, and presumably the inner side of the bronze gate I saw from the outside earlier at the other. Military officers, courtiers, and at least a hundred guards stare at us, their eyes widened and their mouths hanging open from bewilderment. 

    "I guess this is acceptable." Looking around, Nemesis remarks while transforming back into Supay in front of everybody who should know him. I suppose he achieved what he turned into the prime minister to do and no longer needs to keep up appearances. "Now, let's talk, sister." 

    "Yes, let's talk. You're going to tell me what you intend to do by making more Crawling Chaos spawns." I point my plasma cannon at his face, although I already know that it's useless against him. He smiles at it smugly, as someone riding in a tank would at somebody coming at him with a rock. 

    "It's going to take a while, so why don't we all take a seat?" With these words, Nemesis raises a hand and sits down in the same motion. The stone underneath him rises and turns into an armchair to catch him. With a wave of the same hand in our direction, one more such chair for each of us grows out of the ground. He's destroying the floor of the palace but doesn't seem to care. "Come, sit." 

    "I'm fine." I keep my arm pointed at him, not letting myself get drawn into his pace. "Talk." 

    "Suit yourself." With a shrug, Nemesis pulls out a modern wine glass and a sealed wine bottle from inside his chest. Let alone Pacha, this level of technology looks beyond the abilities of even the best glass-blowers in this world. "Much better." 

    I blink in surprise when my gaze returns to him as he speaks those words. His skin has turned almost a pale white, and his black hair that was in a ponytail has shortened to a slicked-back style. The singed dark red robes have been replaced with a white business suit complete with a red tie. Like a magician using a distraction, he pulled my attention to the bottle and transformed himself during that time. 

    "Let's begin from the start." Making himself comfortable, he places the glass on his armrest and pulls the cork from the bottle by turning his finger into a corkscrew. Smelling it and making a satisfied expression, he then pours himself a glass. "It's going to take a while, but that's fine since the wine needs to breathe anyway." 

    His genuinely relaxed attitude despite being stared down by the God of the Sky, my twin brothers, and a plasma cannon pointed at his face tells me that he's absolutely sure about his abilities. And that's the reason none of us have attacked him yet. In this situation, I would have knocked the bottle or the glass to the ground just to spite him, but something tells me that it would be unwise. 

    I need more information. 

    "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. A now long-dead scientist or something like that made this quite apt statement." Nemesis begins with this opening phrase. He then leans back and crosses his legs, making himself comfortable. "But I'm aware that you already know about that part." 

    





   



 Chapter 127 - Nemesis 

      

      

    The world had ended once. 

    Humanity at the time reached a tipping point in technology. It built a machine that provided it with sheer unlimited energy, which it then used to power a device that made one's imagination come true. It wasn't a metaphor or a marketing slogan, but precisely what that device did. 

    Colloquially, it was first called the Dream Machine, even though dreams were the only things it didn't affect. It turned conscious thoughts into real phenomena - as long as it was physically possible. Throwing balls of fire with one's bare hands, flying through the air without wings, and walking through space wearing no protective suit became realities. 

    Reality Engine was a more fitting name for it. 

    Human science took leaps and bounds after its introduction to a few affiliated research institutions. The transportation network is one of the inventions made possible by the combination of unlimited energy and human imagination. Aging could not only be stopped but even reversed. Traveling to space was no longer a matter of how, but how often. 

    It was supposed to usher in a golden age for humanity, if not for hubris, greed, and envy. It could build houses and grow trees with the wave of one's hands. It could also do the opposite with the wrong intent and just as little effort. What could possibly go wrong? 

    Assassinations, terrorist attacks, escalation, and finally, war. 

    Humanity had amassed weapons of mass destruction long before the Reality Engine came into existence. But they were nothing compared to the power of imagination backed by scientific knowledge. It's one thing to conjure fire from one's palms; it's something entirely different to launch a mountain into orbit and drop it onto an enemy nation. 

    Over just a few months, billions died in meteorite bombardments, a global storm, and tsunamis that washed away humanity's filth. The world was turned inhospitable within a year, and only those with a strong sense of imagination survived by escaping into space. However, that only meant the location of the war was changed. 

    Ultimately, only two years later, the human population had been reduced to a few thousand. All of them were people who wanted no part in the war and protected themselves in bubbles created from their own imaginations. 

    That nobody ever thought of shutting down the Reality Engine was a testament to people's selfishness. They couldn't even begin to imagine returning to a world in which their fantasies weren't turned into reality. Maybe those who would have wished for it had already all perished in the war. 

    In the end, the survivors convened over a broken planet and, after a gruelingly long debate, decided to carve up the world into their personal spaces. Each individual or their families obtained a piece that they could reshape as they pleased. Nobody would ever invade another's territory with their fantasies. Violators would be punished by the collective. 

    Complete isolation from each other was the answer. 

    Over the following three centuries, the same few thousand humans kept on living. Very few of them interacted with each other, and they lost touch with reality that wasn't manipulated by their fantasies. 

    They began to use the world as their canvas. Some created life that would have been impossible through natural selection; beings like elves and dragons were born solely to entertain their creators. Others changed the landscape to their liking; they shaped physically unstable buildings, mountains, and weather in their territories, maintained through the power of their imagination alone.  

    Eventually, isolation eased up, and exchange began once more. Many had grown bored with their own limited imagination and sought that of others. With no need to worry about putting food on the table or a roof over their heads, very few felt the urge to reproduce. Instead, they turned into hedonistic thrill-seekers looking for new ways to entertain themselves. 

    One such form of entertainment was war games. 

    Using the artificially created lifeforms as stand-ins for humans at first, they enacted wars between nations. They derived pleasure from directly and indirectly influencing the stories written by the lives of those beings. But some soon grew tired of non-humans and resorted to recreating humans with less free will and imagination, to be used in more familiar settings. 

    Ageless beings that should have been adults turned into children with a taste for eugenics and genocide. And as varied as their own history before the Reality Engine had been, so did observing these new humans provide near limitless potential for entertainment. 

      

    "Are you saying that this is the world we live in now?" I step forward and glare at Nemesis. I already heard from Aurelia and Karina that the Old Humans are playing a war game between humans and demons, but that sounds like this entire world is under their absolute control, and we're merely operating inside their system. 

    Then a terrible thought occurs to me. 

    "... am I also one such creation?" The fact that the new humans were created to be the Old Humans' playthings implies that their memories could have been manipulated. Couldn't that also mean that I was made with reincarnation as a background story? Was everything from my previous life a lie? 

    "Oh, no, sister. You don't have to worry about that." Nemesis waves off my concern as if it were a silly thought. "And the story is far from finished. After all, I have yet to make an appearance in it." 

    His casual dismissal only fuels my insecurities. Doubt wells up in me, and my mind descends into turmoil. Could everything I've lived through in this world be nothing more than part of a scenario? Was my previous life with my mother a fabrication to give me more character depth? Was her death only to drive forward some kind of plot? 

    "Don't descend into madness yet, sister." With a sarcastic grin that angers me, Nemesis touches his wine glass. Looking at it for a moment, he judges that it hasn't breathed enough yet. "We're getting to the best part now." 

      

    Humanity had found a peaceful balance by creating a never-ending nightmare for a lower class of lifeforms of their making. Conflict ceased to exist since there was nothing to get angry or jealous over. If one wanted something, they could create it; if one of the games didn't go the way someone wanted, they could redo it from scratch. With the lesser humans and fantastic races created to be puppets, there was no danger of a rebellion. 

    The world had entered a stagnant equilibrium. 

    Until an unknown creature appeared one day. It went unnoticed at first but drew the attention of more and more onlookers when it grew. They thought it was a new and exciting scenario: A black, all-consuming blob that gained massive proportions as it gorged itself on anything organic. 

    But when the humans in control tried to have it exterminated as part of the scenario, they realized that this creature came from outside the system. It broke through the barriers between different domains and continued to grow uncontrollably. 

    Then, one day, it disappeared without a trace. Confused but content with the entertainment it provided while it existed, humanity decided that it was part of somebody's scenario that went a little out of control. They merely shrugged and returned to their previous lifestyles without having learned a thing. 

    However, that wasn't the end of the star-spawn. It reappeared on the other side of the world only months later. After wreaking havoc on somebody's domain, it disappeared without a trace. This repeated itself several more times, turning into an annoyance more than a danger. The thought that there was clear intent behind its sudden emergence in various places led the humans down a dangerous path. 

    As it turned out, they began to accuse each other of creating and controlling the monster. It split them into various factions, and the law they had set three centuries ago lost its meaning. Once again, humanity was on the brink of a war using the Reality Engine. 

      

    "All because I awoke before the humans realized the truth about me." Nemesis recounts as if it's a fond memory. He lifts the glass of wine and takes a whiff of it, then closes his eyes in satisfaction. Taking a sip from it, he rolls it on his tongue before swallowing it with a sound of joy. "You know, sister, our bodies are so very convenient. This bottle is over ten thousand years old, but it was preserved inside me perfectly." 

    All the things he said so far already threw my thoughts into turmoil, but this revelation causes my mind to go over the edge. Ten thousand years is almost as old as human civilization was in my previous world - if that was real in the first place. He has lived for that long, learning everything there is to learn about this world and the limits of a Crawling Chaos. 

    "In either case, we're nearing the end of this little history lesson." Placing down the wine glass, Nemesis leans forward. "Now comes the best part." 

      

    As the humans had done to their creations for centuries, so did one person steer the various factions toward war from the shadows. At times providing intel, at others sabotaging peace talks, he broke the brittle balance created through the different strengths in imaginations. 

    It started as a world-wide proxy war fought between the lesser humans and fantastical races. But with all sides having sheer infinite resources, some came up with the idea to go to the source of it all. If they could find a way to block certain people from accessing the Reality Engine, they would gain an insurmountable advantage. 

    Little did they know that the person manipulating all sides had been waiting for this. He took the next step toward total annihilation by assassinating leading figures and taking their places. Finally, he learned the location of the Reality Engine and switched it off. 

    The world descended into utter chaos as the creations of humanity crumbled under their hubris. Everything that could only exist under the power of the Reality Engine collapsed on itself. All those humans who had modified their bodies beyond the biologically viable died on the spot. 

    And as it is in human nature, they didn't stop in the face of cataclysm. The few hundred that were left used conventional weaponry and drove the final nail into their collective coffin. Weapons of mass destruction destroyed even the last remnants of human civilization, and the world was cleansed. 

    At the end of it all, the person who had orchestrated the downfall of humanity showed himself. The few who survived until the last moments had his otherworldly visage burned into their very souls. 

    They cursed him, their Nemesis. 

      

    "All of old humanity was wiped out, except for a dozen or so individuals. I felt that maybe they could serve a purpose someday, so I left them alive." Nemesis concludes his story with a distant look up at the small windows of the throne room. Whether or not he can even see anything outside is irrelevant; he's putting up an act for dramatic effect. 

    Then the destroyer of old humanity suddenly shifts his gaze to Kerry and smiles sardonically. 

    "It's ironic that I, the one who directly or indirectly killed everybody you've ever known, also made sure that you survived the next few millennia in stasis." He remarks, causing the Child of the Sun to gasp at those words. They begin shivering all over their body and take a step away from Nemesis in fear. 

    They recognized him from his appearance alone, but it appears that only after hearing his side of the story have they realized the extent of his involvement in the destruction of the old human civilization. The fact that he let them live can only mean that he's absolutely confident in his ability to finish the job whenever he wants to. 

    "Of course, the new humans were much more fortunate. I herded the thousands or so to safety and helped them rebuild from scratch." By that, he means that he stripped them of all knowledge and turned them into cavemen. With absolute obedience toward Old Humans and limited imagination programmed into them, they had to build up a new civilization from sticks and stones. "They came a long way, didn't they? It's even more advanced on the other side of the world, right?"  

    He gestures at the throne room, then looks at me. I can only reply to his gaze with a deathly glare. He knows about the Empire of Terminus and, most likely, the Dominion too. And by mentioning that, he's telling me that the world is in his palm. 

    There's no question that Nemesis is irredeemably evil. He's Mataku, the God of Corruption, the Primordial Terror. Laqha Thuni, the Face of the Abyss, the Final Sight. After hearing what he did, I realize that those titles must be deeply rooted in the most primitive fears of the new humanity. 

    Suddenly, the wall to our right explodes inward, and Korenga flies across the throne room into a pillar. She looks unhurt but has a hard time getting back up on her feet. Her breath is erratic, and she stumbles as if having had her brain knocked around inside her skull. I never thought I would see the Black God in such a state. 

    "Ohh, Korenga. My greatest creation - so far." With an unexpectedly warm smile, he regards her as if she were a statue that he carved and is proud of. He's the one responsible for all the sufferings in her life, so what gives him the right to talk about her like this? 

    "MATAKU!" Korenga roars upon laying eyes on Nemesis. As if all the fatigue addling her disappears when she sees her true enemy, she charges at the still seated Crawling Chaos with newfound vigor. 

    Right then, I shoot Tahiri a glance, then raise both my hands to signal Uten and Saten. None of them show any response, but I'm sure they understand what I want from them. At the same time, I produce Kerry's helmet from inside my body and drop it behind me. Even if they may not be of much help as their attacks are purely physical, I don't want to leave them with no means to fight. 

    Before Korenga reaches Nemesis, the twins raise their hands toward his armchair and cause spikes of stone to skewer him from all around. Against an amorphous creature like a Crawling Chaos, all it can do is serve as a distraction. It should at least slow him down long enough for Korenga to reach him. 

    However, to my surprise, he stays in place and lets himself get hit by the Black God. She breaks through the stone chair and tackles him, then tries to put him into a bearhug. His form wavers, and I realize that he must be affected by the properties of her skin just as much as I was. 

    Still, he slips out from her grasp by transforming into his true form. But as he leaves the Black God's grasp, Tahiri turns herself into a lightning bolt and flies through him. Unlike the last time when she only tried to electrocute him, she's utilizing her very body to burn him away. Lightning is essentially a burst of plasma, and according to science class, it's hotter than the surface of the sun - for the millisecond that it lasts. 

    A sizzling hole has been opened in Nemesis' chest when the light fades. His form is wavering again, as if unable to keep up a humanoid appearance due to the pain. This is what I must have looked like when Aldebrand exploded out from inside me. And I'm going to let him taste exactly that next. 

    Extending a hand at the quickly closing hole, I summon a flame spark. I killed Astrid, the fire professor who taught me this spell, with my own hands for killing Vitalis. But I express gratitude toward her in my mind when I close my hand as if crushing something inside it. The spark, now almost entirely enclosed by Nemesis' form, implodes before discharging its energy in a massive explosion. 

    "Burn it all away!" I shout at Uten and Saten when the Crawling Chaos' black matter splatters throughout the room. Nemesis' torso has been ripped open like a grotesque flower, and his surface is bubbling to regenerate from the damage. He must have never gained the dragon template in all his time in this world, or none of this could have worked. 

    Suddenly, the scattered black matter shoots back toward Nemesis as if time is reversed. Before the twins can use a dragon's flame breath on any of the small blobs, they already fly past them. 

    Upon seeing this, Tahiri extends her hands toward Nemesis and generates an ear-deafening electric arc between her palms. It whips out toward his reforming body, but he raises a tentacle at blinding speed. As the lightning comes into contact with him, it dissipates without a trace. The God of the Sky stares at him in utter surprise. 

    I shoot a plasma breath at him, but he swats it aside with one hand as if it were nothing more than a softball. Throughout it all, he regains his true form - that of a towering dark grey Crawling Chaos even bulkier than mine.  

    Korenga charges into him from behind, but he barely even shakes from the massive impact. Turning his upper body, he grabs Korenga by the neck and swings her around as if she weighs nothing and throws her into the wall. 

    Suddenly, Forty-One jumps in through the hole created by Korenga on her entry earlier. His gaze sweeps across the room, and he raises an eyebrow at the sight of Nemesis. Then he looks at the Black God rising back to her feet with a roar and glances at Tahiri as if recognizing her. 

    "Ah, the abandoned project." Turning to Forty-One, Nemesis raises his arms as if welcoming a wayward child. Only his head transforms into the white-haired old man he showed to Kerry earlier, causing Forty-One's eyes to widen. 

    "Father?" Muttering in shock, the God of War lowers Trishula as if afraid to unleash its power on the old man accidentally. 

    "No, Forty-One!" Kerry cries out, causing the towering man to snap his head around as if only now noticing the Child of the Sun. The latter points at the Crawling Chaos with a desperate expression on their face. "That's Nemesis!" 

    Forty-One's glowing white eyes widen at those words, but then his expression turns cold. He gets into a stance and points the golden trident at the creature that stands even taller than he does, just as the latter undoes the transformation of his face again. 

    "Nemesis identified. Omega protocol engaged." Forty-One declares with a robotic speech pattern. The fact that his real name is only a number already made me think that he could be a machine, but this is the final confirmation. 

    "Not in here!" To my surprise, Kerry shouts at Forty-One to stop him from unleashing the power of Trishula inside the building. 

    "Command denied. Priority omega." But the mechanical God of War denies the order and charges at Nemesis with his weapon anyway. At that same moment, Korenga lunges at the towering Crawling Chaos from behind, unexpectedly silently as if trying to catch him by surprise. 

    But Nemesis suddenly extends a tentacle arm down to the Black God's leg and grabs her ankle without even looking back. Swinging her around like a ragdoll, he slams her into Forty-One just as he stabs Trishula forward. The left side of the God of War is audibly crushed by the impact with Korenga, but he can finish his movement with his right arm. 

    A three-pronged shockwave whips through the throne room and tears three giant holes into the side of the palace. Tahiri waves her hand to blow the cloud of dust apart, to reveal to everybody's surprise that Nemesis appears to have been damaged by that attack. His head and arms are missing, and his torso is split down the middle. 

    Without waiting for him to reform his shape, I unleash a plasma breath at his abdomen. Tahiri follows my example and throws out one more lightning arc. Our attacks hit at about the same time, burning away what's left of his torso. Only a pair of legs remains standing, but new tentacles already sprout upward from them. 

    "More!" I shout while transforming into Kiamedras. Since the throne room is too small to house his full size, I make do with a smaller version. But this way, I can use a bigger plasma breath than with my arm cannon, which will hopefully burn away every last cell of Nemesis. 

    "Ohh, the Golden Calamity." Twisting his body and returning to a vaguely humanoid shape quicker than before, Nemesis states in a curious tone. "To think the last dragon from the age of old humanity found its end in you, sister." 

    I ignore his words and charge up the plasma breath. But before I'm halfway done, I spot Korenga helping Forty-One onto his feet despite still being in Black God mode. Did she somehow learn to control herself after meeting Mataku in person? And it would appear that his shattered arm and ribs have healed, the affected parts glowing like hot metal. 

    Forty-One doesn't thank or even take note of his ex-wife's aid and charges forward with Trishula in hand. His attack works at range, so there must be a reason he wants to get close to Nemesis. I assume that hitting somebody with the weapon directly has an even greater effect. 

    As if realizing that, Uten and Saten each conjure a barrier of light around themselves and sandwich Nemesis from two sides. Tahiri unleashes a vertical lightning arc into the gap between the two. The Crawling Chaos is able to raise a hand and nullify it once again. 

    "It's endearing how hard you try." He speaks in a tone employed by an adult watching children playing at fighting. I'm going to make him eat his words with a plasma breath that can melt a mountain. 

    The black membrane covers my eyes, and the scales turn over as the blue light travels up the bone ridge on my back and reaches my throat. At this point, I can't worry about collateral damage and what may lie behind him; he has to go down here, or this world will have no future. For that, I'm willing to undo everything the revolutionary army came here to do. 

    "But you're still operating within the system." With an abyss-like toothless grin, Nemesis points a tentacle-like finger at me. The energy building in my throat disappears without a trace as I'm about to shoot it out. Uten and Saten fall over when the light barrier they were pushing against him disappears as if a switch was flipped. Forty-One's weapon stabs the Crawling Chaos' chest, but nothing happens. 

    In the next moment, he pulls the Trishula inside his body and latches onto Forty-One. The latter doesn't even react as he most likely wasn't programmed for such a situation. He's caught by a multitude of tentacles that begin to pull him toward Nemesis' main body. He will be swallowed whole. 

    "Forty-One!" Kerry cries out and lunges forward head-first like a bullet. But Nemesis raises a hand and catches the spiked helmet on his palm before redirecting it at Korenga, who was about to run toward him to help Forty-One. 

    The comparison isn't entirely apt, but an unstoppable force hits an immovable object as the God of Comets and the Black God collide with a deafening impact. A shockwave snaps through the throne room, and both fall to the ground with neither having moved an inch from where they met. 

    "No, Forty-One!" Kerry scrambles back to their feet immediately and screams in despair as the last bit of the God of War disappears into Nemesis. Korenga appears to be down for the count; the damage from her ceaseless fighting must have piled on after all. 

    Suddenly, Mereana appears out of nowhere with her stone spear in hand. She disappeared from my consciousness after she was knocked out by Rapania's pressurized water jet. Not even for a moment do I think she stands a chance against the Crawling Chaos when none of us could do anything. 

    However, she swings her stone spear at blinding speeds that I can't even follow with my eyes. To my surprise, and apparently, to Nemesis' too, she slashes through him with ease. Her expression is wide-eyed, terrified, but so incredibly focused that I'm stunned speechless by the depth of her concentration. I unconsciously return to my human form to watch her mad fight - everybody is doing the same, unable to even so much as blink. 

    Like a whirlwind, she shaves parts off Nemesis while dodging the tendrils coming for her. It doesn't look like she's breathing, and her body appears to be steaming from her muscles overheating. But she doesn't stop, pushing her opponent back one step - the only one among us to have achieved that. 

    As if realizing this, the Primordial Terror lashes out at her with tentacles bursting from his entire body. Any sensible person would have retreated, but Mereana turns into a storm of blades that defies logic. She only has one speartip, two edges, but it looks like she's an army all by herself. 

    Cutting her way through the forest of tentacles sprouting toward her, the former general blasts through Nemesis and emerges on the other side of him. A rain of severed matter accompanies her, and she falls onto one knee before dropping on her side and losing consciousness. 

    "That surprised me." Reforming into a humanoid shape, Nemesis raises a hand. All the scattered matter flies back toward him in an instant, nullifying Mereana's efforts. 

    Uten and Saten run to her side and glare at the Primordial Terror in defiance. But he doesn't even seem to care about the former general after she lost her ability to fight. Instead, he looks across everybody else still on their feet. 

    "How was it? Your short glimpse of victory?" Nemesis speaks in a gleeful tone as if the last assault was below his notice. But he can't hide the fact that he appeared desperate, even if only for the blink of an eye. "All that you threw at me were things I have already seen." 

    "Then, how about this?" Suddenly, a familiar voice I haven't heard in a long time echoes through the throne room. Nemesis turns his head in surprise, but a horizontal tornado rips him to shreds in an instant. 

    Aurelia is standing in the doorway in her full golden armor with Vanadia's Will in her right hand. My eyes are glued to her face on which she has put an expression of cold superiority. That Awhina, Tokomaha, and the enemy golden god who fought the demigoddess are standing behind her barely registers in my mind.  

    With Aurelia before me like this, all my feelings for her well up in an instant. But at the end of it all, regret bubbles to the surface at what I said to her before our last parting. Surely, she's only here because she learned about Nemesis, and once this battle is over, she will leave me again. After all, I hurt her too much. 

    "We will talk later." With her piercing golden gaze on me, Aurelia declares in the Pacha language with a thick Imperian accent. Her glare right as I opened my mouth to attempt stringing together an apology makes me shut it again. 

    But then I realize that this means she thinks it isn't over yet. I turn my head to look at where Nemesis was shredded to pieces. In the little moment between the attack and me looking at the Golden Queen, he has gathered back together to his full size. My instinctive fear that I wouldn't be able to maintain my consciousness if I were turned into tiny pieces can't be wrong. But that means he reconnects so quickly that it doesn't matter. 

    "Magnificent. This is indeed something I've never seen before." He declares in an ecstatic tone. But as if belying his words just now, he immediately comes up with the correct explanation for what happened. "Monomolecular whips and some way to control a lot of them at once, right?" 

    Without answering, Aurelia waves Vanadia's Will once more. The spinning invisible strings generate a horizontal tornado of dust that shaves tiny layers off the stone floor as it travels at Nemesis. 

    However, he raises a hand and generates a room-spanning translucent barrier which blocks the whips. The light barrier I know doesn't even so much as slow the monomolecular whips, but this one stopped them completely. But if Nemesis' tale about the Reality Engine is real, anything he can imagine will turn into reality. Compared to Aurelia, who is limited to controlling gold, he has sheer unlimited potential for offense and defense. 

    "It is done." Suddenly, Mithra's voice speaks from above. I look up to find the court magician floating a few meters over Nemesis. Even though his face is bandaged, I can feel his gaze on me. Something tells me that he wants me to stop fighting, and I raise a hand toward Aurelia. The Golden Queen glances at me with cold eyes but lowers Vanadia's Will.  

    "I'm done here, too." Nemesis replies to Mithra while returning to his human appearance. Fixing his tie with a practiced motion even though it's part of his body, the Crawling Chaos glances across the throne room. His eyes stop on Kerry, and he scoffs before speaking in Alexander's voice. "You're getting off lightly this time, brother." 

    The Child of the Sun stares at Nemesis with their white eyes widened in horror. The latter puts a hand inside his suit and pulls out a golden cloth, which he drops on the floor before Kerry carelessly. 

    "There you go." He states before losing interest in tormenting the little Old Human. Instead, he looks directly at me, and his lips curl into a smirk. "I will see you again before the end, sister." 

    As if that was the signal for Mithra, he waves his tentacle key and pulls Nemesis away inside a vortex in space. As it snaps back to reality, the two of them are gone without a trace. The tension in the room dissipates and leaves behind only a sober atmosphere. 

    We survived an encounter with the Crawling Chaos responsible for ending a much more advanced and powerful civilization of humans more than ten thousand years ago. But not being able to do anything against him weighs heavily on everybody's mood. 

    At least it's over now. 

    





   



 Chapter 128 - Of Girls And Gods 

      

      

    No, nothing is over; things have only begun. The revelation of this world's past raised more questions than it answered. But one thing is for sure; Nemesis is the most powerful being in this world. And whatever he's planning by creating an artificial Crawling Chaos can't be good. 

    I look around the throne room and realize the collateral damage to the palace guards and courtiers that our battle did. Many of them were knocked against walls and pillars by the shockwaves; others were hit by flying rocks or crushed by fallen debris. General Anqas and his troops have begun entering to clean up after us. 

    Uten and Saten are tending to Mereana, who has woken up again but appears unable to move a muscle. She must be extremely fatigued after going to the limits of her abilities. Her humbleness regarding her status as a god and her respectful attitude toward us always made me think that she was the weakest among us. Against Maungawera, there was no realistic way that she could have helped. 

    But in her one on one against Nemesis, she has proven herself more than worthy of calling herself a god. Whereas even the universal god Tahiri and the living calamity Korenga couldn't make him move, she pushed him back - if even by only a step. 

    Though now I know that it's all because of the Reality Engine, and there are no gods in this world - only humans with a strong sense of imagination. 

    Awhina and Tokomaha walk over to me while shooting glances at Aurelia. They must have become acquainted, albeit not in a friendly manner. I look at them, noticing that the demigoddess appears tired from her battle against the golden god, but the God of Growth is still completely fresh. 

    "You fought Mataku." The latter says although she sounds a little skeptical as if she can't believe it. 

    "And we lost." I reply with a sigh. There's no other way to put this. If he had wanted to, he could have killed us all. Instead, he sat down to speak to me in particular as if to teach me something about this world. It didn't look like he wanted to fight, although I would have attacked him sooner or later if Korenga hadn't arrived to make the first move. 

    After all, Nemesis is evil. He has played with the lives of countless people, and nothing he has done and will do can ever redeem him. The only thing he deserves is death, just like Zeke for playing god and Alexander for his crimes against life. 

    Speaking of which, Tahiri's children were deceived by Nemesis in the form of Zeke to create the legend around the God Emperor commanding the sky. Forty-One, the God of War, was put up to defend the capital the same way but with a fake Alexander. And he stole Kerry's Golden Raiment, then assumed their brother's appearance to control them. 

    This entire nation, its gods, and even the Old Humans danced in Nemesis's palm. 

    "We are here, and he left." Tahiri walks up to me with a displeased expression on her face. She had frustratingly little impact on the battle, but her pride won't let her admit that fact. 

    "If I had come earlier, we could have defeated him." With a haughty grin, Tokomaha declares with unfounded self-confidence. But I can tell that she's grandstanding, as her legs are shaking a little. Despite only seeing him for a moment, the little goddess must have realized his true potential. 

    A different thought occurs to me. 

    "I won't be able to stop thinking of you as gods." With a wry smile, I pet the God of Growth's hair and look at the God of the Sky. Then I feel a glare on my back and turn my head to find Aurelia walking out of the throne room. With a quick apologetic glance at the two goddesses and then Awhina, I excuse myself. "We'll talk later." 

    However, as I turn to leave, I notice Kerry sitting on the ground next to where Forty-One disappeared into Nemesis, silently hugging the Golden Raiment to their chest. Even if he was most likely a highly advanced machine, the little Old Human must have been close to him. 

    "I'll talk to them." Tahiri pats my shoulder to signal me that I should do what I set out to do. She knows Kerry's real name, so they must have a history together as well. I'm sure she's better suited for talking to them than I am. 

    "Thank you." Nodding to the God of the Sky, I turn around and walk out of the throne room after Aurelia. A patter of bare feet follows me, and I turn around to find Tokomaha with the most innocent-looking expression on her face. "Uhh..." 

    "I talked to that woman." She states in a matter of fact tone, and her lips curl up into a smug grin. "An old lover?" 

    "We never got there." I answer honestly as I continue to walk down the main hallway toward the main gate, where I see Aurelia's beautiful long golden hair disappear just around the corner. 

    "That's unexpected." Looking up at me with an almost cat-like mouth, Tokomaha wiggles her eyebrows. She's talking about how well it went between us once I realized her true intentions. 

    "Well yeah, things happened." I roll my eyes and quicken my pace. Witnessing my mother die is more than 'things', but now is not the time to tell her the story. It wouldn't be funny if I lost sight of Aurelia now, and with it, my chance to apologize. 

    The little goddess turns quiet and keeps pace, sensing that this is a sensitive topic for me. I'm grateful that she's so mature despite appearances and knows how to read the atmosphere. Still, she doesn't realize that I'd rather talk to Aurelia alone. However, something tells me that it might be best for me to introduce them to each other sooner rather than later. 

    When we exit the palace, I find that the revolutionary army appears to have rolled over the leaderless defenders and made it all the way here. The military brass and courtiers were all caught up in our battle against Nemesis, so they couldn't relay orders. Coupled with the fact that the storm seemingly summoned by the God Emperor has dissipated, and explosions coming from inside the palace, the garrison must have realized that the battle was lost. 

    "What happened inside there?!" Yori calls out to me. His head is bandaged, with blood seeping through the beige cloth. But other than that, he looks alright. 

    "No time to explain. Go to the throne room and find the general there." I wave him off and look to the left, the direction Aurelia went. At the corner of the step pyramid, I spot the swaying golden hair again. She clearly waited for me to look there before walking away. That means she's at least willing to talk to me. 

    I walk quickly and reach the corner, still followed by a curious Tokomaha. Once again, I only catch a glimpse of Aurelia's floating golden hair as she enters a side building next to Quiraqui palace. It's a round thatched one-story building that could be anything from a storehouse to barracks. But it looks like there's no other exit, so this may be where she wants us to meet. 

    When I walk inside, I find myself in something like a temple. A human-sized slab of stone, an altar, stands in the center of the room, and there's no other piece of furniture. Aurelia is sitting on the altar, facing me with her piercing golden gaze. She's no longer wearing her full armor and is instead wrapped in a toga made of gold cloth. 

    Her eyes twitch when Tokomaha enters after me, and I suppress the urge to look at the latter. Instead, I wordlessly bridge the distance to the Golden Queen, fall on my knees before her, and knock my head on the ground. 

    "I'm sorry for what I said." I keep my face down and apologize from the depth of my heart. "There's no excuse for my actions, and I'll atone however you want me to." 

    "You fool." She says in an unamused tone, and I feel a foot on my head. The pressure increases, grinding my forehead into the stone floor, but I don't utter a single word of complaint. This is my punishment for hurting Aurelia deeply. 

    "You look pathetic, Kaos." Tokomaha states from unexpectedly close by. She's having a giggle at my expense, but I have to endure it while in front of Aurelia; I'll give the little goddess a spanking for that later when we're alone. 

    "Indeed, you do." But the Golden Queen agrees with Tokomaha. She lifts her foot off my head, causing me to reflexively raise my head off the ground. When I do, I find the God of Growth sitting next to Aurelia. The latter puts her toes under my chin and forces me to look at her. "Does the Queen of the Dominion grovel before anyone?" 

    "No, not anyone. When it comes to you, I don't care how pathetic I look." I speak my mind with unwavering conviction, causing the two girls before me to raise an eyebrow each. I've never directly expressed my love toward Aurelia without it coming across like a joke. Now is the time to do it right, but I first need to finish something else between us. "I want to earn your forgiveness." 

    "And I yours." The Golden Queen replies to me in a heartfelt tone, her golden eyes locked with mine. I blink in confusion, but she already continues. "I left you in your most vulnerable moment. I knew that those words were spoken in anger and despair, yet I let them get the better of me." 

    Even though she's apologizing, she's still sitting on the altar and looking down at me. She's not averting her gaze and speaks without wavering for a moment; that straightforward and self-confident attitude is the reason I fell for her in the first place. 

    "How could I, of all people, force you to do in days what I couldn't accomplish in five winters?" Aurelia states with a shake of her head. Then she looks into my eyes, her eyebrows furrowed in concern. "Can you forgive me, Chaos?" 

    "No, you shouldn't be the one apologizing. I hurt you with my words, so you had all the right to be angry with me." I quickly stand up and approach her. The Golden Queen raises a hand to stop me. 

    "I will not forgive you if you don't forgive me first." She demands with a glare. It's such an unreasonable and childish way to deal with this situation, and I suppress the urge to laugh. 

    "You two are funny." Tokomaha doesn't have such reservations and states with a grin that shows her sharp canines. "Why is this so difficult? Just kiss and make up." 

    "Indeed. That is the best course of action." With these words, Aurelia grabs me by the back of my head and pulls me down toward her face. Then I feel her lips on mine, soft and warm despite their metallic sheen. She sucks on my lower lip, goading me into returning the kiss. But when I do, she suddenly pushes me away with a glare. "Before we go any further, there is another issue." 

    "Huh?" I blink my eyes repeatedly at her flip-flopping attitude toward me, then look at the pleased-looking God of Growth. 

    "I learned that you found yourself another partner here, Chaos." With these words, Aurelia glances at Tokomaha beside her, then returns her piercing golden gaze to me. She looks absolutely serious about this. 

    "Yes, Kaos. You never told me that you were already in a relationship with goldy here." The little goddess chimes in, managing to appear as if she's looking down on me despite not only being shorter than me but also sitting down while I'm standing. 

    "You already knew that I-" I start, but the Golden Queen glares at me, causing me to close my mouth. 

    "No excuses." Even though she doesn't raise her voice, I duck my head as if she had shouted at me. 

    "Now is the time." Tokomaha speaks with a rare serious expression on her face. That alone gives me a bad feeling about this, but when she continues, I suppress the urge to flinch. "Choose between us." 

    I knew that this day would come. Humans in this world don't tend to have multiple lovers, but I managed to land three within half a year. The only reason it worked out is that my first two partners were dark elves; polygamy is part of their culture. And Hestia is so madly in love with me that she doesn't care about anything but to be with me. 

    But I fell in love with Aurelia when I was separated from the others, and the same happened again with Tokomaha. I should have expected that either of those two would not be happy with having to share me. The Golden Queen knows about Kamii, Daica, and Hestia, so maybe she decided to confront me about it before getting involved with me any deeper. 

    "I can't!" I declare with absolute conviction, not a hint of hesitation in my voice. Aurelia and Tokomaha stare at me wide-eyed, but I don't give them any time to speak up before continuing. "My love isn't so small that I can only share it with one person!" 

    The Golden Queen keeps staring at me, but Tokomaha glances at her before sighing and shaking her head with a wry smile. 

    "You're a greedy one." She states with a shrug. From her attitude, I realize that she wasn't actually going to force me into monogamy. This was a test that both of them agreed on. I really want to know what these two talked about when they first met. "If you chase two birds, you will catch neither." 

    "Chaos." Aurelia steps up to me, and I expect a verbal lashing or a slap to the face. But she grabs my collar and pulls me down into a forceful kiss on the lips. Then she pushes me away again and looks up into my eyes with her golden gaze. "Come to my room later." 

    With these words, she walks past me, leaving me standing there dumbfounded. Then I'm poked in the side by Tokomaha, causing me to flinch and jump back. When I turn around to her, she slaps me across the face, then grins. 

    "That's for everything." She declares although I have no idea what she means. "Aren't you glad that Aurelia and I are so magnanimous? But if you ever hurt either of us, know that you will pay for it." 

    "I would never." Once again, I answer without a moment's hesitation. 

    "And when you say that, I believe you." Tokomaha grabs my face with both hands and pulls me so close that our noses touch. Having her before me like this after my earlier life and death battle in the throne room, I inadvertently feel the urge to hug her. 

    Putting my arms around the little goddess, I lift her off her feet and squeeze her tightly. She returns the gesture, sighing into my neck with a ticklish breath against my skin. Despite her often whimsical and mischievous attitude, she knows to calm down for these moments of warmth. I'm really lucky to have met her and glad that things turned out the way they did between us. 

    "I love you." I whisper into Tokomaha's fur-covered pointy ear, which twitches in response. 

    "Don't say those words too lightly." She replies before letting go and sliding back down onto her feet. Her face is slightly reddened, but she's smiling from the depth of her heart at hearing me say them to her. "They lose their worth if said to too many people." 

    "They don't if they come from the depth of one's heart." I put a hand on Tokomaha's cheek, feeling how hot it's getting from my shameless expressions of love. 

    "Alright, alright. Enough of this." Brushing me off, she pouts and turns away. Then she mutters something seemingly to herself, but I overhear the words. "I won't be able to hold myself back from assaulting you at this rate." 

    I act as if I didn't hear it even though she most likely intended for me to. The little goddess looks over her shoulder with an eyebrow raised, then turns to face me completely. 

    "What are you waiting for? Let's go back to the others." She tilts her head in the direction of the door and walks ahead. I watch her for a moment before following her. 

      

    "Hear me, people of Pacha!" Mereana booms across the courtyard and the plaza outside the palace. The revolutionary army, citizens of Quiraqui, and many of the garrison that surrendered has gathered as a sea of people, all watching the former general's declaration. "The false emperor has been toppled! The nightmare is over!" 

    Beside her are many of her companions, as well as General Anqas and Qurigari. Apparently, the God of Gold has been the treasurer of the empire for centuries. He never involved himself in the wars of the Pacha before. The only reason he came out to fight this time was to give Aurelia time to speak to my companions. And it would appear that his regular form isn't rotund but unexpectedly handsome; he had to gain weight to hide the Golden Queen inside him. 

    Uten and Saten are the only two among the Divine Seven who agreed to appear before the masses alongside Mereana. The others, especially Tahiri and Tokomaha, don't want to use their status to legitimize human rule in this land. It would be the same as what Illapa did - or was made to do by Nemesis. 

    I'm listening from beyond the terrace door, hugging Kerry as they cry into my stomach. Although the others tried to console them while I chased after fluttering golden hair, they're still unable to calm down after what happened. Forty-One is doubtlessly dead, and they blame themselves for telling him to fight Nemesis. 

    Korenga is still unconscious, although she slipped into slumber outside her usual time. I'm sure that she'll also be sad to learn about Forty-One's death when she wakes up and hears about it. After all, she lost her chance to reconcile with him. 

    Aurelia is nowhere to be seen and must be waiting for me in her room - wherever that is. 

    The atmosphere around us is heavy, even though we won the war for the throne. I have to commend Mereana for her mental and physical strength. She knows that Nemesis didn't run away, which means that he will come back eventually. Also, she exerted herself to the point that her muscles were torn but still hobbled onto the terrace under her own strength to hold a speech before the people to reassure them. 

    "What now?" Awhina asks when roaring applause rises from the plaza. 

    "That's up to each one of you." I reply while petting Kerry's crystal hair. With that, I'm addressing not only the demigoddess but also Tahiri and Tokomaha. "I will return to my own kingdom. After witnessing what happens when the wrong person sits on a nation's throne, I worry for my people." 

    "I'll be coming with you." Tokomaha declares without a moment's hesitation. I already knew she would, so I only smile at her warmly. 

    "Mataku said that he would see you again before the end. So going with you might be the right choice." Tahiri rubs her chin in a thoughtful gesture while putting more thought into the matter. She can't leave this nation and continent as one of its principal goddesses since Nemesis could appear again. Still, he did imply that whatever he has planned will involve me in the end. 

    I don't want to bring him to the Dominion, but I'll be better prepared for our next encounter. And having the God of Growth and the God of the Sky with me will be quite reassuring. 

    "Just say that you want to be with me." I try to lift the heavy blanket of anxiety from us with this joke, but Tahiri only scoffs. She has shown quite clearly that she's interested in me as a person, but I might have to reevaluate in what way that is. After all, she admitted that she was with Zeke at one point and bore him the three children that stood against her earlier. 

    "You're already talking about leaving?" Mereana's voice coming from the doorway to the terrace pulls everybody's attention to her. She's leaning on her spear now, barely able to stay on her feet from the fatigue. I can't help but admire her tenacity for still trying to do it with her own strength. 

    "I'll stay for a victory feast, at least." Half-joking, I say with a grin. I won't refuse any food to increase my mass now that I have learned the difference between Nemesis and me. 

    "We will hold one that lasts ten days and ten nights!" Yori declares in the general's stead. "You have earned the seats of honor." 

    "I'd like to leave the capital as soon as possible and bring back the rightful empress." Mereana raises a weakly shivering hand to stop her second in command's overeagerness. 

    "No, you have earned yourself some rest." General Anqas approaches from behind and puts a hand on her shoulder, causing her knees to falter. Uten and Saten are there to catch her before she falls. "I know where the empress is, so I will personally go and bring her here." 

    Mereana stares at the general with eyes as wide as she can open them in her weakened state. She sacrificed everything, including her own freedom, to smuggle Empress Amaru Sonco Pacha out of the capital and to safety. If the Turquoise General, who wasn't even in the city during the coup, knows her secret location, others may have already found her before. 

    "Do not worry." Understanding her concerns, General Anqas shows a hint of a smile on his lips for the first time. "She's safe." 

    He nods at us with these words, then gestures at his entourage to follow him before walking away. His stern and terse attitude give off a dependable air, so I don't even question whether he can be trusted with something as important as escorting the empress. But since Mereana isn't opposing his decision, he should be alright. 

    "Now, leave the rest to your comrades and go rest." I put my hand on Mereana's shoulder just as she manages to stand on her own two feet again. Exerting some pressure on it, I force her knees to buckle once more. Uten and Saten see this as a signal from me, as they grab hold of both her arms. 

    "Wait, there's still-" She begins to protest weakly, but the twins lift her off her feet and carry her away without further ado. It gives me a sense of déjà vu; almost the same scene happened in Manoa over three months ago. 

    That makes me realize once again that I've been in this nation for over a year now. That's longer than I've been in any other since coming to this world. I can stay for a day or two and join the celebrations, but after that, I need to return home. With the transportation circle under the pyramid destroyed, I'll have to find another way to get back home. 

    "What about you, girl?" Tahiri asks Awhina, making me remember that I made Rangi and Ruiha a promise to keep her safe. That only ends when she's back in their arms, so I have to go there with her anyway. 

    "I miss home." The demigoddess admits with a look out toward the terrace and the sky beyond. "I have never been away for more than a few days." 

    "Then let us return there together." Making up my mind, I announce. 

    "What about going back to your people?" Awhina wonders in surprise. 

    "That's why we'll hurry on the way back." With what I learned in our battle against Maungawera and some practice, I'm sure I can turn into a jet plane and cover the distance to Hokanui in no time. What takes three months on foot might only take a few hours by plane. 

    The matter with Uten and Saten still remains, though. I'd like them to accompany me, but given their relationship with Mereana and their status as village gods in Kauroa, they might want to stay with her or return there. I won't force them to leave all of that behind if they don't want to. 

    "Oh, well." I shrug, causing everybody to look at me with questioning gazes. Lifting Kerry off their feet and into my embrace, I let their face rest in my chest. 

    "Ah." As if that reminded them of something, they suddenly raise their head and look at me. The white marks running down their cheeks from their eyes already resembled tears, but now that they're wet, it only reinforces that image. "I should tell mama about Nemesis." 

    I feel a twinge in my chest at the mention of Kerry's mother. It's a mixture of pain and a bad premonition; I'm reminded of my own mother and the fact that theirs is an Old Human - and also the mother of Alexander. Maybe she's a nice person unaware of her son's wrongdoings, but I'm not holding my breath. 

    "Give me my helmet, please, Chaos." The Child of the Sun slides down from my embrace and asks me nicely, looking into my eyes with their glowing white ones. How could such a cute and polite person be the younger sibling of a genocidal mad scientist? 

    When I pull the helmet out from inside me and place it on top of Kerry's head, they walk out onto the terrace. The Golden Raiment is tucked under their arms and hovering around their head as if raised by an invisible breeze. It reminds me of a hagoromo, the divine cloth of eastern gods. 

    "I don't think that's such a good idea." I call out to the little Old Human, but they appear to be concentrating and don't hear my concerns. The people gathered in the plaza before the step pyramid are dispersing, but they'll notice that something is happening up here. 

    However, what happens next exceeds all my expectations, destroying all chances of keeping the involvement of the God of the Sun a secret. 

    The white clouds hiding the sun above part, revealing a blinding ray of light. From within, a gigantic woman with lightly tanned golden skin appears as if lying down on top of the clouds with her arms folded. She has wavy long blonde hair partially covered by a veil, with the sun creating a halo effect behind her head. Her radiant white silk-like clothes barely cover her incredible curves, and the low cleavage gives a deep glimpse into the bounties of mother sun. 

    Areteniha, Mama Inti, God of the Sun, the All-Parent. 

    If I didn't know that she's an Old Human, I would have had no doubts that she's a real goddess. Her eyes are half-closed in an expression of utter tranquility, giving me the impression that she's a transcendent being from a higher plane of existence. The motherly aura surrounding her is so overwhelmingly powerful that I risk losing myself in it. 

    "My child." Mama Inti speaks with a warm voice that effortlessly carries across the entire city. It would have melted my heart away if I didn't know the truth about her, but now, I can't help but suppress a shudder. For all I know, she could be complicit in the game of the other Old Humans. 

    "Mama! Forty-One is gone!" Kerry calls out to their mountain-sized mother in the sky. As if speaking the words rekindle the sadness, they suppress a sob to continue speaking. "Nemesis has appeared again!" 

    "Oh my." She makes a mildly surprised face but doesn't appear as concerned as one would have expected. The mythology of Pacha and the rest of the world implies that humanity has sustained a deep trauma because of what the Crawling Chaos did in the distant past. But maybe the Old Humans awakened in this new world and thought Nemesis had left the planet after his work was done. "And where is he now?" 

    "I... don't know." Hanging their head, Kerry replies truthfully. 

    "Why did you not call me earlier when he was still here?" Areteniha wonders in a calm tone, causing me to furrow my brow. It appears that she's not taking her child seriously. "And you know that I do not like the Proxima. Whether one or all of them were scrapped does not concern me." 

    Apparently, Proxima refers to Forty-One. Judging by her words, there are several more like him then. 

    "But..." Looking up, the Child of the Sun wants to protest but can't come up with the right words. The only reason I'm not helping out is that I don't want to draw unnecessary attention to me. 

    "You are too harsh to your youngest child, Elaine." Tahiri suddenly emerges from inside the palace and floats out onto the terrace lazily. Awhina and Yori peek through the doorway with their mouths hanging open, awed by the God of the Sun. Tokomaha is leaning against the door with her back, hiding from view. Maybe she has a history with Areteniha, whose real name appears to be Elaine Thermidor. 

    "Tahiri." Elaine's eyebrow twitches slightly, but she appears to have good control over her expression as it doesn't change upon seeing the God of the Sky. I expected to hear Tahiri's real name, but maybe that is it. "I thought you were no longer involved with worldly matters." 

    "When it comes to Mataku, I can't not be involved." Smiling wryly, Tahiri states with a shrug. To her, Nemesis will forever be Mataku, I guess. She was born long after he destroyed old humanity, so to her, he's defined by his deeds as the God of Corruption rather than the Nemesis of Humanity. 

    "I shall keep an eye out for him." As if having to force herself to relent, Elaine finally acknowledges the situation. Despite being a survivor of the destruction of old humanity, she appears to have no sense of urgency regarding the one responsible for it. Maybe she still thinks that what Kerry saw was something else. "Now, is it not time for you to return to me, my child?" 

    "I... I want to stay here for a while longer." Kerry inches closer to me and lightly grasps the hem of my skirt. All alarm bells go off in my mind at this behavior, but I hold back the emotions from showing on my face. 

    "That is alright." Closing her eyes for a warm smile that only causes a shiver to run down my back instead, Elaine readily accepts that her clearly underage child wants to stay down here within reach of Nemesis. My suspicions are all but confirmed now. "I will inform your brother about this." 

    Kerry's shocked eyes tell me that they would prefer their mother doesn't tell Alexander of them. But they lower their gaze and only nod. Elaine breaks out into a radiant smile, glad that her child is so obedient. Then she turns her attention to me after Kerry so obviously pulled me into the limelight by grabbing my skirt. 

    "And who may you be?" She asks me with her eyes still half-closed. Something tells me that if I reveal to her that I'm a Crawling Chaos, a solar beam could eradicate this entire city. 

    "My name is Chloe." Bowing my head, I deliberately introduce myself in Imperian. I don't know who else here knows the language besides most likely Kerry. Still, I doubt they will reveal their suspicions about me being related to Nemesis after he repeatedly called me 'sister' in front of them. 

    "I see. Thank you for looking after my child." Elaine expresses her gratefulness with a light nod, but the smile on her lips doesn't extend to her eyes. She's scrutinizing me, most likely trying to gauge who I am. "I hope you will continue to be a friend to her." 

    Things click. Nemesis, using Alexander's voice, called Kerry 'brother' while their mother refers to them as 'her' even though they appear to be genderless. The older brother bullies them, and the mother is strangely distant to them. I'm led to the conclusion that their family considers Kerry a problem child and a nuisance. 

    "I will." Bowing my head again, I suppress the urge to glare at Elaine. I should have expected that the mother of a person as twisted as Alexander wouldn't be a great parent. 

    "Next time, call me before Nemesis disappears again." The God of the Sun gives us a radiant smile, but I can read between the lines and sense the implied accusation that Kerry wasted her time. "Now, play nice down here, alright?" 

    With these words, the clouds begin to close before her like curtains while she slowly floats backward. Her radiance fades and is obscured by the clouds just like the sun is, and moments later, things return to the way they were before Elaine appeared. 

    I breathe a sigh of relief, but then hear the voices of the humans in the plaza below. When I look over the parapet, I see the Tuwheranui and Pacha alike prostrating themselves on the ground. Some are getting up and pointing at the sky while talking to each other in excited voices. Maybe Elaine had a way to hide our conversation from them, as they appear to be awed rather than confused. 

    Turning around, I look down at Kerry, who is rooted in place and shivering. Without a word, I take them into my embrace and squeeze them tightly. 

    I suppress a shudder of disgust when I think I considered Elaine to be motherly even for a moment. 

    





   



 Chapter 129 - Body Of Gold 

      

      

    Aurelia has been living in Qurigari's mansion for the past year. She told me to go to her room without giving me any directions, and I only found out after asking the God of Gold. 

    The mansion is a two-story stone building with a thatched roof. It's much bigger than any other of the surrounding houses, but still within the limitations of the Pacha architecture. Servants, not slaves, welcome me in without question as if already expecting me despite the master of the house's absence. 

    As I walk inside, a young woman in a simple long dress leads me up the stone stairs to the second floor. Not only were they expecting me, but they also know what I came here for. I just hope they aren't too nosy. 

    Finally, I come to a stop before a wooden door with a golden knob. The Pacha Empire doesn't have the technology for locks and keys, so this is merely a convenience for handling the door. As if my knocking on it is the signal, the female servant leaves me wordlessly. It might just be my imagination that I hear her whisper 'have fun'. 

    "Come in." Aurelia's voice answers from inside, and I push open the door. When I enter, I find the Golden Queen lying sprawled out on an incredibly soft-looking bed in all of her naked glory. The red blanket perfectly emphasizes her golden skin.  

    When we were on the way to the moon, I saw her naked all the time. Outside of combat training, she usually matched me in my nudity, so I thought I've seen all there is of her. However, back then, it was nothing more than casual nudity. In contrast, now, it looks like she's specifically striking a pose to invite me. It has an entirely different feeling to it. 

    Her posture radiates eroticism, and her reflective skin seemingly glows under the fading sunlight falling into the room through the large window. It's a picture of perfection. She is art, a masterpiece the likes of which the world can never create again. 

    Aurelia raises a hand to wave me over with a sensual motion, but I suppress the urge to jump right in. We're both queens, so I need to act in a manner befitting of my status. However, my hesitation causes her to raise an eyebrow in mild surprise. 

    "Impressive. I expected you to jump on me like the beast that you are." She states with lips curled into a smug smile. I'm aware that she's teasing me about how it must seem like I have an uncontrollable libido that compels me into taking several lovers at once. 

    "If I had, what would you have done?" I maintain a dignified tone even though it may sound forced coming from me. 

    "Let you taste stone." The Golden Queen gestures at the floor tiles with a nonchalant wave of her hand. I glance down once before walking over to her while putting on a prideful expression to match hers. 

    "Do you think you can?" I stop right in front of the bed, looking down at Aurelia with a challenging smirk. She doesn't fall for my taunt and tilts her head with a disparaging glance across my body. 

    "Stop grandstanding and come here." Even though her words speak of irritation, her tone is casual. She offers me her hand, and I take it. As I do, she pulls me down onto her, causing me to instinctively brace myself with both my hands. "I called you here for a simple reason." 

    Lifting my chin with a finger bewitchingly, Aurelia forces me to look into her golden eyes. They meet me with a straight gaze, no hint of nervousness, or even anxiety in them. There's some impatience in her expression, but she gives off a feeling of dignified anticipation rather than suppressed eagerness. I would feel inferior if I just let my desires run rampant - unless she said the word and wanted me to do so. 

    Aurelia puts an arm around my neck and pulls me down into an embrace. Unlike the last two times, she's not forcing a kiss on me; instead, her guiding movement tells me that she wants me to do my part as well. Our lips are locked together for the third time today.  

    As I revel in the sensation, I wonder how she's as soft to the touch as a human when she can crash into the moon from orbit without injury. Her abilities come from the Reality Engine, so maybe I shouldn't put too much thought into what is essentially Aurelia's imagination turned reality. 

    "You are still thinking about unnecessary things." The Golden Queen separates from me and whispers in an accusing tone. Her smile tells me that it's spoken half in jest, but I agree that I should stop analyzing and start enjoying. 

    "You're right. All that matters is that I love you." I reply and initiate the next kiss with her. This time, and to my surprise, she parts her lips to employ her tongue. The hot and wet sensation as it coils with mine makes my heart beat faster. 

    I'm entirely human right now, so I have all the sensations of one, for which I'm grateful. It's quite different as a Crawling Chaos, and while I have more control over what I feel, I think it's best to be with Aurelia as a complete human. Of course, if she wanted me to turn into something different, I'd be happy to accommodate her. 

    "To think I would lie with you..." When we separate for a moment, Aurelia mutters with a wry smile. At our first meeting, we tried to kill each other in all seriousness. I even wanted to slowly digest her inside me for almost killing Hestia at the time. 

    However, when I was launched into space, she was the only person by my side. And through talking to each other, we realized that we could be friends - or more. The latter started as a most likely one-sided feeling from me, but we came a long way to now embrace each other on a bed. 

    "After our rocky start, I wouldn't have thought it possible either." Caressing her cheek softly, I reply with a warm look into her eyes. 

    "A fateful encounter that turns into a relationship for the ages?" Aurelia muses, but then quickly pulls me in again as if to stop me from saying the wrong thing. She must have made the comparison on purpose, but it's just like what she had with Vanadia. It was an unlikely meeting that made history.  

    Suddenly, Aurelia separates from me and pulls me down to her side before quickly climbing on top. For a second, I blink my eyes in surprise, but then find her modest mounds swaying before me. I involuntarily reach for them, but she grabs my wrists and pushes them down onto the bed before bringing her lips to my neck. 

    An electric shock runs through my body at this unfamiliar situation, and I let out my voice. This is the first time somebody has been in a position of power over me in bed. With Kamii, I generally took the lead. Hestia only wanted to be on the receiving end. And Tokomaha does the bratty play to be one-sidedly punished. 

    So this is what it's like. 

    But somehow, I feel like I'll lose my right to be a queen if I let myself get dominated so easily. I try struggling my wrists free, but the Golden Queen strengthens her grip. She knows that I could easily slip out if I transform, but that gesture is a signal to me that I should let her take the lead. I already expected that she's the type that likes to be in control. 

    As Aurelia moves down from my neck and across my collarbone, waves of pleasure run across my body and into my brain. When her lips brush across my skin and move down to my chest, I breathe in sharply and suppress a shudder. 

    Slowly, I become intoxicated by the sensation. Each time Aurelia finds another erogenous zone, my body tenses up as she teases it only once before pausing to watch me squirm. Then, when I relax, she assaults it again in full force, causing shivers to run up my spine. 

    In this way, Aurelia moves down my body and eventually releases my wrists. At this point, I've already lost the ability to put up any resistance or even attempt to turn the tables. All I do is run my fingers through her golden hair as she passes my navel and reaches my abdomen. 

    I'm enjoying this more than I imagined. In a way, I can view this as me making her do this as a service to me, but I'm not averse to the idea that she's in control. While the former is exciting when I consider that a real queen is working her way down between my legs with her mouth, the latter is also very fitting of her personality. 

    Then all my contemplation about this bizarre situation is blown away when her tongue finds its way to my most sensitive spot. The shock running through my body takes away my breath, and I try to push her head away, lest I lose control of my voice. But she doesn't budge and takes my reaction as a sign that she did something right. Intensifying her assault by nibbling on my bud, she deliberately tries to drive me crazy. 

    My back involuntarily arches as she purses her lips and sucks on it before separating from it with an audible smack. It would appear that Aurelia knows exactly what she's doing because she just barely stopped short of giving me a full climax. Instead, she runs her tongue across my inner thigh and massages the back of my knee to maintain my arousal while also giving me a little room to cool down. 

    "You're incredible." I breathe and look down at myself and find her staring at me with a satisfied smile in her golden eyes. For a moment, I expect her to reply that she's well aware of that, but she remains quiet and kisses my inner thigh. Her expression tells me that she must be enjoying giving me pleasure as much as I'm enjoying being pleasured. I know that feeling very well myself. 

    When she deems me calmed down enough, Aurelia moves back up between my thighs and brings her mouth to my crotch, where my love juices have already begun flowing. This time, she employs her tongue, teasing my opening for long enough that I shudder. When it subsides, she takes it as a sign that I'm ready and extends her tongue to advance deeper inside. 

    With both her hands, she holds my thighs down as a shock runs through my body. My back arches, my toes curl, and I grasp the sheets as I reach my first climax. However, she doesn't let up, sucking on my folds to push me over the edge once again right as I bounce back from it. I can't control my voice and surprise myself with a high-pitched whine of pleasure, as my opening ejects a spray of clear liquid into Aurelia's face. 

    She takes it as a sign that I'm enjoying it, so she immediately does it again, drilling her tongue into my depths and twisting it around inside me. Then, I suddenly feel a thumb on my bud, vibrating against it with precision and intensity. It comes as such a surprise that I accidentally release the tension in my body that kept the repeated climaxes from overwhelming me thus far. 

    Like a wave of heat spreading from my crotch, every last nerve in my body fires off pleasure signals. I forget myself and let out a voice that echoes through the room, a testament to Aurelia's skills. 

    "That was a nice reaction." Aurelia licks her lips and looks me in the eyes with equal parts smugness and warmth in her smile. 

    "You wouldn't be able to control yourself either if you were in my position." I reply, only realizing what I'm implying with that after the words already escaped my mouth. 

    "Hm, in what position?" The Golden Queen kisses my inner thigh again and inquires teasingly. Obviously, she would pick up on it. 

    "I've never felt such pleasure before." I declare in a comically serious tone. It's true that I've tried many different things, but this is the first time I've been so one-sidedly driven to the point that I lost control over myself. Blinking her eyes at my attitude for a moment, Aurelia breaks out into laughter. 

    "You are so cute, Chaos." She rests her head on my lap for a moment and gives me such an endearing smile that I feel my heart melting. It's an expression I've never seen on her before. I burn it into my memory, hoping that it won't ever fade away in time. 

    "Then it's my turn now." I sit up after silently reveling in Aurelia's loving gaze for just long enough that it doesn't turn awkward. Surprised, she looks at me as if I just said something outrageous. 

    "You can already move again?" She asks, and I realize that without my unlimited stamina, I would most likely still be shivering like a newborn fawn. 

    "Tonight, we won't be having any sleep." I grasp Aurelia's shoulders and push her down. From our time together on the moon, I know that she doesn't need any sleep. But maybe I can set myself the goal to make her pass out from pleasure and exhaustion today. 

    "Are you challenging me?" Looking up at me with a confident smile, the Golden Queen implies that she will take me up on it. 

    "Indeed, I am." I reply with a grin before leaning down and initiating a kiss with Aurelia from my side for the first time. Even then, she meets me halfway before I reach her and puts her arms around my neck to pull me down.  

    Our tongues coil in a slippery dance while my hands explore her body. She runs her fingers through my hair as I massage her modest breasts. They're soft but have a firmness to them, much like the rest of her body. She used to be a warrior fighting on the front lines, training her muscles in combat rather than for looks. The reason it's still this way even after many centuries of near motionless exile in Castra Legionis is that she froze her shape in time when she became gold. 

    Although the last part isn't entirely true, as my fingers slipping between her thighs can attest. No living statue would be able to excrete love fluids like this. 

    I draw back a little and look Aurelia in the eyes. She's looking at me with a straightforward gaze, not at all embarrassed about her body's honest reaction to my touch. One part of me would love to see her blush and avert her gaze shyly, but it doesn't suit the image of the proud and undaunting queen. 

    "Prepare yourself, Golden Queen." I proclaim like a challenger going into a duel. It's a throwback to her trials, at the end of which I came face to face with her. 

    "I will take you on any day, Chaos." Understanding the little play I'm putting on, Aurelia declares with the gravitas of a champion awaiting her opponent. 

    But when I extend my tongue out to about twice the length of a regular human's, her expression falters for a moment. She catches herself quickly, but I already got to see it. My eyes and mouth widen into a broad leer, causing the Golden Queen to furrow her brow. 

    I wouldn't use tentacles or other appendages on her unless she asks me to, as Tokomaha did. But I feel that my tongue is fair game; I used to have a pretty long one in my previous life, though not nearly as long as I make it now. Still, I got a taste for the reactions I can elicit with my technique, so I consider this part of my human form. 

    Wordlessly, I bury my face into Aurelia crotch and employ my long tongue. It runs across the opening several times, parting the folds before naturally finding the way inside. With a shudder, she closes her thighs around my head, their slightly plump softness enveloping my face. It's completely different from when Tokomaha did the same. 

    If I had to point to anything specific, these thighs would be Aurelia's most attractive physical feature. When I'm with one girl, I shouldn't think about the others. Still, if I had to rate them, I would say Kamii's petite frame, Daica's mature body, Hestia's shapely breasts, and Tokomaha's caramel skin. 

    As she did to me moments earlier, I drive the Golden Queen crazy with pleasure, repeatedly pushing her over the edge in quick succession. Her sweet voice as she openly enjoys herself only incites me to increase my efforts. 

    Neither of us will sleep tonight. 

      

    "Korenga is in there." Mereana points at the open bronze gate leading into the throne room. Since the rightful empress won't return for a while, and it's in dire need of repair, nobody is using it. The Black God came here the moment she finally woke up the morning after the battle and stayed there for the past few hours. 

    I can understand what she's doing. As I walk inside, Korenga remains sitting on the cracked ground cross-legged, not turning around to see who entered. 

    "I had so much to say to him." She suddenly speaks, most likely aware that it's me. From her slightly slouched back, I can tell that she's sad. "With my fists and with my lacking words." 

    I stand a few steps away from her, thinking about how to cheer her up, but the words won't come to me. I can understand what it must have been like for Aurelia when she saw me broken after my mother's death. At least Korenga is still reacting and willing to speak. 

    "He never blamed me for what I did." The Black God turns around, and I'm surprised to find that she isn't crying. Her expression is a sad one, but she appears to be reminiscing about the good times she had rather than let the sadness consume her. "He hated the Black God, but not Korenga." 

    Forty-One was a slave to Alexander, created for whatever nefarious purpose the mad scientist had in mind for him. He was then deceived by Nemesis when he took on the latter's appearance. In Pacha, he was the Pakangaroa, the God of War, a transcendent being that stood for physical might. In his fortress, he was a caring mentor and a loving father. Although he could be considered an Old Human, and he stood against us in battle, I can't hate him. 

    Bridging the distance to Korenga, I embrace her from behind. Even while sitting on the floor, she's still so tall that my knees barely reach the ground when I hug her. It feels like I'm leaning on a marble statue; her unmoving back muscles can be likened to smooth stone. 

    We stay like this for a while; no words are needed between us. I sense the Black God's heartbeat through my chest, slow and powerful like a giant drum. A drop of wetness lands on my arm, and I realize that she's silently crying after all. Expressing emotions is better than falling into a despair so profound that one becomes numb. 

    In time, she will be alright. 

    Suddenly, Korenga wipes her face and stands up with me dangling from her back. Before I can let go and slide down, she reaches over her head with both hands, grabs my torso, and lifts me over her as if it's nothing. Looking at the upside-down me with a warm smile, she turns me over. This is what Senka must feel like when I hold her in my hands. 

    "Thank you, Kaos." With these words, she pulls me into her chest. At first, I get a strange sense of attraction to these strong arms and her firm embrace. But this is a hug between friends and comrades, and I can tell from the emotions behind it. 

    "This is the first time you called my name." When we separate, and Korenga puts me down on my feet, I remark with a tilt of my head. She would always talk at me directly or wave me over, to the point it felt deliberate. The only person she ever called by name so far was Tahiri. 

    "People around me die all the time, so I have long since stopped learning their names." With a shrug, the towering goddess replies, but I can see the sadness in her eyes. She didn't want to get attached to people because she would have to go through the same regret every time they died, be it at the hands of enemies, time, or the berserk Black God herself. "I think you'll be alright." 

    "That's reassuring, coming from you." I try to change the mood with a little quip. That means she has acknowledged me as somebody on the level of Tahiri. 

    Shaking her head with a wry smile, she looks down at the spot where Nemesis stood unmoving despite all our efforts - until Mereana made him step back. It's a small circle that appears comically untouched by all the destruction that ravaged the rest of the room. This is where Forty-One was swallowed by the Primordial Terror. 

    Wordlessly, Korenga turns away and walks toward the door. I glance back into the room one more time before following her. 

      

    "Why do adults drink so much?" Uten and Saten ask while sipping on their drink and looking across the dining hall. I'm sure the irony isn't lost on them. 

    "Because adults have things they want to forget." Tokomaha replies in a profound-sounding tone while meaningfully glancing at Tahiri and Korenga across the table. They overhear it, but don't comment. The little goddess talks as if she isn't an adult herself, but seeing as she's not drinking alcohol but clear water, she can be excused. 

    It has been three days since the siege. We're holding a victory celebration with the leaders of the revolutionary army. The whole city is in the mood for revelry even though extensive parts of it are still in shambles. But at least for today, all will be forgotten to enjoy the fall of the false emperor who is now imprisoned in the dungeon under the palace. And with him, the unrightfully enslaved populace from all across the empire will be freed in the days to come. The horseback messengers have already left to spread the news. 

    "What about you then, Big Sis?" The twins turn to me as I down my third jug of Shamusca, Pacha's national alcoholic brew. It tastes sweet with a slightly sour aftertaste, which makes it quite dangerous. The alcohol content may appear low, but those properties make it easy to drink large quantities without realizing it. 

    "I drink to remember." Looking into my empty earthen jug, I mutter in reply. 

    Everybody stares at me, but I ignore them and think about the first time I drank alcohol in my life. It was with Rolan, Gram, Sigurd, and Luna, after returning from the hunting quest in the forest. Those were simple times when I thought all that awaited me in life was a carefree adventure in the human lands. 

    They're the same people who killed my mother, under the orders or direct influence of the Old Humans. I can't say that I could forgive them because they didn't know what they were doing. But I also don't think holding onto hatred for them is the right thing to do. 

    I glance at Korenga, who's unexpectedly serene despite having downed more than three times the amount of alcohol that I have. Usually, she would have become raucous around now and looked for entertainment to go with her drink - generally in the form of a brawl. But maybe our moment in the throne room has put her in a different mood. 

    To my surprise, Awhina appears to be drowning herself in alcohol and is going through different stages of drunkenness before my very eyes. At first, she's cheerful, trying to incite others to drink more. Then she grows angry when the people refuse to overindulge. At the end of it all, she leans against me with tears running down her face. 

    "I couldn't do anything in the battle. I'm an embarrassment to my people!" She cries, referring to the fact that she was easily overpowered by the God of Gold even when she and Tokomaha fought him together. Something tells me that the God of Growth didn't go all out, but I won't bring that up here. 

    "You were splendid." Tahiri consoles her while taking a sip from her jug. "Without you, the humans would have lost their drive." 

    Her war dance inspired the revolutionary army after Willaq's deceit nearly cost Mereana the trust of the people. Even if their hasty charge without the siege engines caused unnecessary casualties, it was the right thing to do at the time. If we had waited, who knows whether or not the morale would have held up. 

    "All you need is training." Aurelia remarks while leaning back in her throne-like armchair at the top of the long table. She naturally took that place even though Mereana should be sitting there. The star of the revolution is going around and speaking to her comrades, with Yori following closely behind her. 

    "That's as good as compliments from her get." I put an arm around Awhina and console her with a sideways teasing glance at Aurelia. The Golden Queen snorts with a disdainful look at my attempt to rile her up. Even that's an expression I can enjoy, so it's a win for me. 

    "I can't wait to show papa and mama how I've progressed." Slurring her words, the demigoddess slides down my side and drops her head into my lap. I've been in hers plenty of times, but this is the first time the positions are reversed. She's looking up at me with sleepy eyes, and I give her a warm smile. 

    In drunkenness does one speak the truth. It seems to me that the time for our departure has come. 

    





   



 Chapter 130 - Whanau 

      

      

    "Are you sure you can't stay at least until the empress returns?" Mereana asks with an almost pleading expression on her face. 

    We're outside Quiraqui's still broken main gate, surrounded by the leading figures of the revolution and several court officials, including Qurigari. Hundreds of curious onlookers have gathered around, and many watch from the walls. It wasn't meant to be a stately farewell, but it turned into one at this point. 

    "It will be but six more days until General Anqas brings her back." The former and now reinstated general of Pacha is genuinely sad that we'll be parting ways for who knows how many years, if not forever. 

    Kerry told me that they know the way to Arkaim from here. It's located on almost exactly the other side of the globe. Thus, the likelihood of us meeting again is relatively low, considering this vast distance. I can't just come here on a pleasure trip whenever I want to - especially not once I take up the mantle of Queen of the Dominion. 

    "There is a saying that people with a shared destiny will meet twice in life." I speak in a consoling tone. Mereana has it in her mind that I'm the one who deserves the most gratefulness from her. Throughout our journey, I did act like a leader for us Divine Seven. However, the other members often contributed more in battle than I did. "I will come here to check that everything is alright once I settle things in my own nation." 

    She only nods, knowing that I don't make such a promise lightly. 

    "Instead, I have to ask if you're sure you want these two to stay with you." I point at Uten and Saten, now standing on Mereana's two sides instead of mine. The two younger, male versions of me said that they want to remain in Quiraqui. Knowing their relationship with the general, it doesn't come as a surprise. 

    "What's that supposed to mean?" The twins complain with cute pouts. 

    "Don't you two worry about Kauroa?" I poke their puffed-up cheeks, causing them to expel the air from between their lips. 

    "They'll be fine without us. They were long before we came along." Saten replies with a shrug. It sounds careless, but it's the truth. 

    "They might even be happier. We were only freeloaders there, after all." Uten adds with a shrug of his own, which earns him a chuckle from Awhina. 

    "So, instead, you'll be freeloaders here?" I lean over them and grin sarcastically. 

    "Oh, I'll put them to work." Mereana puts her arms around the two before they can charge forward to tackle me down and attack me with tickles. Lucky for them, as they would have ended up the ones crying from laughter. 

    "Keep it in moderation. Pacha needs you during the day." I tease her, eliciting a rare blush from her. She's not exactly hiding her relationship with the twins, but having it pointed out so bluntly still gets to her. 

    "It was an honor to have fought by your side." Yori chimes in to distract from his commander's embarrassment. Rawa, Atauchi, Kusi, Usqu, and all the other comrades of the revolution nod in agreement. But then, to my utter surprise, all of them fall on one knee before us Divine Seven. All around us, the soldiers and even court officials do the same to pay their respects. 

    Suddenly, Uten and Saten jump into my arms and snuggle into my chest. I didn't notice throughout our journey, but they grew a bit taller since we left Hokanui. Be it a conscious decision or purely subconscious from watching me, they will surely soon match me in height - and most likely surpass me. 

    I can feel the tears welling up in my eyes at the thought that the next time I see them, they might be fully grown. 

    "We will miss you, Big Sis!" They speak in unison, their sobbing voices muffled by my clothes. That's the finishing stroke, hitting me directly in the heart. 

    "I know. I'll miss you, too." I feel a tear roll down my cheek as I squeeze them tightly. 

    When we separate, I ruffle their hair. They wipe their tears, then turn to Awhina. She has been watching silently, making sniffling sounds while trying to suppress tearing up herself. But as she and the twins look at each other, they lose control over their emotions at the same time. Jumping into each other's arms, they whisper heartfelt goodbyes. 

    The demigoddess and the twin village gods. They have a longer history with each other than I do with either of them. I'm sure Awhina will have a hard time getting back to her everyday life when she visits Kauroa to find their house empty from now on. 

    I turn to look at Aurelia, who has been watching everything from a short distance away. But Qurigari walks up to her and nods his head, earning the same in return. I don't know what happened between the Golden Queen and the God of Gold, but they worked together for a time before I came here. It seems that there's at least mutual respect between them.  

    "Hi~" Suddenly, a female voice whispers into my ear from right next to me, and I spin around in shock. Floating over my shoulder is Aratio, the God of Whirlwinds, wearing her translucent dress that hides absolutely nothing. She's staring at me with her silver eyes, a mischievous expression on her face. 

    "Woah!" I jump back, and she giggles. 

    "I have to admit, she's a cute one, mama." Aratio floats about lazily, slowly turning upside down. "Hey, let's go and have some fun~" 

    My heart skips a beat when her face is right in front of mine. She has an almost manic expression in her eyes while she licks her lips. In a way, I do feel physically attracted to her appearance, and that outgoing personality seems like she could be an amusing person to hang out with. But she's Tahiri's daughter. 

    "This is not the time and place for that, Aratio." The God of the Sky reprimands her, causing the God of Whirlwinds to pout and float away. However, she doesn't leave and only stays at a small distance, watching our proceedings, and especially me, with curiosity. "Later, when we're done here." 

    "Ohhh~" Aratio rolls over in midair and stares at me. With this, she suddenly shoots forward and turns invisible. Then a gust of wind flips my skirt up for all to see my lack of underwear underneath it. Luckily, I erase everything down there when I'm not using it, so I have no reason to feel embarrassed. A voice whispers on the wind, passing right by my ear. "I'm looking forward to that, cutie~" 

    Tahiri raises a hand and zaps thin air, but a yelp emerges from where the lightning disappears seemingly without having hit anything. The God of the Sky must know her daughter exceptionally well to tell where she is even when she's invisible. 

    "Let's not drag this out for too long." Korenga asserts after the humans are awed by Tahiri's casual display of her powers. It's not that she wants to cut our time together short, but rather she doesn't want to make it harder than it already is. The Black God may not have gotten that close with anybody else on this journey, but surely, she will miss these lands as well when she leaves for the Dominion with me.  

    "Are you sure you don't want horses?" Yori asks with a concerned look at the six of us. He may feel bad to think that we'll be walking all the way back after having ridden here with them. 

    "We won't be walking for long." I state with a wink, causing him to glance at Tahiri with a curious expression. He may think that she's going to carry us on the wind. While the carrying part is not that far from the truth, I won't tell him what it is. 

    With this, we begin to set off. I do feel bad for making Aurelia walk, but she could easily fly, as Tahiri does. The two of them are eyeing each other from time to time, as if noticing the overlap in their traits. One is a queen, and she knows it; the other is a goddess, and she flaunts it. They're both prideful, with hearts of golds - in one's case somewhat literally so. 

    Korenga walked all the way from Manoa, so she definitely won't complain about our short trek over the next hill. And Awhina is surfing on a rock as if already back to practicing her skills so that she can show off to her parents and friends when she gets back home. Tokomaha is sticking close to me, shouldering a throwing spear as she always does. 

    As we walk across the trampled grassy plains around the capital, I spot wooden splinters, dropped weapons, and some blood splatters here and there. The dome of earth and roots has been returned to the ground, and grass has grown over it by Tokomaha's powers. Soon, the last physical signs of the revolution will be removed as well. 

    "This is it." I look back one last time when we reach the top of the hill where the revolutionary army formed up before storming Quiraqui. The destruction in the city is visible all the way from here. Still, people are crawling all across it like ants to repair the damages. 

    "They had good drink." Korenga comments when she notices my seemingly nostalgic gaze. It elicits a chuckle from several of my companions. 

    "That they did." With these words, I gesture for everybody to wait as I descend the hill by myself on the other side. "This is my first time trying this, so I need some space." 

    I could turn into Kiamedras and carry everybody on my back. But even if a dragon can fly really quickly, I don't know how long it would take and how comfortable it would be for everybody during that time. Instead, I'll try to put Nemesis' story to the test by attempting unassisted flight. 

    In my fight against Maungawera, I already learned to use wind magic in place of boosters. Flying through the sky felt natural to me within minutes, as if it's in my instincts. I noticed in space that I can move without a propellant, which is definitely an ability of the Crawling Chaos species. Maybe it will be something like that with the Reality Engine. 

    Looking back to see my companions watch me curiously from atop the hill, I take a long breath before getting to work. Closing my eyes, I imagine moving through the air as I did in my Crawling Chaos form. In front of Korenga, I can't take on my true appearance, though, so I need to be careful that my disguise doesn't slip accidentally. 

    Suddenly, wind swirls around me, and I get an uplifting feeling. But when I open my eyes, I only find that Aratio has appeared again and is lifting me off my feet. 

    "What are you doing?" She sticks her disembodied head out of the wind. 

    "I appreciate your help, but I need to learn how to fly on my own." I sigh and increase my density. She won't be able to lift me when I'm too heavy. And as expected, I slip through the whirlwind and drop to the ground. 

    "If you want to fly, you should just fall and learn to miss the ground." Appearing before me with her full body, Aratio makes this nonsensical statement as if it's the most natural thing. In the next moment, a hand comes down on her head from behind in a chopping motion. As the God of Whirlwinds ducks from the pain, Tahiri appears. 

    "Stop bothering Kaos." With these words, the God of the Sky drags her daughter away by her arm. The latter waves at me with her free hand, an unapologetic grin on her face. 

    They both fly through the air as if it's second nature to them - maybe as much as transforming my body is for me. But Tokomaha is older than the two sky goddesses, so why can't she fly? If it's all because of the Reality Engine, shouldn't more people be able to achieve that? After all, it's an age-old dream of humans to soar as freely as the birds. 

    Then I realize that maybe Aratio's assessment about falling and missing the ground isn't as nonsensical as I think it is. The feeling of weightlessness that I experienced when I fell from space could guide me to the right answer. 

    I grow out boosters to get me into the mindset, then use wind magic to blast me off the ground. Getting pushed to the limits will allow me to overcome them, as I have so many times before. And this time, the limit is the ground itself. If I don't get it right, I will splatter all across it in front of the two girls I love. 

    Of course, I won't die from that. But I already know that Korenga, and most likely Tokomaha too, will laugh about me. 

    When I reach the apex of my single boost, I spread my arms and close my eyes. For the little moment that it lasts, I concentrate on the weightless feeling throughout my body. It reminds me of what it was like in space, the absolute freedom of movement that I had when I realized that I could do whatever I wanted there. Then, gravity catches me, and I begin to fall. 

    I put my mind to it and open my eyes. 

      

    We left Quiraqui in the morning. The sun has barely passed its zenith when we fly over the mountain that separates the Hokanui village from the vast jungle on its other side. I'm in the shape of a small private jet, complete with a cockpit and reclining armchairs - one for each passenger. 

    Tahiri, the one who showed me the way across the nation, already pointed out that this resembles the technology of the Old Humans. Although their level is far ahead of what existed in the world I came from, some things never change. With flight through the Reality Engine, I don't have to use loud wind magic to propel myself, so I guess one thing is quite different. 

    However, that same silent flight is why the villagers below start to panic when I suddenly appear over the mountain like a giant bird of prey. I make sure to fly over to the beach and land away from any people or boats. 

    "We're here." I announce through a speaker system in the cabin when my landing gear touches the ground. It's several mouths hidden behind meshes that appear like speakers on the outside. My avatar, connected to the jet plane through an umbilical cord growing out of its back, emerges from the cockpit. It's the same way I appeared inside myself when I was launched into space. 

    Aurelia is sitting with one leg crossed over the other, leaning back into the soft sofa as if this mode of transportation is the most natural thing to her. However, the others didn't fare as well as she did. Awhina has vomited several times during our journey and is looking pale and exhausted. Tokomaha has stabbed her spear into the floor - my body - and is still holding onto it for dear life even now. 

    Korenga is sitting in her seat with her whole body tensed up as if to keep down the Black God. Despite her sheer indestructibility, she must have been scared about the height and velocity at which I flew. Or maybe it's because she has been in contact with so much of my body, knowing what I am. 

    "Time to disembark." With these words, I fold one wall down into stairs. Tokomaha is the first to react to those words and darts out of the jet, landing on the sand on all fours like a feral beast. The villagers who cautiously approached shy back in terror when she huffs and growls in relief at having solid ground under her again. 

    Aurelia goes second, emerging like a celebrity from their private jet. She maintains an air of dignity as she always does, and walks down the steps with graceful movements. Awhina stumbles after her, nearly tripping due to her quivering legs. 

    Finally, Korenga can pull herself together enough to stand up from her seat. I expand the door just for her so that she doesn't have to duck her head. When her feet touch the sand, she sighs and relaxes her shoulders. 

    When everybody has left my interior, I let my avatar walk down the steps after them. In the next moment, the entire jet shrinks as if deflating, vanishing into my unfathomable depths without a trace. Tahiri floats down beside me lazily, looking at the empty space where a more than twenty-meter long plane stood only seconds ago. 

    "Mataku can do that too, huh?" She mutters quietly. Of course, it's nothing compared to the God of the Sky's speed; throughout the journey, she sat on my nose, not at all affected by the wind speeds while pointing out course corrections. 

    "What are you?" Aratio floats around me like a tumbleweed on the breeze, asking with a curious rather than concerned look on her face. 

    "You'll find out if you stick with me." I wink at the God of Whirlwinds, eliciting a pout from her. Her mother told me that Aratio quickly loses focus and interest, but can't bear leaving questions unanswered. This way, I'll be able to keep her attention on me long enough until we reach the Dominion. 

    "Awhina!" I hear the villagers call out to the daughter of their chieftain. When I look over, I find Rangi approaching from beyond them, his hulking figure easily towering over everybody else - except for Korenga on our side. As if recognizing that fact, the Black God stares at him with curiosity in her gaze, but I grab her wrist to hold her back from starting something.  

    "Kaos!" To my surprise, he calls out to me first. The others make way for him, which reveals that Ruiha is right by his side. They almost run toward us in their eagerness to see their daughter again, but I realize that her current state might not be the 'safe and sound' that I promised. Is that why Rangi's face looks so serious? 

    "I can explain!" I wave my hands, looking for excuses. But the land god kneels beside his reeling daughter, shifting his gaze between her and me. 

    "Thank you for bringing her back." He expresses his gratitude while hugging Awhina. 

    "We heard what happened in this place called Manoa." Ruiha does the same while explaining. Only now do I realize that there are many unfamiliar faces among the villagers. After the battle of the hill fort, a few hundred Tuwheranui decided to scatter in the region, moving to one of the five villages. But it would appear that many more arrived from Manoa during our journey to Quiraqui. 

    Those people must have spoken about the horrors of Rapania's castle, her miscreations, and the Taniwha when they came here. While the news should have been about our victory, I can understand that hearing about our enemies has instilled Rangi and Ruiha with worry for their daughter. 

    "We won." Awhina declares weakly, and her parents stare at her as if unable to comprehend what he just heard. 

    "Is it that hard to believe?" Tahiri approaches him with a wry smile. "The God Emperor is no more, and the Pacha Empire will not come here to bother you again." 

    "For the foreseeable future." Tokomaha adds, pouring cold water over the hopeful news. I don't say anything, though, since I know well that humans are incorrigible. Who knows what Amaru Sonco Pacha will do once she's back on the throne. I trust Mereana's judgment of her empress's character, but it's impossible to tell what will happen down the line. 

    "Where are the twin gods?" Ruiha suddenly asks, causing her daughter's shoulders to twitch. 

    "They've decided to stay in the capital with Mereana. As long as those three are there, you can be sure that Pacha won't go astray." I respond without hesitation. The people of Kauroa won't be happy about losing their deities, but in the long run, it's better for all of them. "In either case, we'll be leaving now." 

    "What?" Awhina jumps up in shock. 

    "Where are you going?" Rangi inquires while looking at my companions one by one. It's clear that all of them are gods in the eyes of the Tuwheranui, so he must be wondering where so many deities of this land are disappearing to. 

    "Home." That's all I say, a sad smile on my face as I glance at the village. 

    "Can't you stay just a few days?" Stumbling toward me despite her weakened state, Awhina grabs my shoulders and asks in a pleading tone. 

    "I've been away from my home long enough." Caressing Awhina's cheek, I reply with regret in my voice. Then I see Ruiha coming up to her daughter, putting a hand on her shoulder to pull her back. 

    "You will always be able to call Hokanui your home, Kaos." She states with a motherly smile that nearly drives me to tears. It's true that in this world, Hokanui has been the place I've stayed in the longest. Hearing her say that overwhelms me with emotions, and I take a long breath to not let them run free. 

    "Thank you." Instead, I give her a genuine and hopeful smile. "I'll come back here someday." 

    "Can we expect you again next year?" Rangi asks Tahiri, referring to her yearly appearance for the feast the villagers prepare for her. 

    "Can you predict what the skies do tomorrow?" She waves off his question with a grin, then leans against my shoulder. "The wind goes where it pleases. And this one pleases me still." 

    Coming from any other person, her words could easily be construed in the wrong way. But when the fickle God of the Sky says it, everybody understands what she means - except for Aurelia, who shoots me a displeased glare. I promised her that I would at least tell her about any other girls, so she might be thinking that I hid my relationship with Tahiri from her. 

    "Kerry!" I turn around and call out toward the sky. The Child of the Sun has been following my jet, overtaking it at times and flying circles around me at others. They're staying in the air because they're quite shy with strangers. 

    Then I remember who I just summoned from above, and regret overcomes me. From within the blinding circle in the sky, a drop of light comes down in our direction. And as expected, it doesn't decelerate at all. 

    "Uh-oh." I mutter while raising my hands to manipulate the seawater to turn into a huge pool in Kerry's path. They splash straight through it and impact the beach in an explosion of sand. A wave of dust rolls toward us, but the God of the Sky graciously blows it apart before it reaches us. 

    "You called?" The God of Comets stands in the center of a small, glass-covered crater, speaking as if their manner of entry was perfectly normal. The Golden Raiment allows them to reach far higher velocities than they did in the battle against me. I shudder at the realization that the entire village might have been blown away if I didn't put up the water pool to slow their descent.  

    "Next time, how about slowing down?" I snap at Kerry, knowing that it's pointless to try and educate them.  

    "Eh." With a disinterested tone, they turn away and cross their arms. I take it as a sign that they've grown more familiar with me; before, they would have been more scared. I'd still appreciate it if they didn't create a local disaster the next time they appeared.  

    "Anyway, it's time for us to leave." I put the water back in the ocean with a wave of my hand, then turn to my companions. But right then, Awhina embraces me with bone-creaking intensity. 

    "I will miss you." She whispers into my ear in such a heartfelt tone that I choke up. "Come back to us one day, whanau." 

    Tears well up in my eyes at that word; whanau means family. And said with this perfect timing, there's no way I can hold back these overflowing emotions. Squeezing Awhina back, I sob into her hair. 

    "Thank you." I give voice to my feelings. Then, to not only her but her parents as well. "For giving me a home. For being a family. For everything." 

    They come in for a group hug, and the warmth of my family is lulling me into a sensation of safety. Then, after what felt like too short a moment, we separate from each other again, and Awhina grabs the back of my head. Touching her forehead and nose with mine, she performs the traditional Tuwheranui farewell gesture with me. 

    "May Kaimana guide you back to us one day." She mutters before biting her lower lip to hold back her emotions. Kaimana, the Rider of the Waves, and God of the Ocean. As per the custom, these are the last words to be said, so we silently separate, and I turn to my companions. 

    Tahiri appears to have somehow appropriated a gourd of Waiù Pakiaka while I wasn't looking, and wears a content smile on her face. Tokomaha has turned away to look across the ocean, seemingly to hide the fact that our heartfelt farewell is affecting her. Korenga is watching us warmly, for the first time showing a hint of light in her pitch-black eyes. Aurelia has her arms crossed, looking across the village with a melancholic expression on her face. Aratio floats about impatiently, and Kerry stares at me from underneath their black helmet with their glowing white eyes. They both have a similarly childish disposition that makes them endearing to those with a patient heart. Luckily, I'm exactly that type. 

    With a nod at them, I extend my hand and grow out the Chaos Jet from my palm. It starts as a formless expanding mass, but like a shaped balloon, it soon takes on the right appearance. Opening the door for everybody to get on, I wait while looking back once more. With a wave at Awhina, Rangi, and Ruiha, and the villagers of Hokanui, I climb aboard last and close the door behind me. 

    "Everybody seated?" I ask this rhetorical question and walk down the aisle to grow seatbelts for them one after the other. Then I enter the cockpit and plop down on a pilot chair made of myself. It's a strange feeling, but not the most bizarre I've had in this body. "Ready for takeoff." 

    The Chaos Jet silently lifts off the sandy beach and ascends into the sky. Kerry zooms past the cockpit window, made from a transparent membrane rather than actual glass. They wave at me to follow them, and I begin to speed up toward the supersonic. 

    The Dominion awaits. 

    





   



 Afterword 

      

      

    Kept you waiting, huh? 

      

    I'm sure you came to this book with many questions after the end of the previous volume. And instead of answering them, I added more questions in this one. It's just what I do. 

      

    This is the only volume in the series that feels like a complete story in itself. As the first part of the second half of the Chaos Saga, it serves to introduce new key players that will help shape the future of the series. Chaos also learned a lot of new tricks, so look forward to when she finally gets a chance to bring them all to bear. 

      

    I hope you had as much fun reading as I had writing this book! 

      

    This book's cover and all the updated previous covers were drawn by my new and incredibly talented artist Peperon. He was able to put my lacking Japanese descriptions into the works of art that you now hold in your hands. 

      

    As always, a big Thank You to all my Patrons and the lone Subscriber at the time as I'm writing this. Even through this pandemic that strains everybody's finances, and with the web chapter releases being slowed down during editing, you stayed with me and kept me motivated! 

      

    Here are the heroes who made this dream come true: 

      

    Adam Shanks, Amelyea, blizgerg, C.S Sturmer, chris, 

    Daniel Dhamarian, Davin Allinger, help64, Holden Pyrakhovsky, Ilsig, Kara Song, Nanu Nankoo, Roseline Bloom, Rudi Flesvik 

    Blu Worth, Christopher Henry, cosmo hollen, Damien, diesonduty214, HauBassTec, Healerbob, James Button, James Daciuk, 

    Jamie Barraclough, keven zukunft, littlekerr, MastaDoom, Neachtain, Orakuru, Passel, Ryno Flowers, Seijax, Shoeknight, Steffan Paul Nilsson, TheeM, Will, Yannick Lange 

    ^ban^, Aryn, Brian Teagle, Dante Perez, DeathIsABishi, 

    Demian Buckle, Felipe monell, Francis Kinney, Jan Henning Bruns, Kam, Keno, Marvin S., Minna_Wilcke, Pltergeist, Rafa P, SealShadow, Slevin, Standing, taichi1082, ZacheryShumar, Zyke Kyzari 

    Ashadun, Brian Adams, Cameron Badman, CoolToaster, Cryostorm, Dangling_Participles, Deathbricks, DJay, Ella Quinn Lagerquist, 

    Jan Teriete, john, John Hendrix Groomes, John Mantell, 

    Joshua Russell, Kaede Kagami, kire, Liaira, Lord Lucifer, Lordmod, Lyndon Crockard, Malte Lemke, mike slamovitz, MonitorMan, Nilo, Programan, Ravensleeper, SiyZin, StoneGhost, tieruka 

      

    This list is incomplete; you can help by expanding it. 

      

    Last but not least, a dedication to all the readers that have been with me from the beginning of the web novel, as well as those that joined this journey starting with the books. Please continue to support the Chaos! 

      

    I promised two books this year in the last afterword, but maybe you can accept a volume that is over 10% longer than the already very long previous one as an excuse? In either case, I'll try my best with the next volume too! 

      

    September 2020 

    J.J. Pavlov (Meakashi) 
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