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Grimoire of Zero

Flames roared under the crimson glow of sunset. The intense heat emanating from the raging fire was suffocating.
    A thick column of black smoke billowed towards the sky. The smell of burning flesh filled the air. Someone
    somewhere uttered words of prayer. Church bells tolled in the distance.

A huge crowd had gathered around the public square, cheering in joy as sacred flames incinerated evil. Standing
    in the frontmost row, I joined the mob in their frenzy, watching the witch burn as she howled and writhed in
    pain and agony.

“Remember that heavy rain that caused the river to overflow?” someone from the crowd whispered. “Many died, and
    half of the fields were destroyed. Apparently, it was all that witch’s doing.”

“My, how terrifying.”

“You murderer! Give me back my family!” another cried. A stone flew through the air, barely hitting the witch
    flailing in the flames.

“Oh, dear Lord… You only hear about witches in rumors nowadays. Who would’ve thought there was one so close?
    Where were they even hiding? I heard they kidnapped babies to use as sacrifices. They had a pile of corpses in
    their house, apparently.”

“The Knight Templars found them. It might look like they just laze around, but you can count on the Church in
    times of need. Only the Church’s God can stand up against the witches’ demons.”

Before long, the witch had stopped moving, their figure like a black shadow amidst the blazing flames. Serves
        you right, damned witch, I thought to myself.

“O’ faithful citizens!” the priest who lit up the fire and chanted prayers called. “The evil has been slain! This
    foul witch used Sorcery to summon demons, sowing fear and chaos among the masses, and now they are no more!”

A cheer erupted from the crowd. “Long live the Church!” they roared, their ceaseless chant sending ripples in the
    air that fanned the flames even higher.

Year 526 of the Liturgical calendar. There existed beings referred to as witches, studying the field of
    discipline known as Sorcery. And the world had not yet learned of the existence of Magic.
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Chapter 1: The Witch and the Beastfallen

Today I left the pitch-black darkness. I turned my gaze downward and pulled my cowl low over my eyes to block the
    blinding summer sun. Unlike the chilly atmosphere in the limestone caves, the heat outside was suffocating. It
    would take a while for me to get used to sunlight.

Clouds drifted across the boundless, blue sky, and a soothing dampness enveloped the forest. So this is the
        outside? It looked just like in the books I read, except more vivid, and everything moved.

Walking barefoot, I watched bugs fly, birds chirp, and wild animals prowl about. The damp leaves felt nice under
    my feet, though the pebbles and twigs hurt a little bit. An oddly soothing fragrance—the smell of wet soil,
    crushed leaves, and rotten fruits mixed together—permeated the air.

I looked back at the cave I emerged from just now. I felt a tinge of regret having to leave the comforting
    darkness, but I had waited a little too long. I had read every book I could find, resolved arguments that could
    never be settled. It felt like I had spent an eternity in there, leaving me a little exhausted. I could not wait
    any longer.

“I am leaving, Thirteenth.”

I felt relief as the words left my mouth. I then raised my hand, palm facing toward the sky. A flick of my finger
    and the cave collapsed, reducing it to a pile of rubble. An image of Thirteenth frowning popped in my mind,
    making me chuckle.

After a while of walking through the forest, I happened across a small stream of water. I jumped over it and
    continued onward. A little further ahead, I came across a similar stream—rather, it was the exact same one from
    earlier. How strange. I had been walking straight, yet somehow the same stream blocked my path.

Letting out a groan, I jumped over it like before, then turned around, only to find the stream gone without a
    trace.

“A barrier, huh? What an utterly nasty fellow. He assumed from the start that I would break my promise.”

I did promise to wait, but it was their fault for making me wait for so long. After spending what felt
    like an eternity alone inside, I decided I had waited more than enough.

I spent a few seconds wondering what to do. Then with a swing of an arm, I uttered quickly, “Chapter of Harvest,
    Verse Eight—Kudra!” With a deafening roar, a part of the forest was blown off.

     

Some time later.

 

I always found a forest wrapped in the orange glow of sunset to have a certain elegance to it—all the more so
    during the depths of autumn, when the sun wasn’t as strong. The forest grew darker as the sun sank lower in the
    sky, trees blocking its light from shining through. Travelers finished setting up camp by the time the forest
    was bathed in the crimson hue of twilight. All they had to do then was wait for morning to come as darkness
    gradually blanketed the entire forest.

Twilight was settling on the forest I was in, the red hue of the surroundings prickling my eyes. And I was
    running for my life. The forest at sunset looks elegant? Who gives a shit about that?! Mowing down
    shrubs, I slipped behind a huge tree to catch my breath for a second.

“Chapter of Hunting, Verse Four—Redaest!”

The next moment, the tree burst with a loud bang, sending me rolling on the forest floor. Explosives? No.
        It’s odorless. I was being attacked with some unfamiliar weapon. Not knowing what it was, my only
    choice was to run away. God damn it! Just my luck!

Sounds of footsteps and high-pitched shouts came from behind. Quickly, I got up to my feet and bolted. The
    explosion had ruptured my eardrums, disrupting my sense of balance. Every bit of sound seemed to come from afar,
    and I stumbled with every step.

But I had to stay on my feet. If I stopped for even a moment, I’d be dead—killed, no doubt. They would peel my
    skin off and put it on display. I had no idea if it was bandits or muggers after me, but one thing was certain:
    negotiation was not an option.

The soft forest floor and the protruding tree roots made it difficult to run. I felt a mass of heat fly past my
    cheek like an arrow, piercing a tree trunk before vanishing. It was then that I finally realized who was after
    me. Damn it all!

“Fuckin’ witches! Go to hell! I hope you all go extinct! I wasn’t born to be used as a sacrifice in your
    rituals!”

I had heard rumors of witches in this land using never-before-seen Sorcery. I didn’t believe them, of course. But
    witnessing an arrow of light penetrate a tree trunk and disappear dispelled any doubt I had.

What made matters worse, I was up against a witch. So I found out the identity of my pursuer. That did nothing to
    ease my fear, however. In fact, it just made it worse. I ran even faster than before.

Then my foot tripped over a tree root. My body lurched forward. There was no ground up ahead, only a cliff.
    Please let it be a short fall, I prayed to a God that I didn’t believe in. If not, then I hope
        there’s a river down there.

My body rolled across the ground and off the cliff. Fortunately, the ground was close. Unfortunately, my landing
    spot was not a river, but a traveler stirring their dinner pot. Really, how unlucky can I get?

No. If anyone was out of luck, it would be the cloaked traveler who was about to get crushed under my weight. I
    could see their frail figure underneath their cloak. In contrast, I had quite a huge build.

Sorry. Forgive me. I’ll make a grave for you. I mean, if I even get the chance. Sharp pain jolted from
    my back to my stomach as I crashed hard on the ground.

A voice filled with despair came from a short distance away. Apparently, the traveler managed to get out of the
    way as I was falling through the air. But not without a price—their pot. I’m really sorry.

As I staggered to my feet, groaning, the traveler lunged at my neck and started shaking it back and forth.

“Why, you…! I worked hard on that soup and you knocked it over! Do you know how much time I put into making it?!
    It is not as simple as just roasting meat! How dare you!”

“C-Calm down!” I said. “I’m really sorry, but there are more pressing matters at hand!”

“What did you say…? What could be more important than my soup—”

“Watch out, you idiot!”

I quickly pushed them to the ground. A mass of heat flew past overhead.

“I see. This looks more important, indeed.”

“I’m glad you’re quick on the uptake. Let’s go!”

 

I carried the traveler on my shoulder and started running. It wasn’t until a second later that I wondered why I
    even picked them up.

“Why are you carrying me?” the traveler asked.

The same thought ran through their mind, it seemed. We might just get along, traveler. I pondered over
    my answer for a moment.

“It just happened, okay?!” I gave them my honest answer. Perhaps using them as bait to escape was the smarter
    choice. Is it too late to just do that now?

“Is someone after you?” the traveler asked in a leisurely tone, oblivious to the despicable thoughts running
    through my head. They had already adapted to the outrageous situation of being carried on a stranger’s
    shoulders.

“Isn’t it obvious? They’re out to kill me!”

“What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything!” I roared, quite literally. “They probably want a Beastfallen as sacrifice!”

Beastfallen were strange, half-men, half-beast creatures—monsters, so to speak. For some unknown reason, a
    Beastfallen would sometimes be born from completely normal human parents, just like I was.

Witches sought Beastfallen to use as tools for their rituals, which made me extremely popular among all kinds of
    crooks who wanted to sell my head for some quick coin.

The first attack came when I was thirteen years old. My village was raided by bandits because of me. Young and
    weak as I was, I couldn’t protect the villagers from the armed assailants.

In the end, I survived, but three villagers died. And like every other Beastfallen, I left town and became a
    mercenary. In other words, I turned into a thug so I could escape thugs. Since then I spent my life wandering
    between chaotic countries in search of conflict.

Mercenaries were warriors, hired with coin to fight other mercenaries to the death. As depressing as it might
    sound, as long as men never stopped killing each other—be it a conflict between two huge countries, skirmishes
    in the provinces, or tribes fighting over land—mercenaries would never be out of jobs.

As beings with exceptional combat prowess, Beastfallen were welcomed in every battlefield. Thanks to that, I
    never had to join any formal mercenary guilds. I could live my life as a soldier of fortune on my own terms. It
    would be more accurate to say, however, that Beastfallen couldn’t live their lives any other way.

Every country, town, and village didn’t welcome Beastfallen. The Church treated us like vile creatures.
    Powerless, normal humans found me terrifying.

On top of that, witches—vermin of society—wanted the heads of Beastfallen, so bandits would drag them into fields
    of conflict. I had never been attacked by a witch directly before, but it seemed my luck had run out.

I always thought witches were devious beings, manipulating crooks to get my head. As of today, however, their
    status was elevated to a direct threat. But I digress.

My ears caught a sharp ear-piercing sound, as if the air itself was being rent, and I quickly slid behind a tree.
    A bolt of light pierced the bulky trunk, snapping it in the middle. Slowly, the tree toppled over.

“Shit! What the hell is going on?! Since when did Sorcery allow witches to use rapid-fire bowguns?!”

I heard the witches here used never-seen-before Sorcery, but I didn’t expect it to be this crazy. Cursing, I
    bolted once more.

Now I wasn’t too well-versed in Sorcery, but it was common knowledge that Sorcery required large-scale rituals.
    Countless heroic tales were told around the world of how Knight Templars managed to stop a witch right before
    she could cast a powerful spell, one that required a month-long ritual and would allow her to destroy a whole
    country easily.

Sorcery took time, so witches lay low in their lairs, ordering their numerous subordinates to guard their
    hideouts, while they focused solely on performing rituals. At least that’s what I thought.

History books never mentioned witches able to fire bolts of light in rapid succession while running, or blowing
    up a tree without using blast powder. My mind was in a state of chaos. But I knew one thing: the only way I
    would survive was to run.

“Is that Steim?” the luggage on my shoulder muttered.

Ignoring them, I continued running. Then I felt taps on my head.

“Do you really have to run away?” the traveler asked.

“Of course! Or we’re dead!”

“Not true. Let me down.”

Without a moment’s delay, I tossed the luggage aside with nary a shred of pity. They wanted to get down, so I let
    them down. I had no obligation to keep carrying them. Farewell, traveler. I will live on.

A few strides later, however, and I was rolling on the ground helplessly. All of a sudden, the ground started
    shaking violently up and down.

“Ugh… Shit…”

Groaning, I lifted my head up. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The witch screamed, staggered, and fell
    over. The earth around the witch swelled, swallowing trees as it gradually formed a wall.

“What the hell is this? What’s going on?!”

My glance darted to the traveler. I simply wanted to know how they were doing, but I found myself glued to them.
    The traveler’s hood had come off, revealing their glistening silver hair, disheveled as though a gale had blown
    past.

A woman. A strikingly beautiful one, at that.

I probably shouldn’t be having these thoughts—not when my life was in danger—but in hindsight, the body I was
    carrying did feel light and slender. I wasn’t sure if she was a woman, as her voice sounded too calm,
    but it was indeed too high-pitched for a man. What a shame. I should’ve felt her up some more. You
    couldn’t really blame a man for having inappropriate thoughts.

Is she the one doing this? The only ones present were me, the witch, and the pretty lady. The
    extraordinary phenomenon occurring before me was clearly targeted at the witch. Needless to say, I couldn’t do
    all this, which meant by process of elimination, there was only one person responsible.

In the blink of an eye, a huge box made of earth—seemingly natural, yet clearly out-of-the-ordinary—stood there,
    looming with its intimidating presence.

“This is from the Chapter of Capture, Verse Three — Etrach,” the woman said. “It would take a whole day to get
    out of there using something as weak as Steim. Breaking out is possible with Redaest, but it seems they are
    exhausted. They would have to rest before they could have a chance of escaping. Now then, I have a few
    questions.”

Her red lips curved into a derisive smile. She had long eyelashes and mystical, clear, bluish-purple eyes, like a
    pair of jewels.

Still down on the ground, I stared at her, mouth agape like an idiot.

“Are you… a witch?” I asked.

The woman turned around, her smirk now gone. Her beauty instilled dread. I caught a glimpse of innocence in her
    bold expression that looked oh-so-humane. It almost felt like she was a completely different person from moments
    ago.

“Indeed. I am a witch,” she replied. “I find meaning in the meaningless, create something out of nothingness. I
    am a witch of the Murky Darkness!”

I see. Okay. I get it. I rose to my feet and took off at full speed.

If there was anything good about being born a monster, it was the exceptional physical abilities. Nobody could
    catch up to me if I sprinted at full speed. If I fought a normal human, they would most likely end up dead,
    while I’d be unscathed. I had the perfect body for fighting.

Thanks to that, I could get away even from witches. I ran through the forest and stumbled out of the woods onto a
    barren path. Breathing heavily, I hid behind a tree and peered into the forest now covered in darkness. No one
    seemed to be following me. Just to be safe, I watched carefully with bated breath. Once I confirmed I was safe,
    I slumped down on the ground, heaving a sigh of relief.

Man, talk about bad luck. I surveyed my surroundings once more before preparing to camp for the night.


I couldn’t care less if they were the most beautiful woman in the world; witches were the scum of society and my
    natural enemy. Although I probably wouldn’t mind dying in the hands of such a beauty, my desire to live was
    stronger than my sexual urges. No one would grieve for a dead Beastfallen anyway, so I wanted to at least value
    my own life.

The world shunned Beastfallen for two reasons: first and foremost, people found their appearance unsettling.
    Second, the majority of Beastfallen became mercenaries or bandits—in other words, murderers. If I were a parent,
    I would prohibit my kids from getting anywhere near a Beastfallen. People wouldn’t let these creatures enter
    towns, stores, or even their sight. Not one person in the world would befriend a Beastfallen.

As a mercenary, I never had to worry about getting hungry, but being dragged into battles of life and death was
    quite draining. All I wanted was to open up a tavern somewhere, settle down with a pretty woman, and live out
    the rest of my life in peace. Unfortunately, the universe wouldn’t allow that.

“Not when I look like this…”

Breathing a sigh, I gazed down at my densely furry hands. Most Beastfallen took the form of huge carnivores, like
    bears and wolves. However, I had no idea what I was. I probably belonged to a family of cats, albeit a little
    too grisly. My fur’s color was white with streaks of light-black. Calling it striped might not be all accurate,
    as there was more white than black. I quite liked it personally, but the color stood out at night, so I had to
    don a black cloak at all times.

“Well, it’s better than not having any pattern at all,” I muttered as cheerfully as possible and let out a bitter
    laugh.

I had come to terms with what I am now. But it wasn’t always like that. Back when I was in my mid-teens, my
    appearance bothered me so much that I would rip my skin open. The pain, however, made me give up doing that
    eventually.

After leaving the village, I wandered a secluded mountain alone and covered in blood, yet I didn’t die. Just like
    an animal, I fed on birds and mice to survive. Perhaps that was when I came to accept myself for who I was.

No one would mourn the loss of a monster like me anyway. I made up my mind to at least live on.

More than a decade had passed since then, and the wounds from those days had all but healed. The feeling of
    crushing loneliness had long faded into memory, but it still remained, although dull.

    In any case, living in solitude was easy. Now I did harbor faint hopes of someday meeting an eccentric
    woman who would actually love me. However, I’d heard of even prostitutes disliking the company of Beastfallen,
    so my hopes might just remain a pipe dream.

“I wish I took a cuter form…” Grumbling over something I could do nothing about, I stirred my dinner pot.

I ended up tossing away the rabbit I planned to use as an ingredient when the witch attacked, so I had to make do
    with some herbs that grew nearby and dried meat that I saved for emergencies. I put some salt and some animal
    fat that I had wrapped up in leather inside my bag. After a little taste test, I added more salt. This
        should be enough. All I had to do now was let it simmer for a bit to bring out the flavor, and it was
    chowtime.

In the meantime, I rummaged through my bag for a compass and a map that I spread out on my knees.

 

Map of Wenias Kingdom (Revised Edition)

Merchants are welcome in Fomicaum, where you can collect rare items from all over the world.

In the capital of Plasta, performances are held in the plaza every week on the day of the
        goddess.

Specialty: Juicy and tender Roasted Ebl Boar (A huge species of boar native to Wenias).

Warning: Wild Ebl Boar live in the forests. Hunting them is prohibited. Stay on the roads at all
        times.

 

I frowned after reading the last part. “It’s not like I went through the woods ’cause I wanted to. Hope you let
    this one slide.” Muttering an excuse to no one in particular, I estimated my current location based on the
    position of the stars and the place where I was attacked.

Wenias was a kingdom located roughly at the center of the continent that flourished as a stopover for travelers.
    Once an isolated land surrounded by mountain ranges, the kingdom created transport routes to neighboring
    countries by drilling tunnels through the mountains, and thereby successfully attracting many travelers and
    merchants alike.

Travelers were willing to pay the pricey toll if it meant cutting through the mountains, instead of going the
    long way around like they used to. The tunnels that they had to pass through were bigger than one could
    imagine—so much so, in fact, that inns were even built inside if people wanted to rest. The scene created by
    colorful lights illuminating the stalls and inns was phenomenal. If I were a kid, I would’ve been ecstatic.

Recently however, there were rumors spreading around the neighboring countries of a little problem. Travelers,
    including merchants, avoided dangerous countries so they wouldn’t get caught in any sort of conflict. Even if
    their lives weren’t in any immediate danger, a country in chaos meant increased bandit activity.

If that happened, Wenias, which relied on revenue from travelers, wouldn’t be able to survive. Naturally the
    kingdom’s bigshots began to do everything in their power to solve the problem. Their first step was to
    strengthen their forces by hiring mercenaries. This information spread both home and abroad, eventually reaching
    mercenaries like me.

So basically I was on my way to Plasta, the capital of Wenias, in search of work. When I spoke to the guards at
    the border, they handed me a written invitation and told me to head to the capital. They knew very well that
    Beastfallen would be huge assets in battle.

It was quite a hassle, however. To avoid the habitats of Wenias’ endemic creatures, I had to take a lot of twists
    and turns, so keeping a map with me at all times was necessary. I traced my finger over the parchment, its
    surface scraped and worn-out from countless rewrites.

So I originally decided to make camp here, then went through the forest, and now I’m here. That means Plasta
        is…

“Over there.”

As I raised my head to confirm the direction I was headed, I froze. A hooded figure, illuminated by the fire’s
    dancing flames, was slurping my soup with a wooden ladle.

I let out a scream. As a half-beast, I had keen senses. Rarely could anyone, or anything, sneak up on me. Yet
    here I was, completely oblivious to the stranger’s presence. What’s more surprising, it was the strikingly
    beautiful woman from earlier—the witch—and she was eating my dinner. Even I wasn’t sure why I screamed.

“Hey, stop eating my soup!” Judging from the words coming out of my own mouth, I screamed because someone else
    was eating my dinner.

The witch let out a disappointed groan as I snatched the whole pot. “G-Give it back!” she yelled. “That is my
    food!”

“In your dreams! It’s mine!”

“You knocked over my soup earlier! Making me another one is the honorable thing to do!”

“A witch talking about honor? Now that’s hilarious.”

“Fine, then! You leave me no choice, but to use… Sorcery.”

She uttered the last word in a low, intimidating tone that made me choke back on my words. I almost forgot.
        She’s a witch. I should forget about the soup, grab my sword, and get the hell out of here.

“Listen carefully,” she said. “If you do not hand over that soup right now, I will bring about a famine in the
    north, a plague in the south, a rat infestation in the west, a drought to kill wheats in the east! Your
    selfishness will destroy the world, unless you give me that soup now!”

Spoken like a real witch. For some reason, however, I didn’t feel threatened at all. I was used to
    feelings of malice, hostility, and bloodlust, that I would be able to sense them immediately. Even if I
    couldn’t, my hand would instinctively reach for my sword regardless. I realized then that she was merely
    spouting empty threats. For a while, I was torn between my choices.

“Knock yourself out,” I said. But ultimately I chose my dinner. I couldn’t care less about the world as long I
    was fine. If I died, I would be taking the whole world down with me. I snatched the wooden ladle from the
    astounded witch and resumed stirring the pot.

The witch wailed. “D-Do you realize what you are saying? Even a demon would care more about the world! Hey, leave
    some for me!” She latched onto my back.

“You’re pissing me off! Shoo!” I shook her off. A groan escaped her lips as she rolled on the ground.

An uncomfortable silence descended. I stopped my stirring and glanced at the witch. She lay glued to the ground,
    motionless. It was quite the bizarre sight.

She can’t be dead, right? Not that I would mind if a witch kicked the bucket. In fact, that would be a
    cause for celebration. But I’d feel awful if she died. I didn’t really want to kill her.

“Hello?” I called out to her gingerly.

“I…” the witch murmured. Oh, she’s alive. Not only that, her whole body exuded an eerie, dark aura.

Did I just screw up big time? She didn’t seem like a threat, but she was still a witch. Who knew what
    she would do if I pissed her off? Trembling in fear, I pulled my body back.

“I want to have some too…” Her voice trembled, almost like she was pleading.

I felt the tension rush out from within me. She wasn’t angry at all. Give me a break. Why are you acting like
        some kind of a mistreated, unfortunate woman? She did look pitiful with her tattered cloak. It
    looked like I was the bad guy.

“I am starving,” she muttered, scratching the ground as though writhing in agony. “I spent the whole day making
    that soup, working hard since morning… I was really looking forward to partaking of it…”
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Her words cut like a knife, and I felt deeply sorry. Me being under attack back then didn’t change the fact that
    I was the one who knocked her soup over. She also saved my life, technically. Witch or not, I’d be a piece of
    trash if I didn’t even give her a bowl of soup for that.

“And that soup is incredibly delectable,” she added. “I want to have some too…”

Delectable, you say? I see. I’ll take the compliment. For something I whipped up on the fly, I was
    actually quite proud of it. With a click of the tongue, I handed a bowl of soup to the witch. I lost.

I could see her face light up even under her hood as she snatched the bowl from my hand and started slurping the
    soup down directly from the container.

“You are such a tease. You could have given it to me from the start.”

Talk about an attitude. This is why I hate pretty women. Now a pretty witch? That’s even worse.

The witch finished her soup in no time at all. She then picked up the dried meat scraps left in the bowl and
    tossed it in her mouth.

“More,” she said as she held out her bowl, as though fully expecting her request to be granted.

The audacity. I frowned. Needless to say, I didn’t take her bowl.

“Why are you here anyway?” I asked. “What do you want from me?”

“While I would love to answer your questions, I am too hungry to do so.”

How could someone be so shameless? I glared at her, but she didn’t seem fazed.

I valued my life. I had no plans to fight a witch head-on. If intimidation didn’t work, I had no choice but to
    give in. But just giving in to her demands for free would not sit right with me.

“I’ll give you another bowl if you answer my questions,” I said.

The witch glanced back and forth between me and the bowl before pushing it onto me, as if saying “I’ll talk, so
    give me my soup.”

“I am in the middle of a journey,” she started in an indifferent tone. “I am looking for a man by the name of
    Thirteenth.”

  That’s a number, not a name. I held back the urge to interrupt. I was talking to a witch. I couldn’t
    assume that what was common sense to me applied to her as well. I took her bowl and poured soup in it silently.


“Thirteenth is a brethren of mine. We studied Sorcery together in Moonsbow Forest, but he left the cellar to take
    care of a little problem. I waited and waited and received no word from him. Without much of a choice, I decided
    to follow the trail of his insidious mana and made it all the way here.”

Moonsbow Forest was the name of a “forest with no ruler” located on the outskirts of the continent. A land deeply
    associated with witches, no country claimed sovereignty over it as they found it too creepy. In the end, it
    became a lordless territory. The Church should’ve conducted numerous witch hunts in the area, but seeing a witch
    from Moonsbow Forest out here in the open suggested that the Church’s witch hunting squad were a bunch of
    incompetent fools.

“You have heard of the witch hunts in this country, yes?” she asked, her face grim.

“Witch hunts happen all over the world,” I spat out.

“It is much harsher here compared to other places. I was almost burned at the stake three times when I was not
    even doing anything.”

“Ah, yes,” I nodded. The little problem that Wenias was facing—going as far as hiring mercenaries to solve it—was
    witch-related. “Witches are staging a revolt. That explains why the witch hunts here are worse than anywhere
    else.”

“Witches staging a revolt?” she repeated, blinking uneasily. “That sounds like a thing of the past.”

So are you witches. She seemed genuinely curious, however. Well, she was right. Large-scale
    revolts by witches were only heard of in folk tales.

“I’m with you on that one,” I said. “I thought it was a load of bull until that witch attacked me. A witch
    attacking a traveler is weird, any way you slice it.”

To put it simply, the witch hunts conducted by various countries were more like hunting for survivors. Five
    hundred years ago, a war broke out between witches and the Church. After suffering defeat, the witches dispersed
    and went into hiding in various lands, living their lives in secret. Now the world had deemed them as evil
    creatures, hunting them down endlessly.

But five hundred years had passed and people grew tired of it. Needless to say, witches that brought about
    calamities out in the open were hunted down, but the low-profile ones were left alone. People didn’t rejoice
    witches’ deaths anymore these days, so countries and the Church saw no point in hunting them.

Witch hunting was, for the Church, nothing but a means of demonstrating its power. There can be no good without
    evil. Without good, the people would not believe in God. So the Church branded witches as evil.

Should a state called for aid, the Church would deploy the Knight Templars for an outrageous amount of
    donation. But Wenias didn’t do that, and so the Church simply watched from the sidelines. Now the
    government had grown desperate in their efforts to suppress the witches, who were doing whatever they pleased.


“As a matter of fact,” I continued, “I’ve heard countless rumors of disturbing witch-related cases ever since I
    entered the kingdom. Apparently it’s not unheard of for a witch to occupy a village and enslave the villagers.
    Don’t tell me this “little problem” that you mentioned is lending a hand to the revolt. And now you’re
    pretending to be clueless, but you’re actually on the way to back them up too. Am I wrong?”

It made sense, then, that Wenias was a dangerous place for her. She deserved the awful things she went through so
    far. But as soon as I finished speaking, she turned pale as though I just insulted her.

“Why would I do something so bothersome?! If the witches won, we would have to rule the country. I despise
    spending effort. If I had to rule a country, I would prefer one that is darker and smaller, with swarms of
    spiders.”

You won’t find a creepy country like that anywhere. For a moment, I imagined a gorgeous woman covered in
    spiders, and I deeply regretted it. Thanks for ruining my appetite—Wait. Where’s my pot?

Realizing the pot I was holding had disappeared, I quickly glanced at the witch. Before I knew it, she had
    snatched the pot, moving the ladle at a fast pace.

“Wh-Why, you… How?!”

“I am a witch, beast warrior. If I want to, I can easily shave off all your fur in an instant, leaving you naked.
    You were doomed the moment you let your guard down. This soup is now mine.”

“Y-You bitch…” I growled. She was clearly mocking me, but I had no means to take the pot back from her hands.
    Helplessly, I sipped from the bowl I had left.

“So going back, what is this “little problem?”

“Some scoundrel stole a book from us. Thirteenth left to find and retrieve it.”

“A book?”

“A very precious book, and there is only one of it. It could spell disaster if it falls into the wrong hands.”


“By disaster, you mean…?”

For a moment, the witch went quiet. Her hands stopped moving. Then in a strangely quiet voice, she spoke.

“The end of the world.”

“The end of what?”

“I said the world.”

I stifled a yawn. “Ain’t that terrifying? Oh, how awful would that be? I’m so terrified, I’m about to burst into
    tears.”

“Can you not be a little nicer? You are hurting my feelings.”

“I’m not stupid enough to believe that a single book can destroy the world.”

“A single book? Preposterous. A single page from that book will be more than enough,” she said, her tone
    as indifferent as it could get. Her voice was neither threatening nor exaggerated. It was as if she was simply
    stating an obvious fact, giving her statement a sense of credibility. I still found it hard to believe, however.


In fact, the world seemed fine to me at the moment. I had no idea when exactly the book was stolen, but judging
    by her words, this Thirteenth fellow had been gone for a while. If that book really held such power, the world
    would have ended by now.

“Assuming what you’re saying is true,” I said, “what’s it got to do with me? I asked you what you wanted from me.
    I didn’t ask about your journey.”

“What, you do not get it?”

“I’m slow, unfortunately.”

“In short, I need to retrieve the book, which is apparently somewhere in this kingdom. But a witch like me
    walking alone in these parts is quite inconvenient and dangerous. Getting chased around is exhausting as well.
    Which is why,” the witch glanced at me, and I finally realized what she was getting at. “I want you to be my
    bodyguard.”

“Hell no!” I snapped.

“That was a fast reply. I am actually impressed.”

“Do you want an explanation? I fuckin’ hate witches.”

“Wait, hear me out. You will be paid, of course. I am a witch, someone who offers sacrifices to demons to bring
    about miracles. Paying the appropriate amount of compensation when forming a contract is a basic tenet of
    Sorcery.”

“It’s not about payment. You see, I wish nothing but the total annihilation of witches, and I came to this
    kingdom to help with that. A country without witches would mean a better life for me, after all. Escorting a
    witch doesn’t make any sense whatsoever.”

“You do not mince your words, huh? Why do you despise witches so much?”

“Come on, now. Do you see my face?”

“Your face?” She studied my features, cocking her head to the side. “You are a handsome man. I quite like it.”


“Oh, spare me the sarcasm.”

“It is not sarcasm. You have wonderful fur, sharp eyes, and robust jaws. You are the perfect example of a
    beautiful beast of prey. Besides, I think the human face hiding beneath that fur is pleasing to the eyes as
    well.”

The face beneath my fur? I touched my face, but it still had the same beastly features.

“You can see my face?” I asked.

“Why, of course. I cannot call myself a witch otherwise. So that is what you mean by this “Beastfallen” thing.
    That is the result of the Beastowal spell rebounding.”

“A rebound… what?”

“Beastowal is a spell that grants immense power to a human being by transforming them into beast-like warriors.
    It is said that a thousand years ago, when powerful countries constantly waged wars, a million beast warriors
    were created.”

“Y-You mean witches created the Beastfallens?!”

“Not quite right. Spell and spell rebound might sound similar, but they are completely different. The former is
    cast voluntarily, while the latter is simply the result of an automatic chain of events.”

“Sorry, but you lost me there.”

I frowned, and the witch spoke in a lively voice, like she was having fun teaching a struggling student.

“Allow me to demonstrate. Get me that stone.” She pointed at a small, flat stone lying by my side. I did as she
    said and gave it to her. She then started fiddling with it in her hand. “Let us assume this is a spell created
    by Sorcery. I, a witch, will cast it.”

She hurled the stone at an incredible speed behind her. How she produced that much power from such slender arms
    was beyond me. The stone ricocheted off a tree and came flying straight back to her. What happened next, I
    didn’t expect. She dodged the stone and it hit my head instead.

“Ouch.” It made a loud sound as it landed. If I wasn’t a Beastfallen, I’d be bleeding profusely.

The witch shrugged, seemingly unapologetic. “I aimed at the tree. The stone bounced back, but I did not catch it.
    As a result, it hit you, someone directly on its path. A similar thing can happen in Sorcery as well.”

“You mean the stone bouncing back and hitting me?”

“Yes. When a beast warrior dies, the beast’s soul returns to the witch. But if the witch has already passed on,
    the soul will instead go to the being closest to the caster. In most cases, it is the witch’s descendants. The
    soul will then reside inside the belly of a woman, and a beast warrior is born. This is the truth behind what
    you refer to as Beastfallen.”

“So I’m related to a witch, and their death resulted in me becoming a Beastfallen? What the hell’s that? I’ve
    never heard of that before!”

“I am simply telling the truth. Whether it is common knowledge or not is irrelevant. I am a witch. I do not lie
    when it comes to Sorcery.”

According to the Church—and this was the prevailing opinion everywhere—those who committed evil deeds in their
    past lives attracted demons in their bodies, and eventually transformed into beasts. They said that was the
    reason why Beastfallen were violent, aggressive, and spent every day of their lives fighting.

Fuck the Church. I always knew that was a load of bullshit. I wasn’t violent or aggressive. I sincerely wished to
    live a peaceful life. Most people believed the Church’s lies, however. Now their prejudices were being directed
    at me as well.

“I-I can’t believe I’m related to a witch.”

“Witches are basically outcasts and live very long lives. By the time you forget you were related to a witch, the
    spell comes back.”

The witch breathed a sigh of disappointment as she regarded her now-empty bowl. “Do you want to become human?”
    she asked.

“Can I become human?”

A smile tugged at her lips. “I can turn you into one easily. What do you say, Mercenary? I will undo the spell if
    you work for me.”

I had a dream—to open up a tavern in the countryside, settle down with a pretty woman, and live the rest of my
    life in peace. If she really spoke the truth, my wish to live as a normal human being—a wish I had long given up
    on—would come true. I wouldn’t have to constantly hide my face under a hood, run from witches, or scare away
    hookers. Can I really trust a witch, though?

“Don’t witches find my head valuable?”

“Just because I find it appealing does not mean I want it. Besides, I do not have much desire in general. Most of
    all, I want the whole you. A headless body cannot possibly do its job as a bodyguard.”

“Or you’re just saying that so I would let my guard down, giving you the chance to cut my head off.”

“Preposterous. If I wanted to cut your head off, I would have done so from the start. I would not even ask you to
    be my bodyguard.”

She made a compelling argument. The fact that I was still alive in the presence of a witch suggested she was
    someone worthy of trust—not completely, perhaps, but there was no need to be that wary of her.

A part of me wanted to believe her, but a part of me harbored doubts. What if she’s lying? She’s a
        witch.

“Do you want to form a contract?” the witch asked out of nowhere.

“A contract?”

“Yes, one sealed with blood. A witch contract. You will be my bodyguard, and I will turn you into a human. We use
    our blood to write down the stipulations. Those who breach the contract will perish, without exception.”

“P-Perish?” I shrank back.

The witch smiled softly. “No need to be so scared. All you have to do is not breach our agreement. Give me your
    hand.”

Before I could say a word, she grabbed my hand. I gave a start. So soft. As if that wasn’t enough, she
    brought her lips close to my finger and held it in her mouth without hesitation. I shuddered, all the hair on my
    body standing on end, as her slimy tongue crawled over the furless skin.

“H-Hey!” I grunted in pain as I felt my skin rip open. Watching the blood drip from my finger, the witch nodded
    in satisfaction, and proceeded to bite her own finger as well.

“I will create a contract in mirror writing using our mixed blood as ink. Once it is burned, the contract is
    finalized. We are both bound by it unless either of us dies, or both parties expressly acknowledge the
    completion or abandonment of the contract. Unfortunately, I do not have any paper with me. But a piece of cloth
    will do.”

Without even thinking twice, the witch ripped the bottom of her cloak. Her already tattered cloak looked even
    more ragged. Calmly, I watched the blood trickle down both our fingers.

“Tell me something, witch,” I said. “Why did you choose me? If you wanted to maintain a low profile, wouldn’t it
    be better to choose someone less shady? Traveling with a Beastfallen would only draw attention.”

“My companion standing out means less attention drawn to me,” she answered nonchalantly.

I see. Yes, that makes sense. If a Beastfallen like me was walking out in the open with a witch, I’d be
    the one drawing attention.

“Also you smell like the cellar.”

“Smell like what?”

“There is a huge limestone cavern in Moonsbow Forest. It is dark and damp, yet comfortable. We call it the
    cellar, a sort of code that we witches use to refer to our lair.”

I sniffed my arm. Tumbling through the forest made me smell like mud and grass mixed together. Above all, I
    reeked of animal scent.

“Did you raise livestock or something?” I asked.

“Livestock…? We sure did. We kept all sorts of animals. And plenty of snakes and spiders.”

Livestock, snakes, and spiders, huh? I should find an inn soon and wash the stench away. Then I found
    myself smiling. Here I was, talking about witches, bloody contracts, and my potential demise, and I was thinking
    of taking a bath. I realized I already had my answer. From the start, my instincts believed this witch wouldn’t
    do me any harm. Relying on logic was foolish. My instincts had helped me sense countless dangers before,
    allowing me to survive until now.

Rubbing my nose, I snatched the cloth away from the witch’s hands.

“What are you doing?! The contract is not yet—”

Ignoring her words, I ripped it to shreds and scattered it in the wind.

“Do you know how much effort it takes to write on cloth with blood?!”

“There’s no need for such a shady contract,” I said. “Give me your hand.” This time I took her hand. So
        beautiful. And so small that I could crush it in my own hands.

Blood trickled down the finger that she bit. I pressed my wound to hers, mixing our blood together. The witch
    turned her gaze at me, her eyes glistening.

“I know this one! A blood pact, right?” she said, her face flushed from excitement. “We interlace our fingers
    like this.” Smiling, she pressed both our thumbs even harder.

“Better than a witch’s contract written in blood, don’t you agree? This is how humans and mercenaries do it.”

Feeling awkward, I pulled my hand away. The part where our blood mingled felt oddly warm. What if something
        awful happens if the blood of a witch and a Beastfallen are mixed together? However, my worries went
    out the window as I watched the witch squeeze her bloodstained thumb tight, as if holding something dear.

“I swear I will not take your head, Mercenary,” she said. “You can relax.”

“Is that so? I sure hope you don’t. So, what’s your name?”

“My name is Zero.”

That’s a number, not a name. I felt like saying something, but I kept it to myself. There was silence
    for a brief moment.

I regarded the witch. “You’re not gonna ask me my name?”

The witch shrugged. “I have no interest in your name.”

“What?”

“The only ones I call by name are my retainers—in other words, my servants. Names are important to witches. You
    tell me your name, and I might use it to bind you and turn you into my humble servant.”

She smirked and raised both hands, pretending to be a monster about to devour me. She looked both like a child
    playing around and an elderly scaring kids.

“Spoken like a real witch.” I smiled.

“I am a real witch.” She smiled back. “Terrifying, huh?”

And so a bizarre relationship began, in which both parties didn’t refer to each other by their names. Not like we
    knew each other’s names. This would probably only last for about a month anyway. For a short-term relationship,
    it was just the right distance.
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Chapter 2: The Grimoire of Zero

    So soft. So warm. So fragrant.

It was an oddly pleasant morning, and I seemed to be embracing something. I opened my bleary eyes to see the
    extinguished bonfire and the blackened ground underneath it. My mind told me something happened last night, but
    I couldn’t recall a single thing. I thought it had something to do with witches.

Then I heard a groan coming from my arms. Oh, a witch.

“M-Master…”

“Wait, what the hell?!”

In an instant, I was wide awake. I heard a squeal, like a frog being crushed, as I jumped to my feet. Glancing
    around, I spotted the witch—Zero—in her horribly tattered cloak lying sprawled on the ground like a corpse after
    I accidentally sent her flying. Her hood had come off, exposing her breathtaking beauty under the morning sun.


Apparently the concept of age and gender didn’t apply to those gifted with extraordinary beauty. Zero, who
    appeared to be androgynous, possessed both the pure innocence of a young maiden and the allure of a prostitute.
    It made me feel awfully uncomfortable.

“Wh-Wh-What the hell are you doing?!” I screamed.

Zero opened her eyes slightly, still half-asleep, and fumbled around as though searching for something. She then
    frowned, clearly grumpy.

“Fur…” she muttered.

“What?”

“So cold… I need my warm and fluffy fur…”

“Wake up!” I snapped, smacking her on the head.

Zero yelped as she leapt to her feet. “That hurt! Why would you hit me?! I was simply sleeping.”

“I don’t care! How and where were you sleeping?!”

“How… Where?” she repeated drowsily as she rubbed her head. “Hmm… I believe I crawled under your cloak and slept
    buried in your fur.”

“It was a rhetorical question! Can’t you see I’m mad at you?! Now apologize!”

“It is too early to be shouting. Your vicious face and terrifying voice will scare all the animals and cause the
    forest to wither. What are you so angry about anyway?”

Zero yawned. Squinting at the brightness, she put her hood back on. She looked suspicious with half of her face
    hidden underneath, but now I could finally relax. Excessive beauty was not good for the eyes.

“You are unhappy that I encroached upon your personal space? I had no choice. You have fur, while I do not—only
    bare skin that cannot keep the cold away. Or are you suggesting that I sleep out in the cold while you sleep
    cosily?”

“It’s not like I wished to have fur…”

“That is beside the point. I am talking about hard facts. Besides, I am sure you found the experience to be quite
    delightful, no?” A subtle smile danced on her lips.

I recalled the soft and warm sensation I felt when I woke up, and I was speechless for a moment. Zero nodded in
    satisfaction, as if reading my mind.

“Sleeping alone is both cold and lonesome. If you have a companion, it is only logical to sleep together. More
    than anything, you were able to sleep with a stunning woman. Rather than being angry, you should be thanking
    me.”

“Did you really just call yourself “stunning”?”

“It is a hard fact.” She repeated her words with a smug look.

I clicked my tongue. “Don’t witches have any modesty or shame?”

“You must discard such things if you wish to be a witch. Oh, did you perhaps find me arousing?” she asked in a
    strangely delighted tone.

“Hell no!” I snapped. I think I didn’t. No, definitely not.

“What a bore,” she mumbled, clearly disappointed. “I do not see any problem, then. Just think of me as an
    inorganic material. You are a bed, and I am a body pillow. Both parties will benefit from this arrangement. So
    we have an agreement.”

“You didn’t even ask me for my opinion! I—”

“You are my mercenary, are you not? Mercenaries should obey their employers.”

She had a point. But the thought of cuddling with a pretty lady every night made me feel more restless than
    happy. Then out of nowhere, Zero’s stomach rumbled, breaking the silence.

“I am hungry, Mercenary,” she said, her gaze fixed on me.

I dropped my shoulders. Arguing with someone like her is stupid and pointless. I have that bird I caught last
        night.

“Will roasted meat do?” I asked.

Zero’s mouth curved into a slovenly smile. “Make it quick!” she urged.

“I was supposed to help with the witch hunt, but somehow I ended up escorting one.” If I told this story at some
    pub, it would surely elicit laughter from the crowd. Of course, I wouldn’t dare mention it, unless I wanted to
    get burned at the stake together with Zero.

While I prepared the bird for roasting, I discussed future plans with Zero. I had no idea where we were headed to
    begin with. Verifying what the job entailed was necessary. Zero, however, didn’t know a single thing about
    Wenias, so we had to rely on the map to confirm our destination.

“Where are we right now?” she asked, tilting her head.

I pointed at an area on the map with my claw. Nodding, Zero traced her slender finger from our current location
    to the north—about the length of two fingers—to the capital Plasta.

“Thirteenth is most likely around here,” she said indifferently. “I can feel it.”

Well, that’s just great. Plasta was my original destination, where I was supposed to assist with the
    witch hunt. The royal capital recruiting Beastfallen suggested that skirmishes with the witches had reached all
    the way to the center of the kingdom. Escorting a witch there would have dire consequences.

“Wenias is in a state of war against witches. I doubt there would be a sorcerer right in the capital. Maybe
    you’re just mistaken—”

“We should only consider conclusions based on facts, not speculations based on common sense. I have been
    following Thirteenth’s mana trail. I am certain he is around here.” Zero nodded with conviction.

I guess we’re going to Plasta, then. What’s this Thirteenth fellow doing in the middle of all this
        anyway?

“He sounds more and more suspicious to me. How can you be so sure he’s not helping take over the kingdom?”

“Thirteenth is indolent. He knows taking over the kingdom will only result in more work.”

“Then what’s he doing here?”

“I told you, he is looking for a book. From its contents, it is logical to search for it where the rebellion is
    happening.”

“Riiight, the book that could destroy the world,” I said in a mocking tone without realizing it. Zero, however,
    simply nodded, unconcerned. Her silence seemed to give her words a strange sense of credibility, and it sent a
    chill down my back.

With prep done, I thrust a stick through the bird, planted it on the ground, and began roasting it over the
    bonfire. Zero stared at the meat with enthusiasm.

“So, what kind of book is it?” I asked. “You said it could destroy the world.”

Zero pulled her eyes away from the bird and looked at me with a proud smile on her face. “It is written in
    unfading ink, on parchment that has been treated with the finest perfume. The cover is made of ebony, so shiny
    that you can see your own reflection, and the hinge is made of gold. With its extremely delicate ornaments, one
    look and anyone would—”

“I’m not asking you what it looks like! I’m asking about the contents!”

I suppose knowing the appearance is crucial when looking for something, but that’s not what I want to know
        right now.

“It is a beautiful book,” Zero muttered, pouting her lips. “I doubt you would understand even if I explained it
    to you.”

“I guess you’re not really that good if people can’t understand your explanation.”

Zero regarded me silently. I held her gaze, and we glared at each other for several seconds.

“How much do you know about Sorcery?” she asked abruptly.

Looks like I won, I thought. “I don’t know much. Only that you summon demons to cause supernatural
    phenomena.”

“That is correct. Are you aware of the process?”

“You draw a summoning circle, recite an incantation, and offer a sacrifice,” I said fluently.

Zero nodded with satisfaction. “Yes. Then we negotiate with the summoned demon to bring about a miracle. That is
    Sorcery.”

Even people who were not familiar with Sorcery knew this much. In fact, it was common knowledge. This was because
    witches were portrayed as villains in the Church’s sermons and children’s books.

“Then what do you think of the arrow of light used against you last night? We call that Steim, by the way.”

I’m not sure.

Zero smiled at my silence. “No need to think too hard. You were shocked, yes?”

“Uh, yeah… I guess.”

“Humans, my dear Mercenary, find the unexpected shocking. Their minds tell them “this should not be happening.”


The “arrow of light” that the witch used and the “box made of earth” that Zero summoned completely shredded
    conventional knowledge about Sorcery. I doubt they could draw summoning circles while running, and it didn’t
    seem like they were offering sacrifices on the fly. Of course, I didn’t spot any demons either. I had heard
    rumors recently of witches using a strange kind of Sorcery, but what I witnessed was completely unexpected.

“So I was wrong?” I asked.

“Not at all. But what was common knowledge is no longer applicable. Strictly speaking, Steim is not Sorcery.”

Then what the hell is it? Before I could ask the question, Zero gave me the answer.

“It is not Sorcery, but Magic.”

“Ma… jick?” I repeated the unfamiliar word. But uttering it didn’t help me understand its meaning. I must’ve been
    wearing a bizarre look as Zero let out a chuckle.

“What’s so funny?!”

“I did not expect a brute like you to make such an adorable face.”

“A-Adorable?! Why, you…”

“No need to feel embarrassed. You look more and more adorable. Oh, how I want to embrace you tight.”

Calling a mercenary like me adorable was nothing short of insulting. Hoping to hide my embarrassment, I sprinkled
    crushed, dried herbs and salt on the meat as it started to smell good. Yellow sparks danced as salt fell onto
    the fire.

“You do not have to worry about a thing. I will explain it properly. Being called “not good” would be a disgrace
    to the Murky Darkness name. But before I get into detail, we must be on the same page first. What exactly is
    Sorcery? One cannot speak of Magic without first knowing what Sorcery is.”

Zero picked up a branch and started drawing a strange symbol on the ground. As soon as she finished, she drew
    another one beside it, and another one until eventually they formed a circle.

“A summoning circle?”

“Yes. A circle is absolutely required when summoning a demon. It is a sanctuary for the witch and has the power
    to strengthen their mind. Above all, it has the crucial role of protecting the caster from the demon that they
    summon.”

Zero drew a circle around the symbols so perfect that it was hard to believe a human could have drawn it with a
    tree branch. After adding four small circles at equal intervals within the circle, she then wrote letters and
    symbols I couldn’t comprehend in great detail.

    Summon a demon with this circle, huh? I glanced at Zero with astonishment.

“Hey, wait! Don’t tell me you’re gonna summon a demon here?!”

“I sure am. Just sit back and watch. It is quite the interesting sight.”

“No! Stop!”

Ignoring my protests, Zero held both her hands over the circle and started chanting. I thought about stopping
    her, but I was too terrified to interrupt the spell. Instead, I half-rose to my feet so I could run any time.
    Not entirely determined to escape, however, I glanced back and forth between Zero and the circle.

Five minutes later and she was still chanting. I grew tired of staying on my toes. Just when I thought nothing
    might happen, the circle started to glow a clear blue. I could see something beyond it.

Oh, crap. It’s here! She really summoned one! I took a huge leap back. The light vanished in an instant.
    For a while, my eyes were fixed on the creature that appeared in the middle of the summoning circle. It
    resembled a human being, but it wasn’t exactly human. Like some sort of an insect, it had deep, green eyes with
    no white, and transparent wings growing on its back. And it was incredibly small. Smaller than my hands.

“That’s… a demon?”

“Yes. By the way, aren’t you a little too scared?”

“Shut up! The only ones not afraid of demons are you witches!”

I was watching from afar on full alert, all the hair on my tail standing on end. Zero wore a look of
    astonishment.

“It is fine. Just come closer. It will not bite. I say demon, but this is actually a fairy.”

“Demons and fairies are different creatures!”

“They are essentially the same. It varies between eras and regions, but we witches collectively refer to
    nonhumans as “demons”. That includes fairies, spirits, and of course gods.”

“Should you really be lumping gods together with demons?”

“Is it not part of the Church’s doctrine to regard pagan gods as demons? In other words, the Church itself
    acknowledges that the only thing that distinguishes God from demons is the people’s faith.”

Yeah. That kinda makes sense. For someone like me who didn’t worship any god, it was a more convincing
    idea than there being only one true God.

Slowly, I inched closer to the circle, studying the small, uneasy demon chirping like a cricket.

“It looks scared,” I said.

“I bet it is. Only rarely do low-ranked demons like this get summoned. It is not used to it.”

“Do demons have ranks?”

“Indeed, they do. There is a strict hierarchy among them. The higher-ranked ones are powerful, with a retinue of
    lower-ranked demons. Therefore if you succeed in summoning a high-ranked demon, you can get them to tell you how
    to summon lower-ranked ones. This was how the study of Sorcery developed and spread.”

“So what rank is this one?”

“Close to being the lowest. It is weak. You can probably crush it to death with your hands.”

Man, I got scared for nothing. I found it surprising how there was a demon weaker than me.

“Now, little demon. Grant me my wish,” Zero said as she presented a branch. The demon stared at it for a while
    before drawing a deep breath and blowing fire on it. It then regarded Zero with an inquiring look.

“Our contract is complete. Thank you.” Zero nodded, producing a small fruit from the bag hanging by her waist,
    split it in half, then tossed it into the demon’s mouth. The creature giggled before disappearing with a puff.


I let out a breath of astonishment as I stared at the empty space where the demon was just moments ago.

“Man, that’s incredible… It’s my first time seeing Sorcery and a demon.”

“It is roughly as you imagined it to be, right? Draw a circle, recite the incantation, summon the demon, and
    negotiate.” Zero extinguished the flames on the branch.

She was right. Except for the demon being tiny, it was just as I imagined, including the procedure.

“This is where the book comes in,” she continued. “It is divided into four chapters: Hunting, Capture, Harvest,
    and Protection, and contains instructions on how to perform Sorcery without the ritual, only the incantation.”
    Zero twirled her finger in the air and a small flame suddenly appeared.

I distanced myself quickly from the flame with my eyes wide open.

“This is the power of the demon I summoned just now—’light up a tiny flame’. I did not draw a circle, nor did I
    summon the demon, but as you can see, it is the same spell. This is Magic. Normally, you would need to recite
    “Kahlo Rai. Flame, come forth. Chapter of Hunting, Verse One: Rex. Grant me power, for I am Zero.”

“Y-You can omit the incantation too?”

“With enough practice, yes. The incantation is divided into three parts: For the spell I just cast, ‘Kahlo Rai’
    is a command to the demon. “Flame, come forth” is a clear declaration of intent to guide oneself. The last part,
    uttering the spell name and your own name is a sort of a battle cry.”

“Does a battle cry really matter?” I muttered unintentionally.

Zero nodded firmly. “Giving your name and the spell name can provide huge assistance when casting Magic. As you
    become more proficient, you will not need the aid anymore. Eventually, reciting the incantation in your mind
    will be enough—a prayer, so to speak. Convenient, right? You can start a fire without flints.”

Sounds convenient, all right. Since I had bigger hands than the average person, I always had trouble
    starting a fire as there weren’t any flints big enough for me. As I breathed a sigh of admiration, Zero put out
    the flame dancing on her fingertip. I finally understood a little what she meant by “common knowledge no longer
    being applicable”. But there were still questions.

“How’d you use the demon’s power without summoning it anyway? Isn’t it necessary?”

“Not really. No one tried it before.”

What? For real?

“That’s ridiculous! Does that mean witches just wasted a lot of their time for a step that wasn’t even
    necessary?”

“That is correct. A word would have been enough, yet witches went through all the trouble of summoning demons,
    thereby exposing the world to danger. Because of that, they had to come up with defensive measures. That is
    Sorcery. The question is not ‘how did I cast a spell without summoning the demon’, but ‘why summon them in the
    first place when doing so was not really necessary?'”

I sat there speechless. Witches got the first step wrong, and Sorcery developed based on that mistake, a mistake
    that no one realized for centuries.

“The stolen book contains basic theories on Magic, including how you can cast spells without summoning demons.”
    Zero continued. “In addition, written in it are names of demons, their abilities, the incantations, and the
    required sacrifices. There is no room for negotiations with demons in the first place because what they can do
    is already fixed. Demons are governed by a predetermined set of rules, just like how throwing salt into a fire
    will make it burn yellow.”

Zero paused for a moment before continuing. “I call this the Magical Laws on Demon Contracts, or Magic for
    short.”

I finally understood the meaning of the unfamiliar term. Magic was a new craft that allowed witches to cast
    Sorcery easily and in a short amount of time by removing the most difficult and time-consuming part of the
    process.

Suppose you wanted to ask a king for a favor, which would be easier: Summoning him to your room, or sending a
    gift and a letter that contained your request? It would be the latter, no doubt. Yet witches spent ages figuring
    out how to summon the king to their room.

Now a lone book could rectify the witches’ mistake. Rounding up a thousand troops was necessary to bring down a
    witch, and even then one witch could kill a thousand men. The only reason that the Church won was because
    Sorcery took time. Witches in the middle of their rituals were defenseless and easy to kill. Only a few witches
    could perform powerful spells. Killing one of them greatly increased the chances of victory.

What if Magic, a craft that allowed casters to invoke spells in a short amount of time, spread throughout the
    world?

“Sounds like a serious matter, all right,” I said.

There had been ground-breaking advancements in technology throughout the world. The discovery of iron changed
    war. The development of the wheel and carriages changed commerce. What kind of change would the discovery of
    Magic bring, then?

First of all, witches would gain power. If their numbers increased, a war might break out between them and the
    Church once more. Might? No, it was no longer just a possibility. After five hundred years of hiding, witches
    had come out in the open, staging a revolt against the kingdom of Wenias. The stolen book was definitely
    involved in all this.

“So the witch chasing me last night used this “Magic” from the book,” I said.

“Yes,” Zero replied, dropping her shoulders.

“Did they steal the book?”

“No. They were only a novice. I tried asking where they read the book, but they were too hysterical, I barely got
    anything out of them, so I left. Apparently, someone taught them.”

“Someone taught— Wait a sec.”

Books were meant to be read. The knowledge contained in one could spread to thousands of people. Does this
        mean the problem is not only limited to witches? Zero said Magic could be cast by simply reciting the
    incantation and offering a sacrifice.

“Does that mean anyone can use Magic?” I asked.

“That is not true. Magic is highly dependent on one’s aptitude. Without it, you cannot use Magic no matter how
    hard you try. There exists a hurdle insurmountable with knowledge alone.”

“How would you know if someone has the aptitude or not?”

“Simple. Just chant a basic spell, and if there is a sign of it casting, you have the aptitude. If there is none,
    you do not have it. If you do have the aptitude, it will take at most five years to learn.”

Yup, that sounds really bad. There was no doubt that Magic was an incredibly powerful force. If five
    years were enough, someone would surely try to abuse it.

I finally understood Zero’s worries. Like she said, a page from the book could destroy the world.

I recalled the bolt of light that pierced the tree trunks last night. To produce that much power, it would have
    to be made of iron and fired from a huge bow wielded by someone ripped. One guy like that on the battlefield
    would be more than a threat. A group of people who could cast Steim could easily force an army to retreat.

Now things would be all good if these people had discipline. But what if they became bandits and turned to
    robbery? What if an absolute lowlife had the aptitude to use extraordinary Magic? Who would stop them? How?

The spread of Magic would cause a disruption in the balance of power everywhere. It would sow mayhem and spark
    wars.

“Sounds like a really troublesome book. Why even write it?”

“Well—”

Zero immediately paused, and I rose to my feet.

I sensed hostility from somewhere, but before I could locate its source, my ears caught a strange noise that drew
    my attention. Zero seemed to have noticed as well as her eyes darted to the woods. Something of tremendous mass
    was charging straight towards us from deep within the forest.

“Oh, hell no. You’ve gotta be kidding me!”

Toppling down trees on its path, it leapt out of the woods with a thunderous roar and the force of a cannonball.
    As soon as I saw it, the words on the map I had popped into my mind.

 

Warning: Wild Ebl Boar live in the forests.

 

It was a huge wild boar. No, huge was an understatement.

“This thing’s fuckin’ ginormous! It’s bigger than me!”

How could anyone not scream in this situation? The Ebl Boar had, without any exaggeration, a gigantic body. I
    stood a little over two meters tall, yet our eyes met at the same level. Its crushed left eye and the scars all
    over its body painted the creature as a veteran fighter that had repelled countless hunters.

The boar appeared to be in a frenzied state, drooling uncontrollably, its right eye bloodshot. It was aiming at
    me, ready to charge at any moment. The two sharp fangs protruding out of the corners of its mouth could no doubt
    rip even a Beastfallen’s body in half.

Being a Beastfallen, animals naturally despised me. I had never cursed my body more than I had now.

Should I run? No, I can’t. Judging from its speed, I can never outrun it. All the more so if I had to carry
        Zero. Looks like fighting’s the only option. I just have to leap to the side the instant it lunges at me,
        and strike its head.

Crushing its eye would be ideal, but I doubt things would go that well. I drew my sword. As soon as the light
    reflecting off the blade grazed the creature’s eye, it charged straight at me ferociously. I was about to jump
    to the side when I noticed Zero behind me standing still. I had no choice but to stand my ground.

“You idiot! Why are you just standing around?!”

I quickly spurred my body into action, pulled Zero, and rolled onto the ground. I felt a sting as the boar’s fang
    grazed my back. Immediately, I regained my posture. I was about to tell Zero to hide somewhere safe when I found
    her standing in front of me—in other words, between me and the Ebl Boar.

“This is the perfect opportunity,” she said. “I will show you what Magic is like in actual combat. Without
    omitting the incantation, as well. Watch.” Zero gracefully raised both her arms overhead. The Ebl Boar prepared
    to charge once more, pawing the ground. “Meeza Ri Qib!” the witch shouted. “Squirm forth and ensnare! Chapter of
    Capture, Verse Eight: Caplata! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”

I couldn’t immediately grasp what happened. All I knew was that countless vines sprang from the ground, coiling
    around the boar’s legs and knocking the creature over. More vines twisted around its body as it lay on the
    ground. Within a few seconds, it couldn’t move around any longer.

Zero recited the incantation for only a few seconds. What happened afterwards was without doubt Sorcery. So
        this is Magic. If she’s capable of such a feat, I highly doubt she needs me. My raison d’etre as a
    mercenary was in serious jeopardy.

“By the way, Mercenary…” Zero turned to me. “Is this edible? Does it taste good?”

I was staring in awe at the Ebl Boar lying there on its back, scrabbling frantically. “Yeah, well…” I muttered
    without thinking. It was not an affirmation. I just couldn’t find the right words to say.

“Really? That is great,” Zero said with a bright expression.

I gently squeezed my eyes. “I meant no. It tastes good, but hunting it is prohibited. Let it go.”

Zero dropped her shoulders, clearly disappointed, and sauntered towards the boar. The creature’s mouth was
    foaming from agitation. A snap of the witch’s finger and suddenly the creature calmed down. It stared back
    blankly at Zero.

“You are one lucky chunk of meat,” she said. ” You attacked me, yet you get to live. Go thank your lucky stars
    and never show yourself before me ever again. Understood?” While Zero was admonishing the boar, the vines
    tangled around its body unravelled and retreated back underground. She then watched the creature stroll back to
    the woods, her eyes filled with regret.

“Now then,” she said, turning her head to the skies. At the same time, my gaze darted to a tree. “There you are!”
    Zero simulated a nocking motion. She was using Steim. Three arrows of light materialized in her hand and zipped
    through the air, piercing a tree. A sharp cry rang out.

All right. I’m getting used to Magic. To be more precise, my sense of fear had been partially numbed. I
    wouldn’t last long if I got spooked every time I witnessed Magic. As I watched the figure stumble out from
    behind the toppled tree, I snarled, and my whole face furrowed. I recognized the flashy blonde hair.

“You’re that fucking witch from last night!” Realizing this was my perfect chance while they were still shaken, I
    drew my sword.

“Wait!” Zero said. “It is just a child.”

“What? A child?” I carefully examined the blonde grovelling on the ground. Indeed, they possessed a small
    stature. So I was running for dear life from a kid?

I felt miserable all of a sudden. Quietly, I let go of my sword. Zero gestured me to stay where I was and strode
    toward the little witch.

“That was quite the vicious tactic,” Zero said. “You were the one who set that boar on us, yes?”

“Why… Why do you interfere?! You’re a witch too!” Still on their knees, the witch scowled at Zero. They didn’t
    even bother answering the question. “You of all people should know how valuable Beastfallen heads are! I must
    have his! Why are you getting in my way?!

“Because he is my mercenary, laddie. He is no good to me dead.”

“You stole him from me! I found him first!”

I gave a start, surprised. Did she just say “laddie”? I assumed every Sorcerer out there was female, but
    apparently this one was a young boy. Now that I think about it, Thirteenth is a man too. I guess sex doesn’t
        affect aptitude in Sorcery or Magic.

“Who found him first is irrelevant. What matters is who has him now. I will not hand even a single strand of hair
    from his tail to the likes of you. Even if you had his head, I doubt you could make use of it anyway.”

“Wha—”

“I am saying a witch like you who cannot even cast one Steim properly would find using a Beastfallen’s head to be
    beyond your capabilities. I suggest you give up. With your measly power, you cannot kill my mercenary, let alone
    me.”

They were arguing about my head like I was some sort of property. It pissed me off, but the mood prevented me
    from interjecting into the conversation. I essentially valued my own safety over my pride.

“I know…” The boy clutched dirt with his fists. “I know I’m weak! That’s why I need his head!” he yelled as he
    got up on his feet. “I must do whatever it takes to get stronger!”

He took something out from the bag on his waist, crushed it, then scattered it around him. For a moment, the
    boy’s hair and clothes fluttered as though blown by the wind. A high-pitched noise rang out, making the air
    vibrate.

“Bag do gu Racht! O’ Flame of the end, come forth and incinerate!”

An incantation. He’s casting a Magic spell. I gripped my sword tight. It’s kill or be killed.


“Oh, Flagis? Interesting.” Zero’s faint whisper stopped me from moving. Her slightly-open eyes and mocking
    smile—the same face she made last night—froze my body on the spot. As if dancing, the boy opened both his arms
    wide and embraced the air. Then a flame serpent slithered up his body and settled on his hands.

“Chapter of Hunting, Verse Six: Flagis! Grant me power, for my name is Albus!” the boy shouted.

Zero drew a small breath. “Negate. Grant me power, for I am Zero.” Her words were faint yet clear. The flames,
    which seemed like it could burst any moment, vanished, leaving the boy confused as he stared down at his hands.
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“No… How?!” the boy screamed. “I cast the spell right for sure!” It sounded like he’d burst into tears any
    second. His shoulders shook as Zero approached him.

“Do not underestimate me, lad. That is mine. My Magic, my knowledge, my power. Wielding it against me is utterly
    absurd.”

“What… do you mean by—”

“The art of using the power of words and offering sacrifices to wield demonic power without summoning them. Last
    night you mentioned you learned it from the Grimoire of Zero. Well, I am that Zero. I wrote that book.”


The boy took a step back, as though overwhelmed by Zero’s presence, and sank down on the ground.

Hold up. She wrote the book? The one that could destroy the world?

“Mercenary,” Zero called.

“Yeah? Oh, who? Me? What’s up?” I quite literally jumped to my feet when she called me all of a sudden. I was
    probably just as dumbfounded as the boy, if not more.

“I want to talk to this child. Would that be all right?” she asked.

“Why are you asking—”

Me? I paused. Zero knew I despised witches. Now she wanted to talk to the one who was after my life. She
    was probably being considerate.

If she went ahead and ignored my thoughts about all this, I would’ve grumbled and complained. But now I couldn’t
    possibly flat-out reject her when she was actively asking for my opinion.

I roughly scratched the back of my head. “Suit yourself,” I said curtly. “But he’s not getting any food,” I
    added.

“Of course. I do not intend to give him any either.”

Zero snickered, and the boy’s stomach rumbled. Zero and I exchanged glances and turned our gaze at the boy whose
    face was bright red.

“I mean it. No food for him.”

Needless to say, a few minutes later, I was watching Zero and the boy eat the well-roasted bird with an empty
    stomach.
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Chapter 3: The Coven of Zero

    “I learned Magic from the Coven of Zero,” the boy who called himself Albus began, stuffing his mouth with roasted
    meat.

Apparently, Albus was just an alias. When I asked why he was even using one, he and Zero both explained to me at
    the same time how sorcerers took great care not to reveal their real names, leaving me no choice but to concur.


“Coven of Zero? Sounds like a guild or something,” I said.

“I guess it’s similar to a guild, in the sense that we all practice the same profession. Joining the coven is a
    must if you want to learn Magic. There are rules and penalties in place as well.” Albus pulled down his collar
    to reveal a choker embedded with a red gem.

Looks like it could fetch for a good amount, the greedy part of me thought.

“This is the emblem of the Coven of Zero, given once you’re officially accepted,” he continued. “It’s a symbol of
    our loyalty to that person. Every member swears their allegiance through a witch’s blood seal.”

“Who are you talking about?”

“The founder of the Coven of Zero, who spread Magic throughout Wenias ten years ago. No one knows his name and
    what he looks like, so everyone just refers to him as “that person” or some other pronouns.”

So that means this dude stole the Grimoire of Zero from Moonsbow Forest ten years ago, brought it to Wenias,
        and founded the coven. I’m not sure what his goal is, but judging from the witch’s revolt going on right
        now, I doubt it’s anything good.

“He’s noble, proud, and never discriminates. Witches or normal people, it didn’t matter; he taught Magic to those
    who had the aptitude. In fact, there are many former vagrants and orphans in the coven. Then Magic gradually
    spread throughout the kingdom. So anyway, this book that contains knowledge about Magic is called the Grimoire
    of Zero, and it’s become the coven’s sacred book. For ten years now, in fact. I always thought it was Him who
    wrote it.”

Albus shifted his gaze toward Zero, who simply gave a shrug.

“The cover is made of ebony, and its hinge is gold, correct? That is, no doubt, my book,” Zero said fluently.

It didn’t look like she was going to tell the boy that the book was stolen. A wise decision. Revealing that their
    sacred book was stolen goods would definitely be met by severe backlash. As it stood, Albus couldn’t seem to
    make up his mind on whether to believe Zero’s words, or call her an impostor. He was, however, aware that her
    abilities were on a whole different level.

“You do not believe me?” Zero asked.

Albus hung his head low, then shook it slowly. “I don’t know. But you can use Magic… and if what you say is
    true…” He looked Zero straight in the eye. “You’re on our side… right?” Albus gave an awkward laugh.

A faint smile formed on Zero’s lips; it was neither affirmation nor negation. Albus nodded, taking her silence as
    the former.

“So why is this coven waging a war against the kingdom?” I asked.

“Because we couldn’t take it anymore.” Albus’s face clouded, and the air around him seemed to freeze. His
    cheerfulness when talking about the coven and its founder was now completely gone. “There are many witches in
    Wenias since a long time ago and they interacted with villagers. The people gave them bread or snacks in
    exchange for the medicines and the divinations that the witches provided.”

Witches and ordinary people, it would seem, had an ideal relationship in Wenias where they coexisted peacefully.
    I had heard of witches’ medicines curing incurable diseases and how they found lost articles using divinations.
    Known as white witches, villagers even protected them from witch hunts.

“The witches in this kingdom,” he continued, “only knew Sorcery that would allow them to coexist with other
    humans. But when all is said and done, witches to them are evil incarnate, and if something bad happens, they
    blame it on witches and hunt them down. They want to kill witches even when they haven’t done anything wrong.
    That’s why the Coven of Zero took action!”

Albus’s golden eyes were filled with rage and frustration, eyes of someone betrayed by the very people they
    trusted.

“Oh, come on,” I said. “Haven’t done anything wrong? Are you sure about that? I heard the witch hunts got worse
    ’cause a witch spread a plague. When she was burned at the stake, witches burned down a whole village in a fit
    of rage.”

The incident, known as the Banquet of Retribution, triggered the witch hunts in this kingdom. If you ask me, the
    witches brought it upon themselves. They exacted revenge on humans after one of theirs was killed for spreading
    a plague, after all. It was only natural that a large-scale hunt would ensue.

Albus flared up. “A plague? Do they have proof that a witch spread it?”

“Hell if I know. I only heard rumors. Pretty sure they executed her because they had proof, though.”

“Don’t talk if you don’t know anything, then! They had no evidence. It just so happened that a witch was living
    near the village where the disease spread. But they ganged up on a lone witch and burned her at the stake! That
    whole village deserved to get burned down!”

“Oh, they deserved it, eh?” I sneered. “So you did burn a whole village down, yeah? Revenge or not,
    witches slaughtered all the villagers. Witches didn’t do anything wrong? Yeah, right. The witches in this
    kingdom did, in fact, trigger the large-scale witch hunt.”

“Are you saying we should’ve just kept our mouths shut and done nothing after our comrade was murdered?!”

“Not at all. But come on, burning a whole village for one witch? Yeah, sounds awfully fair.”

Albus was clearly shaken, his golden eyes quivering. “Well—”

“Let me ask you, kid. Did all the villagers help with the witch hunt? What about the babies? The innocent? Those
    who just happened to be in the village at the wrong time? Those who just lived there? Or are you saying the
    witches actually chose the victims properly? Most likely not.”

“You may be right, but…”

“If you insist your indiscriminate killing of the villagers is justified, then so is hunting witches
    indiscriminately. Vengeance gave birth to vengeance. In short, this is a fair war between witches and everyone
    else. It doesn’t matter which side started it. What was simply a skirmish escalated to an all-out war because of
    the Banquet of Retribution. You witches started the war. That’s an undeniable fact.”

Albus glowered at me, his lips twitching.

Did I go too far? Sure he’s a sorcerer, but he’s only a kid.

“But… Solena tried to save the village!” Choking back tears, the boy forced the words out from his lips.

“Solena? Who?” I asked.

Albus grimaced. He seemed more hurt than offended. “Solena… was the name of the witch that was killed,” he said.
    “She was the reason why the witches struck back.”

“I see.”

“She was the best witch in the kingdom. She was the most long-lived, and the kindest witch around. Solena was
    greatness personified. There was no illness she couldn’t cure. Every famous witch in Wenias learned from her.
    She helped a lot of people!”

So she was basically their leader.

“A Mooncaller witch,” Zero added.

“A what?” I said.

“Witches are divided into various schools depending on how they apply Sorcery. Just like how people who work with
    iron can either be an artisan or a blacksmith.”

“I see what you mean.” Just like how mercenaries had different weapon and battlefield preferences. It wasn’t
    strange at all for witches to have distinct classifications.

“Mooncaller witches interact with humans and strive to grant their wishes. This made them creative, excelling at
    inventing new ways to apply Sorcery. They created many wonderful techniques, from incense that wards off
    nightmares to stones sealed with the power to bring rain. Wenias is where the school was founded. There are many
    famous witches in this land and Solena stood at the top of them all. I would have loved to meet her.”

Albus nodded. “Solena was a virtuous witch. A year ago, she used Sorcery to try to save the plague-ridden
    village. But they accused her of spreading it and killed her! It’s just too cruel and unfair!”

“Anyone can claim anything,” I said. “Who knows? Maybe Solena did spread the plague.”

Fury blazed in Albus’s eyes. “How dare you insult—”

“Calm down, lad,” Zero intervened. “Mercenary is not to blame for his statements. The world fears witches.
    Killing people out of rage will only serve to foster such fear and affirm the notion that witches are evil.”

“But—” Albus pursed his lips. He probably realized that nothing he could say would convince me.

Sorry, but I absolutely despise witches. You can’t expect me to see witches in a new light that easily.


I finally saw the whole picture. The murder of Solena, the greatest witch in Wenias, caused the pent-up anger of
    the witches, who had been enduring witch hunts for years, to explode. The resulting Banquet of Retribution
    fueled the people’s fear of witches even more, and a kingdom-wide witch hunt commenced. The Coven of Zero then
    rose up in response, which led to an all-out war.

    “Our founder fights to attain true peace for witches,” Albus said. “They’re trying to put an end to all the witch
    hunts in this kingdom once and for all! That’s why Solena’s granddaughter joined the Coven of Zero.”

“Can witches have children?” I asked.

“Well, duh.” Albus shot me a scornful look. Wow, he really hates me.

“Witches are humans too, you know,” he continued. “Of course they can have children. So anyway, that person
    doesn’t show himself, so Solena’s granddaughter leads the coven in His stead. Apparently she doesn’t even meet
    the founder or receive orders from Him, but it’s important to have a leader that you can actually see.”

A puppet leader, then. The fact that she was the direct descendant of the late Solena would serve as a
    great cause for the Coven of Zero to unite.

“She’s really beautiful! She’s smart and brave. She’s just like Solena!” Albus’s expression changed from sullen
    to euphoric. His eyes glistened as he proceeded to ramble on about the charms of the one he served. He seemed
    completely intoxicated, wearing a look of adoration and infatuation mixed together, which made my skin crawl.


I bet he’s not even fighting out of loyalty for their founder. He just wants to get in some girl’s
        pants.

“She learned Magic quickly too,” Albus added. “She’s slim and tall, and she has massive knockers!”

Damn, I would’ve loved to meet her. Not for any particular reason, though.

“Solena’s death made us realize that for witches and ordinary humans to truly coexist, we must fight each other
    once. We have to tell them that we’re humans too, and we don’t want to get killed. Otherwise, witches will just
    keep getting hunted for no reason.”

“Yeah, probably.”

Up until a year ago—when the Banquet of Retribution occurred—witch hunts were extremely rare in Wenias, and people
    coexisted with witches, although passively. Keyword: passive. The world had a tacit understanding not to get too
    involved with witches. If a problem occurred, people would immediately put the blame on them.

In short, the world didn’t treat witches like human beings. If something terrible happened, they held witches
    accountable. Many believed—subconsciously—that killing witches would solve their problems. This kind of
    coexistence was obviously not something witches would be happy about.

Then ten years ago, the witches of Wenias learned Magic from the grimoire of Zero. If Magic could be learned in
    five years, ten years would be enough for it to spread throughout the whole kingdom.

Witches now had a legitimate cause and the power to wage a war. Fighting under these circumstances meant
    returning to a peaceful coexistence was no longer be possible.

“That’s why I decided to join the fight. The war’s already started anyway. If I just sit around and do nothing,
    more and more of us will die. But I’m still weak, so…”

“So you wanted the head of a Beastfallen,” Zero muttered.

Albus gave an awkward laugh.

Why are you laughing? It’s not funny! We’re talking about my life here!

“Yeah. I’m sure you know that Beastfallen heads are one of the best sacrifices you can offer to demons. If I had
    one, I could use highly advanced spells easily. You cast three Steims earlier without an incantation. And you
    even nullified my spell. I didn’t expect that one. That was incredible.”

Albus sighed as he gazed at Zero with envious eyes, a dreamy expression on his face. He seemed to be the type who
    admired power.

“I have good affinity with Magic. I learned quickly too. But my mana is just too weak. I tried using high-level
    spells from the grimoire, but I just couldn’t cast them despite following the instructions word for word.”

I turned my attention to Zero. “Are you sure you didn’t make mistakes when writing it?” I meant it as a snide
    remark, but she didn’t seem offended.

“Everything is as it should be,” Zero said. “There is a trick to that book. A safety device, if you will. An
    inexperienced witch with little mana will not be able to wield powerful spells.”

“What’s this mana you’re talking about?” I asked.

“It is similar to physical strength. The more you have, the stronger you are. More mana can make up for lack of
    experience. It is also possible for Magic spells to go out of control when someone casts a spell that is beyond
    their capabilities by using a high-quality sacrifice.”

“You mean my head?”

“Yes, your head. My “negation” is one fail-safe as well that prevents such things from happening. I command a
    high-ranking demon to negate the spell of a low-ranking demon.”

I nodded at her explanation.

“To sum it up,” Albus sidled up to me, his eyes bright, “I’m still weak, but with a Beastfallen’s head, I can
    cast a powerful spell if I really need it. I can protect everyone from witch hunters. So please, give me your
    head!”

“Hell no! How about I kill you instead?!” I smacked him hard with my fist.

Albus yelped, holding his head with teary eyes.

“Aren’t you a little too young to be protecting others? You look more or less fifteen. Have your family protect
    you instead. Your parents are probably worried about you.”

“That’s none of your business! There are times when a kid has to stand up and fight too.”

“That so? How awfully noble of you,” I said sarcastically before shifting my gaze to Zero. “So what’s the plan,
    witch?”

You’re getting that book back, right? Unfortunately, things were a bit complicated now.

“Where is the book now, lad?” Zero asked.

“It’s… in the campus.”

“Campus?” I asked.

“Our lair,” Albus answered bluntly. It was a code, just like Zero’s “cellar”.

“Can you show us the way to your lair?” Zero asked. “I need the book for something.”

“Of course!” Albus flashed a smile. “The Coven of Zero doesn’t refuse anyone who means no harm.”

After consuming the rest of the roasted bird, we trudged along a narrow path in the forest and onto a stone-paved
    road. Our destination: the witches lair that housed the Grimoire of Zero, the campus.

According to Albus, it would take two days to get there on foot if we cut straight through the forest, but we
    decided to stop by Fomicaum first, a town located on the way to the lair. The boy wanted to bypass it entirely,
    but I had some business there I needed to take care of.

All travellers enroute to the capital Plasta, a city protected by solid walls, always stopped by Fomicaum. The
    border patrols informed me that upon arriving at the capital, the authorities would check whether you passed
    through Fomicaum or not. In other words, if you didn’t receive an entry pass from Fomicaum, they would assume
    you were a shady fellow who, for some reason, avoided entering a major city.

We wouldn’t want that, of course. While we were currently headed to the campus, our final destination was Plasta,
    where we would search for Thirteenth. Escorting a witch was already a huge problem on its own, so I wanted to at
    least get rid of any potential issues—by entering the city legally.

Zero and I walked alongside each other at a sluggish pace, while Albus was already quite some distance ahead. He
    looked like an innocent child, occasionally stopping to pick some weeds, or catch a frog, which he stuffed into
    his bag.

“He probably plans to use them as sacrifices,” Zero said.

Okay, never mind. My impression of him changed completely in a second. He might look like a child, but
    he was a conniving sorcerer, one that was showing us to a witches’ lair.

Talk about depressing. Zero most likely plans to retrieve the book from the coven, but will things really go
        that well? Assuming it does, what will happen to my head?

My thoughts might’ve shown on my face as Zero spoke.

“Relax,” she said. “Witches do not steal another’s property. I just have to say you are my servant, and they will
    not lay a hand on you.”

“I sure hope so. I don’t want a bunch of witches on my ass.”

“I will protect you if that happens. You do not have to worry about anything.”

“How reassuring.”

“Do you think I am lying?”

“Let’s say you’re not. Do you expect me to trust you?”

Zero went silent for a moment as she pondered over my question, then smiled cheerfully.

“I do not. Years of solitude and countless betrayals can make a truly powerful warrior. Entrusting your back to
    others can lead to overreliance and carelessness, which in turn, can lead to death. So I will not ask you to
    trust me. I will protect you on my own accord, for I need you.”

“Well, uhh… that’s reassuring.” I let my honest thoughts slip out of my mouth.

Scratching my nape, I turned my gaze back in front. “I will protect you.” “I need you.” The words messed with my
    head. No one had said them to me before.

Up ahead Albus stood impatiently, waiting for us to catch up. Zero, however, showed no signs of hastening her
    steps.

“Will you be all right?” I asked.

Cocking her head, Zero looked at me quizzically, as if asking about the meaning behind my question.

“You may be a powerful witch, but they’re a group of magic-wielders who learned from the book. What if you lose?”


“Oh, you are worried about me?”

“Wanna know why?”

“Because you love me.”

“Hell no!”

Zero chuckled. “If you are worried about what would happen to our contract if I die, then there is no need for
    concern. There is not even the slightest chance that I would lose. I do, however, plan to retreat in case I am
    at a disadvantage. With Thirteenth by my side, a mob of witch-wannabes do not stand a chance.”

“Thirteenth, huh?” I murmured. She seemed to really trust the guy. She did say they studied together.
    No, it was more than just trust. They clearly had a strong bond between them.

I don’t know what kind of relationship they have, but… No. I shook my head. Who cares about their
        relationship? Not me, that’s for sure. I gotta think of something more important. Like, uh…

“Why call everyone a “witch” when there are men who can use Sorcery as well?”

Yikes. That was a really stupid question. Zero, however, didn’t seem to find my question strange.

“It is the opposite, actually,” she answered. “‘Witch’ was a discriminatory term used to refer to female
    sorcerers, or sorceresses. That is to say, there were more male than female sorcerers in the past.”

“Oh. That’s news to me.”

“Sorcery, my dear mercenary, is a field of study, and fields of studies are always created by men. But just
    because men created it does not necessarily mean they excel at it.”

“True.”

“That applied to Sorcery as well. Needless to say, the men were not pleased. Sorcerers despised skilled
    sorceresses and started calling them witches as a derogatory term. Driven away, the witches dispersed throughout
    the lands and that was how Sorcery spread to all corners of the world. In short, most people learned Sorcery
    from female sorcerers. And so ‘witch’ became the general designation for those who practiced Sorcery. Nowadays,
    there are more female sorcerers, but male sorcerers do exist. And sometimes they possess terrifying
    power.”

“You referring to Thirteenth?”

“Yes,” Zero nodded. Her voice sounded strangely drowsy and sweet.

I see. A man and a woman. I heaved a sigh.

“What is wrong? Are you perhaps jealous?”

“Don’t flatter yourself. Your little cheesy love story just made me nauseous.”

I stuck my tongue out, grimacing.

Zero giggled. “If it sounded cheesy to you, then you must be jealous. I was simply talking about an ally of
    mine.”

“In my line of work, your friend may not necessarily mean they’re my friend too.”

“It makes sense, then, to be curious what kind of person they are. Thirteenth is a competent sorcerer. He is
    crafty and insidious, the very image of your typical evil sorcerer.”

“I could say the same about you.”

“I do not even begin to compare. You will understand once you meet him. Truth be told, I find him a little
    repulsive too.”

“Can you really trust that guy?”

“I cannot say. He is competent, but genuinely materialistic and selfish. Almost at the same level as demons,
    even.”

There was a strange sense of affection in her voice whenever she talked about Thirteenth.

“Purely for reference purposes, what did you mean by studying together? Did you live together in that cellar of
    yours?”

“We did. Studying Sorcery, my dear mercenary, is fundamentally an extremely tiresome task. By sharing the
    knowledge you gain with someone, you learn faster. Many witches live in groups, in fact, including us.
    Thirteenth and I constantly opposed each other—we argued, studied, and even fought.”

I knew it. A cheesy love story.

“So what exactly do you do when studying Sorcery?” I tried to change the subject away from Thirteenth.

“In order to learn how to summon demons, we read books, study, do research, and perform experiments. We do this
    over and over again.”

“You sound like a scholar.”

“Indeed. Sorcery is a field of discipline, and witches are scholars who study it. And as with every field of
    discipline out there, learning it takes time. Applying the Sorcery you learned is a daunting task in and of
    itself. There are rituals that take a whole year to finish. That is why witches never prosper, and Sorcery does
    not propagate. That is also the reason why witches lost in the war against the Church five hundred years ago.”


“But you have Magic now. You can probably win against the Church, right?”

“Hmm?” Zero mused. “Yes, I suppose. I never really thought about such troublesome matters.”

Just then I heard the sound of wagon wheels rumbling on the cobblestones behind me, so I urged Zero to the side
    of the road. The vehicle, fully loaded with goods, slowed down abruptly to the pace of a crawl the moment it
    passed by us. As we caught up to it, the driver, a middle-aged merchant, flashed me a friendly smile. It was the
    first time ever in my life that someone did that to me.

“Ah, I knew it. A Beastfallen,” the merchant said. “I reckon you’re here to assist with the witch hunts? Your
    help is much appreciated. Everyone’s on edge these days. Wherever they go, they fear a witch might attack them
    out of nowhere.”

“Back in the day,” he continued, “we got along well with them witches. My grandfather told me that when I was
    born, I had a really bad fever, and he went to Solena for medicine. She was like a character straight out of a
    fairy tale.”

“But people burned her at the stake for spreading a plague, didn’t they?” I asked.

The man frowned. Before I knew it, Albus had come closer, keeping some distance, but just enough to hear our
    conversation.

Then it hit me. Albus claimed that Solena used Sorcery to protect the village from the plague. If that’s
        true…

“Is there a chance that Solena used Sorcery to get rid of the plague?” I asked.

The merchant’s eyes grew wide. Then he frowned deeply, and shook his head. “There is. Was. But not
    anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“Once a fight breaks out, both sides will insist they weren’t in the wrong. Before the Banquet of Retribution
    happened, many condemned those who burned Solena at the stake. They believed she wouldn’t spread a plague. But
    after the witches burned a whole village down, everyone switched sides, supporting the witch hunts, including
    me.”

Wearing an exhausted look, the merchant rummaged through his cargo and tossed a fruit to me. It was too ripe to
    be sold, a little brown in places, and it exuded a stifling, sweet aroma.

“But everyone’s had enough. People are exhausted. They want it to end, but they don’t want to lose either. So
    we’re counting on you.”

With that, the man sped up his wagon once more, disappearing into the distance in no time at all. Albus kept his
    gaze fixed on the vehicle even long after it vanished from sight.

It started to rain, so we decided to spend the night under a roof. I spotted a building at the end of a path that
    forked off the highway, and when we approached it, intending to borrow their barn for the night, we found the
    house deserted.

Using the stove to start a fire, I began making a simple meal of wheat simmered in brine. Normally, it would take
    time to start a fire, but Zero’s Magic made it incredibly easy. Magic sure is convenient.

“Can I use that too?” I asked. “Rex, was it?”

“Probably not,” Zero replied. “You recited the incantation earlier, but nothing happened. You do not have the
    aptitude for the Chapter of Hunting.”

Her words made me a little depressed. I was somewhat interested in the witches’ dreadful Magic, willing to set
    aside my hatred for them just this once if it meant I could start a fire without a flint.

“So what determines one’s aptitude for Magic?”

“Their karma, most likely. The strength of their emotions and where they are directed at, those kinds of things.
    As I mentioned, the book is divided into four chapters. People can be skilled with one, and bad with another.
    For example, Thirteenth has absolutely no control over the spells in the Chapter of Protection, but he is a
    master when it comes to the Chapter of Capture, to the point of being creepy.”

“Why is that?”

“It is probably in his nature to be obsessive. Once he seizes something, he will never let it go.”

“Is that dude okay? Are you sure we can count on him?” I couldn’t help but feel worried.

“Who knows?” Zero chuckled. “Do you want to give the other Chapters a try? You might not have the aptitude for
    Hunting, but Capture can come in handy as well. Catching a prey alive is the best. You can catch a lot of fish
    too.”

“I’ll pass. It’ll hurt even more if I find out I can’t use any spell from all four Chapters.”

“Even if you lack the aptitude, you may be able to use basic Magic if you keep at it for about ten years. I can
    train you if you want. Then I will have a reason to stay with you always.”

I almost flipped the pot over. What’s this woman saying all of a sudden? Feeling a little uneasy, I
    peered down on her face, but she didn’t seem to be joking.

“It almost sounds like you want to be with me forever.”

“Why do you sound surprised? That is exactly what I am saying. Being with you is fun.”

Good thing my whole body was covered in fur, or I would’ve turned red all over. Much to my dismay, I blushed at
    the words of an oddball.

“What is the matter?”

“Nothing! Anyway, I’m not using Magic!”

I shoved Zero to a corner of the room and concentrated on making dinner.

“Tell me something, Witch.”

After finishing dinner, I cut the fruit I received from the merchant, took half of it, and tossed the other half
    to Zero. She nibbled on it happily. Albus said he wanted some fresh air and stepped out into the pouring rain. I
    could tell he didn’t want to be anywhere close to me. Clearly offended by my disparaging remarks on Solena, he
    kept glaring at me all the time, watching me cautiously.

“What do you think? Did Solena really spread a plague?”

“You are asking me, a witch?” Zero asked in a somewhat cheerful tone.

I shrugged. “You’re the only one around here, unfortunately.”

“Then I take it you will be asking me a lot of questions in the future.”

“I can shut up if you want me to.”

“That is not what I mean.” Zero shook her head. She stood up and sat down next to me, leaning against my
    shoulders while hugging her knees. “I feel happy. Talking with you is so much fun. You ask questions and I
    answer them. By doing this, we learn more about each other. If you find someone else you can ask questions to, I
    will be terribly sad.”

I munched on the fruit without a word, and Zero did the same.

“Hey, what’s with the silence? Answer me already.”

“Hmm?”

“Come on. I asked you a question.”

“Oh.” Zero smiled. “Then I must answer. There is very little possibility that Solena spread the plague.”

“Why is that?”

“Because she gains nothing by doing it.”

I glanced down at Zero. She was licking the fruit juice from her fingers.

“Spreading a plague is basic Sorcery. I do not know about novice witches, but someone from the Mooncaller school
    would know better than to experiment and risk being the target of a witch hunt.”

“You call spreading a plague an experiment?”

“Unless someone asked them to spread it, then yes. Besides, a witch who strives to maintain good relations with
    their neighbor, receiving food and clothes in exchange for divination, would only suffer losses if the whole
    village was destroyed.”

Yes, that makes sense. I hear villages with bandits are actually safer. Must be the same with witches
        too.

“I am not saying witches are paragons of virtue. A witch always acts on what they think is best for them. That is
    why there is very little chance that a Mooncaller witch would actually spread a plague.”

That would mean that humans, getting the wrong idea, killed a witch who actually saved them. Just because Solena
    was using Sorcery at the time of the outbreak, people branded her the culprit.

I had similar experiences as well. It was not uncommon for me to be accused of murder and rape, crimes I did not
    commit, solely because I was a Beastfallen.

It wasn’t hard to imagine the sorrow and anger that Solena felt for being killed by the very villagers she tried
    to save. Then the witches, driven by their fury, turned the whole village into a sea of flames.

That would mean humans started the war.

“There are all kinds of witches out there, my dear mercenary,” Zero said. “Some are harmful to humans, while
    others are beneficial.”

Humans harbored a strong prejudice against witches—that they were all evil and that every single one of them
    should be killed.

I heard a sneeze come from outside the door, and Albus, cold from the rain, entered. Judging from the awkward
    look on his face, he must’ve been eavesdropping, but I decided not to call him out on that.

“Sorry for insulting Solena…” I said.

Albus’s eyes grew wide in surprise, then he frowned deeply, not out of displeasure—no, he was desperately
    resisting the urge to smile.

“Well, it’s common for idiots to get the wrong idea,” the boy said. “And since I’m merciful, I will forgive you.
    Just make sure you think before you speak next time!”

For a moment, I wanted to smack him so bad, but I decided to let it slide this time as an apology.

The downpour had let up the next morning, giving way to clear, blue skies. Just like yesterday, Albus walked
    ahead of us, but this time he stopped frequently, urging us to hurry.

“Hurry up, or the gates will close!” he yelled as he waved his hand impatiently.

A town protected by walls naturally had gates, which closed at sunset and didn’t open until the next morning. The
    sun still sat high in the sky, and we were close to the town now. We didn’t really need to rush, but it would be
    easier to find an inn while it was still early.

“Not gonna hurry up?” I asked.

Zero, walking at a leisurely pace, yawned wearily. “I despise perspiring,” she said.

“Really? Then we’ll just do this.”

“What? Ah, hey!”

I picked Zero up and ran past Albus.

“Hey! No fair!” he cried as he chased us.

And so we arrived at Fomicaum.

“Form a single file! Merchants, prepare your license, mercenaries, your letter of introduction, and the rest,
    your pass! Come on, move it!”

The walls seemed like they could withstand a whole day and night’s bombardment. Four guards stood by the double
    gate—its size just big enough for a carriage to pass—intent on not letting anyone without a pass through. One of
    them was shouting as he organized the line, while another one—the color of his uniform painted him as a
    high-ranking officer—examined the passes carefully.

“You may pass. Next!”

Relief spread on the face of the merchant, who had been waiting anxiously for the check to be done. He then
    pulled on his carriage and disappeared inside.

We were standing in the middle of the queue, and I was at my wits’ end. In many countries, a pass was basically
    required to enter a major city. If a villager wanted to embark on a trip, he would have to ask the village chief
    for a letter of introduction, which he would then bring to a government office. After giving his name,
    birthplace, and occupation, he would then be issued a pass.

For merchants, they joined a Merchants Guild, paying a yearly fee to get their license renewed. Mercenaries
    generally received a letter of introduction after participating in a battle once and coming out of it alive.

This goes without saying, but Zero and Albus didn’t have any passes whatsoever, which meant I would have to claim
    they were my companions.

How do I even explain having a stunning beauty and a brat with me?

“I’m so excited!” Albus exclaimed. “I’ve always wanted to enter Fomicaum.”

“Pipe down. Or I’ll kill you.”

“Zero! Mercenary is glaring at me!”

“You should not pick on the weak, Mercenary. The lad is saying he is blessed to come here with you. You should be
    happy.”

“I didn’t say that!”

“Happy, my ass!” I shouted.

My voice drew suspicious looks from the people in the queue. Being a Beastfallen already made me stand out;
    actively drawing negative attention to myself made it worse. I heaved a deep sigh.

Meanwhile the line kept moving. Soon I would be questioned by the gatekeepers whether I liked it or not. As I
    made it to the front of the queue, I presented the letter of introduction I received from the border patrols.


“I heard the kingdom needed help with the witch hunts. I’m on my way to the capital to sign up for it.”

Awkwardly, I uttered the lines that I had rehearsed over and over again on the way here. It wasn’t a lie—at least
    until two days ago. I had difficulty getting the words out knowing I was accompanied by a witch and a sorcerer.


And as expected, the gatekeeper studied Zero and Albus closely—the former, with her hood pulled low over her
    eyes, might as well declare she was a witch, and the latter looked too frail and young to be travelling.

“Are these two your companions?” the man asked. “What’s your relationship with them?”

I knew it. I did come up with an explanation beforehand…

“They’re—”

“Sex slaves,” Zero uttered without hesitation.

I almost felt all the fur leave my body. Hold up. What did she just say?

“Y-Yes!” Albus chimed in. “We are but Master’s humble servants. Of course, we serve him at night as well.”

Whoa, hold it right there, Albus. You’re a dude! Why the fuck are you blushing?! Your acting all cute is just
        making things worse! Now I look like a complete degenerate!

“I see…” the gatekeeper murmured. “All right.”

God damn it, man. Be a little more suspicious, will ya?! It’s not true, all right?! Denying it seemed
    pointless, unfortunately. This is why they call Beastfallen symbols of corruption. The gatekeeper regarded us
    with eyes full of dread, disgust, and envy.

“Very well. Two slaves and no luggage. There’s a tax for each slave, but you need only pay one passage fee for
    your party. A nearby small town was attacked by witches the other day. Warriors who’ll assist with the hunts are
    more than welcome. How long will you be staying?”

“Uh… Three days, I guess…” I somehow managed to force the words out of my mouth. The plan was to stay no more
    than a night, but it’s basic to have an extra two days just in case.

“If you’re headed to Plasta, bring your letter of introduction and a stamped pass. Before leaving, please return
    your permit to stay. You may pass.”

And thus our stay in Fomicaum was approved.

All’s well that ends well. As soon as I’d confirmed we were far away from the gate, I smacked both of
    them hard.

“How could you hit me for coming up with a clever excuse?” Zero muttered, rubbing her head as she watched the
    throng of people curiously. “From time immemorial, warriors are known to own slaves. Various books claim that if
    people are suspicious of your relationship with someone, simply say they are your slave. It worked this time,
    did it not?”

“Yeah, what she said,” Albus agreed, pouting. “You have a shabby-looking woman and a boy like me with you. It was
    the best explanation we could come up with in that situation.”

“I don’t care! Thanks to you, they think I’m a fucking degenerate who plays around with his pitiful slaves every
    single night! And one of them is a guy! Oh, no, no, no… the symbol of corruption…”

“Who cares what the gatekeeper thinks as long as you get the permit? What were you gonna tell them anyway?”

“I, uhh… was just gonna wing it.”

“Wing it, huh? Oh, I’m sure that would’ve worked out great,” Albus said. “It doesn’t matter what excuse you come
    up with, Zero’s clothes are too worn-out. Look, they’re all staring at her. Even slaves nowadays dress more
    decently.”

Albus examined Zero from top to bottom. It was then that I noticed for the first time that Zero didn’t have any
    footwear. Her cloak was in complete tatters. She could’ve passed herself off as a broke traveler if she was
    alone, but I was a fully-equipped warrior, with leather armor, a sword, knives, and explosives. Albus seemed
    like the maid of a well-groomed merchant. All that considered, declaring Zero as a slave was definitely the
    easiest and surest option.

I don’t think Albus really needed to pretend to be a slave, but whatever. We got into the town without
        trouble, so all’s good.

“Mercenary, Mercenary. What is that?” Ignoring me and Albus completely, Zero pointed curiously at an intimate
    couple.

Huddling in front of a stall, they were cheerfully trying out the necklaces on display, discussing which ones
    looked good, while sneaking kisses in between.

“I wish I had one—” No. I quickly corrected myself. “Just a happy couple. They’re too absorbed in each other,
    they don’t even care about the people around them.”

As much as I hated to admit it, I felt extremely jealous. Unfortunately I wasn’t mature enough to not feel that
    way. I had given up on hopes of romance, but if Zero could make me human, perhaps there was still a chance for
    me in the future.

“Why do they press their lips together?” Zero asked.

“You don’t know what a kiss is?”

“Kiss?” Seemingly surprised, Zero eyed the couple, then looked back at me. “Kissing is an act of pressing your
    lips to a demon’s phallus—”

I quickly covered Zero’s mouth. I thought I just heard something revolting that should not be uttered in public.
    Seeing the witch squirm about, it didn’t seem to be some kind of a nasty joke either.

“Hey, kid. Don’t tell me you don’t know anything about it too.”

I didn’t have to specify what exactly I meant.

Albus shook his head rapidly. “I-I’m not that ignorant!”

“Good.” I turned my attention to Zero. “Now listen here, Witch. A kiss is used to express affection, not
    something sick and disturbing like putting your lips on a demon’s whatnot. Where’d you even get that?”

“Burying yourself in books and devoting your whole time in research will make you ignorant in the ways of the
    world.”

So you say, but you sure were quick to come up with the sex slave excuse.

“That is because I am a genius,” Zero said.

“Stop reading my mind!”

“It was your expression I was reading, not your mind.”

“That so?”

“I was born and raised in the cellar. I only left recently.”

For a moment I thought she was joking. I glanced at Albus, who looked confused, then he nodded, his expression
    saying it was possible. All right. I guess she’s not kidding. She was dead serious.

Unsure how to react, I regarded Zero with a frown, but she didn’t seem the least bit disheartened. In fact, she
    looked back at me as though something just came to mind, her eyes shining with curiosity.

“Have you done it before?” she asked.

“Done what?”

“A kiss.”

No! I bellowed in my mind. At least, that’s what I thought.

“No!” I shouted, even louder than in my thoughts.

Zero smiled and nodded firmly. “Then we are the same.” She turned to Albus. “I take it you have not done it as
    well, lad.”

“M-Me? No, no, no, no! I-I don’t even have someone I want to do it with…”

Really? That’s unexpected. Good, good. I have not lost to this kid in manliness.

“Showing affection with a kiss…” Zero murmured. “Yes, that is fascinating. I want to try it.”

Same here.

“Do you wish to try it with me, Mercenary?”

“What?!”

My eyes darted at Zero’s lips, so perfectly-shaped, and seemed to glisten a bright red like a polished ripe
    apple. Planting my own lips on hers would be nothing short of sacrilege. Though that wasn’t even the problem in
    the first place.

“I told you it’s done to show affection.”

“I do not see the problem, then. I like you.”

“Aight. Sure, I believe you,” I said sarcastically.

“I asked you to be a little nicer before. I am a stunning beauty. I am certain you wish to kiss me.”

“Your words just now made me lose interest completely. Plus unfortunately for you, I hate witches. It doesn’t
    matter if they’re pretty.”

“What a cold man. Fine. If you do not want to, I can ask the lad.” Zero turned her attention to Albus.

The boy blushed. “I can’t! No way!” he cried as he hid behind me.

“Stop poking fun on kids,” I said. “On a different note, do you have spare clothes?”

“Do I look like I have any?” Zero spread her arms.

I already knew the answer before asking, of course. I couldn’t see any belongings except the little bag dangling
    by her waist.

“How’d you even get by all this time?”

“I washed my clothes when I came across a river, shot down birds whenever I was hungry, picked fruits if I saw
    some. Whenever I spotted a settlement, I went the long way to avoid it. If it rained, I took shelter inside a
    cave. After picking up a pot from an abandoned village, I learned how to make stew as well. In short, I managed
    on my own.” Zero smiled proudly.

I held back the urge to pull my fur out. “Anyway, we won’t find a place to stay with you looking like that. Inns
    that allow someone like me would probably only offer me a stable or something.”

“I do not mind camping out. I can sleep buried in your fur.”

“Sure, it’s fine now, but it’ll cause problems later. We’ll draw too much attention. And let me tell you
    something. Standing out is a crime in and of itself.”

I wasn’t exaggerating. There are plenty of innocent people across the world who are pinned for crimes they didn’t
    commit and subsequently killed. All because they stood out just a little too much.

We needed decent clothes for Zero. There was just one problem.

“You got any money?” I asked.

I expected the same answer from before, but Zero nodded and gestured to me to hold out my hands, so I did. She
    then searched her bag, pulled out a bunch of gems, and placed them on my palms.

“I brought a few with me from the cellar,” she said. “I believe precious stones hold some value in any country,
    in any era.”

My jaw dropped, quite literally. I was frozen in place, every strand of hair on my body standing on end, while I
    held the pile of gems in my hands. Albus’s eyes, too, grew wide as he peered into my palms.

“You fuckin’ idiot! You can’t just take these out in the open!”

I quickly shoved the gems back into her bag. Zero yelped and looked at me curiously.

“Why would you be furious? You asked if I had money, and I merely showed that I did.”

“Use your brain, will you?! You can’t just pull out a lot in public! If someone asks you if you have money, just
    one gem, even the smallest one, is more than enough.”

“This one?” Zero asked as she produced a small stone from the bag. Strikingly transparent, one would be enough to
    turn the life of a poor peasant upside down.

I planned to pay for her clothes if she didn’t have the money, but it would seem our economic standings were now
    completely flipped. In fact, there loomed a wall I could not possibly scale. As a mercenary, I’m terribly
    grateful that my employer was loaded, but as a man, I felt like I lost.

I somehow managed to conceal how I felt, and nodded. “Very well,” I said, acting completely composed, but also
    feeling like a fool for doing so.

“We’ll exchange that for actual coin and buy clothes. There should be a money changer around here somewhere.”

Zero placed the grain-sized gem in my hand, looked at me, and smiled. “You really are a good man.”

“What?” I dropped my head lower. Where’d that come from?

Zero tapped her bag lightly. “You could have come up with a number of excuses to take these from me. Like I said,
    I am ignorant in the ways of the world.”

“That’s stupid. I’m not bold enough to steal from people who make deals with demons.”

“Were I not a witch, would you have taken them then?”

“Of course. I’m a mercenary, after all. And we mercenaries are greedy when it comes to coin.”

“Yeah, right,” Albus interjected, cackling. “I saw you shaking while holding the gems. You were clearly freaking
    out.”

I smacked him right on the head.

“Ow! I was just stating a fact! For someone with a huge body, you’re quite the wimp.”

“What’s that? You want a clobbering?”

“No!” Albus cried in a girly voice and hid behind Zero.

Zero chuckled. “Ah, what a beautiful, blue sky.”

What now? I followed her gaze, turning my eyes skyward. Indeed, the weather was perfectly clear, with no
    clouds in sight.

“I-I think these will look marvelous on you.”

Coaxing, a word that meant “gently and persistently persuasive” when used to refer to one’s manner of speaking.
    Such was how the huge man spoke. He was scruffy, even more than some gang leader—though I’m not exactly one to
    talk.

We were in a second-hand clothes shop located on the very outskirts of town. Places like this usually bought
    stolen goods from bandits, and sometimes you’d find out-of-place luxurious items on display. The clothes the
    owner was showing to Zero were prime examples.

“Hey, mister,” I said, glancing down at the colorful, elegant dress, my whiskers twitching. “I believe I said
    traveling clothes.”

“You heard him,” Zero said. “Get me something else.”

The man quickly showed the next one. “How about this dress—”

“I said clothes for traveling! Stop showing us these frilly dresses, you fucking baldie!”

“Shut the fuck up, furball! I’m talking to the pretty lady!”

“What do you think, Miss?” The owner sounded drunk and creepy whenever he addressed Zero.

The witch studied the dress. “It is not to my liking,” she said flatly.

“I understand.” The man’s expression immediately turned soft, as though entranced. “An old dress like this
    doesn’t suit you at all,” he said before rushing back inside.

Showing Zero’s face was a bad idea. As much as I hated to admit it, she was undoubtedly beautiful. The moment she
    stepped into the store and removed her hood, the air froze, then melted the next instant, and the owner turned
    into Zero’s humble servant.

“It’s actually sad to look at,” Albus mumbled as he watched the owner run around, trying his best to please Zero.


“Don’t say anything,” I said, dropping my shoulders. “Unlike kids, men have all sorts of problems. Those with
    ugly mugs have it worse. Even prostitutes won’t give them the time of day. Unless they have money, of course.”


I’m sure there are plenty of men in the world who’d be grateful just to breathe the same air as someone gorgeous
    as Zero. The only reason I hadn’t ended up like the owner was because Zero was a witch, and I despised witches.
    Otherwise, I’d be prostrating myself before her right about now.

“Mercenary, Mercenary.”

I felt a tug at my sleeves, and I glanced down.

“I like that one,” the witch said, pointing at an overcoat hanging by a corner. It had long sleeves, clearly made
    for men. It would probably reach all the way to her thighs.

“It is durable, yet light. It appears I can stay warm with it as well. I also quite like the cowl. What do you
    think?”

I took the coat and examined it. Contrary to its appearance, it was light, with firm linings. Indeed it was
    overall durable, adequate enough for traveling. Since it’s her clothes, she could just choose for herself, but
    she wanted my opinion, a mercenary used to traveling around.

“It’s not bad,” I replied. “Just a little too big, though.”

Zero’s face lit up. “It is fine. I fancy this one. If you think it is good, then I will take it.”

Huh, she really trusts my opinion. Would she have given up on it if I said no?

Albus, busy looking at items, suddenly ran to the back of the shop.

“Socks!” he exclaimed. “Mercenary! This thing’s pretty handy. You won’t have to wrap your feet in cloth every
    single time, you can wear them easily, you won’t get blisters, and they’ll keep you warm!”

Albus showed me a very long pair of socks that reached all the way to the thighs, to be fastened with some
    ribbon. Unlike the coat, this one was fancy and made for women, though still fairly practical. It should protect
    her from the cold as well.

“Hey, Wi—” I shut my mouth instantly. I couldn’t call her that in public. “Zero,” I called.

The witch, studying the coat pleasantly, raised her head.

“Got some socks over here.” I glanced at Albus, and he rushed to Zero with the pair of socks.

“Next is shoes,” the boy said. “Oh, this one’s great! You have to get this for sure!

Albus was having fun, like he was buying clothes for himself. He must genuinely love shopping. He brought long
    boots that reached to the knees. Made with tough leather, it looked resistant to mud and water.

I patted the boy’s head. “You have good eyes. Not bad at all.”

Albus puffed out his chest.

Zero regarded the items thoughtfully. “I prefer walking barefoot,” she said. “I love the warmth of the dirt, the
    soft grass. The dampness of the dew feels pleasant as well.”

“You’ll hurt your feet, though.”

“I just have to walk slowly.”

“You gotta hurry sometimes too, you know. Besides, if you think I’m gonna carry you every time we need to run,
    you’re dead wrong.”

“Would you leave me behind, then? What a heartless man.”

“Do I look like the caring type?”

“No, but you are the hairy type.”

“Don’t make me hit you. Anyway, you need shoes,” I said curtly.

Zero pouted. “You can carry me any time. You sure whine a lot for a big man.” I tried my best to ignore her
    grumbling.

“Short pants are your only options now,” Albus said. “Though you can move easier in them.” He picked up a pair of
    extremely short trousers, the kind a female bandit would wear. It would provide ample mobility for sure, but it
    failed in terms of protecting one’s skin. Still, with the long boots, long socks, and the oversized coat, a
    little bit of light clothing should be all right.

“Hey, mister!” I yelled to the back of the store. “We got everything. Ring us up!”

A terribly disappointed owner appeared, carrying a bundle of vibrant clothes.

“Now, go change,” I said. “And make sure you burn what you’re wearing later. It’s just unnecessary luggage.”

“You are asking me to burn my long-time companion?” Zero asked.

“Just ’cause a relationship lasts a long time doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a good one. New encounters always
    come with goodbyes.”

“You are one coldhearted man. I quite like that.” Smiling, Zero removed her battered robe and tossed it aside.


I instantly froze. Albus’s jaw dropped. Blood gushed out of the owner’s nose and he fainted.

Blinding white skin. Slender waists. A body so perfectly-shaped, like the statue of a goddess that a master
    artist spent his lifetime sculpting. And I was beholding it in all its glory. Zero wasn’t wearing anything
    underneath her cloak.

“What? Is a naked woman really that rare of a sight?” the witch asked.
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I drew a sharp breath. The next moment, I was shouting incomprehensible profanities while covering Zero’s body
    with the cloak she just removed. I knocked the unconscious owner awake and told him to get a set of underwear,
    then shoved the witch to the back of the store with the rest of the clothes.

“Don’t fuckin’ come out unless you’re wearing everything!” I roared.

“That hurt! You are being too rough,” Zero protested. “You should treat women more gently!”

“And you should grab a dictionary, look up the word “shame,” and study its meaning for a year!”

Albus and the owner were slumped down behind us.

“Holy mother of God…” Albus muttered.

“Ah, what a beautiful sight,” the owner said. “I can die now.”

Witches are clearly odd beings, and Zero is by far one of the most eccentric.

Short pants, long socks that reached halfway above the thighs, long boots, and an oversized hooded coat. Frankly,
    no self-respecting person would wear an attire like this, but she looked a lot more decent now. If she asked
    personally, any high-class inn would likely offer her the best room they had. That would only make me
    uncomfortable, though, so instead we made our way to a cheap inn on the outskirts of town.

As for the battered cloak we were supposed to burn, the store owner begged for it, willing to give his whole
    fortune away in exchange. In the end we managed to come to an agreement: Zero’s old cloak for the new set of
    clothes.

The cloak itself had been in contact with Zero’s bare skin for years. It wasn’t hard to imagine how valuable it
    was to someone who would never experience the company of a beautiful woman.

I asked Zero if she had any misgivings for handing the cloak over to the balding man, to which she declared that
    she didn’t care how her friend, whom she had already bidden her farewell, was treated. I thought she was cruel
    for saying that, but I was probably just as coldhearted for actually smiling at that.

“Mercenary, Mercenary.” Zero pulled on my ears. I was carrying her on my shoulders. That hurts, you
        bitch.

“I smell something good. I am starving.”

I turned my head towards the direction Zero was pointing. In one corner of an alley where a variety of shops
    nestled together, countless food stalls lined the street, vendors fervently selling all kinds of food to
    passersby.

Some stalls sold peeled fruits, some roasted meat. Now that she mentioned it, I was also getting hungry. Getting
    something to eat before heading to the inn wouldn’t be a bad idea. Before I could say anything, however, Albus
    bolted to the stalls. Zero, too, jumped down from my arms and followed him.

“Hey, wait! We have to stay together!”

My words didn’t reach their ears. Without much of a choice, I ran after them, shouldering my way through the
    crowd, and when I finally caught up, I found them munching on the same food—perfectly-grilled meat scraps and
    vegetables sandwiched between bread.

The stall owner was beaming after Zero, oblivious to prices, handed him an absurd amount of money. When he
    realized I was with her, he gave me an extra-large sandwich as well.

“The meat is delectable,” Zero said. “You must try it.”

“The veggie’s so crunchy! So yummy!”

Giving them an earful while they were stuffing themselves with food, meat juices all over their mouths, would be
    too crass. Instead I quietly took a bite of my own sandwich.

Finding an inn wasn’t difficult. In a big town like this, you’d find quite a few places that would cater to
    certain kinds of guests. Not even frowning at the sight of a Beastfallen, the old man at the reception gave us
    one single and one double room.

“You’re with me, kid,” I said.

“What?! Why? No way!” Albus protested. “I’ll get my own room, then!”

“No can do. There’s no guarantee you won’t run away from us. You will stay within my sight at all times.”

“You might lose your head in your sleep, you know.”

I silently grabbed the rope dangling by my waist. Unfortunately for him, I wasn’t exactly a good-natured man. I
    wouldn’t feel bad about tying a kid up and leaving them in the corner of a room.

“Z-Zero! Help!” Albus once again took refuge behind Zero.

“You should not be cruel on children, Mercenary,” the witch said.

“Except this child is after my head.”

“I’ll stay in Zero’s room, then!” Albus said. “Someone just has to watch me, right?”

Clinging to Zero’s waist, Albus started making ridiculous demands. Horny brat. If you think good looks will
        let you get away with anything, think again. Albus squirmed about as I grabbed his collar without a
    word, and dragged him into our room.

Despite all the whining and thrashing about, it didn’t take long for Albus to fall asleep after I tossed him onto
    his bed. So much for complaining about the animal stench or whatnot. I checked to see if he was just pretending
    to be asleep, but it seemed that wasn’t the case.

“Still a kid, all right.”

His fatigued body just couldn’t resist a soft bed and warm bed sheets. He must’ve been exhausted, having chased
    me through the woods, spent a whole night trying to get out of Zero’s Etrach, then hunted me down again the next
    morning. He hadn’t had a decent rest. Getting a good night’s sleep in that deserted house seemed unlikely too.


“I can understand wanting power.”

I poked at Albus’s cheek with my round claw. Seemingly annoyed, he frowned and curled up, like some kind of an
    animal. I felt like pulling a prank, but held myself back. Sure he’s a kid, but he’s still a sorcerer. Better
    not do anything stupid.

I needed a warm bath to wash off all the dirt from the long journey. While a mercenary that’s too hygienic sounds
    weird, I can’t stay too filthy, as I might catch skin diseases. Beastfallen sometimes get fleas too.

First I needed to ask the old man from the reception to prepare some hot water. Cleaning a body fully covered in
    fur is not simple. It takes more than just dampening a piece of cloth and wiping the body down. Filling a huge
    tub with hot water and bathing in it is the only way to remove dirt and fleas from a Beastfallen’s body.

Picturing myself having a relaxing bath and drying myself under the sun, I left the room while the sun was still
    out. Then I returned to tie Albus up on the bed before leaving once more.

“Taking a bath, Mercenary?” Zero sauntered towards me and crouched down, watching me with great interest.

The blood, dirt, and grass stains on my body must’ve terrified the old man as he was very accommodating,
    preparing a tub full of hot water and three extra buckets to rinse myself. We struck a deal: I would pay a tiny
    amount for the labor and fetch water from the well to replace what I used. The soap he handed me was clearly for
    laundry, but then again, I don’t think there’s that much difference between cloth and fur. So there I was in the
    backyard, covered in bubbles.

“You look like a hairy bubble monster,” Zero said. “Children from the neighborhood were spying on you. They
    seemed eager.”

“You mean scared?”

“Fear is an acquired thing. If you do not intimidate them, I am certain they will not be too afraid of you.”

“So you say, but little kids cry at the sight of me.”

“I said ‘too afraid’. Anyone would get scared if a giant carnivore appeared before them. It is simply their
    instinct at work.”

So they do get scared. I glared at Zero, who glanced briefly at the kids’ hiding spot. There
    were three of them, staring at me like I was some kind of a rare exhibit. Baring my fangs, I roared, and they
    ran away screaming at the top of their lungs.

“Do you want people to fear you?” Zero asked.

“I just did what they expected me to do. Better they stay away from Beastfallen anyway. We’ve been treated like
    monsters our whole lives, and a lot of us do grow up to become actual savages.”

“Humans create monsters, is what you are saying.”

“Exactly. It could just be in our nature, though.”

“That is not true. In fact, your soul is very much human.”

“I don’t know about that one.”

You can’t measure your humanity on your own, only others can. In my case, I don’t have anyone around to judge me,
    since we Beastfallen can’t even build decent relationships with people in the first place. Mulling over it,
    then, was utterly pointless. Although when I hear talks about what it means to be human, I tend to think I’m far
    from being one.

“Cheer up. If you are a monster, then I will wish for the world to be filled with monsters too.”

“That coming from a witch? I don’t know how to feel about that.”

I appreciated the thought. Not that I’m gonna tell her that. Turning my gaze towards the sky, I drew a short
    breath and blew bubbles into the air. Zero, poking the bubbles, suddenly stood up, as though struck with an
    idea.

“It must be difficult to wash such a large body,” she said. “Allow me to help clean your back.”

“Well, aren’t you nice? I thought you hated sweating.”

“I will not work myself that hard, of course. I am certain washing a huge beast will be quite fun.”

Her bare hands touched my back without reservation. Her fingers tickled as she rubbed my fur, lathering up the
    soap. I couldn’t relax.

“Mercenary,” she said. “Towns sure are fun.”

“What?”

“They’re filled with people, who work different jobs, each having their own way of thinking. I find it very
    fascinating. I fancy the food at the stalls as well.”

“That’s pretty normal for a bigger tow—” I stopped myself.

Right. Zero had not ventured out of the cellar before, so this was her first time entering a town. No
    wonder she was so amazed and excited. I found crowds annoying and the food at stalls were no big deal to me. But
    to Zero they were fresh and novel experiences.

There was no doubt that Zero, being a witch, possessed vast knowledge that I couldn’t even begin to imagine. Yet
    she was too ignorant of the outside world. What was common knowledge to her might not be common knowledge to me.
    By the same token, what was normal to me might be unusual to her. We could be looking at the same things, but we
    would see those things differently.

“Wenias is a country of travelers, and Fomicaum is the center of its commerce. People and goods from all over the
    world gather here. It’s not that big, but the population is dense.”

“Oh,” Zero’s eyes lit up. “I would not have been able to enter this town alone. Even if I did, there would have
    been trouble. You made me experience something I would never have on my own. I am glad to have met you.”

Must be one of those techniques only the ignorant can pull off. Her cheesy words made me scowl at her.


“Listen,” I said. “You should really stop saying that.”

“Saying what?”

“‘I like you’ or ‘I’m glad to have met you’. Corny shit like that. Women shouldn’t show too much affection.
    Especially not to someone like me.”

“Affection,” Zero repeated curiously. “But it is true. I have fun talking to you, and keeping quiet is boring.”


“I just told you to stop—”

“Do you find talking to me annoying?”

I found myself at a loss for words. No, that’s not it.

“I just don’t know how to talk to you, okay?” I frowned, spitting the words out. “I basically just swear at
    people.”

I’d get dumbstruck whenever people talked to me nicely.

“I see,” Zero said. “Then you may practice with me. I will keep on talking about a lot of things in the future.”


Ugh, why do I even bother? I can’t win against her. I guess I just have to get used to it.

“You better not get mad if I ignore you.”

“I will, of course, be angry. I wish to converse. Talking alone is dull.”

“You can get mad all you want, then.”

“You are one cold-hearted man. It would not hurt for you to be nicer to your employer.”

“Mercenaries only do what they’re hired to do. Nothing more, nothing less.”

Groaning, Zero traced her fingers across my back. It felt like she was writing something rather than washing. I
    tried focusing on it, but I couldn’t quite figure out what she wrote. Zero giggled.

“What’s so funny?”

“I am not telling.”

“The hell?”

“You will find out one day. Then you will thank me and be forever in my debt. A curse, if you will. Terrifying,
    isn’t it?”

“Fuck that shit! Undo it, right now!”

“I will not. Come now, turn around. I cannot wash your back otherwise.”

With my threats ineffective, my only choice was to obey. I quietly turned my back to her. After rinsing my whole
    body off to get rid of the suds, I felt completely refreshed.

Zero regarded me with a frown. “You look nice and clean. Hmm… I hardly recognized you.”

“Just say it. I look like a wet cat. I know.”

Beastfallen often look quite as pitiful as wet animals, if not more. As I wiped myself with a dry cloth, Zero
    looked around restlessly.

“What are you do—”

“Do not tell anyone.”

Smiling, Zero flicked her finger. A second later, my fur was completely dry.

“Wh-Whoa! What the hell?!” I exclaimed despite myself. “How’d you do that?! It usually takes half a day to dry
    myself! Man, I’m so soft and fluffy! I can be a rug at a castle or something!”

Being a rug is too self-deprecating, but I think it’s the greatest compliment a fur can receive.

“Wait… you idiot! We’re in the middle of town!”

I snapped back to my senses. Zero faced me with an extremely annoyed look.

“Are you praising me or admonishing me? Make up your mind, or your words will not be as effective. Worry not. I
    made sure no one was watching.”

“In that case… I guess it’s fine.”

“By the way…”

“What?”

“Should you not cover yourself down there? You reprimanded me harshly back at the clothes store, but you sure are
    carefree.”

Zero’s gaze flitted towards my lower abdomen. Letting out a scream, I quickly put on my pants, covering my face
    from Zero’s laughter.

Then all of a sudden, an appalling vibe filled the backyard. Three women and a man appeared from around the
    corner. My fur stood on end as I saw the man’s dog face. I thought I smelled something nasty, and as it turned
    out, it happened to be a fellow Beastfallen.

“Oh, what’s this?” the man said. “A kin?”

Kin, my ass. Stupid mutt.

“Let’s go.” Urging Zero, I gathered all the buckets and started walking.

Beastfallen typically don’t make friends with each other, partly because they find each other’s stench
    unbearable. That, and they feel this strange sensation to stay away from fellow Beastfallen. A feral cat would
    not stay quiet if shoved in a cage. That sort of thing.

“Ignored, huh? You’re a cold guy. It’s not too often I meet fellow freaks.”

“Sorry, but unlike you dogs, I don’t like being in packs.”

“I’m a wolf, damn it!”

Same difference, if you ask me. Wolf Beastfallen always reacted like this when treated like a dog.

“Either way, two Beastfallen together is one too many,” I said. “Don’t think I can handle another’s smell.”

“Can’t argue with that,” the man replied. “Which is why I’m gonna have my ladies clean me up from top to bottom
    today. Check ’em out. Quite the lookers, aren’t they?”

As we were about to leave, he put his arm around my shoulders and pointed at the three women frozen in fear. I
    found him utterly annoying, but Beastfallen have this unspoken agreement to not be hostile with one another.

I directed my gaze to the three women he bragged about. They were indeed pretty like he claimed; they looked
    young, and perhaps it was his preference, but all three had blonde hair. How much did he even pay for them?
        Hell, they don’t even look like prosti—

And then it hit me. I held my breath.

“Did you hunt them?”

He grinned broadly, his face almost splitting in half. “That’s right. Apparently they’re witches. I thought about
    bringing them to the capital to face trial, but you know what they say about those trials. They can be really
    harsh. The poor little things! They’re so young and adorable. So I decided to protect them.”

I felt all the fur on my body bristle. He probably just accused a village of having witches and forced them to
    hand over young women. All he had to do was threaten to destroy the village if they didn’t surrender the
    witches, and they would have no other choice but to give in to his demands.

Beastfallen are monsters, and monsters always prey on powerless humans.

“Mercenary,” Zero called.

Oh, shit. I quickly tried to hide her, but my positioning was poor. The moment the wolfman realized the
    voice belonged to a woman, he reached for Zero’s hood and roughly pulled it back.

“What the…”

“What do you think you’re doing?! Get your filthy hands off of her!”

I pulled Zero back from him, put her hood back on, and hid her behind me.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Where’d you get that? How? Did you hunt her? Buy her? I haven’t seen one as good as that! I
    want one too!”

The stupid mutt sniffed her repeatedly, then raised his face as though realizing something.

“Wait a sec. Don’t tell me…”

Does he know she’s a witch? Fuck. I started walking, hiding Zero from his view. We can’t stay here
        any longer.

“She’s my employer, and you’re not allowed to touch her. Time to go.”

“Mercenary,” Zero said. “They are not witches.”

Her voice sounded strangely loud in my ears. She pointed at the frightened women and gave me a puzzled look, as
    if saying “One look is enough to tell they are not witches.” I knew, of course. I was painfully aware of that.


“It’s fine. Let’s go.”

“But—”

“Just listen to me!”

“I cannot stand this.”

I shrank back. Zero’s eyes and voice were cold and hard. It was hard to believe they belonged to the same woman
    smiling brightly just moments ago.

“Neither can I,” I replied in a low voice.

Light returned to Zero’s eyes. As much as I hated the current situation, we had to ignore it. Raising a ruckus
    here would only cause trouble. Even if we said those girls weren’t witches, the village would likely claim they
    were. Suspicion would then fall on us.

“Whoa there. That’s a false accusation, you know,” the Beastfallen said. “Hey girls, you can use Sorcery, right?
    In fact, I’m under their spell right now and can’t kill them. Otherwise, I’d have fucked them till they went
    crazy and sold them afterwards!”

“Mercenary.”

“Yeah?”

“Keep this a secret, okay?”

Flashing a smile, Zero waved her finger. In an instant, Muttface’s fur, every last strand of it, fell off. Wet
    Beastfallens might look pitiful, but there was nothing as miserable as a hairless one.

Resisting the urge to laugh, I bolted away with Zero in my arms. A moment later, Dogface’s scream reverberated
    for miles. Unable to hold it in any longer, I burst into laughter. Zero laughed too, with her arms wrapped
    around my neck. It wouldn’t have been the least bit funny if it happened to me, but nothing was more hilarious
    when it happened to someone else.

As expected, Dogface didn’t come out of his room that night, and the next morning, the girls he so bragged about
    had disappeared. For the record, I had nothing to do with it.

I did, however, go out for a late night stroll. I seem to recall prying open some room while half-asleep, but
    that was probably just a dream.

That aside, there were more pressing matters at hand. When I woke up the next morning, I found Zero, who was
    supposed to have her own room, sleeping in my arms. For some reason, Albus started attacking me, calling me an
    animal and a degenerate. My head still hurt from the chair he threw at me. Despite their wild imaginations, kids
    these days sure try hard to act pure.

“I told you, you got the wrong idea! Why the hell would you be mad anyway?”

“Shut up! Your head is mine!” Albus said. “As you know, you can’t have its owner being gross. That would be an
    absolutely horrible sacrifice to the demons.”

Fuck if I know. Wait, you’re still after my head?

“I believe I said he belongs to me,” Zero cut in. “You will not have his head, laddie.”

Wow. A beautiful woman and a pretty boy fighting over me. Yeah, doesn’t make me the least bit happy.

“Come on! Just his head!”

No way in hell! Man, I can’t wait to find the grimoire so I can kiss witches and Sorcery goodbye.

While listening to their stupid argument over my head, we left Fomicaum; our destination: the campus.
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Chapter 4: Thirteenth

    Settlements—be it a small town or a whole country—typically start as a single point that gradually expands. In
    the case of a castle town, retainers would build their houses near the castle, then around them the servants’
    houses. Stores would line the residential areas, and store owners would build their houses and factories in the
    vicinity as well.

In the same way, small towns are usually built around much bigger towns. Knights are always stationed in major
    cities to maintain public order and protect it from various dangers, including, but not limited to, bandits.
    Towns fortified by walls like Fomicaum are unlikely to be attacked, but most towns and villages are practically
    defenseless. These places seek a sense of security from knowing there are people nearby who could protect them.


The place we were headed to was one such defenseless town. According to Albus, the campus was located nearby.

“It’s a small town called Latette,” the boy said.

A sandstone-paved road stretched all the way to the royal capital of Plasta, with several forks along the way,
    each leading to a small town or village according to the map. Like Albus said, the road we were on led straight
    to Latette.

“It’s small, but lively, and the walnut bread from the bakery there is really good! The walnuts are crispy, the
    bread sweet. Freshly baked ones are so soft and fluffy.”

“I see. That sounds very fascinating,” Zero muttered in a terribly serious voice.

If half of her brain contained matters of Sorcery and Magic, the remaining half must be filled with thoughts of
    food. In fact, the latter seemed to have the higher ratio.

“Fomicaum was fun, but I like Latette more,” Albus continued. “I’m thinking of living there as a fortune-teller
    or something, once witch hunts are banned.”

“Listen, kid,” I said. “In case you’ve forgotten, our destination is the campus. I understand you like the town,
    but we’re not staying there unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

Albus turned to me with a huff. “Of course I haven’t forgotten! The campus is in Latette.”

“I thought the campus was a witch lair. So Latette is a town of witches?”

“No,” Albus sighed, seemingly irritated. “The entrance to the campus is hidden in Latette, behind a pillar in the
    church. It’s made with Sorcery and only witches can see it.”

“You mean the entrance to the lair is in a church located in the middle of town?”

“Yup. They say building an entrance to a lair inside a town is common even back in the day. At the end of a blind
    alley, behind a statue or a gravestone. I heard some build one under beds at inns.”

“Under the bed…”

Let’s not dwell on it too much. I wouldn’t be able to lead a normal life if I got scared of every dead
    end street, statue, or bed.

“Once we arrive, we’ll have to kill time until night comes. Someone might see us during the day. There’s an inn
    there, so we can get a room. They keep a dog by the way, and he really likes me. He leaps straight at me
    whenever I visit. The missus sometimes gives me candy too.”

“They give candies to a sorcerer?”

“No one knows I’m a sorcerer.” Albus shrugged.

So you’re scamming people. I kept the thoughts to myself, though.

“People will treat you normally if they don’t know you’re a sorcerer,” he continued. “My mom was a witch too. She
    gave up Sorcery and married an ordinary man. Apparently they lived in a human town.”

Giving up sorcery to live as an ordinary human, huh? I thought that only happened in fairy tales. Truly
    commendable. There probably wasn’t much prejudice against witches back then because of Solena’s good nature.

“So where are your parents now?” I asked. “These are bad times for your mother, given she’s a former witch.”

“They’ve been dead for a long time now. Hunted down.” Albus’s voice was as calm as ever, and that sent a shiver
    down my spine. “I was too young back then. The townspeople started a witch hunt when they found out my mom was a
    witch. They got along well before that. In Wenias, people turned to witches whenever they had problems. But
    people would never help witches, not even allowing them near any town. My mom took me to my grandmother’s lair
    so I could escape, and she died afterwards. I was raised by my grandma. I don’t remember much about my parents.
    For the record, this happened before the rebellion. That’s the reality of this so-called ‘passive coexistence’.”


“So… you must hate humans.”

How could he possibly not despise them? Albus wore a pensive look, then shook his head, contrary to my
    expectations.

“Not at all,” he said. “My dad loved my mom, and he didn’t care if she was a witch. Hating all of them would mean
    hating my father too. Humans are not to blame, but the notion that witches are evil is—this society that holds
    witches responsible for every single misfortune that befalls them. Sure I’m fighting against humans right now,
    but it’s not like I want to wipe out humanity.”

He spoke like a mature adult. I blinked a few times, and Zero chuckled.

“In order to practice sorcery, one must first learn to be rational.” Zero said. “He may be a beginner, but he is
    a fine sorcerer.”

We walked along the winding road while making idle conversation. Albus was the same as always, waving his arms
    and legs as he walked, rambling on about random things with a loud and resounding voice.

According to the map, Latette was located not too far from Fomicaum. A slow carriage would get there in two
    hours, and twice as long on foot. We should be seeing people right about now, but we haven’t come across a
    single soul yet.

“It’s too quiet… Almost like there’s no one around.”

It didn’t feel like we were getting close to a populated town. Normally you’d sense relief as you got closer and
    closer, but this was the exact opposite. I was filled with a terrible sense of foreboding. I felt uneasy, the
    hair on the back of my neck stirring. The restlessness grew stronger with each step towards Latette. My knees
    turned heavy as lead, my instincts screaming, begging me to stop. Then I felt a tug on my clothes.

“Do you sense it too?” Zero asked out of nowhere.

Scratching my cheek, I surveyed the surroundings. Her question meant I wasn’t imagining things.

“Eyes,” I mumbled. An eerie atmosphere enveloped the vicinity. It didn’t feel like we were being watched, but
    there were certainly eyes out there, wandering. There were hostiles deep in the dark forest, but we couldn’t see
    each other.

“Laddie,” Zero called. “Is it always this quiet around here? You said we were headed to a small, but lively town,
    yet it feels gloomy.”

Albus stopped in his tracks. He turned around, a puzzled look on his face.

“Well…” he mumbled. Then silence. It was apparent now that he talked loudly before to hide his discomfort.

“The town is right over this hill… but there’s usually a lot more people around…” He paused for a moment. “I’ll
    go check things out!”

Albus took off. Something was seriously amiss. Despite being close to Latette, there was a severe lack of human
    presence. Above all, the smell of something burning filled the air.

“What now, witch?” I asked. “It could be a trap.”

“For who? Me? Or perhaps you?”

I hesitated a bit, then looked at Zero. “For you, I think.”

“You are suggesting that the boy realized I planned to retrieve the book, informed his allies, and set a trap so
    they could defeat me?”

“Doesn’t look like it, but circumstances suggest that’s the case. The kid did lead us here and now
    this.”

“Yes, very logical. But your instinct knows something that both logic and common sense do not. What does it tell
    you?”

“To get the hell out of here right now.”

“And leave the boy behind?”

I frowned. The question caught me off-guard. I realized I had absolutely no intention of leaving Albus behind. If
    he really did lure us into a trap, abandoning him would be the right choice. Yet here I was, ready to take him
    with us.

Zero gently closed her eyes. “Then let us leave this place together with the lad.”

“What about the book?”

“If there is even a slight hint of danger, finding Thirteenth first would be wiser.”

“Very logical indeed. Hey, kid—”

“No!” Albus’s shrill cry rang out, cutting me off.

Startled, I froze on the spot. A second later, Zero and I broke into a run. As we crested the hill, our field of
    view widened.

“What’s the—”

Matter? I didn’t need to finish my question. The answer lay right below me. At the foot of the hill was
    a town, most likely Latette. There weren’t a lot of buildings that stood out—only the church in the middle of
    town, and the public square. The rest were unorganized rows of shops and houses of various colors and shapes. It
    would take less than thirty minutes to walk from one end of the town to another. With an approximate population
    of two thousand, it looked like a miniature garden compared to Plasta that boasted fifty thousand residents.

Buildings grew sparser the farther away from the center, eventually giving way to wide, but empty pastures, where
    not one animal grazed. Latette lay still as a grave. It was immediately apparent that the town was attacked.

“No… It can’t be! Why?! Why?! Why?!”

“Hey, wait! It’s dangerous down there!”

Albus himself knew not the answer to his question. Before I could stop him, he rushed down the hill hysterically
    without stopping.

If the town was raided by bandits, some of them could still be lingering around. Even if that wasn’t the case, it
    could still be dangerous as vile scavengers usually prowled ravaged places. Most of all, there is bound to be
    corpses. Being a sorcerer didn’t change the fact that he was still just a kid, and kids should not be near such
    places.

“Damn it. What a pain in the ass.”

Without much of a choice, I carried Zero and descended down the hill. Cold sweat ran down my back as the bad
    feeling in my gut and the eerie atmosphere grew ever stronger.

“Fear not, Mercenary. I told you,” Zero tapped my head. “I will protect you.”

I glanced at her. On her face was a smile filled with confidence. Damn it, me. How could you let the words of
        a witch ease your worries? And you call yourself a mercenary?

We followed Albus into town, and what waited for us was a scene far ghastlier than what I could glean from atop
    the hill. I grimaced. Bodies, bodies, and more bodies. All around us lay the dead, strewn among the crumbled
    walls and fallen signboards. Amid the sea of blood and corpses, Albus stood blankly, his golden, absent eyes
    fixed on the lifeless bodies sprawled on the streets.

“You shouldn’t look at them—” Too much. Albus’s shoulder jerked. “Must’ve been bandits,” I said. “Though
    it usually isn’t this awful. They were just unlucky.”

“Bandits…” Albus mumbled, his golden eyes trembling. His mouth curved into a self-depreciating smile. “Is that
    what it looks like?”

“What?”

I regarded the figure he was staring at. Just a corpse burned beyond recognition. Whether it was a man or a
    woman, I couldn’t tell. There were, however, clear signs of them struggling desperately to douse the flames,
    indicating they were burned alive.

But something was off. Despite the number of burnt corpses, the town was relatively unscathed. Flames naturally
    don’t possess any sort of will. They don’t choose their target. Once ablaze, they would’ve engulfed the whole
    town and razed it to the ground. Yet from the looks of it, the fire seemed to have targeted the humans
    specifically. A burning man would’ve run around, inevitably spreading the fire, but not one house was burned
    down.

“No way… Magic?” I muttered.

Zero nodded. “Flagis, most likely,” she said. “It is a spell that sets fire only to the caster’s target. You can
    use it in the middle of a forest or a town, and the fire will never spread. This town was attacked by witches,
    it seems.”

So this is the town the gatekeeper was referring to. I was aware that the kingdom was at war with
    witches, the latter sometimes raiding settlements, but this was the first time I laid eyes on a town ravaged by
    witches. I didn’t know it could be so gruesome.

Bodies littered the streets like garbage. Homes showed signs of being looted. All I could think of was
    magic-wielding bandits committed this atrocity.

“But why?” I asked. “If the entrance to the Coven’s lair is in this town, witches should be protecting it, not
    attacking it.”

“There’s more than one group of magic-wielding witches out there,” Albus said in a low, strained voice.

My eyes widened. As far as I knew, there was only one group of sorcerers, the Coven of Zero, and they were
    staging a revolt against the kingdom, running amok. But from what I’ve heard from Albus, and from what I’ve seen
    of him personally, the Coven of Zero fought only to protect witches. Yet my intel and this carnage before me
    suggested there were witches using magic to slaughter and pillage.

“So there are other covens like the Coven of Zero?”

“No! We are not the same! They’re more like bandits, and they came here to steal the book. They attacked
    the town and then took advantage of the chaos to invade the campus…”

“What do you mean they’re like bandits? I thought the Coven housed the Grimoire of Zero. How did they even learn
    Magic— Hey, wait!”

Ignoring my question, Albus bolted once more, most likely to confirm the campus’ safety. I hesitated for a moment
    and glanced at Zero. She was standing quietly still.

“What are you—”

Gonna do now? What should we do? What’s going on? Too many questions, but not one left my mouth. Zero’s
    face was cold as ice, still as a doll.

“Hey…”

“I did not know it could be used like this…” Zero muttered.

Crumbling houses. Fallen signboards. Burnt corpses. She eyed all of them before she began walking slowly, going
    after Albus.

Albus rushed into a very old church. We passed through a wrecked gate and entered the dilapidated chapel. God’s
    house was in a horrible state. Pews in disarray. Pieces of broken glass from the window scattered across the
    floor. Bodies lay sprawled here too. From a cursory glance, there were six of them.

But unlike the corpses outside—massacred victims who desperately tried to escape—the six here showed signs of
    fighting. Two of the corpses wore chokers embedded with red gems, similar to Albus’s, indicating they were
    members of the Coven of Zero.

So the other four are among the assailants.

“Members of the Coven and the attackers?” I said.

Albus nodded. “The Coven fought to protect the campus and the town.”

But they failed to protect the latter. They probably met the attackers here to try to at least save the campus.


“So they ended up killing each other.”

“Not quite.” Zero walked past Albus and approached the corpses, examining all six of them. I tried stopping her,
    but she simply ignored me. “First, the four assailants killed the two members of the Coven of Zero. Another one
    appeared afterwards and killed all four witches.”

“And how do you know that?”

“The method of killing is different. The Coven members show signs of struggle, but the four witches were killed
    without even having the chance to fight back. What’s more, all had their mana drained completely. There is no
    doubt that a third party was involved.”

So someone not from the Coven or the attackers showed up. Well that’s just great. Things were starting
    to get complicated.

Albus drew a deep breath. “Thirteenth…!” he hissed, his trembling voice full of fear and rage.

The same questions probably popped up in my mind and Zero’s. How do you know that name? Why bring that name
        up in this situation? But before we could voice them, something happened.

An eye opened.

Every strand of fur on my body stood on end. The vague sense of discomfort I felt while on the way to Latette had
    vanished, and now a fiercely intimidating gaze filled me with dread.

Eyes. Someone’s watching us. Where?

I looked up and immediately regretted it. A rift running the length of the ceiling formed above. It then opened
    wide, revealing an impossibly huge eye that darted between me, Albus, and then rested on Zero.

“It appears there is someone openly spying on us,” Zero said. “Mercenary.”

“Huh? Uh, right!”

“A forced summoning. It will knock you away! Grab the lad and take my arm!”

I had absolutely no idea what was happening, nor did I understand a word she just said. Nevertheless, I picked
    Albus up, grabbed Zero’s wrist and held her in my arms.

The next moment, the floor collapsed. No, that wasn’t exactly it. The floor, walls—the whole room itself had
    vanished. Thrown into a gaping hole of pure darkness, a scream escaped my lips.

We’re falling. I’m gonna die.

“Fret not, Mercenary. You will be fine as long as you do not let go of my hand.” Zero’s gentle voice pulled my
    fading consciousness back. “Breathe slowly. Feel the ground and plant your feet firmly. Your body has already
    arrived. Bring your consciousness back to your flesh. Focus on my hand.”

I inhaled deeply and realized I’d been holding my breath. As I exhaled, the sensation of plummeting through space
    faded, and I could feel the ground under my feet.

What was that just now? Was I hallucinating? My entire body was shivering from severe cold. I looked
    around. A dark room with four flickering candles. An intense aroma wafting in the air. Paved stone under my
    feet. And Zero in my arms. Albus on my shoulder as well.

“Thank goodness!” Albus exclaimed, clinging to my neck. “Mercenary’s back, Zero!”

I’m back? I surveyed the surroundings once more. What do you mean I’m back? This isn’t even the same
        place.

“Where are we?” I asked. “We were in the church just moments ago…”

“It was a forced summoning, a technique that calls forth the target to a different location regardless of their
    will.” Zero said. “It would seem a trap was laid in that church. It is meant for demons, though it has been
    repurposed to work on humans as well. There are only two people I know of who can use this. One of them is my
    master.”

My nose caught someone else’s scent mixed in with the intense aroma. I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were
    there, hidden in the darkness—one with it, even. If I lost focus for even a split-second, I would easily lose
    them.

“And the other one is you, Thirteenth.” Zero’s mouth curved into a smile.

Thirteenth, I repeated the name blankly in my mind, then quickly raised my head.

Slowly, a man stepped out from the darkness. From what I’d seen of Zero and Albus, I surmised that all witches
    and sorcerers possessed good looks, but Thirteenth proved my assumption wrong.

He had a warrior-like physique—tall with broad shoulders—but there was a stoop to his back that made him look
    unwelcoming. His long forelocks almost covered his eyes. An unattractive, sullen, huge man—that was Thirteenth.
    It might come off as rude but I, a Beastfallen, was probably better looking than him, if I do say so myself.

Zero’s eyes narrowed, her gaze fixed on the man, as though challenging him. “Care to explain why you summoned me,
    Thirteenth?”

“You simply appeared as a result of my summoning. I did not specifically call you here.”

“So you are summoning every person that showed up in that place? Just like this? That sounds like a ton of
    effort. You have not changed a bit, Thirteenth.”

“Well, you see. I heard someone call my name, Zero.”

Vicious eyes peering from underneath his forelocks bored into Albus. The boy yelped, his hold on my neck growing
    tighter.

“There was an entrance to a dangerous coven’s lair in that church. The witches evacuated it when the town was
    attacked, but watching the place for a few days is standard practice. Then I heard my name. I wanted to know who
    it was so I summoned them here.”

“Even those without knowledge of Sorcery? My mercenary could have died.”

Oh. So I was dying, huh? What Albus meant by “I’m back” was back from the brink of death, apparently. I
    just met Thirteenth and I hated him already.

“I did not account for a non-practitioner to enter a town flooded with corpses, head straight to the lair’s
    entrance, and call my name. Besides, I prepared a strong incense. I could’ve used sound too if necessary. Even
    if his soul traveled to the far beyond, calling it back would have been easy. Now, then. It is my turn to ask
    you a question. Why did you leave the cellar, Zero?” Thirteenth’s voice was admonishing.

“Being alone left me bored, so I thought I would go out for a walk and catch a glimpse of your gloomy face.”

“You have come too far for just a walk. I warned you the outside world is dangerous. You promised to wait.”

“Indeed, it is dangerous. I was chased around more than a dozen times. My travels taught me a lesson. I learned
    that danger is not unavoidable. That means I wasted a hundred years of my life for nothing. I should have
    ventured out a long time ago. Don’t you agree, Thirteenth?”

There was an odd tension in the air, and it made my tongue go numb.

What’s going on here? I thought Thirteenth was her ally. Zero talked about him fondly, but now that they
    were face to face, she seemed extremely furious.

“Why?” Albus mumbled in a low voice. “You said you wrote the book… so why…” His whole body was trembling. “Why do
    you know the King’s Sorcerer?!”

King’s… Sorcerer? Wait a sec. That doesn’t sound right.

I looked at Albus. “What’s this about the King’s Sorcrerer? Are you saying the ruler of a kingdom at war with
    witches hired a sorcerer?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying… Thirteenth helps with the witch hunts. He’s a traitor! He kills witches even
    though he’s a sorcerer himself!”

I was wondering how a country unaffiliated with the Church could wage a war against witches, and now it was
    clear. The kingdom hired sorcerers.

Witches excelled at hiding, and once hidden, ordinary humans would be hard pressed to find them. Even the Church,
    who fought witches for centuries, had a hard time at sniffing them out. People who grew impatient would then
    accuse ordinary humans of being a witch and kill them to obtain a false sense of security. An examination of
    history would tell you there are more cases of ordinary humans killing each other because of their fear of
    witches than actual witches killing ordinary humans.

So how do they prevent that from happening? Easy. Just enlist the aid of witches.

Zero claimed she could follow signs of Sorcery. In fact, she managed to track Thirteenth all the way from
    Moonsbow Forest to Wenias solely by his mana, which meant witches could find other witches with high precision.


The problem is witches normally don’t help with witch hunts—except this one guy right here, apparently. Though
    technically he’s a sorcerer, not a witch.

“How on earth could a sorcerer even join the kingdom’s side?”

“Thirteenth killed many witches in front of the king.” Albus spat the words out. “The Coven of Zero once ambushed
    the king outside of town while he was traveling. The war had just started back then, and they wanted to make the
    king swear to ban witch hunts while casualties were still minimal. Unfortunately, it was right after the Banquet
    of Retribution. The soldiers attacked, not giving any time for actual discussions. So without much of a choice,
    the Coven fought back.”

Albus bit his lips. “Then Thirteenth showed up and slaughtered every member of the Coven present. He then earned
    the trust of the king and joined the kingdom’s side.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. It kinda made sense, but also sounded ridiculous. Then again, Wenias frequently relied
    on witches when problems arose, so something as crazy as “asking witches for help with witch hunts” wasn’t
    exactly impossible.

Basically, someone other than the Church who could provide aid appeared gallantly like a knight in shining armor
    in their time of desperation.

Thirteenth, who had been watching my exchange with Albus silently, suddenly tapped his staff hard on the floor in
    annoyance. Albus jerked and looked at the sorcerer.

“How dare you take Zero’s name in vain,” the sorcerer said. “It is infuriating.”

A shiver crawled down my spine. I felt the same sensation from when we were being watched back in the church.

The cold eyes that I sometimes saw from Zero was terrifying, but the terror that Thirteenth’s gaze instilled in
    me was different. Zero bore no malice, and she didn’t direct her power anywhere in particular, so I didn’t fear
    her. What I felt from her was closer to awe.

But Thirteenth’s eyes glinted with animosity. I could feel his venomous gaze drilling on me, like he would come
    at me at any moment.

The enormous sense of dread from the gaze of someone you knew you wouldn’t stand a chance against was almost
    unbearable. A big guy like me being terrified like a child was nothing short of pathetic, but I couldn’t even
    put up a tough guy facade in this situation.

Albus seemed to feel the same. His whole body was shaking. If I let him down now, his knees would surely give in
    and he would sink down on the ground.

So I didn’t.

“The Coven of Zero? The nerve! Uttering that name, demeaning and defiling it, is a grave sin that cannot be
    forgiven. How dare you miserable worms use the name of a Murky Darkness witch who spent their life in the cellar
    consuming knowledge. It makes me sick!”

Thirteenth’s finger hissed sharply through the air, producing a blue streak of light. Quickly I moved to cover
    Zero and Albus with my back turned to the sorcerer. I had no idea what kind of Magic he was about to cast, but
    it was apparent that he meant Albus harm.

I clenched my teeth, preparing myself for the inevitable pain, but to my surprise a scream did not escape my
    lips. Nothing happened. I wasn’t trying to act cool, but now I just looked pathetic. Feeling embarrassed, I
    opened my eyes. It was then that I noticed Zero leaning out of my shoulder, confronting Thirteenth.

“What are you do—”

“I thought I told you this is my mercenary,” Zero said. “Put so much as a scratch on him and I will rip you to
    shreds then offer you to demons.”
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Black smoke rose from Zero’s palm. She shook her hand to put it out, seemingly annoyed, and brushed her hands
    together as though cleaning off any soot. I meant to protect them, but apparently she protected me.

Tension left my body, but then came back a moment later.

“Do you really think you can do that?” Thirteenth goaded Zero. “It has been ten years since we last fought each
    other. Our powers are not the same as they were back then.”

Zero’s face turned hard, her mouth twisting into a mocking smile. “Shall we test it, then? I am a little
    irritated right now.”

I immediately took Albus and distanced myself from Zero. Red flames roared all around her, as if it just waited
    for us to get away from her.

You’ve gotta be kidding me. Even if I had nine lives, I’d burn through them all if I got caught up in a
        battle between a witch and a sorcerer.

“H-Hey, kid! Can’t you do something?! We’re in some serious shit!”

“Of course, not! Flagis is the highest-level spell I can use! That’s a witch who can wield flames and a sorcerer
    who can call lightning without any ritual. I’ll get reduced to ashes if I so much as touch them! I might be able
    to do something if I have time to perform a ritual for Sorcery…”

“We don’t have time for any fucking Sorcery right now! Man, you’re useless!”

“So are you!”

“What?! Fine, goddamn it! I’ll do something!”

I got nothing to lose. Might as well give it a try.

“Hey, Witch!” I bellowed. There was only one thing that I could use to draw Zero’s attention right now. I knew it
    was completely stupid, but I didn’t have any other options. “It’s almost time for lunch! You can fight after we
    eat!”

Zero stopped moving, and the flames around her dissipated. She turned to look at me. “Lunch?”

“Yeah.”

“Food…”

“Yup.”

“I see,” she mumbled, then turned back to face Thirteenth. “They say one cannot fight on an empty stomach. A
    battle not fought at full strength will not be satisfying. We can fight each other any time, but there is no
    guarantee we can always partake of food. Thirteenth!”

“We have high quality lamb.” The sorcerer nodded grimly, as if fully aware of what Zero was about to say. “I will
    ask the cooks to roast it.”

Before I knew it, Albus and I were no longer on guard. We exchanged glances and clasped each other’s hands tight.


“I want potato soup,” Zero said.

“I will have them prepare it,” Thirteenth replied.

The mana in the air—so dense that it was visible—had dispersed. Zero and Thirteenth, who had been shooting
    glares, nodded to each other as they abruptly entered into a cease-fire agreement.

 

To my surprise, we were summoned to the capital Plasta—in a dungeon that was refurbished into a normal chamber,
    located underneath the royal castle. I found it hard to believe, but I had no reason to doubt Thirteenth’s
    claim. Zero herself insisted the man was in Plasta, and Albus said he was the king’s sorcerer, so he was
    probably telling the truth.

In short, we moved from Latette to Plasta in just an instant, which I must admit, was quite convenient when
    traveling—except for the part where it could kill you.

As we made it to the top of the stairs that led from the underground chamber, Thirteenth’s subordinates appeared
    in droves, shuffling towards him. After receiving orders on what food to prepare, they quietly dispersed once
    more.

Albus looked like he could start screaming any moment, but he seemed to understand that kicking up a fuss now
    would only make things worse. Controlling his emotions, he managed to arrive at the table without causing
    trouble. I expected nothing less from sorcerers who called themselves utilitarians.

All four of us, Thirteenth included, sat at a long table, Zero and Thirteenth sitting on both ends facing each
    other. Albus took his seat in front of me.

No one said a word, the mood preventing us from having any sort of casual conversation. What could we possibly
    talk about in this situation? There was only the sound of Zero sipping her soup, which made the silence even
    more palpable.

“This soup tastes awful.” The one who broke the silence was none other than Zero. Her words made things even more
    awkward. I stiffened and glanced both at her and Thirteenth. “The soup Mercenary prepared was exquisite. I
    thought cooks made food for a living. Why does Mercenary’s soup taste better, then?”

Hey, knock it off! Please! I appreciate the compliment, but you’re only gonna make things way worse for me.
        Look! He’s glaring at me! Thirteenth is staring daggers at me! Or maybe that’s just his normal face? Either
        way, it’s terrifying.

“I ask them to make the same food we have in the cellar,” Thirteenth finally spoke. “It will do as long as it’s
    edible.” His voice sounded indifferent rather than sour, which made it all the more unsettling.

“Lies! I know you are addicted to honey.”

“Sugar is important. However, there is no need to add pointless flavor or aroma to a potato soup.”

“Just admit you like sweet food. Humans are born with a sense of taste. Not satisfying it is neglecting the
    pursuit of pleasure, and a blasphemy against demons. Don’t you agree, Mercenary?”

“Well, uhh… I don’t really mind as long as it’s edible…”

Even if the food had flavor, I doubt I’d be able to tell. Not in this situation. I couldn’t care less if
    Thirteenth had a sweet tooth, craving for honey every single night.

Zero pursed her lips and scowled at me, not expecting me to not take her side. She seemed to be saying that a
    mercenary should support his employer, but I ignored her completely, not intending to get involved in their
    argument. Zero pulled her eyes away from me and started roughly biting away at the lamb meat.

“You have been outside for ten years yet you are still as stubborn as ever, Thirteenth. Why are you even acting
    like you belong with these people? You can act high and mighty all you want, but that will not fix your
    deep-seated stubbornness.”

“Times change, and we must learn to adapt, or people will look at us oddly. Drawing attention is unfavorable. You
    might see me as haughty, but I will do whatever I think is necessary.”

The atmosphere was too tense. I couldn’t stop myself from asking the question that had been clawing at my mind.


“So, uhh… you two are… friends, right?”

“Brethrens.” Both replied at exactly the same time.

I see. Okay. Brethrens. So it’s like they belonged in the same squad or something.

“So… You’re not enemies?”

“I had no intention of confronting him,” Zero said, “but this man summoned me and tried to hurt my mercenary. He
    picked a fight and I will gladly accept any challenge.”

“Your being summoned was a coincidence,” Thirteenth replied, “and I did not mean any harm to your mercenary. I
    was aiming at the sorcerer who sullied the name of Zero, but the beast warrior protected him, which is not my
    problem.”

“As always, you are an expert in dodging responsibility.”

“I will take that as a compliment.”

Another silence descended. In an attempt to somehow escape reality, I directed my gaze at Albus. He might have
    been after my head, but right now he was the only one here who didn’t instill fear in me. I noticed the boy had
    not touched any of his food. It was clear from the rumbling of his stomach, though, that he was starving.

“Not gonna eat?” I asked.

He frowned at me, clearly nervous. “No way. What if the food’s poisoned?”

“It’s not.”

“How would you know?!”

“Because I’m part animal.”

Albus stared at me blankly. He then glared at the table and began wolfing down the food.

“Wow, this is really awful!” he said, scowling at Thirteenth.

Zero nodded with satisfaction. For a moment, I almost wished I had the same courage and recklessness that Albus
    possessed, but if I did, I would have kicked the bucket a long time ago.

Wild animals don’t run away because they’re cowards. They run because their superior sense of danger warns them
    of possible threats.

It could have just been my imagination, but I thought I saw Thirteenth’s face twist a little after hearing
    complaints from both Zero and Albus. The man raised his hand slowly to summon a server. Apparently, I wasn’t
    just imagining things.

Shortly after, baked goods with fancy glittering sweet toppings were served to us on small plates.

Sugar is a luxury item, and confectioneries—which is basically just melted sugar—is something you don’t see
    often. Fancy-looking confectionery used solely as toppings is even rarer—found on food that only the nobility
    can afford. I had no way of knowing if Thirteenth meant it to be served after the meal, or if it was just his
    way of striking back after Zero and Albus’s criticism of the food.

It looked like Zero had not seen baked sweets before. “I would wager this does not have any flavor either,” she
    said as she brought a spoonful to her mouth. Then she froze completely.

I could say, without exaggeration, that Zero was beaming like a blooming flower. She was usually expressionless
    and gave the impression of a coldhearted woman. But this only granted her smile a deadly effect.

I glanced at Albus to find him grudgingly stuffing himself with the dessert while simultaneously enjoying it.
    Overall, I’d say it was Thirteenth’s overwhelming victory.

“Now then,” Zero breathed a sigh of satisfaction and pushed the plate to the side. She was in high spirits now.
    “Explain yourself, Thirteenth. You are supposed to be searching for the book, yet here you are, serving as the
    king’s sorcerer. Is there any reason you are playing such silly games?”

“I simply chose the most effective method of finding the book,” Thirteenth answered. “The one who stole it had
    already spread Magic throughout Wenias and is using this wicked syndicate called the Coven of Zero to sow fear
    and chaos among the masses. Many witches stand in the way of the book’s recovery, while I am only one. So I made
    a proposal to the king: I would assist with the witch hunts if he helped me find the book. This happened a year
    ago. Until now, I have not found it.”

“That’s a load of rubbish!” Albus stood up, slamming his fists on the table. His chair almost toppled over. “If
    anyone’s wicked, it’s you! The Coven of Zero is not a wicked syndicate. They protect witches who become targets
    of witch hunts. They storm into towns, but only to save witches about to get burned at the stake! What do you
    mean the book was stolen, anyway?! That person wrote—”

Albus swallowed the rest of his words. Their founder did not write the Grimoire of Zero. That much he already
    knew. How, then, did he come by it? There were two possibilities: either he received it from Zero directly, or
    he stole it.

The boy glanced at Zero, his eyes pleading for help, but she didn’t utter a single word.

“We’re not trying to sow fear and chaos throughout the kingdom…” he muttered.

“The current situation suggests otherwise.”

Albus had lost a bit of energy, while Thirteenth’s voice was still as harsh and confident.

“You lot claim to fight for true peace, yet you kill ordinary humans,” the sorcerer said. “If witches win this
    war, all that will be left is an overwhelming fear for them. True peace, then, can never be achieved.”

“We don’t kill for no reason!”

“The fact remains that people are dying. Do you even consider the lives of those you kill when you rescue
    witches?”

“It’s not our fault! We’re at war! Humans don’t stop hunting us down, so we have no choice but to fight back!”


“Can you really say for certain that you killed only those who were guilty of killing witches? That you didn’t
    slay the innocent? You believe that you and you alone are just. Such self-centeredness is what sparks wars!”

Thirteenth was saying almost the exact same words I said to Albus before. Wars begin from a series of
    retaliation. We might just get along, Thirteenth. But trying to make a kid understand that was too
    cruel.

Albus was on the verge of tears. Thirteenth, who didn’t seem to have a shred of mercy, proceeded to deal more
    devastating blows.

“There have been reports of witches raiding and pillaging all over the place, even towns and villages that are
    not involved in any witch hunts. Do you know just how many lives have been lost in these raids? Don’t you dare
    tell me you know nothing about it.”

The gruesome scene of carnage back in Latette popped into my mind. Albus knew there were witches slaughtering the
    innocent and looting settlements. I just couldn’t find a chance to ask him last time.

“They’re not part of the Coven!” Albus snapped. “They’re rogue sorcerers banished—”

“Rogues?” I asked.

Albus gave a start. I didn’t mean to startle him, but my voice did sound a little hard. He mentioned
    there were other groups out there besides the Coven of Zero. However, the term “rogue” does not refer to a
    completely independent organization. It means someone used to be part of a group, but subsequently left.

“I told you before,” Albus said. “The Coven of Zero teaches Magic to anyone who has the aptitude, be it vagrants
    or orphans…”

“I see… I get it now.”

I was wondering how the other groups learned Magic, and now I had my answer. They originally belonged to the
    Coven of Zero, but turned rogue and were now wreaking havoc across the land.

That means the witches we found in Latette all belonged to the Coven of Zero, and they were the cause of the
    town’s destruction. Albus’s pained look indicated he knew this.

“Some planned to abuse Magic as soon as they learned it,” Albus said. “We banished them from the Coven so they
    couldn’t learn any other spells. Unfortunately, Magic once learned can never be unlearned.”

Of course. Someone who had been oppressed all their life suddenly obtained overwhelming power, such that no
    ordinary person could possibly stop them. It was plain to see what would happen next.

“They turned to banditry and raiding settlements,” I said.

Albus nodded gravely. These rogue sorcerers were like clueless children playing around with deadly explosives.


Through the Grimoire of Zero, knowledge of Magic would be passed on to other people, spreading throughout the
    lands. Even if the book was reclaimed, there could be copies. If there was none, someone could have written down
    the first page. Once you spill ink into water, it will never regain its purity.

“I’m sure it’s the rogue sorcerers that attacked Latette,” Albus said. “They grouped up to attack the campus,
    probably to steal the Grimoire of Zero and gain more power.”

To sum it up, the sorcerers in this kingdom were divided into three factions at the moment.

First was the Coven of Zero who fought so witches could live in peace. Second was the rogue sorcerers, people who
    learned Magic from the Coven and were now using their power to wreak havoc. Third was the state sorcerer who
    hunts down both without distinction—Thirteenth.

Furthermore, there were forces that have been in this kingdom for a long time that had no intention of fighting
    nor learning Magic, but since they were not involved in this war anyway, it’s safe to count them out.

Witches alone gave me a headache already. With the number of sorcerers growing, I wouldn’t be able to find a safe
    place for me.

“An unregulated group is no organization,” Thirteenth said. “Just a bunch of ruffians who acquired a toy—the
    Grimoire of Zero—and are running amok. They must be purged, rounded up, and controlled, so order can be
    restored.” He quietly stood up. “You can be a valuable asset. It would be a waste to just have you killed. If
    you follow and serve me fully, I will promise to bestow upon you more knowledge and power.”

Albus was at a loss for words. “No wa—”

“If you refuse, you will be burned at the stake.”

It was my turn to be speechless. I almost rose to my feet, but I couldn’t really find any point in doing so.
    Instead I glanced at Zero for no particular reason. However not only did she have no intention of stopping
    Thirteenth, she didn’t show the least bit of interest in the conversation.

So without much of a choice, I decided to speak. “Burn at the stake? He’s just a kid.” Showing mercy to children
    is what civilized humans do.

“Child or not, those who wield Sorcery are a threat,” Thirteenth said. “In fact, being young means they might use
    their power without much thought. They must be eliminated before that happens.”

He spoke fluently, but I refused to back down.

“But killing him is too much.”

“Are you suggesting we let him off just because he’s young?”

“That’s not—”

“Sorcerers are beings that have strayed from the path of humanity, so they can gain new power that is Sorcery.
    They pay a price to satisfy their desires. They kill people for their wishes. Whether they’re a man or a woman,
    a child or an adult, makes no difference. Sorcerers are not human. Do you understand, Zero’s mercenary? I must
    say, it’s strange for a beast warrior in this kingdom to plead for mercy for a sorcerer.”

Bombarded with facts, I stiffened, unable to say anything back.

Albus was indeed after my head. He almost killed me. I only survived because I was a Beastfallen, and also
    because I met Zero. If I were an ordinary human and I hadn’t met the witch, Albus would’ve killed me a long time
    ago. Well I guess I wouldn’t be targeted if I were an ordinary human.

I cast a sidelong glance at Albus. His golden eyes, usually bright, were now filled with fear and confusion. He
    glared at Thirteenth, rage and hatred seeping into his gaze. It looked like anger barely managed to keep him on
    his feet. Sorcerer or not, to me he was only a child.

Yet when asked if he should be excused solely based on his apparent age, I couldn’t give an answer. But was death
    really the only option? I don’t mean to act like a saint, but even mercenaries hesitated to kill children.

“I will allow you time to think. You have one night to consider my offer.” Thirteenth turned his attention to the
    witch. “Zero.”

“What? You want to resume our battle? Unfortunately, I am full. I have lost interest.”

“Return to the cellar.”

“No. I waited and waited, but you never returned. And now we are here.”

“Zero, I—”

“Have you forgotten, Thirteenth?” Zero spat out the fork in her mouth onto the plate. “It is taboo to hunt fellow
    witches, no matter how justified you think it is, for it disrupts the order of the world. Too much power will
    drive a person mad. I believe you know what I am talking about. The six witches we found at the Church were all
    but empty husks. I know you simply want to retrieve the book, but you crossed a line you should not have.”

“It will all be over once it is recovered. So—”

“I will search for the book myself, Thirteenth,” Zero declared softly, cutting him off. “It is my property. My
    book. My sin. If hands must be dirtied for its disposal, then I choose to dirty mine.”

“But Zero!” Albus’s voice was pained and bitter. “You said you were on our side! I even guided you to the campus…
    Why—”

“I never said I was on your side.”

Albus’s eyes widened. “B-But…” His voice quavered ever so slightly.

“You said you knew where the book was hidden, so I asked you to lead the way. That is all.”

Albus shifted his gaze to me, pleading for help. Unfortunately for him, I was Zero’s mercenary, which made us
    foes in this case, technically. What’s more, Zero was simply telling the truth. When Albus asked her if she was
    on their side, she didn’t say anything. She neither affirmed, nor denied it; she only gave a faint smile. And I
    simply followed the wish of my employer, not leaking any information that she didn’t want to provide.

Realizing I wasn’t going to say anything, Albus bit his lip and hung his head low.

Sorry, kid. I’m not gonna say you simply made the wrong assumption. We planned to deceive you—we did, in
        fact. Still it just doesn’t feel right, god damn it.

“Is it true… that the book… was stolen?”

Zero didn’t nod. She simply narrowed her eyes. “It is true. No matter how splendid of a witch the founder of the
    Coven of Zero is, it doesn’t change the fact that they stole my book. No, rob might be more
    appropriate.”

“Rob…?” Albus turned as pale as a sheet.

“Everyone in the cellar was killed, except for me and Thirteenth. They then took the Grimoire of Zero to spread
    Magic throughout the lands.”

Albus grimaced and lowered his head down to the table. In my years as a mercenary, I had witnessed the moment
    when someone broke down completely countless times. This was one of those moments. Albus’s mind had just been
    crushed.

“Tell me, witch. Why did you even write that book?” I asked. “Did you want to destroy the world or something?”


I’d been wondering for a while now why she authored such a dangerous book. If she told me she wanted to destroy
    the world, the me from before would’ve readily accepted the answer. But I couldn’t imagine Zero doing something
    so troublesome now.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if you could start a fire without a flint?” Zero repeated the words she said before, except
    this time there was a hint of bitterness in her voice. “Having an endless supply of arrows would be helpful when
    hunting. You can catch prey easily even without a net. You can pick fruits without climbing trees, and you can
    heal wounds without using stitches. I thought it would make everyone happy.”

Zero smiled, her expression like that of a child engrossed in their fantasies. When she saw what happened to
    Latette, she said, “I did not know it could be used like this.” She never expected such a tragedy to happen. She
    thought the craft she invented would only be used in the best possible way.

Technological innovation is always born out of genuine interest and a modest ambition. Once created, it leaves
    the developer’s hands and spreads far and wide inevitably. Dangerous drugs could be made out of regular medicine
    and the creator would be powerless to stop it.

“The lad said he wished for witches and ordinary humans to live in harmony. I too wished for the same. Buried in
    books inside the cellar, I found having the same conversations over and over with witches who shared the same
    knowledge and values as me tedious. I wanted to venture outside, but the world branded witches as evil. I
    thought that by creating something useful that can benefit everyone, not only witches, the world would come to
    accept us.”

If everyone could start a fire without flints, no one would buy them anymore. With unlimited supply of arrows,
    craftsmen would lose their jobs. Some people would suffer, for sure. But something would definitely change for
    the better. If Magic was used in the proper manner, if it was used to protect and save people, not hurt them, it
    would make the world a better place.

“I wrote the book with that thought in mind. But only now do I realize I should not have done that.”

“Zero,” Thirteenth said.

Casting a glance at the man, she shook her head softly. “I should have heeded your warning, Thirteenth. When you
    said the book could spell the world’s destruction, I should have burned it right then and there.” Zero heaved a
    deep sigh. “I was a fool.”

 

I lay blankly on the bed in a vacant servant’s quarters. I prepared myself for a barrage of insults, telling me
    Beastfallen should sleep in the stables, yet here I was, quite comfortable. Such hospitality was the last thing
    I expected.

Albus, on the other hand, was temporarily taken to an underground cell, where he was given a night to think about
    whether to be burned at the stake, or become Thirteenth’s subordinate. Now that he knew the founder of the Coven
    was an absolute lowlife, the latter seemed the logical choice.

The issue now was my future course of action. I agreed to be Zero’s bodyguard on the condition that she turned me
    back to a normal human. My future—unpredictable now more than ever—rested in her hands, so to speak.

I had this vague feeling that my job was done. I wasn’t exactly a skilled mercenary to begin with. Zero hired me
    simply because I just happened to be in that forest and caught her attention. Now that she had Thirteenth’s
    support, what would she gain from keeping me in her employ? If I were her, I’d terminate myself.

I raised my hand to the ceiling and studied the scar on my thumb, the part that Zero bit. It was almost
    completely healed now. She might’ve actually needed a bodyguard back then. But it seemed to me I was no more
    than just a distraction to keep prying eyes away from her.

Once Albus fulfilled his role as a guide, Zero abruptly cast him aside. What would happen to me? If she deemed me
    unnecessary, what would she do to me? I lowered my hand and covered my eyes.

“Zero’s Mercenary,” a voice came from out of nowhere.

Letting out a yelp, I rolled off the bed. The voice sounded like it came from up close. I was sensitive to human
    presence, and could hear footsteps even from afar. As such, hearing someone call me from so close almost scared
    me to death. I’d even go as far as say that this was a matter of life and death.

“Huh?”

I peered from under the bed and found no one who could possibly harm me. I could’ve sworn I heard a voice, but
    its owner was nowhere to be found. Was I imagining things? It was too clear, though.

A mouse climbed on my bed and stopped. No way. It can’t be. Really…?

“Zero’s Mercenary. I wish to speak with you. Come underground.”

“Wh-What the hell…”

The mouse just talked!

“Just follow this mouse. I’ll be waiting.”

The critter then scurried away, not even giving me a chance to scream. Follow this thing? Hell no! It’s a
        talking mouse! Shit’s way too creepy!

As I lay there frozen, the creature stayed right by the door, staring at me as though urging me to hurry up and
    open it. Its silent gaze was unnerving, to say the least.

“Fine! You win. I’ll go.”

Putting on a tough guy act, I flung the door open and followed the mouse out of my room. We passed through the
    hallway and made it out to the courtyard. From outside, the castle appeared like a massive square block of rock.
    It looked like an impenetrable fortress, with walls made of stone, gypsum reinforcing the cracks and gaps. Four
    turrets towered on four corners that served as great vantage points in times of emergency. If I was ordered to
    capture this place, I’d most likely burst into tears.

Drawing up an infiltration route in my head out of habit, I strode along the walls to the back of the castle and
    eventually found an old wooden door that seemed to lead inside. The mouse slipped through a gap underneath.

A soft push and the door opened easily. Lamps illuminated a set of stairs that led all the way underground. As I
    stood there hesitating to proceed, the mouse squeaked as though urging me to get a move on.

“I get it! I’m going, okay?!”

Thirteenth was waiting for me in the underground chamber, as expected. It wasn’t the same room that we were
    summoned to. No, this one was just a normal chamber—well, not exactly normal—but it had a lived-in feel to it.


It was a seemingly messy, yet organized room, with numerous shelves lining the walls, and a bunch of papers lying
    about. Thirteenth was sitting heavily on a chair in the middle of the room, looking exactly like an evil
    sorcerer.

The mouse scuttled across the room and rested on Thirteenth’s shoulder. After receiving a piece of bread, it
    scampered away once more.

“Is this your first time seeing a familiar?” Thirteenth asked, watching the mouse go with a drowsy look. “I
    apologize for startling you. I tend to think of the other party as a fellow sorcerer.”

“Uh, it’s fine… No biggie… So you can control animals?”

“Those with inferior mental capacity, yes.” Thirteenth wearily stood up. “You’ve been of great help to Zero. I
    called you here to express my gratitude. Here.” He picked up something sitting on the table and presented it to
    me.

A vial. A completely ordinary cylindrical vial sealed with a cork.

“What’s that?”

“I call it a Magic potion. It’s an application of the craft that Zero created. The required sacrifice and ritual
    to activate the spell are dissolved into this vegetable oil.”

“Yeah… Translation, please?”

“If you remove the cork and pour out its contents, the spell will activate.”

My jaws dropped. That only meant one thing.

“You’re saying anyone can use Magic if they have that? Even me?”

“Yes. Anyone.”

Eyes wide open, I stood there dumbfounded, staring at the vial without taking it.

“Relax,” Thirteenth added, noting my astonishment. “As of the moment, I’m the only one who can create something
    like this. While searching for the book, I continued my own research on the side. It took me ten years to
    complete my studies. As long as I don’t tell anyone, I doubt anyone else can make it in the next hundred years.
    Besides, this is a completely harmless Magic potion.”

“By harmless… you mean?”

“It nullifies the effect of any Sorcery.”

Feeling a sudden affinity with the contents, I accepted the vial. “Sorcery, and not Magic?” I asked.

“Magic is just Sorcery simplified. They both still use the power of demons. In other words, this potion can
    cancel the effect of either. For example, if you pour it over a Magic circle, the circle will lose its power.”
    Thirteenth then looked me straight in the eye. “And if you pour it on your body, you will become human again.”


I finally understood what he meant when he said he wanted to express his gratitude.

“I’m surprised you know about my agreement with the witch.”

“Beast warriors despise and fear witches, yet you serve her. I could tell she offered something other than coin.”


“Are you sure about this? You let me have it, and I won’t have a reason to be her bodyguard anymore.”

“I said I would express my gratitude. Consider this advice my thanks: Leave the castle at once.”

“What? Where’d that come from? You don’t have the right to terminate my employment.”

“I’m telling you to run away. She… Zero is a terrifying witch. Her beauty might’ve fooled you, but you’re putting
    yourself in danger by being with her.”

“As you can see, I’m perfectly fine. Besides she said she has no interest in my head.”

“Did you ever wonder why that is?”

I blinked a few times. Why doesn’t she want my head?

“When she invented Magic, Zero summoned the most powerful demon there is and learned the names of many other
    demons in the process. What do you think she offered as sacrifice when she summoned such a powerful being?”

“I’m not sure…”

Thirteenth kept his gaze fixed on me as though telling me to stop feigning ignorance. My hand reached for my neck
    unconsciously.

“You didn’t actually believe you were special to her, did you? To her… No, to all sorcerers, everyone else is a
    tool to be used. You’re only alive now because you are useful to her. When you are no longer of use, you will be
    nothing but a rare and valuable tool for Sorcery.”

Does Zero really need me? Once she deems me unnecessary, what would she do to me? Thirteenth gave me the
    answers like he was simply stating facts.

Zero sometimes wore a cold expression. Whenever she was displeased, her indifferent voice would send a chill down
    my spine. Still, I trusted my instinct and agreed to work for her.

“If she really was dangerous,” I said, “a Beastfallen like me couldn’t possibly stay around her. Our ability to
    sense danger is way better than most people.”

Thirteen shook his head, a silent but firm denial. His reaction made me awfully anxious, as though he was asking
    “Don’t you see?” He made me feel like I was making an obvious mistake without even realizing it.

“Witches are charismatic beings. It’s easy for them to twist a beast warrior’s instincts and force them to like
    them. You’ve seen her eyes, haven’t you? When you first met her, you felt something.”

I had, in fact, seen them. When I first encountered Zero, she used her power to drive Albus back. It was the
    first time she used Magic in front of me. Her features captivated me, and I thought she was extremely beautiful.
    I looked into her eyes back then, fascinated by their unusual color, not realizing that they belonged to a
    witch.

I see. That’s why when she asked me to be her bodyguard, I wasn’t scared of her at all. She had me on the
        palm of her hands from the very beginning.

“When I attacked in the underground chamber, you moved to protect her without a second thought. That’s when I
    realized you were enthralled by her, and she was manipulating you. Beast warriors are cautious beings who avoid
    danger with their instincts. You promptly putting your life on the line to defend her was unthinkable. Right
    now, you’re still fine. But the comfort you feel when being with her will gradually turn into subordination
    without you knowing it. I don’t know how long you’ve been together, but you’ve witnessed it at least once, yes?”


Witnessed what? Before I could ask my question, the answer popped in my mind—an image of the secondhand clothes
    store owner who happily served Zero.

“If you wish to be her slave, I won’t stop you. There are many who would prostrate themselves before her. She is
    special, even among the witches in the cellar.”

“Fuck no! I’ll never become a witch’s slave!”

Thirteenth’s lips twisted slightly. A smile, perhaps.

“Zero finds you interesting because of that attitude of yours. To Zero, you’re nothing but a rare species of
    animal.”

Every word from him somehow made perfect sense. I recalled the words that Zero said to me. She said she liked me.
    She said she wanted to be with me. Only now did I realize that she could only say those things because she
    didn’t see me as human. To her she was simply showing affection to a pet, no doubt about that.

It felt like my throat tightened, the base of my tongue strangely bitter.

“However, she’s still a fellow student. My one and last living brethren. I thank you for bringing her all the way
    here. Now, go. This is all I can do to help.” Thirteenth handed me a pass.

Being summoned directly to the castle meant I entered the capital without passing through the gate. Without the
    pass, there would be trouble once I left the city.

“No, it’s more than enough. Thanks.”

I immediately returned to my room and shoved the vial inside my bag. Thinking back, there were times when Zero’s
    words made me shudder. When she hired me, she said she wanted the whole me because a headless body could not
    possibly do its job as a bodyguard. What then would happen if she didn’t need someone to protect her anymore? If
    she got sick of me? Would she cut my head off?

Yeah, I’m not having any of that shit. I can’t be around a witch any longer. Doesn’t matter if they’re
        gorgeous. I care for my life more than my urges. I already obtained what I wanted. There was no need to
    stay. I was the type of man who would choose my dinner over the fate of the world. I couldn’t care less about
    the demise of witches, as long as I could become human once more and live my life in peace, not being hunted by
    witches.

I know. I should head back home to the sticks. My parents, who should be pretty old by now, were
    probably still managing a tavern. Ten years had passed since I last saw them. They might, however, not believe I
    was their son if I returned as an ordinary human. I’ll just cross that bridge when I get there. I can just
        claim I’m a passing traveler and ask them to hire me. Then I’ll get me a pretty wife. Actually at this
        point, it doesn’t even matter if they’re not pretty. I want someone naggy and cheerful, who won’t think
        twice of hitting me. I want at least three kids. Every day will be jolly, exhausting, and irritating. We’d
        fight, scream, and shout. I’ll start building towards that kind of life. I can return to being human. I can
        be human. I can live my life as an ordinary human being. I had dreamt of such a life countless times
    before.

I bolted out the room, and froze.

“Are you going somewhere, Mercenary? Without me?” Zero was standing right at the door. For once, I didn’t scream.
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Zero looked at me, a curious expression on her face, and she acted like her being here was purely coincidental.


“If you are going out, then you should take me with you as well,” she said. “You are, after all, my mercenary.
    Perfect timing. Thirteenth’s nagging had stressed me out. Let us go together.”

Zero took a step forward, and I reflexively took a step back. She stopped, noticing my abnormal behavior.

“Is anything the matter? Why are you quiet?”

Heh, acting all baffled, eh? Gotta hand it to you, witch. You’re good. How did she even know? Was she
    watching me so I wouldn’t escape?

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked. “I simply want to go outside. Today is the weekly day of the
    goddess. I heard there will be a performer in the plaza. I wish to see it, so why don’t we—”

Before she could finish, my hand reached for my sword and gripped it tight. I gotta get away from this witch,
        or I’m dead. But I don’t think I can win in a head-on fight. I quickly looked around, searching for an
    escape route. I could get back inside and jump through the window, or choose the riskier option—catch her
    off-guard and then push her aside.

“I see.” A smile suddenly appeared on her face, a bitter one. “Thirteenth tricked you. He is as devilish as
    always. To think he could influence my mercenary so easily.”

What the fuck is she saying? You’re the one who tricked me, bitch! I glared at her. She held my gaze,
    looking me straight in the eye. No! Not her eyes!

“You fool!” she shouted.

Quickly I covered my ears. How a slender body could produce such a voice, I didn’t know. Zero took a step forward
    and snapped her fingers right in front of my eyes. It felt like I suddenly woke up from a dream. The urge
    clawing at me to leave the castle, to run away from Zero, vanished the instant she snapped her fingers.

“Were you in doubt, Mercenary?”

“I, uhh…”

“You did not trust me. You feared me. Thirteenth got to you because you did not fully believe in me! Thirteenth
    excels at using facts. He uses them to fan the embers of doubt into flames of suspicion and eventually turn it
    into a raging fire of fear and rage.”

She forced the last part out from deep within her. Her voice was strained, and her clenched fists trembled ever
    so slightly. It was hard to believe she was the same frank and bold Zero.

Her fierce gaze bored into me, her teeth grating like she was suppressing something. She looked like a child
    holding back tears.

“I…”

“Did Thirteenth tell you I wanted to kill you?”

I gave a start and went silent. It sounded as though she accused me of betraying her. I directed my gaze to the
    floor, unable to look her straight in the eye.

“And you believed him. Words, no matter how much Sorcery is laced on them, can only grow seeds of doubt. There
    cannot be fire without a spark. Which means you doubted me. All this time, you did not trust me! What was the
    point of that contract then?!”

I felt like I had to say something, but I didn’t know what exactly. Words were stuck in my throat, making it
    difficult to even breathe.

“I gave you my word, Mercenary,” she continued. “I swore I would never take your head. We made a blood pact! I
    promised to make you human!”

I glanced at the scar on my thumb. It hadn’t been long since she bit it.

I swear, Mercenary.

The image of her holding her bloodstained thumb dearly came to mind. No, that was just an act. It had to be.
    After all, she was a witch.

But why… If that was simply an act, why did she look so hurt? Why was she on the verge of tears?

Then all of a sudden, Zero’s body loosened up. “I almost forgot. You despise witches.”

Damn right I do. ‘Cause they hunt me for my head.

Her feeble voice dug at my heart.

“I should not have helped you come back to your senses, then. Just like how you drove those children away, I
    should have threatened you for your own good.”

Back to my senses? So right now I’m acting normally. Then what was I doing a moment ago? Does that mean I
        wasn’t in my right mind when I desperately tried to escape?

Zero turned around. “Get out of my sight. Run away from me. Worry not, I will not go after you.”

I could only manage a low grunt.

“Our contract is hereby nullified. You will no longer protect me, and I will not make you human. Thirteenth
    probably gave you the item you needed anyway. Farewell, Mercenary. It was fun while it lasted.”

She walked away without looking back, the bottom of her long overcoat flaring behind her.

“I should not have hired you.” Her voice was weak and low, almost a whisper, but I caught it with my keen ears.


Zero then disappeared around a corner in the hallway. It was a firm and decisive parting. Not even the sound of
    her footsteps remained.

She didn’t turn around, and I didn’t stop her. The words stuck in my throat slowly sank to my gut, accompanied by
    a dull pain.

If I go after her now, I can still make it. But my legs wouldn’t move. I couldn’t go after her. I no
    longer had a reason to.

Filled with regret, I stood still in the hallway even long after Zero left.
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Chapter 5: Immolation

    Eventually I left the castle.

I couldn’t tell lies from the truth. When did I start losing it? When did I snap back to my senses? My head was a
    jumbled mess, and I felt on edge. But one thing was certain: I lost all right to stay the moment I let Zero go.


I quit being her mercenary—of my own will, most likely.

The castle seemed to be built on top of a cliff. There was only one path from the entrance to the town below, a
    ridiculously long set of stairs that merchants and servants alike used all the time. Slipping into the throng of
    people, I started making my way downtown.

I looked over my shoulder once.

You fool. You actually left? I was just joking. Take a hint.

I was half-expecting an angry Zero to chase after me. How stupid.

A huge gate loomed at the bottom of the stairs, where I was questioned by the military police since they couldn’t
    find any record of me entering the castle. However after showing the pass that Thirteenth gave me, they let me
    through. I don’t mean to be rude, but despite the man’s looks, he had gained considerable trust.

Past the gate was a wide circular plaza. Performers were jumping and leaping here and there, attracting
    spectators and asking for coins to be tossed into their hats.

Oh, right. Zero mentioned today is the weekly day of the goddess. That’s the capital for you. It’s
        way livelier here than Fomicaum.

A thick post stood in the middle of the public square, surrounded by piles of straw. I caught a whiff of a burnt
    smell in the air, and there was a huge scorch mark on the ground, the kind of mark that the straw would leave if
    they burned it. It was clear that something was roasted here.

“Burning at the stake, huh?”

I looked up at the post that had probably witnessed a number of witches tied to it. I could see everything.
    Someone lighting up the straw. The heat closing in as the flames raged. Smoke billowing. The witch coughing in
    pain, screaming and writhing from the intense heat. Their clothes catching flames, their hair burning. A cheer
    erupting from the spectators.

As long as Zero had Thirteenth’s protection, she wouldn’t suffer the same fate.

Yet I couldn’t help but feel irritated.

I hated witches. I wanted them wiped out. Burning at the stake? Decapitation? Oh, hell yeah. Please suffer
    agonizing deaths. That’s what I always thought—at least until recently.

If Zero or Albus were tied up to that stake and burned, would I be able to join the crowd in their cheers?
    Unlikely.

Sure, I hated witches. But there were exceptions now. I learned that not all witches were evil. Yet despite that,
    I still feared Zero.

I harbored feelings of prejudice against witches—I feared and loathed them. In that sense, I was just like the
    humans who got scared of me just because I was a Beastfallen.

I scratched my head. “Forget about it!” I spat out. “This is stupid.”

It’s over anyway. I’m no longer Zero’s mercenary. Worse, I betrayed her. Zero herself turned her back on
    me. Ignoring the suspicious looks I drew from my sudden outburst, I hurried away.

“Hell, this is actually better. It was a ridiculous job in the first place. I should be grateful it ended without
    much of a hitch. And I even got a present.”

Trying to sound as cheerful as possible, I reached for the bag hanging by my waist. The bottle I received from
    Thirteenth felt cold even under my animal fingers. I achieved my ultimate goal—to find a way to become human.


There were many Beastfallen in Plasta, which wasn’t surprising considering they were recruiting them. Residents
    seemed used to their presence; no one screamed or threw rocks at me. Nevertheless, I wore my hood low to cover
    my face, a face that I would be bidding farewell to soon. I could be human any time. When should I do it? Where?
    How? I should’ve been excited, but I was strangely calm.

I decided to use the spell after I had moved to a safer country. Turning into a powerless human in a kingdom
    currently at war with witches was not exactly a smart idea.

Returning to Fomicaum on foot would be a good first step. Traveling via stagecoach was appealing, but being
    refused a ride would be awful, and attracting disgusted looks from fellow passengers would just make me feel
    bad.

Horses, by nature, feared Beastfallen. That was the main reason why not a lot of my kind traveled by carriage.
    Horses would get agitated when a Beastfallen was nearby, preventing them from getting any sort of work done.

Beastfallen are creatures despised by humans and animals alike. They stay away from others of their kind. They
    feel out of place, like they don’t belong anywhere. Eventually, they forget how to speak.

As I walked down the road alone, I realized that these past few days—ever since I met Zero and Albus—I talked all
    the time. I asked a question, Zero answered, and Albus interrupted, which earned him a smack from me. We would
    repeat the routine all day and night.

I agree, Zero. It was fun while it lasted. The overwhelming silence that had once left returned now,
    heavier than before.

Hey, Mercenary. Carry me too. You only carry Zero. It’s not fair.

Like hell I’d let someone after my head get anywhere near it.

I’ll make an exception just this once! Come on, let me touch your fur! You were filthy yesterday, but now
        you’re so fluffy! Please switch with me, Zero!

I am Mercenary’s employer, and I am a gorgeous woman. This is my seat, and my seat only. No one else can have
        it.

I’m not anyone’s seat, you goddamn witch. Want me to drop you?

The memory brought a smile on my face. A whiny brat and an arrogant woman, who remained calm despite my roars and
    threats. Had I met anyone like that before? I searched through my memories, and quickly realized there was no
    point in doing so. I already had the answer: No.

In my short life, the only ones who treated me like an equal were the kind of people I despised—a witch and a
    sorcerer. Talk about irony. Not to mention the fact that witches themselves created Beastfallen.

Breathing a sigh, I turned to the skies. The face Zero made when she admired the sky came to my mind. She said
    she’d never been outside the cellar where she was born and raised. After Thirteenth left, she was all alone.

“Everyone in the cellar was killed, except for me and Thirteenth.” I shuddered as I recalled her words. She spent
    a whole decade in the place where her friends died, with no one to talk to. I could only imagine the loneliness
    she felt, waiting for her brethren to return.

Were there blue skies in the cellar too? I was staring at the same blue sky, yet it somehow looked different from
    that time.

Fomicaum was a half day’s trip away by carriage. My legs would probably get me there in a day and a half.

Night fell before I could make it to the gate, so I started a fire and set up camp for the night. Using my
    luggage as a pillow, I closed my eyes.

Mercenary.

I thought I heard Zero’s voice. It was nothing but a hallucination, of course. She called me frequently, and now
    I couldn’t get her voice out of my head.

Our frequent exchange brought her so much pleasure, that she regularly called my attention, talked to me, and
    asked my thoughts on various matters.

Let us go together.

I don’t think I’ll ever forget the face she made the moment I rejected her.

I lifted my body up. The words I could not utter swirled inside my gut like a whirlpool.

“Damn it.”

Why couldn’t I just say I was sorry? Why didn’t I swear to her that I wouldn’t doubt her ever again? I should’ve
    told her I would see our contract through to the very end, that I wasn’t going anywhere.

It was too late now, however. I couldn’t possibly go back. That knowledge alone weighed heavy on me, making it
    difficult to breathe. As luck would have it, my wallowing didn’t last long.

My nose caught the scent of an animal. A Beastfallen—one of my kind.

“You can try and rob me, but you won’t get much.”

Raising my voice as a warning that I noticed them, I grabbed my sword and got up my feet. This tactic drove most
    muggers away. Not because I didn’t have anything valuable with me, but because once an ambush against a
    Beastfallen failed, killing them would get significantly more difficult. If the assailant was a fellow
    Beastfallen, there was always the possibility of them getting killed instead.

There were only two reasons they would not back down despite the risks: first, to sell my head to a witch, or
    second…

“I just want to see you dead.”

A personal grudge.

A figure appeared from behind a tree. As soon as I saw the furless face of a dog, I frowned deeply. I recognized
    him. He was the one from back at the inn—the Beastfallen that Zero stripped naked.

“Before you say anything,” I said, “whatever happened to you wasn’t my doing.”

“Bullshit! Who else could have done it but you?!”

It wasn’t me. It was Zero. I firmly denied the allegation.

“Let’s say I did it.” I shouldered my sword and looked down on the guy. I was bigger than him. “What are you
    gonna do about it? Wanna go at it?”

“No, not me.”

Beastfallen are extremely perceptive of their surroundings; an ambush wouldn’t usually work against them. But in
    the presence of a hostile Beastfallen, they would be less wary of their back—and that was exactly what happened
    to me.

The next instant, an arrow of light pierced my back.

My eyes widened. “What?!”

Magic—Steim. There was a witch nearby. I had no idea if it was a member of the Coven or a rogue witch. The stupid
    mutt wore a smug look, and I finally realized what was going on.

“You fucking mutt… You sold me out!”

When a witch attacked him, he probably begged for his life, offering to help capture a much rarer Beastfallen so
    he could be spared. Dog Beastfallen have keen senses of smell. He tracked my scent and led the witch all the way
    here.

I let out a ferocious roar, but went quiet the next second. A similar arrow of light pierced Pooch’s abdomen. His
    face contorted, his smile replaced by an expression of pure anguish. He fell down to his knees and coughed up
    darkish blood.

A howl of pain came right after. He tried to sell me out, but he too was targeted in the end. Ain’t that funny,
    stupid mutt?

“I missed. He’s still up!”

A voice of surprise, belonging to a woman, came from behind a tree not too far away. Should I run or
        fight? It only took me a split-second to make my decision. I can fight. I can take them down.
    Perhaps because I had witnessed a witch and a sorcerer squaring off with each other, I wasn’t all that
    terrified.

I pulled a knife from my waist and threw it at the direction of the voice. A scream rang out, followed by the
    sound of someone collapsing on the ground. Closing the distance immediately in one long stride, I pinned down
    the witch, pulled the knife from her shoulder, then pressed it against her neck. I felt extremely reluctant
    hurting a woman, it made me sick to my stomach, but against a witch, holding back wasn’t an option.

“H-How dare you… You’ll pay for this…”

“The fuck you on about?” I snarled, scowling. “You’re the one who attacked me.”

I didn’t bother asking why she was doing this. She was a witch, and I was a Beastfallen. That was all there was
    to it.

But this seemed to be different than usual. At this point I didn’t really care much about being attacked for my
    head. However, I felt… “displeased,” as Zero would put it.

I could see her face in the darkness of the night. She was glaring at me, eyes full of fear and hatred. But I
    could only see an ordinary human. People say not to judge a person by their looks, but their features actually
    change depending on what they do for a living. Bandits, for example, looked exactly like what you would expect a
    bandit to look like. Real witches like Zero, Albus, and Thirteenth, possessed a particular air to them.

However, I could feel nothing of the sort from her. She struck me as a battered woman, seemingly in her mid or
    late twenties, who sold well-used clothes in the market.

Albus mentioned the Coven’s founder taught Magic to anyone who wanted to learn it. This was what he meant.

In terms of resolve, there was a big difference between a dyed-in-the-wool bandit coming for my life for money,
    and people who had never hit anyone, going for my head for power.

“Tell me, lady. Did you attack me fully knowing that you might die in the process? What did you think would
    happen if a young woman like you ambushed a Beastfallen?”

“N-No… Please…!”

“Don’t give me that. I don’t wanna die either, you know. Listen here. You shouldn’t try to kill someone unless
    you’re prepared to get killed yourself.”

Those who were not prepared usually said the same shit when they were about to die.

“Please don’t kill me! I didn’t mean to do it! This wasn’t supposed to happen! I finally gained power… I’m
    supposed to lead a fun life after this!”

Yup. There we go. This kind of pleading always made me lose interest.

“Get lost,” I said. “Try this shit again, and you’re dead.”

I pulled the knife away and got off her. Screaming hysterically, the witch fled into the woods. I hoped she would
    learn from this and stay put. I might not actually survive if she returned with backup.

“That’s one point for Thirteenth, I guess…”

I turned my gaze to the moon and dropped my shoulders. They were out of control. The problem didn’t lie with the
    long-time witches, but the once-ordinary humans who suddenly gained new power. Not used to possessing power,
    they became slaves to it.

A mercenary group that lost a leader would turn into a gang of bandits. If a country fell, even a knight could
    become a thug. They must be purged, rounded up, and controlled, in order to restore order.

This applied to Magic as well. Laws must be placed for those who practiced it. Those who break them must be
    punished. Personnel must be appointed to carry out the punishment.

Guilds existed not only for mutual aid, but to keep an eye on members as well. Permits and licenses were created
    to prevent the collapse of civilization.

Magic was too powerful a craft, yet there were no systems in place to regulate its use. It didn’t matter if the
    Coven of Zero had rules; if they could not be enforced to those who left, they were pretty much useless.
    Unfortunately Magic had already spread.

“Damn it. Why’d you have to write such a book?”

For a moment I thought I saw Zero scowling at me.

I wiped the blood off the knife, returned it to its sheath, and approached Pooch. I kicked his head lightly. He
    let out a groan and glowered at me. His lack of fur only made him look stupid.

“How are you alive?! I saw the arrow hit you!”

Oh, right. I should’ve been hit by Steim, but there wasn’t any wound.

“They must’ve been a horrible shot,” I said.

“Well as you can see, they fucking hit me!”

“Then you’re just as bad as them. Sick those bastards on me, will you? I hurt a woman because of you, stupid
    mutt. They got you too though. Now that’s some funny shit.”

“Like I said, I’m a wolf, not a fucking dog! I’m pretty sure of that, since Solena herself gave me the soul of a
    wolf.”

He howled then coughed up blood. His stomach must’ve been punctured. It wasn’t enough to kill a Beastfallen, but
    the pain should be almost unbearable. The issue right now, however, wasn’t about his well-being. Did I hear
        that right?

“Solena gave it to you?”

Pooch’s mouth curved into a wide grin. His apparent sense of superiority got on my nerves. A savage thought
    crossed my mind. Maybe I should kill him. Like, right now. But I thought better of it.

“I’m guessing you also believe Beastfallen are born ’cause of past sins and whatnot,” he said. “What a load of
    crap. If committing evil deeds will give me a fine body like this, then I’m gonna do all kinds of fucked up shit
    in this life too.”

“You already did.”

“No, I didn’t!”

“Tell that to those girls you kidnapped.”

“They were more like something I picked up along the way while looking for someone. People handed them over, so I
    brought them with me. That’s all! I admit, I did have a little taste, but I was gonna let them go
    later…”

“Shitty excuse from a shitty guy. Besides, that’s not even what I wanted to ask. Did Solena turn you into a
    Beastfallen?”

He gave a pained smirk. Without fur to latch on to, his sweat dripped to the pool of blood on the ground.

“She didn’t. I became one of my own will. I received the soul of a proud wolf from the great Solena. Surprised?
    Bet you didn’t expect that one—”

Pooch squeezed his stomach tight and collapsed on the ground.

“P-Please do something about my wound. I’m gonna die from blood loss.”

“I don’t really care if you die. Your death will hardly bother me.”

“I care! Come on, man! I’m sorry for selling you out, okay? I can’t die just yet. Solena asked me to look after
    the young lady! She disappeared, and I’ve been looking for her all throughout the kingdom. For real!”

“Young lady?”

“That’s right.” Pooch lifted his head with a smug look on his face. “I’m looking for the person the Coven of Zero
    serves. Their symbol of vengeance. The one who carries out His will. Solena’s granddaughter!”

What a strange twist of fate. Albus mentioned how Solena’s granddaughter led the Coven of Zero in His
    place. She should be connected to the Grimoire of Zero as well.

I wanted to meet her and now I had the perfect excuse. Before I knew it, I had my sword on Pooch’s arrogantly
    pointed nose.

“Let’s hear what you have to say, Wolf.”

He smiled what he probably thought was a bright smile, but on his furless face, he only looked pale as a sheet.


 

I used a hot knife to burn his wound. Then with a sewing kit that every mercenary should have, I stitched him up.
    It should be enough to close a Beastfallen’s wound. Pooch complained about my rough stitching, so I gave him
    alcohol used for cleaning, and after chugging down a mouthful, he heaved a long sigh.

Then he began to talk. Pooch called Solena’s granddaughter not by her name, but “young lady.” I tried asking for
    her name, but he glared at me, saying “I can’t just casually utter a witch’s name!” so I gave up. If anything,
    it lent credibility to his story.

I hadn’t forgotten what Zero and Albus said about witches taking great care not to reveal their names. That meant
    the name “Solena” was an alias, and that’s why it spread without any problem.

I was reminded how bizarre and complex witches were to hide their real names, opting instead to call each other
    using aliases.

“I formed a contract with Solena. She would turn me into a beast warrior, and I would protect her granddaughter.
    Before that I was a knight serving the kingdom.”

“A knight of the castle?”

“Yeah.”

“This kingdom?”

“Yup.”

“So you were a noble.”

Pooch puffed out his chest in pride. I resisted the urge to hit him as he might actually die.

“More like the third son of a nobleman, which meant I couldn’t inherit the title. So I reluctantly served at the
    castle. Duty and all that. I was always extremely resourceful… or should I say I had strong instincts. So when I
    see a woman, I stop caring about status, or if they’re married…”

“Don’t tell me you got fired for screwing around with a married woman.”

Pooch gave a weak laugh. “It turned into quite a big deal, actually. I almost had to duel a guy. Boy, was he
    fuming, saying “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife” or some shit. You might not believe it, but I used to
    be a lady killer. Women wanted my portrait. I’m still a fine-looking man today too.”

How about you grow some fur first before saying that? You’re far from fine-looking right now. You just look
        stupid. I didn’t want to interrupt his story, so I kept the thoughts to myself.

“You know how handsome men draw attention. So yeah, I had a hard time getting away. I escaped into the forest and
    collapsed. That’s when Solena picked me up. I always thought she was an old lady, but she was absolutely
    beautiful! Would you believe that? I begged her to keep me by her side. I said I’d do anything. But she said she
    was not interested in weak humans. So I asked her to turn me into a monster.”

“And that’s how you ended up becoming a Beastfallen.”

“I didn’t really care much about my human form at that point anyway. Sure, Beastfallen are scorned by people, but
    at least I won’t get chased around anymore. Also I can do whatever stupid shit I want since they hate
    Beastfallen in the first place anyway.”

“What about witches, though? You know, Beastfallens’ natural enemy. Solena didn’t attack you, but others witches
    will.”

“They don’t do that. Normally, at least. Witches can just create their own Beastfallen after all.”

He raised a good point. But the fact is, I had been ambushed countless times before. Albus even came after my
    head. I eyed Pooch speculatively, and he continued.

“What I’m saying is, amateur witches who can’t perform the Beastowal ritual are the ones who go hunting for
    Beastfallen. Some bored noble ladies addicted to summoning demons also buy Beastfallen heads from bandits at
    high prices. Besides, witches in Wenias only started hunting Beastfallen about a year ago, when the conflict was
    getting worse. When I chose to become a Beastfallen, it wasn’t all that dangerous yet. I can easily drive off
    bandits on my own too.”

So it wasn’t real witches attacking me, but wannabe witches who spent all their time dabbling in Sorcery. Which
    meant Zero had no reason to take my head.

“So, moving on… I lived a quiet life with Solena and her granddaughter. Then a plague spread one day, and Solena
    was killed after being falsely accused of creating it.”

Her granddaughter then vowed to take revenge, but Pooch was against her fighting back. Solena’s last wish was for
    him to take care of the young lady. Because of that, her granddaughter abandoned Pooch and joined the Coven of
    Zero. He had been gathering intel on the Coven this past year to find her.

“I used money and force to extract information from the rogue witches,” he continued. “But I don’t know the
    location of this grimoire you’re looking for. It’s not like I’d been a member of the Coven.”

“What a useless mutt…”

“I’m a wolf, damn it! Get it right already! You want me to show you the difference between a dog and a wolf right
    here and now?!”

“What a useless wolf,” I corrected. Pooch dropped his shoulders in resignation, letting his ears and tail hang
    limply.

“It’s highly unlikely that He has it,” he said. “So maybe the young lady does.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because no one has actually seen Him in person. Right now the Coven’s members think he might just exist, but
    aren’t exactly sure of it. However, He does punish members.”

“Punish? How? He doesn’t even show himself.”

“The members swear their loyalty through a witch’s blood pact. If a member betrays Him, they are annihilated. But
    what constitutes “loyalty” is actually vague. That’s why strict rules were put into place for the Coven’s
    members to follow.”

Probably so they don’t stray away from their ultimate goal of peace for witches. Then there were those
    who became rogue sorcerers, leaving the Coven because they couldn’t bear to follow its strict rules.

“Do these rogues get punished as well?” I asked.

“Sometimes they do, sometimes they don’t. What’s clear though is you don’t get punished simply by leaving the
    Coven. There’s a well-known case where rogue sorcerers occupying a village and looting it were exterminated.
    Thirteenth went out to kill them, so they took villagers hostage and lay in wait for an ambush. But Thirteenth
    didn’t even have to fight them. They all got wiped out from His punishment.”

But the witches that attacked Latette were not punished, and instead killed by Thirteenth. Sometimes they got
    punished, sometimes they didn’t. A vague pact indeed.

Once they knew that simply breaking a few rules wouldn’t get them punished, fools would usually commit various
    foul deeds until they did. If the blood pact stated that leaving the Coven of Zero was forbidden, there probably
    wouldn’t be any rogue sorcerers in the first place.

“Solena didn’t approve of the Coven. She said Magic is a wonderful craft, but the way it was taught was wrong. So
    He had her burned at the stake.”

“Whoa, hold up. I thought it was the villagers who burned her.”

“What if I told you that the plague was created through Sorcery?”

My eyes widened.

“Someone spread the plague using Sorcery,” Pooch continued. “That’s why Solena used Sorcery to contain it. She
    was framed. It was plain as day. If she used Sorcery at that point, the villagers would think she was the one
    who created the plague. I’m certain that He was the one behind it, though I have no concrete proof.”

I had no idea if Pooch was right, but if he was, then not only did He murder Zero’s mentor and stole the grimoire
    ten years ago, He also killed Solena.

“I… couldn’t protect Solena. That’s why I have to find the young lady at all costs. I have to protect her!”

A firewood burst, sending sparks in the air. I haven’t heard of Beastfallen grouping together, but right now, we
    didn’t have much of a choice. I was a practical man myself. With no clue about His location, Solena’s
    granddaughter was the next person closest to the Grimoire of Zero. Pooch and I basically had the same goal.

“Do you at least have some lead?” I asked.

Pooch lifted his head.

“Like I said, I’m looking for the Grimoire of Zero. The lady you serve might have it. I’ll help you out, but in
    exchange, I want the book as soon as we find it.”

What kind of face would she make if I brought the grimoire to her? She would most likely either sulk or be angry.
    She wouldn’t thank me, that’s for sure.

I’m guessing she’d mumble something like, “I planned to retrieve the grimoire myself. This is my problem. You
        turned your back to me and had the nerve to return.” Then she would snatch the grimoire from my hand
    like it was the most natural thing to do.

Would she rehire me if I apologized?

“So where’s that witch you were with?” Pooch asked.

It felt like he read my mind. I gave a start and looked at him.

“That woman smelled a little like the young lady. Witches are hard to track by scent because their body scent
    usually gets overpowered by herbs and incense. Yet somehow I could smell the young lady’s scent from her. I
    wanted to check, and you know what happened afterwards.”

“Oh, that…”

Apparently back when I first met him in Fomicaum, he was sniffing Zero because he smelled Solena’s
    granddaughter’s scent from her.

You didn’t lose your fur because you tried to sniff her, though. You just pissed us off back then. Of
    course, Pooch couldn’t read my mind.

“I was with her almost all the time, though. You can’t smell her scent on me?”

“Nah, Beastfallen have strong scents. It’s almost impossible to catch others’ smell on them. Although… it feels
    like… No, wait. I can smell her scent on you.” Pooch’s eyes grew wide. “Where were you this whole time? The
    young lady might still be there!”

I was in Plasta only for a brief moment, and there was no one in Latette. Before that, the only crowded place I
    had been to was Fomicaum.

“Looks like we have to go to Fomicaum,” I said. “The person you’re looking for could be around there somewhere.”

For some reason, there were many carriages heading from Fomicaum to Plasta today. Since it was a straight road to
    the capital, heavy traffic wasn’t that strange. It was natural, even. However, it was a little quieter when I
    was walking down the same road yesterday. Today we almost bumped into carriages a few times already. In the end,
    we abandoned the idea of taking a carriage, and instead we trudged along a forest a little away from the
    highway.

“Bro,” Pooch called.

Who the hell are you calling “bro”? I’m not your brother, you dog-faced wolf.

Frowning deeply, I turned to Pooch. He looked fine despite the hole in his stomach.

“Can I get my fur back?” he asked. “The young lady will laugh at me. And my clothes rubbing against my bare skin
    feels icky. And it’s really cold.”

“I can’t help you with that. Go ask a witch or something.”

“You mean the one in the royal castle? How am I supposed to ask her?!”

“No idea. You can try feeding her.”

“I’m being serious here!” Pooch sniffed loudly like an actual dog. I was actually serious about the feeding
    thing, but I suppose it wasn’t possible.

I spotted another carriage running past at an unusual speed. From the passengers’ seat, I heard the words “witch
    execution”. I looked over at Pooch.

“Apparently, there will be an execution at noon today—”

I felt all the fur on my body stand on end.

Join me, or be burned at the stake. Thirteenth gave Albus the option. He promised the kid more knowledge
    if he served the man. If he refused, he would be burned at the stake.

My mind could only think of the worst-case scenario. I started running as fast as I could towards the capital.


 

Plasta’s public square was teeming with spectators. A sudden notice was sent out this morning, stating that a
    witch execution would be held at noon today.

We sprinted through the streets without a care about Pooch’s wound. It was nearing noon, and the sun was almost
    at its zenith. One of the advantages of being a Beastfallen was we could run as fast as a carriage if we dashed
    at full speed. Although competing against a horse would be difficult, we could go toe-to-toe with a carriage
    carrying heavy luggage.

We dove into the crowded square, pushing our way through the throng of people. A huge pillar stood in the middle,
    where someone was just getting tied—Albus. My hunch was right.

“Wh-What the hell was that idiot thinking?! Why didn’t he side with Thirteenth?!”

Even from a distance, I could see Albus’s body trembling. It looked like he would sink to the ground at any
    moment. But he never looked down. His golden eyes, glaring at the crowd, met mine for a split second.

His lips twisted. He noticed me. You idiot. Why are you acting tough? You’re about to get executed. The
    worst option too—burned at the stake. Don’t you get it? You’ll suffer a grueling death.

“So… you know… that person?” Panting hard, Pooch squinted. He finally managed to catch up to me.

“Yeah. That kid attacked me. He led us to the ‘campus’ where we were captured by Thirteenth. He was given the
    choice to either serve Thirteenth, or be burned at the stake, and the idiot chose the latter!”

“Oh, that’s brave of him,” Pooch said as he peered at the platform in the distance. “Yo, bro.”

“What?!”

“Is that kid… blonde?”

“What about it?”

“Do they have golden eyes?”

True. Albus does have golden eyes. But how does he know about that? Even a wolf Beastfallen couldn’t
    possibly see the color of his eyes from this distance.

“Young lady…”

Young lady? What does he mean by that? Albus is a dude. I was about to voice my question, when the crowd
    suddenly went quiet. I turned my gaze at the platform. Thirteenth was standing there, with his staff and
    incredibly long robe that almost touched the ground. His bent posture and gloomy expression clearly painted him
    as an evil sorcerer. Yet there he was, standing on the execution platform, on the side of justice.

“Today, we burn a witch,” Thirteenth began. His low voice echoed throughout the square. Beside him, Albus was
    being tied firmly onto the stake.

Today, we burn a witch? Heh, you make it sound like it’s nothing.

“You must not pity them simply because they look like a child. Think about the countless lives this witch has
    taken, and will take in the future.”

He emphasized the word “witch”. I could see why. He wanted to stress to the crowd that witches were not human. By
    doing so, people would eventually stop seeing witches as human beings. They would think they were spawns of evil
    that deserved to die. Only then could they cheer on while watching them cry in agony on the stake.

In any country, any era, at times of war, the enemy was always regarded as worms and trash. There’s an important
    reason for that. People needed justification for killing others, to glorify murder.

“Ladies and gentlemen. I, myself, am a sorcerer. However, I neither harm others with Sorcery, nor do I condone
    any act that harms people. I have not once pushed my own agenda using Sorcery!”

The air seemed to quiver. Thirteenth’s resonant voice drifted intensely across the square. The spectators’ eyes
    were fixed on him.

“I, too, practice Sorcery. But to those who study the same craft and stray away from the right path, I will not
    hesitate to use my power to purge them. I ask you to please abhor these wicked witches. I need you to know that
    Sorcery itself is not evil. But there are those who would use it to commit evil deeds.”

Big words, Thirteenth. Weren’t you the one who told me that sorcerers only see others as mere tools?

What’s terrifying was that Thirteenth wasn’t lying. It was true that witches and sorcerers saw others as tools,
    and he meant it when he said that he would use his power to purge those who strayed from the right path.

Zero mentioned that Thirteenth was an expert in using facts. His power stemmed from the fact that he didn’t lie.
    This gave him the confidence and imposing air that he then used to deceive others.

You sound like a swindler. He fooled me too. Thirteenth simply wanted to separate me from Zero. Was he
    jealous? In that case, I’m honored.

Gritting my teeth, I glared at Thirteenth with eyes full of both anger and commendation.

“Ladies and gentlemen. I swear to use all my power to bring peace to this kingdom. I will exterminate all wicked
    witches and provide protection for Wenias.”

Thirteenth raised his arm. All eyes darted towards Albus.

“To achieve that goal, I will burn witches!”

The crowd roared. “Burn the witch! Burn the witch!” they chanted.

Their cries seemed to shake the ground itself. Thirteenth raised both his arms firmly overhead, and the torch on
    the platform lit up, burning red. Magic. He was stirring up the crowd with his act. The spectators went wild,
    entranced by the power of the righteous sorcerer. The existence of a powerful being to protect them brought
    incredible joy to the masses.

Grinding my teeth, I watched as oil was poured all over the straw around Albus. Hey, Thirteenth. Are you
        serious about burning that kid? Zero, are you just gonna let this happen? You don’t care about the kid
        anymore because he’s not useful in finding the book? Is that it? Am I just going to stand here and watch him
        die?

“My comrades, lend me your ears!” A high-pitched voice ripped through the square. “To all those witches who rose
    to fight so we could be free!”

The voice belonged to Albus, tied to the stake in the middle of the square. I couldn’t help but be amazed. He
    could be burned the next second, yet he didn’t curse, scream, or beg for his life.

“Today, this body of mine will be burned and turned to ashes! Just like Solena a year ago. Listen, my brethren!
    As it was with Solena, these flames will become a beacon!”

“I am a descendant of the great Solena, the Mooncaller witch who stood above all throughout these lands!”

Albus’s voice—high in comparison to Thirteenth’s low grumble—overwhelmed the crowd. Solena’s descendant?
    So Pooch was right. I didn’t know you were a girl. So the grandmother you were talking about was the late
        Solena. She was already gone, just like Zero’s teacher.

“O’ noble witches who long for peace and stability, gather around! To attain true peace, you must slay
    Thirteenth! For Solena!”

Flames ignited the oil-drenched straws. It didn’t take long for the fire to blaze high. Slowly, the flames inched
    closer to Albus’ small figure.

“Mercenary!” Albus looked straight at me from beyond the blazing inferno. Her lips moved.

Save Zero.

Are you stupid? You’re surrounded by flames. I was surprised she thought I could read her lips from all
    the way here. No, wait. Forget that. I should be thinking about my next move. What to do? I can just
        bail.

So what if a witch was getting burned at the stake? I hated them anyway. She had the choice to live, but chose to
    die. What an idiot. Save Zero? How? An extraordinary witch like that didn’t need my help. Thirteenth was with
    her, too.

Why ask witches to slay Thirteenth? She should know by now that the Coven of Zero was a shitty organization.
        I guess that’s why you said “for Solena” and not “for Him”. In that case, she should’ve worked with
    Thirteenth instead.

So why did you choose to get burned at the stake? What did you learn while you were locked inside your
        cell?

“Young lady!”

Pooch broke into a run. His carefree attitude was nowhere to be found, his expression twisted from fear and
    despair.

Ah, damn it. You give me no choice, man. Before I knew it, I started running too, pushing away people in
    my path. Two Beastfallen were sprinting at full speed towards the execution platform. I was sure it looked
    terrifying from a human’s perspective.
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People stepped aside, creating a path for us. Never in my short life had I drawn so much attention. I hate
        you, Albus. Thirteenth, Pooch. You too, Zero.

I pulled out an explosive from my bag. I then bit the fuse short, took a torch, and brandished it.

“Protect the kid, Pooch! Those who want to live, get down!”

I threw the explosive towards the platform. Everyone—including Thirteenth, surprisingly—crouched down, covering
    their ears from the deafening boom. Cutting through the shock wave, I grabbed Pooch’s nape. Even out cold, he
    was carrying Albus in his arms.

Not bad. I was wrong about you, wolf.

The explosion caused the straw and stake to scatter across the square along with the flames. It was chaos. The
    whole place was like a poked beehive. The guards’ roars and the spectators’ screams provided just the right
    cover for us to escape.

“The witch is escaping!”

“Archers! Nock your arrows!”

“Stop! You will hit Zero!”

Knocking down a bunch of guards, I stole a carriage, calmed down the rampaging horse, and drove off towards the
    city walls.
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Chapter 6: Forbidden Spell

It was a miracle.

Not liking a Beastfallen driving the carriage, the horse ran wild, causing the vehicle to roll over, fall off a
    cliff and onto a river. We were swept downstream and drenched in heavy rain, but aside from Pooch’s burns all
    over his body, we were quite alright.

Laying down the unconscious kid inside a cave, I took some herbs, applied it to Pooch’s back and wrapped it in
    bandages. The sun was still high in the sky.

“Fur’s a natural armor, huh?” Pooch said. Grimacing in pain, he watched me enviously. He was a mess, Albus had
    some scratches, while I got away unscathed.

“So, how’s the young lady doing?” I asked.

Skinning a rabbit I caught in the woods, I regarded Albus—cold from being swept down the river—curled up in
    Pooch’s arms. While the bonfire warmed the cave, it wasn’t enough for Albus. I gave her my dried cloak to help.
    Pooch had been holding her all this time, but I doubted a furless Beastfallen could provide any warmth.

I could’ve asked Pooch to switch with me, but he might get mad if I laid so much as a finger on Albus, so I gave
    up on the idea. I didn’t really care about a kid being naked, but still she was a girl. I think. Even
    naked it was hard to tell.

According to Albus, Solena’s granddaughter was a wise and beautiful woman with huge breasts. It was probably what
    she imagined herself to be.

“She’s fine,” Pooch replied. “Just asleep. She’s exhausted.”

“Good. Why did she go through the trouble of pretending to be a boy to hide the fact that she was Solena’s
    granddaughter?”

“Because Thirteenth was after her. The Coven probably advised her to. Since He doesn’t show himself, the young
    lady was the Coven’s cornerstone. If she was killed, the organization would weaken. She probably decided to
    reveal her true identity only to those she could really trust. Besides, people are more likely to suspect a lone
    traveling girl as a witch.”

“Ah, yes.” I said as I pulled out the rabbit’s innards.

“Oh.” Pooch seemed to have a problem with me tossing them out. “You’re not gonna eat that?”

“I don’t eat raw meat.”

Pooch’s face turned serious. “Do you get the urge to eat humans?”

I didn’t answer. The soul of the beast residing within us Beastfallen slowly pulled on our human nature. It was
    said that eventually a Beastfallen would turn completely into a beast that fed on humans, reducing them to mere
    monsters.

“Did you… devour one?” he asked.

I gave a strained laugh as I stuck twigs into the rabbit meat and roasted it over the fire. “I manage to hold
    myself back. Barely. I couldn’t become a vegetarian, unfortunately. I get this feeling that raw meat tastes
    good, but at the same time it makes me sick too. ‘Cause of that, I can’t really handle battlefields. I don’t
    want to kill if I can help it.”

“A beast warrior that hates killing?”

“Unlike you, I didn’t wish to have this body. I just don’t know any other way to live. When you’re a Beastfallen,
    you end up with a pile of corpses wherever you go anyway.”

What I want didn’t matter. To quote Zero, “It is a hard fact.”

I sprinkled salt on the meat. Sparks flew as some fell to the fire. Recalling Zero’s face as she waited eagerly
    on our meal, I turned my gaze to Albus.

“Save Zero…” I muttered.

Albus stirred slightly and opened her eyes.

“Young lady!” Pooch cried, peering into Albus’s face.

You idiot. You should know better than to peer into the face of someone who just woke up. We have animal
        faces, you know.

Albus screamed—as expected—and punched Pooch’s mug. She jumped to my back as though running away from a monster.


“You hurt my feelings, young lady.” Pooch said. “You screamed after seeing my face when I’ve served you for
    years. Not only that, you jumped towards bro, who you practically just met.”

“Can you blame me? I couldn’t recognize you right away with your fur gone.” Albus said as she munched on the
    rabbit meat. She was sitting on my lap. After waking up, she complained about the cold and how it was unfair
    that I had fur, so in the end we settled with this.

Pooch looked at me bitterly. It’s not like I wanted this.

“Besides, I was with Mercenary until recently,” she continued. “I saw him at the square too.”

“What? W-Wait! What about me?”

“Huh? Were you even there?”

Pooch let his shoulders drop. I felt bad for him, so I decided to help him a little.

“He jumped into the fire, cut the rope, and protected you from the blast,” I said.

Letting out a low grunt, Albus lifted her eyes towards Pooch’s bandages.

“If he didn’t charge in first, I don’t know if I would’ve helped you,” I added.

To be honest, I mostly just followed Pooch’s lead. Albus looked a little sorry for a moment, but then quickly
    snorted and turned her face away.

“I didn’t ask for help…” she said. “Nor did I mind dying.”

“Please don’t say that! How could I ever face Solena if you died?”

“Grandma’s dead. You’re free to live however you want.”

“Come on…” Pooch’s ears drooped. He looked completely different from the guy back at the inn.

“That’s a bit too far, if you ask me,” I cut in. “You can’t just say that after he risked his life to save you.”


“I wasn’t scared of dying!”

“I heard people burned at the stake grit their teeth so hard in pain and fear that they dig into their gums and
    break,” I said.

Albus gave a yelp.

“Did you think you were gonna die a quick death? First, your windpipe and lungs will burn, making it difficult to
    breathe. Next is your eyes. Basically, the weakest parts of your body get burned first. The flames will scorch
    your skin, causing inflammation. Then once your skin is gone, your flesh gets roasted. You’re lucky if you lose
    consciousness. Otherwise, you’ll suffer until you finally die. You will scream, struggle, break your own bones—”


“Stop! That’s enough!” Pooch bellowed.

Looking at his expression, I realized my insensitivity. Albus’s last remaining family met her end that way.

“Sorry… I shouldn’t have said that.”

“It’s fine. Really.” Albus bit her lip. Her face was pale, her eyes quivering and wet, but she managed to hold
    back the tears. She’s tough, I’ll give her that. She was probably braver than me. Still, opposing
    Thirteenth was going too far.

“What happened underground?” I asked. “If you sided with Thirteenth, you wouldn’t have been almost executed.”

There was no doubt that Albus learned something while in her cell that prompted her to oppose the sorcerer.

Albus shook her head weakly. “It was my only choice. The Coven’s founder killed Zero’s friends to steal the
    grimoire, didn’t he? I can’t possibly return to the organization he created. And Thirteenth is pure scum!”

“Why would you think that? Isn’t he trying to control the chaos created by Zero’s book? Something about
    preventing her name from getting sullied any further…”

“Perhaps… But that’s all he has in mind. He doesn’t care if all witches in Wenias die, if it means he can achieve
    his goal.”

Zero did say that Thirteenth was extremely practical and egotistic. He would show no mercy for the
    achievement of his objective.

“Thirteenth asked me to lure the Coven members into a trap that he will set. He said the time has come to end
    this war. He knew I was Solena’s granddaughter and His proxy. So he laid a trap in the campus and waited for me
    to show up.”

End soon? I recalled Thirteenth’s same words to Zero. The sorcerer saw how the year-long conflict would end—with
    the total annihilation of all the witches in this kingdom.

“Thirteenth wanted to use me to kill the members of the Coven, the rogue witches—every witch who learned Magic.
    He said Magic-wielding witches who are out of control will only sully the name of Zero. But that’s just wrong!
    Sure, there are witches doing whatever they pleased, but there are many who’re fighting to attain peace. There
    are witches who use Magic the right way. Just because he can’t differentiate between them, he’s gonna kill them
    all?!”

“Hmm, I guess.” I gave a vague answer.

“Yeah! He’s wrong!” Albus added. “If he asked me to tell the Coven members of the founder’s true nature and
    convince them to stop the fighting, I would’ve cooperated. We could work together and hunt down the rogues. But
    Thirteenth didn’t want that. So I made my choice!”

Albus chose to be burned at the stake and urged the witches to fight. Otherwise, Thirteenth would just kill them
    all. If while being burned at the stake, Solena’s granddaughter begged for witches to kill Thirteenth for peace,
    anyone would be moved. Even skilled witches watching from the sidelines might join the fight to slay Thirteenth.


If they joined hands with the Coven, even temporarily, Thirteenth would have trouble. That’s what Albus was
    aiming for.

“First we’ll all work together to defeat Thirteenth,” Albus continued. “Hunting down the rogues comes afterwards.
    Then we declare that the wicked witches are gone and ask the king to stop the witch hunts. Lastly, we search and
    catch Him, and let Zero decide what to do. Not a bad plan, right?”

“Maybe.” I gave a vague reply once more.

It wouldn’t be that easy. I can understand Albus’s desire to oppose Thirteenth. But to stop Magic from being
    abused, someone has to lead the practitioners. If not, then their only other choice is to die.

Thirteenth chose the latter. If he and all the witches in this land clashed, there would be chaos like never seen
    before.

A civil war would ravage a country. After all, everyone knew each other’s weaknesses. Unable to shut out internal
    conflicts, the situation would devolve into neighbors suspecting each other.

There was no guarantee that Albus could convince the witches to stop fighting. Thirteenth wished to end the war
    even if it meant staining his hands with the blood of his fellow sorcerers. The Coven’s founder killed others
    without remorse, stealing knowledge of a new craft, to bring about an era of witches. Albus wanted a peaceful
    resolution to the conflict.

If I had to choose one of them, I would choose Thirteenth. My opinion had not changed, despite his dirty methods.
    Of course, that didn’t mean much coming from someone who snatched Albus away from him.

“I know it’s a pipe dream,” Albus muttered, hugging her knees.

“What?”

“I’m Solena’s granddaughter, but that’s all. I didn’t study Sorcery seriously. I can’t even perform a Beastowal
    ritual. I can say in all honesty that Thirteenth is incredible. It only took a year for him to get to that
    position. He earned the trust of the king and he fights against all witches—on his own. I heard he even teaches
    Magic to people in the castle, but he will never let anyone go rogue. I will never win against him.”

Thirteenth fought alone, while Albus asked for power from the Coven of Zero. Albus knew they were worlds’ apart.
    Try as she might to achieve her dream, Albus didn’t have the power to do so.

Thirteenth’s power and reality itself would crush her. If Albus possessed the same level of power as Thirteenth,
    things might’ve been different. Unfortunately, nothing could change reality.

Still she couldn’t give up. What she lacked in power, she made up with spirit.

“Come here, Holdem.” Albus motioned Pooch over.

So Holdem’s his name. Not that I’m gonna call him that anyway.

“Show me your back.” Albus left my lap and crouched down behind Pooch.

She exhaled slowly as if to calm her mind, then chanted, “Ia du Kuha. Blood, return to the flesh.” The air turned
    warm all of a sudden. Light gathered around Albus’s hands, dancing about. I knew immediately that it was Magic.
    But unlike Steim or Flagis, this one felt gentle. The light seemed pleasant.

“Chapter of Protection, Verse One: Cordia. Grant me power, for my name is Albus.”

The moment Albus pressed her hand on Pooch’s back, the light seeped into his body.

“Whoa.” The smell of blood… or strictly speaking, the smell of his exposed flesh had vanished.

Blinking, Pooch removed his bandages and found that his back had healed completely.

“Young lady, what did you do?”

“It’s Magic. It’s from the Chapter of Protection. It contains spells that heal injuries or protect people. I love
    the spells from this chapter the most, and I’m really good at them. Not to brag or anything, but I can cast
    advanced spells as well.”

“Hunting, Capture, Harvest, and Protection, was it?” I said.

“Oh, so you know about it.”

“Learned from the author herself.”

“I see.” Albus gave a wry smile. “Zero meant for the book to be used like this. To help people. I found it
    strange while I was reading the grimoire. There were notes like “useful for hunting animals” or “good for
    picking fruits from high places”. Flagis’ use, in particular, made me laugh. It said you can cook while hunting.
    Two birds with one stone.”

I could imagine Zero chuckling while writing the book.

“There’s a spell that gives kids frightened by nightmares a good night’s sleep. A spell to catch thieves. But no
    one used them like Zero intended.”

How did Zero feel when her colleagues were killed for the book she authored to help others? Did she feel sad? Did
    she suffer? For ten years, did she weep silently in the cellar, with no one else to hear her cries?

“If only we could get rid of Magic. That would make things a lot easier.”

The very craft Zero thought would benefit others sparked a war. Sparks turned to a blazing inferno, with many
    witches and humans dying left and right. I didn’t think that would bother Zero. She was, after all, a
    coldhearted witch. But I could feel the gravity of her words when she said she shouldn’t have written the book.
    I could feel her pain.

“Are you saying all witches should die?” Albus asked. “Right, you hate witches.”

“Don’t put words into my mouth. I’m just saying that without Magic, there won’t be rampaging idiots, and
    Thirteenth won’t have to purge witches. He doesn’t like the fact that witches and sorcerers are running amok and
    sullying the name of Zero, right?”

“Nothing we can do about it now. Knowledge of Magic has already spread—” Albus lifted her head. “Get rid of
    Magic?”

“Yeah. Not witches, but Magic. That way, there’s no need to kill witches. Without Magic, those who learned it
    from the Coven will return to being ordinary humans. Sorcery used by Mooncaller witches can’t be used for
    fighting anyway, right? What I mean is, returning to the way things were before the Grimoire of Zero was brought
    here. It’s only a big “if” though.”

“It’s possible,” Albus said.

“What?”

“That can actually be done! Getting rid of Magic without killing witches!” Albus clung to my shoulder and began
    shaking it back and forth.

“Hold it! Calm down! Stop shaking me!”

“Remember when I first met Zero? She nullified my Magic.”

“She did, yeah.”

“All the spells in the grimoire borrow power from demons under the service of a higher-ranking demon that Zero
    herself had summoned. All she has to do is order that high-ranked demon to nullify all Magic spells in Wenias,
    and no one would be able to cast spells learned from the grimoire. That should temporarily get rid of Magic from
    this kingdom.”

“Only temporarily?”

“Yes. It’s not like the knowledge that “you can use Sorcery even without summoning demons” will go away. If a
    plate breaks, you can just make another one, as long as you know how to do it. Someone can just develop their
    own Magic spell.”

“Well, then. Sounds like your plan’s pointless.”

“It’s not! We can get rid of the amateur sorcerers. Without any knowledge of Sorcery, there’s no way they can
    develop their own Magic spell.”

“I see…”

“Once Magic is lost, there will be confusion among the witches. They will need a new leader, one who will “help
    them learn Magic once more”. And that’s where I come in! I can’t create my own Magic yet, but I’m special enough
    to fool those new witches out there. After all, I’m the granddaughter of the great Solena!”

It does sound like it could work. Albus was the granddaughter of the most renowned witch in the kingdom,
    and she probably had some knowledge of Sorcery. And with a Beastfallen as an escort, the amateur witches would
    gladly recognize Albus as a leader. This brat’s trying to create chaos and then take advantage of that chaos
        to rise to power. What a terrifying witch.

There was just one problem.

“Going around the whole kingdom nullifying Magic sounds impossible, though.”

Otherwise, Zero would have already done that a long time ago.

“That’s why we use it on the land, not the individual.”

As she started explaining, Albus picked up a tree branch and began to draw a number of small circles on the
    ground, each one representing a witch. Then she drew a circle around them all.

“We’re going to bind the magic seal to a wide area to put up a kind of barrier. Everyone inside that barrier
    won’t be able to use Magic they learned from the Grimoire of Zero. Zero alone can’t do it, but with my help, it
    should be possible! Didn’t Thirteenth also place a barrier on the execution platform to keep witches away?”

So that was it. No wonder there wasn’t any Magic attack. If the Coven of Zero members could cast Magic there,
    there was no way they would just sit around and watch Albus die. Only Thirteenth was able to use Magic, but that
    was probably because he himself set up the barrier.

“I learned Magic because I wanted the power to fight, but if the coals of conflict are snuffed out, power won’t
    be necessary anymore. Returning to a passive coexistence is still better than our current situation. I’m still
    inexperienced, but I’m a direct descendant of the Mooncaller witches. When it comes to sealing, I’m second to
    none. Sealing Magic to the ground is easy!”

“So, are you going to draw a Magic circle big enough to surround the entire kingdom of Wenias?” I asked.

“Yeah. I’m going to place multiple Magic circles and combine them into one big Magic circle. The job needs
    precision, but it’s not too difficult.”

I doubt it. At least it would be impossible for me. I learned from Zero that circles had to be drawn
    perfectly.

“I’ll ask Zero to command the demon to ‘negate’ the use of Magic in the area, and I’ll seal the command itself in
    the Magic circle. That way the demons that are the core of the Magic spells written in the Grimoire of Zero will
    no longer respond to any order. And for that…” Albus’s face suddenly clouded over. “We need Zero.”

“Of course.”

Demons had ranks. Negating Magic was like asking a high-ranked demon to tell lower-ranking demons to “stop
    helping people”. The one who had the power to do that was Zero. Without her, this whole plan could not be
    executed.

“But Thirteenth locked her up.”

“L-Locked her up?” My voice sounded funny for a second there, but I couldn’t help it. So that’s why she said
        to save her.

“It was the night that Thirteenth imprisoned me. I was in the dungeon, where Thirteenth told me to serve him.
    Then a very angry Zero barged in. She said, ‘you took my mercenary away from me’.”

I kept my mouth shut. This was after I left the castle.

“She said that Thirteenth betrayed her. She looked like she was going to kill Thirteenth at any moment. But then,
    all of a sudden, Zero coughed up blood and collapsed.”

“What?! Did Thirteenth attack her?!”

“Maybe,” Albus nodded.

Maybe? There was no doubt it was Thirteenth’s doing.

“Thirteenth was mad too, saying, ‘What you did was foolish. You should not have ventured out of the cellar. If
    you stayed inside and did not get involved with some mercenary, this would not have happened.”

Albus glanced at me. You shouldn’t look at me right now, kid. I was quite sure I was wearing a
    horrifying look that would give even hardened warriors seizures.

“Zero passed out and was taken away somewhere…”

“Is she okay?”

“I’m sure she’s not dead. I could feel her magical power.”

“Uh, excuse me, young lady, bro, but you’ve completely left me out of the conversation for a while now.”

Me and Albus looked at Pooch simultaneously. I had completely forgotten about him. Since he was unaware of the
    whole story, he didn’t understand our conversation a bit.

“I thought Zero was your name,” he said out of nowhere. He was incredibly mistaken, of course. “When we were
    running away with the young lady, Thirteenth shouted something about Zero, so I thought he was referring to you,
    or maybe it was the young lady’s alias…”

“The kid’s alias is Albus, and Zero is the name of the beautiful lady that you tried to mess with.”

“Oh, her. She was a fine woman.” Pooch said, wearing a dirty look. “Man, I wanna lick her all over.”

Before I could hit him, Albus landed a punch on his face. Pooch whined like an actual dog, holding his face in
    pain. Good job, kid.

“So why did Thirteenth say that?” he asked.

“Say what?” I asked back.

“Stop, or you’ll hit Zero.”

My eyes grew wide. He did say that. But since Zero wasn’t there, there was no way they could hit her. Frowning, I
    looked at Albus.

“What did he mean by that?” I asked. “Why is shooting at us gonna hit Zero?”

“I don’t know. I was out cold, so…” Albus said.

“I was only looking at the young lady,” Pooch added.

What a useless pair. Not that I’m one to talk. I poked my head out of the cave and saw an indigo sky
    just after sunset.

“So first we need to rescue the witch, or we won’t get anywhere,” I said. “She’s not much of a damsel in
    distress, but I’m guessing she’s being held somewhere in the castle.”

“She wasn’t in the dungeon,” Albus said. “I was there until just before I was taken to be executed, and I didn’t
    feel any sign of Zero.”

“The towers, then. It’s standard procedure among bigshots to confine criminals underground and nobles or
    important people in a tower.”

“Is Zero someone important?”

“How did Thirteenth handle her when she collapsed?”

Albus tilted her head. “He carried her like a princess!”

“Too much information. I feel like throwing up. In other words, Zero is not someone Thirteenth wants dragged into
    the dungeon. Problem is, towers are basically used for defense or surveillance. That, or confinement. If it’s
    surveillance, there will be soldiers wandering around, and if it’s defense or confinement, the entrance will
    often be hidden. To put it short, it’ll be hard to infiltrate.”

“You sure know a lot.”

“It’s common for Beastfallen to be on the frontline when attacking fortresses. All in all, smaller ones included,
    I’ve been involved in several such operations.”

“That’s my bro! You devil! Warmonger!”

“Shut the fuck up!” I roared. “You’re a Beastfallen too!”

Pooch shrank back with his head in his hands. He really looked like a dog. He was probably a sleazebag deep
    within, who turned meek when Albus had him by the collar.

I sure don’t wanna end up like him. For real.

“But bro, there’s like four towers in the castle, and we don’t know which one they locked her in. Besides, it’s
    possible that she’s being held somewhere else.”

I racked my brain hard. There shouldn’t be any other place suited for confinement besides the towers and the
    dungeon.

“Like Thirteenth’s bedroom,” Pooch said.

I froze. Albus also turned red, then pale, her mouth gaping.

Thirteenth… with Zero? Nah, no way. But Thirteenth is a man, and Zero is a woman. He’s unattractive, and
        she’s beautiful. They’re colleagues, so it’s definitely possible… No. There’s just no way in hell.

“I-I’m sure he wouldn’t do that… to a woman wh-who coughed up blood and c-collapsed…”

“But that’s exactly why you want her to rest on an actual bed. All the more so when Zero is important to
    Thirteenth.”

Oh, that’s what you meant. You almost gave me a heart attack.

“Be a little more specific then, you lecher!”

“Lecher? I mean, sure, I like women… Come on, young lady. Please don’t look at me like that. You’re hurting my
    feelings.”

It was certainly possible that she was locked up in a normal room but with bars.

“Hey, kid… I mean, young lady.”

“You can just keep calling me kid. I’ve gotten too used to talking like a boy anyway, after pretending to be one
    for a year.”

“Really? Well, if you say so.

“Yes. So what is it?”

“Can’t you find out where Zero is locked up? Since you mentioned something about opening up a fortune-telling
    shop before, I assume you’re good at divination. Am I wrong?”

I hadn’t forgotten what she said about settling down and opening a shop in Latette. Divinations were right up a
    witch’s alley.

But Albus looked grim. “I can, but… searching for someone requires something strongly connected to the person
    spiritually. A part of their body, like their hair, or a blanket that they always use, or clothes. You can’t
    just fire up a crystal ball and then bam! It doesn’t work like that. It’s not some cheap magic trick.”

It goes without saying, but we didn’t have any of Zero’s belongings, and I didn’t do anything creepy like picking
    up Zero’s hair and keeping it. Zero had very little luggage in the first place. We only got her a new set of
    clothes back in Fomicaum—

“Ah!”

“Oh!”

Me and Albus raised our voices at the same time and looked at each other.

“The clothes store in Fomicaum.”

“Zero’s cloak! I’m sure that guy framed it and put it on display!”

We crawled out of the cave by the riverbank and headed for Fomicaum’s second-hand clothes store in the darkness
    of the night.

We seemed to have been swept quite far downstream. When we checked our current location, Fomicaum was just around
    the corner. Even avoiding the highway and walking through an animal path, we arrived at our destination while
    the night was still young.

Since there was a possibility of us being wanted after that incident in the square, it was impossible to just
    march in to Fomicaum in broad daylight. In other words, we’d have to force ourselves in through the town’s gates
    that were long closed. Then again we were a trio of two Beastfallen and a witch. We could push our way through
    just fine.

We arrived in Fomicaum without much of a problem. And sure enough, the clothes store owner actually framed Zero’s
    cloak and put it on display.

The man treated it like a national treasure, framing it in gold and encasing it in a single sheet of protective
    glass. He set up a chair and a table in front of the cloak, where he sat admiring the robe with a look on his
    face as if he were listening to an angel singing. Then two Beastfallen and a witch barged in with such force
    that left the man shocked and confused. He tumbled to the floor, knocking the chair and table over. The wine
    that he had been drinking so elegantly spilled all over his head.

“Wh-Who the hell are you?!” the owner shrieked. “What the fuck are you doing here?!”

I threw a bag of money at him. “Sorry pops. We’ll pay you for the clothes we bought the other day, so can we get
    the cloak back?”

Without waiting for the confused owner’s permission, I shattered the glass, grabbed the cloak and tossed it over
    to Albus. The owner let out a shameful scream.

“Stop!” he protested. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do with my life if you take that! Please, wait! You can take
    whatever you want, but please don’t take that away from me!”

His voice was filled with sorrow and misery, like a mother whose child was about to get killed. I felt sorry for
    him, but tried my best to ignore his pleas.

“I kinda feel bad for him…” Albus said.

“Then give him your underwear or something,” I said offhandedly. Albus grabbed and pulled my tail.

Letting out a scream, I sank to the floor, glaring at Albus. “What the hell are you doing? Grabbing a
    Beastfallen’s tail is the biggest taboo there is!”

“I know that. I’ve pulled on Holdem’s tail a lot.” Albus turned to the owner. “We’ll give you Zero’s socks for
    her cloak. How about it?”

“S-Socks?!”

His breath caught in his throat for a moment. He mumbled the word “socks” repeatedly, as if he just received a
    divine revelation, but there was nothing divine nor sacred about his thoughts.

“Really?” he asked. “You’re really going to give me her socks? Will you have her take it off in front of me?”

His eyes were dead serious. He weirded me out. Albus too.

“Should we really feel bad about this guy?” I asked.

“I’m starting to regret it, too…” Albus replied.

“Young lady,” Pooch called. “Preparations for the ritual are done.”

He had, without much effort, drawn a complex diagram of several symbols and numbers in a circle just big enough
    for one person to stand in.

The owner seemed to have agreed with the deal, asking, “When? When can I have it?” to Albus repeatedly. Pushing
    him aside, Albus and I walked up to Pooch.

“Huh. I didn’t know you could actually draw a Magic circle.”

“I didn’t serve a witch for fifteen years for nothing.”

“You’re up, kid.”

“Okay.”

Holding a candle, Albus stood in the center of the magic circle, and placed Zero’s cloak at her feet. The
    perverted man, enraptured by the thought of Zero’s socks, turned pale.

“Hey, what are you doing?” he asked. “Put out the fire! Please! You’re not actually doing the unthinkable, are
    you?!”

“Relax, man,” Pooch said in a soothing voice. “We’re not gonna set this place on fire.”

“Please don’t burn the cloak!” the owner shouted. “That’s too cruel!”

Oh, the cloak. I probably wasn’t the only one who thought that. There really was no need to show pity to
    this pervert.

Screaming, the owner rose to his feet, ready to grab Albus, so I stepped on him, stopping him from moving.
    Ignoring the owner thrashing about, I nodded to Albus.

Sorry, pops. You were the one who agreed to trade Zero’s cloak for her socks. What we do with it is up to us,
        wouldn’t you agree?

“Do it.”

A slow, deep breath, and a candle fell onto the cloak.

A dark room. Light from candles. Birds chirping. Wind howling. Stone walls. The smell of blood.

That was the result of Albus’ divination, made possible by sacrificing the one item that gave the clothes store
    owner a will to live. Apparently divinations always gave ambiguous results.

Divination was also a type of Sorcery. The ritual apparently summoned a demon, but I couldn’t see or hear it.

“The young lady summoned a demon to her own body,” Pooch said. “Not physically though, just its soul. Sometimes
    called seance, it’s the oldest, most basic form of witchcraft.”

To me it just looked like Albus was standing in the middle of the circle, mumbling to herself with a vacant
    expression.

“So, where exactly is the witch?” I asked.

“The Tower of Dawn,” Pooch replied. “It’s the tower in the direction of the rising sun. Birds built their nests
    there a long time ago, and they come back around this time every year.”

“Are you sure about that, former knight?”

“Nope. I haven’t been in the castle for fifteen years.”

“So it’s a gamble.”

Since the sound of the wind and birds was audible, Zero was definitely somewhere quiet.

There were only a limited number of quiet places inside the busy castle, and even Thirteenth could not possibly
    confine Zero near the rooms of the royalty. After all, he himself lived in an underground chamber. If birds
    could be heard, then Zero was not underground. In that case, she was most likely in a tower.

Albus’s reasoning was incredible. “Divination is all about analyzing the information you obtained,” she summed
    up, wearing the look of a typical sorcerer.

 

So I left Fomicaum in the middle of the night and set out for the royal capital, Plasta.

I went around the city walls and emerged at the bottom of the cliffs directly behind the castle. I made it sound
    easy, but I did it all at full speed. I had to get things done in the night, since there was a good chance that
    security would be beefed up the next morning. The success of an operation lay in speed and precision.

“Now, then. Time to launch a stealth attack on the castle.”

Plasta was a sprawling city that spread out in a gentle incline from on top of a cliff, where a castle stood. The
    castle was built on top of a sheer precipice; there was no ground at all behind it. A river with swift currents
    served as a natural moat below.

To sum it up, there were three obstacles I had to go through before I could reach the castle. The fast-flowing
    river in front of me, the cliff that led to the castle, and the walls of the tower guarded by soldiers. It was a
    very difficult mission. A normal person would probably give up immediately. As much as I hated this, I had no
    other choice but to do it.

Letting out a sigh to fire myself up, I dove into the river and swam all the way to the opposite side, steadily
    going against the current, then stuck my knife onto the riverbank to stop myself from getting swept away. I
    crawled up to a foothold that was so narrow it couldn’t even be called a bank. That’s one obstacle
        down.

Clinging to the precipice, I turn my head along with my entire upper body to look at the tower soaring on top of
    the castle.

“Damn, that’s high.”

I stared at the craggy rock face and the stonework of the castle wall above it. The tower’s peak, barely visible
    under the moonlight, was as tiny as the tip of a needle.

“Damn you, Pooch. You made it sound so easy.”

 

Bro, you can climb it, right?

Climb what? Wait, don’t tell me…

The cliff.

 

Apparently it was the only way to get into the tower from the outside.

We went our separate ways at the clothes store. Albus and Pooch had to prepare the barrier, and I couldn’t help
    with that. We had Albus dressed like a real girl, making her put on a wig and a dress, to fool any potential
    pursuers. My job was to get Zero back, but was she really in this tower?

“I’m counting on you, Albus. Show me what a Mooncaller witch can do.”

I pulled the hood of my beloved black cloak over my head, gripped a knife in each hand, and thrust them at the
    wall of earth. Pulling myself up, I stuck a knife higher above.

The royal castle was the stronghold of a kingdom. If it fell, so would the whole nation. Therefore a considerable
    amount of troops were usually assigned to guard it, but if there was a natural defensive wall protecting its
    back, troops would be deployed only in front of the castle. Even if soldiers were posted at the rear, they would
    definitely have their guards down.

It was only natural. No one would be foolish enough to attempt to climb such a cliff with two knives, and even if
    they did, they would run out of steam and fall to their death. Only a Beastfallen mercenary could scale the
    whole height without running out of energy.

Although, even a Beastfallen rarely took this kind of job.

I was confident I could climb all the way to the top, but it was tough, painful, and if I slipped, I’d be a
    goner.

As I made it halfway up the cliff, sweat began trickling down my face—which was strange, considering my whole
    body was cold from being wet. On top of that, the wind chilled my body every time it blew past, robbing me of
    warmth. As my body temperature dropped, the sensation on my fingertips dulled. I regripped my knife.

“This isn’t a job for a heavyweight like me, damn it. Should I lose some weight?”

I pulled the knife out of the hard-packed earth—it was closer to stone, really—and thrust it again. Dangling with
    one hand to rest my other arm for a bit, I dared to look down.

“Oh… So high…”

I muttered the same thing from when I was looking up from below, but this time I could actually feel the
    tension. If I fall, I’m dead. My only choice was to climb. Rather than turning back, continuing upwards
    looked easier. I set my foot in a dent in the rock, stretched my body out, and repeated the process of stabbing
    knives onto the rocky surface.

Trying to take back a job that I once lost was a rougher ordeal than I imagined. Who would have thought that I
    would have to scale a cliff to see Zero again, who I met after falling off a low cliff? Oh, the irony.

I regret it, okay? I’m sorry for doubting you.

I felt my knife hit something hard. It was the foundation of the castle. I looked up to see that the rocky cliff
    had ended. The castle wall loomed high above.

I couldn’t use my knives from here on out. I pulled out my sharp claws and thrust them into the soft plaster
    between the piles of rocks.

The moment I put my weight on my claws, I was filled with a sudden sense of dread. It was much harder than using
    knives.

“Please don’t snap,” I muttered to my claws.

I began to climb the wall. Digging my nails into the plaster and setting my feet on the slight unevenness in the
    surface of the wall, I gradually worked my way up. The wind grew stronger the higher up. It felt like it would
    blow me off the wall. There were small windows in the tower, but all of them were only big enough for a human
    head to poke through. I couldn’t possibly get in that way. It seemed that they took some precaution against
    infiltrations, at least. I turned my head and looked up.

A little more…

Then I froze. I could hear footsteps coming from a small window nearby.

If they found me like this, I was doomed. I had no escape route nor any believable excuse. If I said something
    like, “It was such a nice night that I felt like climbing the castle walls,” there was no way they would just
    laugh and reply “Oh, really? May I join you?”

Holding my breath, I prayed to God for the footsteps to pass. Unfortunately God seemed like a coldhearted fellow.
    My positioning was bad in relation to the moon. I cast a shadow through the window. If you’re too cruel, you
        might turn into a demon, God.

“Shit…”

Cursing, I stretched my arms wide to the side and shifted my body so it was positioned just above the small
    window.

Please don’t look up.

Holding my breath, I regarded the situation below. The footsteps stopped in front of the window, but resumed
    after a few seconds.

I felt the tension leave my body. But as soon as it did, plaster crumbled from under my claws.

“Oh, fuck!”

My body separated itself completely from the wall. I tried boring my claws into the wall, but they only scratched
    it, unable to stop my descent. The force broke some of my claws, blood dripping from them.

My flailing arm somehow grabbed the edge of the small window. The impact dislocated my shoulder, but I managed to
    resist screaming from the intense pain.

“That was close! I thought I was a goner…”

With a few of my claws broken, climbing up would be more difficult. But I couldn’t stop now if I wanted to live.
    I resumed scaling the wall.

At long last, I was almost at the peak of the tower. I laid my hands on a window frame, considerably bigger than
    the ones so far, and pulled myself up gently. The window, however, was hammered with steel plates, so I couldn’t
    see what was going on inside.

A dark room with candles, was it?

Sitting down on the window frame to rest my arms, I surveyed the outer wall of the tower. I spotted a bird’s
    nest. I gambled and I won. I closed and opened my numb palm several times, then climbed up to the gently-sloping
    roof of the tower in one go. I tore off the slabs on the roof, crumbling from having been exposed to the
    elements, and lightly tapped on the foundation beneath it. It was nice and fragile.

The good thing about being born as a monster was the outstanding physical abilities. No one could catch up to me
    if I ran at full speed. A packed punch could easily crush wood. Breaking brittle rocks was most likely possible
    too.

“Here goes…”

Gathering all my strength into my tightly-clenched fist, I smashed through the foundation of the roof.
    Unfortunately the roof was more worn-out than I imagined and couldn’t support my weight.

“Oh, shit!”

I fell into the tower along with numerous slabs and dirt.

“Ow…”

I managed to stop myself from screaming, but I probably looked pathetic anyway. I crawled out from under the
    rubble and looked up at the gaping hole in the ceiling.

It was a beautiful moonlit night. Okay, now’s not the time for that.

“Hey, witch! I’m here to save—”

I was about to get up when I saw a beauty in front of me. The rest of the words I was about to say got caught
    halfway up my throat and vanished.

Zero was staring down at me with a strange look on her face, as if she was on the verge of crying and holding
    back laughter. But it quickly changed into a cold, blank expression.

“Hello…?”

Zero grabbed my face with such force that belied her appearance, forcing me to look upward. In that moment, I
    understood how a woman assaulted by a thug felt, if only a little.

“What are you doing here?”

“What…?”

“I am asking you why you came here, you fool!”

“Ouch!”

Zero landed a fully-charged headbutt. This time I actually cried out. It came out of nowhere, and I didn’t have
    the time to grit my teeth.

“Where’d that come from?! Isn’t it obvious?! I came here to rescue you!”

“Rescue me? How shameless. Who asked you to do this? Who hired you? How can you not realize that this is a set
    up? Turn back, now! You have fallen into Thirteenth’s trap!”

“Turn back? You make it sound like it’s an easy thing to do. You saw me fall right through the roof! No one hired
    me to do this. Besides, what do you mean this is a trap?! What’s the point in doing that? Does he want Albus?”


“There is no need to explain, and I do not want your help. If you crawled up the wall, then just go back the same
    way! You are no longer my mercenary.”

Zero pushed me away. I half-rose to my feet, glaring at her.

“I know! All because Thirteenth tricked me! I regretted it and came back for you. I climbed all the way up here
    with only two knives! My claws are all broken thanks to that.”

Growling, I showed my bloody claws to Zero. But she wore the same cold look. Her eyes seemed to push me away.

“Yes, it was probably because of Thirteenth. You were being controlled by Sorcery that time. But the cause lies
    within you. You feared me. Thirteenth only fanned the flames of doubt and fear inside your heart!”

“I admit it! I was scared. I doubted you. But can you blame me?! Did you really just expect me to not be afraid
    of witches?! You know that’s not possible! And telling a mercenary to trust others completely is like telling
    them to die! Still, I came back for you of my own will, even climbing that stupid wall! Can we not reach a
    compromise here, Ma’am?!”

My request for reinstatement turned out to be rather condescending. If she wanted me to grovel and apologize, I
    would gladly do so. I was willing to until a second ago, at least.

I guess that’s a no.

Zero’s expression was cold as ice. I could even see hatred in her eyes as she glared down at me. Apparently, she
    had completely given up on me. It wasn’t like I wasn’t prepared for it, but still it hurt. Still I came this
    far. At the very least, I needed to get Zero to Albus somehow.

“Okay. Whatever, I get it. Sorry for all the trouble, but there’s something I need to tell—”

I felt a drop of water on my hand. Thinking it was rain, I lifted my gaze. I quickly realized I was wrong.

Zero was standing right in front of me. She still wore the same cold look, her bluish purple eyes glinting with
    hatred. But something fluid streamed from those eyes, running down her cheeks and onto her chin, and then
    dropping on my hand again.

It took a while for me to realize that it was tears.

“Do you have any idea how I felt when I let you go?” she said.

“Wh-What…”

“How do you think I felt? I was frustrated that Thirteenth took you away from me! I could have easily bound you
    to my side. But you hated witches, you feared me… So, I—!”

“Hey—”

“I set you free!” Zero sank down, clinging to my shoulders. “Why did you return?! You hated me! What do you want?
    What can I offer you? I will give you anything!” Her face was a mess. “So please…” she whispered. “Do not leave
    me ever again!”
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I just sat there while Zero clung to me, not sure what to do with my outstretched arms.

Only the light of the moon illuminated the otherwise dark room. There was a large stack of books and countless
    extinguished candles. The only other furnishings were the comfortable chair and a bed that looked like it was
    made by piling up cushions.

The cellar Zero referred to must have been like this too.

So this is how you show your love, Thirteenth. I can feel just how strongly you care for her. It’s like being
        in your mother’s belly. It was dark, cramped, safe, nauseatingly peaceful and dull.

Fuck you, Thirteenth. Witches and sorcerers might be abnormal, but you take it to a whole different
        level. You’re completely insane.

“Hey. How long are you going to keep crying? Sorry, but I don’t have the time for this. Please be your usual
    self.”

Zero lifted her head up in surprise. Tears and snot ruined her beautiful features that would make even the moon
    envious. While I could relax more with this face, she looked awful, so I wiped it all away with my sleeve. When
    I lifted her up on my shoulder, her expression finally returned to normal.

“I-I am hurt, yet you put yourself first! How cruel can a man be?! You must comfort me, and—”

“You can’t call yourself a mercenary if you can’t eat in front of your dead comrades. Anyway, forget about that.
    You said something about a trap.”

What did she mean by that?

A second later, the floor collapsed. Light and sound suddenly became distant. It felt like I was floating. The
    tower was collapsing. No, wait. I’d experienced this before.

“Damn you, Thirteenth!”

A trap, huh? I get it now.

 

When I looked up, I found myself in the same place I was summoned to before—the castle’s basement. Thirteenth was
    standing a little further away, at the same spot as before.

Behind him was a custom-made birdcage with Zero locked inside it.

“Mercenary!”

“Zero!”

“Stop. Do not move. On your hands and knees.”

I was about to dash towards Zero, but the next moment I was down flat on the floor, just like Thirteenth ordered.


“What… What’s going on?”

“I told you. I can control mentally inferior animals. Humans are animals too, and this room is my sanctuary,
    built to amplify my mind.”

“Are you all right, Mercenary?!”

“Aside from the fact that I look pathetic right now, I’m completely fine, thank you very much.”

I clawed at the cobblestones with my barely moving fingertips. My body wouldn’t listen to me. I wasn’t paralyzed,
    but I couldn’t get up.

“It is futile. Anger dulls the mind.”

That so? Still I couldn’t stop the rage from filling me.

Thirteenth took a step towards me.

“Thirteenth, you bastard!” Zero shouted. “You will not get away with this! He is mine! My mercenary. He returned
    to me! Now give him back!”

“You cannot do anything, Zero. That birdcage is surrounded by an anti-Magic barrier. Even you will not be able to
    escape that easily. Now, quiet down. You will worsen your injuries.”

“Don’t you order me around!”

“Then allow me to rephrase. Please, I beg of you. Until I kill this man and free your soul, close your eyes and
    cover your ears. I will seal your memories of him afterwards.”

“You would not dare! You will regret this, Thirteenth! Thirteenth!”

Zero punched the iron bars, shook it, and flailed about. But in a doorless birdcage, there was nothing she could
    do without her Magic.

I really didn’t want to do this, but I guess it’s time for a compromise. Clicking my tongue, I somehow
    managed to turn my head to Thirteenth.

“Thirteenth,” I said. “Now might not be the right time to bring this up, but you don’t have to kill all witches
    to get rid of Magic. All you have to do is have that witch over there negate all Magic in this land to stop both
    the Coven of Zero’s uprising and the rogue sorcerers’ frenzy. You can retrieve the Grimoire of Zero, and there
    won’t be witches running amok using Zero’s name anymore!”

Albus could then take advantage of the ensuing chaos to lead the new witches in the name of Solena, ending the
    witch trouble in Wenias. The knowledge of Magic would still remain, but with Albus’ guidance, it should be
    possible to teach witches how to use Magic in the way that Zero intended.

I glowered at Thirteenth, whose face was as blank as ever. “We need her for that! That’s why I came here. So I
    would appreciate it if you let us go quietly.”

“Unfortunately, I will have to refuse. Zero is not leaving this place, and she will not negate Magic either.”

“…What?”

For a moment, I was taken aback. Was there something wrong with my explanation? Thirteenth’s goal was to retrieve
    the Grimoire of Zero and exterminate witches who abused the Magic that Zero created. We shared the same
    interests. He had no reason to refuse. Surely he didn’t turn the idea down just because he didn’t like me.

“You want to get the grimoire back as soon as possible, right?” I asked. “This way—”

“It will resolve nothing,” Thirteenth said with an indifferent voice. “The chaos will indeed temporarily be
    contained and the kingdom will return to normal. All the witches will lay low once more, returning to a passive
    coexistence with other humans. But society will never forget this uprising.”

Nothing will be resolved. Things will return to the way it was before, except this time, everyone will carry
        a new scar.

What’s so wrong about that?

The Coven of Zero and its founder rejected this passive coexistence and fought to attain true peace for witches,
    while Thirteenth opposed them. So why would he not want things to return to normal?

“Do you finally realize it, Mercenary?” Zero said. Her voice was filled with pain as she grabbed the bars, her
    eyes downcast. “Thirteenth’s goal is not the recovery of the grimoire, nor the resolution of this conflict.
    These two things are simply a part of the process that will lead him to what he wants.”

“How many times do I have to tell you to explain things more simply?!” I barked. “So what exactly does he want?
    Didn’t he leave the cellar to retrieve the grimoire?!”

I scowled at Thirteenth. Then I noticed something. A sparkling red gem sat at the tip of his enormous staff, a
    gem that looked similar to the one on Albus’s collar.

I wasn’t exactly bright, but as a mercenary, I was knowledgeable about conspiracies and schemes. What if
    Thirteenth’s goal was not to end the chaos that the Grimoire of Zero started—that is, the war between the
    witches and the kingdom—but something else beyond that?

In order for him to achieve that goal, it would mean that the war had to happen.

It was the Coven’s founder who stole the grimoire and sparked the war in Wenias.

Everyone in Wenias knew that Thirteenth and the founder—and by extension, the Coven of Zero—were at odds with
    each other.

Who on earth was this person who stole the grimoire and spread Magic throughout Wenias, never showing himself to
    anyone? Where was he right now?

Cold sweat broke out of my body at the sight of the single book in Thirteenth’s hands. Its cover was made of
    ebony.

 

“So, what kind of book is it?”

“The cover is made of ebony, so shiny that you can see your own reflection, and the hinge is made of
            gold. It has extremely fine ornaments.”

 

The book that Thirteenth was holding matched the description. It was as if he already had it from the beginning.


“N-No way… You’re kidding…”

What if the Grimoire of Zero was never stolen in the first place? What if Thirteenth left the cellar to spread
    Magic by pretending to search for the book?

Please don’t tell me the person who murdered the witches in the cellar and stole the book, and Thirteenth who
        left the cellar to retrieve said book, fighting the witches of Wenias, are the same person all along.


“In order to stop witch hunts entirely, the masses have to believe that there are no more wicked witches,” Zero
    said. Thirteenth looked down on me in silence, his face expressionless. “To do that,” she continued, “the
    existence of wicked witches must first be known to the public. They must be given power and opportunity to fan
    the smouldering coals into raging flames. If these flames are not extinguished before the eyes of the people,
    they will never stop fearing witches.”

As Zero spoke, the speech that Thirteenth gave at the execution platform rang in my head. He swore to hunt all
    wicked witches in the name of justice.

“So…” Zero’s voice was trembling. “Thirteenth spread Magic throughout this kingdom as this mysterious person,
    inciting the Coven of Zero to an uprising. He then joined the kingdom’s side as a powerful, righteous sorcerer
    who could stop them.”

The book was never stolen in the first place. There can be no good without evil. The Church made people believe
    in its virtue by denouncing witches as evil. Thirteenth did the same thing.

“He planned everything?” I said, my voice quivering. I wasn’t really asking. I already knew the answer. “The
    Coven’s rebellion… the rogue sorcerers wrecking havoc… So it was all your doing, you fucking bastard!”

The people of Wenias often turned to witches for help, but never accepted them. It was clearly unfair. Witches
    couldn’t possibly find that acceptable.

But compared to other countries, witches in Wenias were viewed in a more favorable light. People even felt
    reassured by the existence of Solena, a person that seemed to come from a fairy tale.

There was a foundation for coexistence. Sparks of conflict flickered. That’s why Thirteenth chose Wenias. He
    spread Magic to the kingdom, upsetting the balance of power and creating an opportunity for the witches to vent
    their discontent. He then joined the side of righteousness to hunt them all down.

All for true peace for witches.

Thirteenth breathed out a deep, exhausted sigh. “Indeed, I planned everything,” he finally said. “But it was the
    witches and the people of this land who made their choices, their decisions. They all acted on their own accord.
    I did not order them to do anything.” His voice was monotonous, without a hint of inflection.

“Unseen antagonism that has been festering for generations, accumulating deep in the hearts of people, will never
    vanish unless brought to the surface and resolved. A rebellion would have occurred in Wenias in the
    not-too-distant future. I merely expedited that. It was the witches of this land who wished to fight. They
    played out the script that I prepared for them.”

“Script, my ass! We call that a fuckin’ conspiracy, you lunatic!”

Unable to move my body properly, I spat the words out with much difficulty. But Thirteenth didn’t seem to care.


“Let me correct one thing, Zero,” the man continued. “I did not instigate the Coven of Zero. I simply spread the
    knowledge of Magic throughout Wenias. They had a choice to act righteously and coexist peacefully with humans.
    Yet they chose a scenario that would lead to their own demise.”

“Demise?”

“Yes. The witches chose the path of evil, betraying the people’s trust by executing the Banquet of Retribution.
    As a result, I was forced to take the side of righteousness. I had to save the king from witches, protect him,
    and played the role of a jester who entertained the masses’s cry for justice. I gave the witches the name of
    Zero, hoping they would side with righteousness and protect the kingdom. Unfortunately, the opposite happened.
    Reality is an abominable thing. There are too many uncertain variables that prevent plans from being carried out
    as expected. As such, I wasted a whole decade just to achieve my goal.”

Hunching his broad shoulders, Thirteenth exhaled, and frowned deeply. “Misunderstandings, retributions,
    retribution for retribution. The process of creating a new nation through war is always tragic and dirty. Zero,
    you did not need to know all this. You should have waited for me in the cellar for the new kingdom I planned to
    create. As the creator of Magic, you could have reigned as a symbol of prosperity and peace in a world where
    witches were revered as paragons of virtue and Magic was viewed as a noble art.”

“Nonsense!” Zero cried. “Did you truly think I wished for that?! All I wanted was for you to return!”

“You once said you wanted to see the sky.”

Zero gasped sharply. “The sky,” she mouthed.

“You wished to see the world outside the cellar. You wanted a nation where everyone could lead easy and happy
    lives by using Magic from the Grimoire of Zero. I told you Magic was a craft that could destroy the world. Still
    you held on to the book like it was a precious child’s dream. I decided, then, to make your dream come true.”


He did it all for peace for the witches. And to make Zero happy.

I get it now, Thirteenth. You’ve gone completely mad.

“Now is the time to build that kingdom, Zero. It will all be over soon. The seeds had been sown. All of it. Those
    witches who heard the words of Solena’s descendant and chose to fight will come to slay me. Me, the founder of
    the Coven, who they swore allegiance to through a witch’s blood pact.”

A witch’s blood pact. Those who breached the contract were summarily annihilated. What Pooch said suddenly
    clicked.

Rogue sorcerers tried to kill Thirteenth, but they all got exterminated by the founder’s punishment. Thirteenth
    didn’t even need to lift a finger.

I see. It all makes sense now.

To learn Magic, you had to join the Coven of Zero and pledge allegiance to Him through a blood pact. The rogues
    themselves learned Magic from the Coven.

In other words, almost all witches who could use Magic swore loyalty to Thirteenth. That’s why the witches who
    took hostages and tried to kill him were annihilated by the power of the witches’ blood pact.

The same thing was about to happen again, but on a much larger scale.

I could see the Coven members and the rogue sorcerers, two opposing forces, gathering somewhere, teaming up to
    take down Thirteenth. The moment they launched an attack on Thirteenth, every single one of them would be
    exterminated, destroyed before the eyes of the witch-fearing masses. Only Thirteenth would remain, cementing
    himself as a righteous man.

That was the script that Thirteenth prepared.

“You would not dare!” Zero screamed as she shook the cage. “No! No! No! Are you really planning to kill every
    witch in this land?! The old and wise… The young and hopeful… They will all die because of me?!”

“Only those who choose to fight will perish. Only those foolish enough to devote everything to a dubious
    character who does not even show himself. They are but rats, unworthy of the power bestowed upon them. The
    old  and wise witches are in hiding, waiting for the storm to pass.”

They chose to fight and die. They only had their own shortsightedness to blame, and now these witches had to take
    full responsibility for their own actions.

Sure, those guys don’t need sympathy. But Thirteenth, the facts that you so strongly believed in
        aren’t always favorable to you.

“What about Solena?” I put as much intensity in my voice as possible, despite being immobile. Thirteenth regarded
    me with cold eyes. “Was she a shortsighted and foolish witch? Did she wish for conflict? Who triggered the
    Banquet of Retribution to happen? Who spread the plague?! Solena only used Sorcery to save the village!”

“I told you. Everything that has happened is a result of the witches’ choices. Some of them who just learned
    Magic became interested in Sorcery itself, and conducted an experiment in plague Sorcery. It was clear that
    performing a conspicuous ritual when the backlash against witches was rising would only fan the flames of the
    people’s rage. Yet Solena still chose to perform the spell.”

Yo, Pooch. Your hunch was wrong. It wasn’t Him who created the plague, but a band of rogue sorcerers.
    Not that it mattered much. Ultimately it was Thirteenth who created the opportunity.

Regardless it was Solena who made the choice. She saved the village, fully knowing that doing so would subject
    her to a witch hunt. Indeed, that might have been shortsighted of her.

“Then what about Albus? She chose to fight. She’s shortsighted, yes, but she’s just a kid! Her parents were
    killed, and the only family she had left, her mentor, was taken away from her wrongfully! So just because she
    went astray, you treat her like some kind of a tool to be burned at the stake?!”

As I poured strength to my whole body, my upper body rose slightly. A glint of irritation flashed across
    Thirteenth’s eyes. Anger dulls the mind, was it?

Aw, don’t get mad, Thirteenth. You don’t like me spitting facts and sound arguments?

“I didn’t know you were a fickle guy,” I said. “You ignore facts that are not favorable to you? Say, what about
    Zero’s teacher? Your colleagues? Were they foolish and shortsighted? Did they wish for conflict?!”

“Shunning change and subjecting oneself to a life of seclusion is nothing but foolish! Every single day, all they
    did was discuss the same roundabout arguments over and over again! Those women stopped thinking at some point,
    and so they were as good as dead. Zero was the only one different. I suggested we look to the outside world,
    gave them options and tried to convince them. But the result was stubborn denial. They feared Zero’s power. They
    wished to tame her.”

“Then what about Zero?!”

Thirteenth’s expression changed. I could feel his hatred and contempt as he frowned deeply. Jealousy. I’m
        flattered, man.

Now I could move, albeit barely.

“Did you give Zero a choice even once? Did you ask her what she wanted? Take a good look at her, Thirteenth. Do
    you think she’s going to forgive you for what you’re doing? Do you believe she’ll one day smile at you and thank
    you for killing those pesky witches?!”

Thirteenth’s gaze darted from me to Zero for a split-second. Seizing the opportunity, I got up and ran.

I closed the gap between me and Thirteenth in one breath, and threw the object I pulled out of my bag as hard as
    I could. It zipped past him and shattered to pieces as it hit the hard floor.

Thirteenth, his face scratched from a broken fragment, quickly swung his arm. A small lightning struck me,
    sending me rolling to the floor.

“Mercenary!” Zero shouted, her arm reaching out from inside the cage. As much as I wanted to grab her hand, I
    couldn’t. Not right now.

“Curses,” Thirteenth spat out. “Holding back is troublesome.”

You call this holding back? Me and static electricity go a long way back, and not in a good way. That one
        just now hurt. I can’t actually get up.

Not that it mattered.

Thirteenth suddenly struck the floor with his staff, then drew a circle around himself. Small flames surrounded
    me at the same time. A Magic circle.

“You are innocent. You showed tenacity in climbing a sheer cliff with only two knives. Had the circumstances been
    different, I would have gladly welcomed you as Zero’s servant. But Zero is too invested in you.”

I glared at Thirteenth beyond the wall of flames that flickered like fine silk.

“After being abandoned in the cellar, you can’t honestly expect her to not like the first person she could
    actually talk to for the first time in ten years! No hard feelings, Thirteenth. Don’t blame Zero, either. You
    robbed Zero of her friends, made her feel lonely, and hurt her! Can you even imagine how much she wanted to talk
    to someone? How she longed for the company of another human?!”

“I did it all for Zero!”

“Bullshit! You did it for your own selfish reasons! It’s what you wanted to do! Get your facts straight!”

“You think you understand Zero after spending only a few days with her? Don’t make me laugh!”

“Of course not! How could anyone understand such a greedy, shameless, lazy, arrogant, selfish, and irrational
    witch?! But one thing’s for sure, Thirteenth. I will never lock up such a beautiful woman and make them cry out
    of some selfish act of kindness. I’m a man and a mercenary. It’s a man’s job to cherish women, and it’s a
    mercenary’s job to follow his client’s orders! Oh, by the way. I forgot to tell you.” I bared my fangs. “I will
    not accept your gift. I’m still her mercenary, and I’ll get my reward from her. So I returned it.”

“What…?”

“You know, that potion you gave me.”

Thirteenth turned pale and looked over his shoulder. But it was too late. The liquid that spilled from the
    shattered bottle made contact with the magic circle that sealed Zero. It shone dully for a moment, then
    disappeared.

“You little—!”

An eardrum-shattering explosion cut Thirteenth off. The birdcage holding Zero was blown to smithereens.

“Do you know, Mercenary? We do not call that “returning”, but “using”.” Brushing away pieces of metal, Zero
    stepped out of the destroyed birdcage.

“Come on. You’re making me look bad. I actually returned it by tossing it at him, but he dodged it, and
    it fell and shattered by accident. Whatever happened afterwards is not my fault.”

“You are as articulate as a demon. I quite like that.” Zero chuckled. She then quickly erased any emotion from
    her face and directed her gaze at Thirteenth. “Thirteenth. My only brethren, and my last colleague.”

“Step back, Zero. You cannot win against me as you are now.”

“So you increased your magical power by stealing mana from all the witches you killed. But have you forgotten why
    I am Zero and you are Thirteenth?”

“You are a Murky Black Witch. Zero is the absolute standard value, representing nothingness from which everything
    is created. But knowledge and skill sometimes surpasses natural gift.”

“Do you wish to test it then? I am in a foul mood at the moment.”

Black particles danced around Zero’s body, and a magic circle formed in an instant. Clicking his tongue in
    annoyance, Thirteenth drew a circle himself. At the same time, the flames surrounding me disappeared. Apparently
    even Thirteenth couldn’t cast two spells at the same time.

They began reciting an incantation simultaneously.

“Ard Geld in de Koa Dia Zea—In the name of the King of Despair, who lords over the crossroads of desire and
    longing, from the abyss of mud and darkness, come forth from the murky abyss, O’ Gate of Decay.”

The world changed in an instant. The walls and floor began to rattle, and something—something inexplicably
    chilling—was crawling up from the deep darkness under my feet.

I felt the fear of death wrapping around my neck, its jaws, its fangs, digging into my heart.

“O’ servant of discord bound by the covenant of flesh and blood, descend upon the feast of the foolish and devour
    them!”

“O’ servitor of discord bound by the covenant of flesh and blood, descend upon the banquet of the foolish and
    devour them!”

“Forbidden Chapter, Last Verse: Segtor Medis! Grant me power, for my name is Thirteenth!

“Forbidden Chapter, Last Verse: Segtor Medis! Grant me power, for I am Zero!

The writhing darkness behind the two erupted with great force, charging forward in an attempt to devour the
    other. Darkness and darkness clashed in this godforsaken hellscape. The smell of blood filled the air. The
    stench of flesh, death, and war.

An intense wave of nausea surged over me. The two masses of darkness were fusions of human beings—devouring,
    killing, screaming, and laughing.

Did Zero create this Magic? For what purpose? It obviously wasn’t a spell for hunting game, protecting,
    or saving people. The terror crawling up my spine made me want to scream and run away. But how? Where do I
        go?

Then I heard a dull, crunching sound. I looked up and my eyes opened wide.

Thirteenth was clenching his teeth, his face twisting in anguish. In contrast, Zero’s eyes were calm, yet filled
    with deep, perpetual darkness.

She was on a whole different league, overpowering Thirteenth completely. His clenched teeth creaked as the
    clashing darkness inched closer and closer to the sorcerer.

“Preposterous! How could there be such a difference in power?!” Thirteenth coughed out blood. He almost dropped
    to his knees, but managed to hold himself steady.

Then his fingers, pushing back the darkness, suddenly burst, and blood gushed out.

No. He’s not gonna make it.

Thirteenth will die. By Zero’s hands.

“Zero! Enough!” I shouted. “You already won!”

Thirteenth fell to his knees. When I saw the darkness about to devour him whole, my body moved before I could
    think of anything else.

Why am I saving this asshole?

It was too late for that, however. I got down on the floor, covering Thirteenth, and gritted my teeth, prepared
    to die. As a man and a mercenary, I would gladly die to protect Zero, yet here I was, defending Thirteenth of
    all people. What a fucking joke. A wind that reeked of blood rushed past. Silence returned in an
    instant, and I cautiously looked up. Thirteenth was pinned down under me, quite unfortunately.

“What…? I’m alive?”

“Zero!” Thirteenth cried. He pushed me away with ridiculous force, sending me rolling across the floor.

What the hell happened? My gaze followed Thirteenth and found a bloody Zero.

How?

Zero clearly had the upper hand. Thirteenth couldn’t possibly win against her in that situation.

“Wh-What the hell’s going on?! Why is she hurt?!”

“You still do not realize it?! Zero took your injuries to herself. There should be a magical mark on your body
    somewhere that binds you to her!”

“And why would I—”

—have something like that?! The words caught in my throat. Shocked, I recalled the time I was taking a
    bath in Fomicaum, when Zero drew something on my back.

Does he mean that? I believe she said something about thanking her. So that’s what she meant.


“The only way to break the link between your souls and free Zero is for her to undo the spell herself, or you die
    inside my barrier. Otherwise, I would have burned you on the spot already!”

I finally understood. The night I left Zero, a witch that Pooch escorted attacked me, her spell piercing me
    through my stomach. Albus said Zero coughed up blood and collapsed that same night.

I was hit, but unharmed, and Zero took the wound instead.

 

“Stop! You will hit Zero!”

 

What Thirteenth said when we escaped the burning square finally made sense.

“What were you thinking, you idiot?! A mercenary is supposed to protect their employer, not the other way around!
    Thirteenth! Can’t you do something with a spell from the Chapter of Protection?!”

“Each of the four chapters that make up the Grimoire of Zero requires completely different aptitude. I cannot use
    spells from the Chapter of Protection. Why did you defend me?!”

“It just happened, okay?! Hell, you’re the root cause of everything in the first place!”

A soft laughter came from Zero. She was alive, apparently.

“Two grown men screaming at each other? Disgraceful,” she said. “This is nothing but a scratch. A magic circle
    helps protect the caster from their own spell. But since it hit you, Mercenary, it damaged my skin a little…
    Ow…” Zero slowly rose up. “It would seem that I lost my mind to the power a little. I had no control over it at
    all. Had you not intervened, I might have killed Thirteenth. This has been a fine medicine for my pride. I will
    be more cautious in the future.”

Thirteenth’s eyes widened. “You were holding back?” he asked. “Even with that much power?

“Are you shocked by the difference in our abilities? Unfortunately, natural gift has nothing to do with it. It is
    a matter of who invented the art.”

“What?”

“Did you know, Thirteenth?” Zero gave a look that could only be described as smug. Her expression spoke volumes.
    You did not notice? Are you a fool? As expected, I am better than you. “There are errors in the
    grimoire. Plenty of them, in fact.”

Thirteenth’s jaw dropped. For a guy who didn’t show much emotion, it was probably how he expressed the ultimate
    shock.

“What…? Errors?! You wrote down the wrong spells?!”

“Of course not. I am a genius. Geniuses commit errors, but they never make mistakes.”

“Then what do you mean by errors?”

“Let us recite the incantation again. From the second line. On three.”

Thirteenth quietly followed Zero’s instructions. On the count of three, they recited the spell’s incantation.

“O’ servant of discord bound by the covenant of flesh and blood, descend upon the feast of the foolish—

“O’ servitor of discord bound by the covenant of flesh and blood, descend upon the banquet of the foolish—

The chanting stopped midway through. Thirteenth looked like a genius who screwed up the simplest problem in the
    world.

The chants were indeed different.

Thinking back, Albus shouted “my name is Albus” at the end, but Zero always ended the spell with “I am Zero.”

“So let me get this straight,” I said. “You wrote down erroneous incantations, and when you recite them, you end
    up with a weaker spell?”

“Incredibly weaker. I may be greedy, shameless, lazy, arrogant, selfish, and irrational, but I am an
    extraordinary witch. I would never forget to ensure my safety.”

She shot a teasing, yet intimidating glance. I looked away. It’s true, though. Don’t hold it against me.


“Most grimoires are written in codes that only the author themselves can decipher. For example, even if a text
    says “rat’s internal organs,” it might refer to medicinal herbs. The Grimoire of Zero contains such codes as
    well. The more powerful the spell, the harder it is to cast it, unless you can determine the errors and ignore
    them.”

“Oh,” I muttered. When Albus said there were spells in the book that did not activate even when she followed the
    instructions, Zero acted like it was only natural.

“So that’s what you meant by a fail-safe!” I said. “You just wrote down the wrong things!”

“Simple, is it not? In other words, spells from the Grimoire of Zero can never defeat me. And that is why,
    Thirteenth, I forced you into a contest of Magic. If I started chanting a quick-casting spell, you would have no
    choice but to counter it with Magic.”

Thirteenth slumped down on the floor with his head in his hands. He let out a heavy sigh. “That explains your
    confidence,” he said.

Listening to Zero’s cackling, I turned my eyes to the wall facing the cliff. Zero’s spell had torn a huge hole
    through it, giving a view of the forest bathed in the light of the rising sun.

I climbed the cliff in the middle of the night, and before I knew it, dawn had come.

“Now then, Thirteenth,” Zero said. “Your crafty plan has been exposed. But even now the witches of Wenias are
    rallying to defeat you. We might see a few large-scale attacks all over the kingdom in a few days.”

Right. I almost forgot about that. Albus’ failed execution only fueled the witches’ desire to take down
    Thirteenth even more. It wasn’t over yet.

“As Mercenary suggested earlier, I plan to join forces with the great Solena’s descendant to seal the use of
    Magic and put an end to my blunder—the Grimoire of Zero. Because of some short-sighted fool, the situation has
    become bigger and more troublesome than expected.” Zero raised the corner of her mouth. “Thirteenth, what do you
    plan to do?” She seemed to be provoking him.

Thirteenth slowly lifted his head and looked at Zero. His staff was launched to one corner of the room. He didn’t
    show any signs of picking it up, suggesting that he had completely lost the will to fight.

“Well…” he replied as he got up to his feet. “I tried to take this kingdom for you. I thought that was what you
    wanted. If not, then I have no desire or interest in this kingdom.”

That’s all you have to say after all the chaos you incited in Wenias? His self-centeredness—or rather,
    Zero-centeredness, was rather impressive.

Thirteenth raised his hand a little, and the staff lying on the floor floated and returned to his hand. Blood was
    dripping from his hand, torn from his fight with Zero. He seemed composed, nevertheless, reaching his hand out
    to help Zero up.

“Zero, whatever you wish is my command,” he said.

 

Although Thirteenth had been defeated, the situation had not actually improved.

Albus’s speech had spurred the witches to rally together, and they would come to kill Thirteenth soon. A massive
    war that could destroy the country from the inside out, and the witches’ total annihilation by the witches’
    blood pact were just around the corner.

Albus and Pooch were busy running around to stop all of this from happening.

By acquiring Magic, the powerless could finally stand toe to toe with the powerful, and Albus was trying to get
    rid of the source of their power. As one would expect, they couldn’t agree to that. If someone tried to
    eliminate Magic completely regardless, they would no doubt try to stop them.

While I was climbing the sheer cliff for what seemed like an eternity, Albus, who was working on the anti-Magic
    barrier, found herself in a dire situation.

The effects of Albus’s encouragement had reached its peak. The members of the Coven of Zero and the rogue
    sorcerers, eager for the upcoming decisive battle, were furious after learning of Albus’s treacherous actions.


They decided to put Thirteenth’s case on hold, and kill Albus, the one trying to steal the future of Magic and
    the witches. Yesterday’s ally is today’s enemy. When it came to working together toward a common goal, witches
    and soldiers didn’t seem all that different.

Needless to say, Albus wouldn’t just sit back and let them kill her. But she was outnumbered. At the very moment
    when she thought it was the end of the line for her, that she had no other choice but to die a noble death, an
    unbelievable scene unfolded before her.

“Chapter of Capture, Verse Eight: Caplata!”

In response to the resonant voice, countless ivy plants shot out from underground with great force, entangling
    the witches attacking Albus and binding them to the ground.

Albus, down on the ground protected by Pooch, nervously opened her eyes to see a large man extending his hand out
    in silence.

“Th-Thirteenth?!”

Appearing gallantly with his back to the sun, he looked like the very image of an evil sorcerer.

“I am here as well.”

“Me too.”

Albus was close to screaming and running away, when Zero and I appeared. Her mouth quivered in confusion.

I understand. If I were her, I’d feel the same too.

Just moments ago, Zero defeated Thirteenth in the royal castle, and the latter decided to help Zero. I had no
    idea how it worked, but Thirteenth had the mysterious ability to sense the movements of the Coven of Zero’s
    members in detail. He asked a rather stupid question then. “Solena’s descendant is about to be killed. Are you
    fine with that?”

I didn’t even waste time yelling at the guy. I bolted out of the castle at once, found a carriage, and used the
    fastest horse in the kingdom to pull it.

Now back to the present.

We arrived just in the nick of time. We were in the forest not too far from Latette, the town that housed the
    entrance to the campus. Albus’s assistance was necessary to end this war peacefully. Zero was in a hurry too,
    for a change, while Thirteenth was so cooperative, it was terrifying.

From the point of view of Albus, who was unaware of the circumstances, it meant that her greatest enemy and her
    only comrade arrived together. Anyone in her shoes would have been utterly baffled.

“Why are you with Thirteenth?! And why would he help me?!

Yup, saw that coming. Thirteenth heaved a deep sigh. Sighing seemed to be a habit of his.

“It is a long story, and we do not have time for it. We seem to be surrounded. It will be troublesome if more
    enemies arrive, so I will get straight to the point. I am the Coven of Zero’s founder. In other words, the
    person you refer to as Him.

“Whaaat?”

Yo, Thirteenth. That was a little too straight to the point. Look at her. She’s about to black
        out.

“Hold on a sec. What do you mean by—”

“Thirteenth is the mastermind behind everything that has happened, child,” Zero said. “Now he is on our side.”


“Our side? Wait, he’s the founder?! But he’s the sworn enemy of the Coven!”

“His plan was to destroy the very Coven he founded,” I cut in. “It was to give the public the impression that he
    was good. His plan required good and evil witches. So Thirteenth played the role of both. Apparently, this was
    all to attain true peace for witches.”

“Th-That’s ridiculous! You expect me to believe that?!”

Albus was getting more and more confused. The first blow was too much.

Thirteenth waved his staff lightly and held it in front of Albus. Our figures were reflected on its bright red
    gem.

“The stones that the Coven’s members wear around their necks all come from this gem. I am able to watch all their
    movements through them. I knew everything—about the beast warrior returning to Zero, and your plan to prohibit
    the use of Magic. And that is how we managed to get here. Is that enough to convince you?”

Albus put her hand to her neck and tore the choker off. She probably felt disgusted, considering she had been
    wearing it for a year.

Albus regarded Thirteenth with uneasy eyes, still in disbelief. “Are you really Him?” she asked. “Did you steal
    the Grimoire of Zero from Zero and spread Magic throughout Wenias?”

“That is correct. I taught Magic to everyone, expecting that some will turn rogue. The Coven of Zero would then
    defeat them and gain the trust of the people as righteous witches. But my plans changed with Solena’s death. The
    Banquet of Retribution turned the Coven of Zero into a symbol of fear and evil, forcing me to take the side of
    righteousness.”

As soon as he mentioned Solena’s death, color returned to Albus’s face, and she glared at Thirteenth with eyes
    full of hatred.

“Yeah, right! You started the plague and set Solena up! Your plans changed? You meant to kill her from the
    start!”

“That is not true, child,” Zero interjected. “The plague was caused by rogue sorcerers who attempted Sorcery, not
    satisfied with Magic alone. Thirteenth was not involved.”

Albus snapped. “Even if he wasn’t, it’s his fault for bringing Magic to Wenias! He incited the revolt! If he
    thinks I’ll let it slide just because he wasn’t directly involved, then he’s dead wrong! Thirteenth killed my
    grandmother!”

“Calm down, kid,” I intervened. “We don’t have time for this right now—”

“What you say is true,” Thirteenth cut me off, raising his hand. His steady gaze bore into Albus. Frightened as
    she was, Albus glared back at the man. “I am sorry,” the sorcerer said.

It was a short, yet sincere apology.

Surprised, Albus closed her mouth, frowning as if trying to hold back her tears.

“Solena was a far wiser witch than I am. Her death changed everything. She chose to die in order to
    change everything. If only I learned of the witch hunt sooner, I could have saved her. Not a day goes by without
    regret tormenting me.”

Pain and regret marred Thirteenth’s face. It was a rare sight for the mostly expressionless man.

Some rogue sorcerers’ failed experiment created a plague. Solena then performed Sorcery to eradicate it, but the
    villagers killed her, believing that she started it.

It was Thirteenth’s only and biggest miscalculation. He did not expect that Solena would sacrifice her own life
    for ordinary humans.

“As Solena’s direct descendant, you have every reason to despise me and kill me. I swear that I will not refuse
    death by your hands. So please, I ask you. Give me a chance to right the wrongs I have done. I need your help.”


“No,” Albus mouthed, but no voice came out.

There was a moment of silence as Thirteenth waited for an objection. He then straightened the hem of his robe and
    fixed his posture. He must’ve realized that the matter had been settled. Returning to his usual authoritative
    self, he asked Albus a question. “How is the Magic circle?”

Albus let out a low grunt. After a long hesitation, she muttered, “It’s not done. I think the circles we’ve drawn
    so far have been erased too. No one wanted to help! They were all for killing Thirteenth, but when I mentioned
    getting rid of Magic, they all got mad…”

“Well it took years for them to learn Magic,” I said. “Of course they wouldn’t agree if you brought it up out of
    the blue without even prior consultation.”

“I know, but…” Albus pouted.

If possessing gunpowder was suddenly banned, I’d probably oppose it too. It took me a good amount of time to
    learn how to use it properly. It was quite handy to have as well.

“But unless Magic is eradicated,” Thirteenth said, “the witches who will come to kill me will be annihilated by
    the blood pact.”

“In that case, why don’t you just leave the kingdom?” Albus said in a daring tone.

Thirteenth let out a heavy sigh. He acted like he was facing a poor student. But unlike Zero, who happily
    explained things, Thirteenth seemed deeply annoyed.

“Who would protect Wenias from the witches if I disappeared?” he said. “Many helpless people will be killed by
    the witches. With no one to stop them, they will succeed in taking over the kingdom, venting their pent-up
    hatred while enraptured by power. Do you believe you have the power to lead them?”

“I don’t…” Albus murmured bitterly. Albus previously admitted that Thirteenth was much more powerful than her.
    She wasn’t stupid enough to say “Yes” here.

“Then our only option is to extinguish Magic,” Thirteenth said. “Make a detailed drawing of the Magic circle on a
    piece of paper. I will then draw it on this land.”

“How are you going to do that?” Albus asked.

“Through an application of summoning. Compared to summoning people, sending out diagrams is nothing.”

“Hey, witch,” I said. “He’s quite, uhh… How do I put it… reliable, isn’t he? If I were a woman, I’d have fallen
    in love with him,” I muttered without thinking.

Zero nodded. “He is a dependable man, if you can trust him. But he is fundamentally untrustworthy.”

Thirteenth looked at Albus’s drawing, and pondered matters over. After a while, he raised his head.

“Wenias is a country surrounded by mountain ranges. We will place five smaller Magic circles in a way that
    surrounds the whole kingdom. They will then be linked together to form a composite Magic circle. I will draw the
    circles, but you, Mooncaller witch, will be the one to control them. The task requires considerable effort. As
    with other witches, you will not be able to perform Magic or Sorcery properly afterwards. Keep that in mind.”


“I-I know that!” Albus said.

“Zero’s negation is the key to the spell.” Thirteenth turned to the witch. “Zero, we need the head of a beast
    warrior.”

I froze. Pooch’s face also went stiff.

“In order to have the demons from the Grimoire of Zero acknowledge the negation, we must summon a high-ranking
    demon who oversees them. But Zero and I spent too much mana in our earlier fight. Without a high-quality
    sacrifice, we will not be able to control the demon.”

“Now wait just a damn minute! You say that like it’s nothing!”

“Yeah!” Pooch exclaimed. “I won’t let you use bro’s head as sacrifice!”

Hey, Pooch. Did you just casually throw me under the carriage? How about I cut your head off right
        here and now instead, you stupid mutt. Thirteenth, however, was looking at me as if to say, “So what?”


No. They all want to use my head.

“Numerous witches and ordinary people will die. If we do not banish Magic in the next few days, the witches that
    gathered to defeat me will commence their attack, causing significant chaos. Unfortunately, mana is not
    something that can be recovered in just a few days.”

“So you want us to die?!” I yelled.

Zero tapped my shoulder. “Calm down, Mercenary. I will not kill you. But I do wish to borrow your body. With your
    head still attached, of course.”

“M-My body?! What are you gonna do with it?!”

“We need only an acknowledgement. Simply summoning the demon to a body and negotiating with it will suffice. This
    also puts less stress on me. As mentioned, of course, a beast warrior’s body is required.”

Summoning a demon to my body? You make it sound like it’s no big deal.

Albus once summoned a demon into her own body to locate Zero. Is that what they’re planning to do? If this is
        a joke, I’m not laughing.

“That is absurd!” Thirteenth cut in. “A demon might gladly enter the body of a beast warrior, but if you fail to
    control it, it will go berserk and destroy the whole kingdom!”

“I will not let it go berserk. I am a Murky Darkness Witch, an extraordinary prodigy begged by demons at a young
    age to make pacts with them without sacrifices. Even in my current state, I can keep a demon in a receptacle in
    check.”

“But—”

“While I love discussions, we do not have time for it at the moment. Let me put it simply, Thirteenth. I will
    never, ever kill Mercenary. I have a contract with him, after all.” Zero flashed the scar on her thumb to me.


Like she said, we didn’t have time. The witches bound by Thirteenth’s Magic. The smoke signals rising all over
    the forest. The sound of footsteps approaching. The enemy was coming with full force, intent on stopping the
    anti-Magic ritual. If we escaped now, riots would ensue all over the kingdom immediately.

The less damage caused, the easier it would be to deal with the aftermath. Now was the only time to perform the
    ritual.

“I know you are scared,” Zero said. “I know I am being unreasonable.” She looked straight at me, her face as
    serious as it could get. “But I ask that you trust me.”

My life was on the line. After mulling it over, I roared, “Hell no!”

Zero was taken aback, her eyes wide open. “D-Do you realize what you are saying? Think about our current
    situation! Even a demon would care more about the world!”

It felt like I heard that line before. Letting out a snort, I looked down on Zero.

“I don’t give a shit about the world. The only one I care about the most is me. And I’m not nice enough to just
    agree to someone’s request. You know that, right, Master?”

For a moment, Zero just stared at my face, befuddled. Then all of a sudden she started cackling.

“I see. Indeed. I am your employer and you are my mercenary. Allow me to rephrase what I said. This is an order!
    Trust me, Mercenary. I will never take your life.”

Folding my arms, I turned my head to the skies. I’m a mercenary. Mercenaries followed their employer’s
    orders, no matter how absurd. So long as I acknowledged them as my employer.

“I can’t really disobey an order, now, can I?” I forced a smile.

I know my face looks stiff right now, but cut me some slack. I’m a coward by nature.
 

Zero gave a gentle smile, and then her face turned grave. “We will now begin the Magic-sealing ritual,” she said.
    “Thirteenth! Put up two wards. A small one to protect us, and one to dispel Magic from this land.” Zero turned
    to Albus. “Child, follow Thirteenth’s instructions.”

“G-Got it!”

“Mercenary, Dog! It seems more guests have arrived. Entertain them. I will put up a small ward that will nullify
    Magic, but it cannot block physical attacks. Sorcery rituals require precision. If I move even a step, it could
    fail. We will be completely defenseless.”

“Guests?”

Before I knew it, we were surrounded by no less than twenty people. There was no chance of escape now. We just
    had to prepare for the worst.

Thirteenth clicked his tongue in resignation. Pooch and I readied our swords. Magic incantations were being
    recited all around us. Yup, I fucking hate sorcerers.

Breathing a sigh, I let out a deafening roar and charged forward with sword in hand.

The ward prevented Magic from reaching the other three, so our target was the bears and wolves being controlled
    by the witches, rushing towards us. They were more terrifying than humans, but killing them was easier.

“Let us begin, Mooncaller, Zero!” Thirteenth said sharply, then drew a circle on the ground with his staff. Five
    circles were joined together by one large circle, just as Albus had drawn. Thirteenth then started mumbling, and
    complex patterns emerged, filling the gaps.

“What? How are you doing that?!” Albus shouted in astonishment. “How can you draw a Magic circle by chanting?!”


I had no knowledge about Sorcery to be shocked like Albus. Even if I did have the groundwork, I wouldn’t be
    surprised, given that everything the sorcerer did seemed out of the ordinary.

Thirteenth completed the small Magic circle in the blink of an eye. He then struck the center hard with his
    staff, and the magic circle expanded, turning into a streak of light that stretched far into the distance.

“I have enlarged the Magic circle to its target size. Your turn, Mooncaller!”

At Thirteenth’s command, Albus quickly dropped to her knees and spread her arms wide.

“Don’t let her chant! Get our reinforcements here, quick!”

Witches all around were screaming for backup. Pooch ran up to me, looking around nervously.

“It’s looking bad, bro. The small fries are retreating.”

As the enemy surrounding us receded like waves, my ears caught a sound. A faint vibration shaking my eardrums
    suddenly changed to an earth-shaking tremor.

It sounded familiar.

“No way… Ebl Boars?! So all of those small fries just now was to buy time for those things?!”

“I hear three sets of footsteps! What do we do, bro? Aren’t mercs experts in scrambles and clever tactics?!”

We were up against three Ebl Boars. To make matters worse, each one of them came from a different direction,
    heading for the three people performing the ritual. We had to take the fight to them, but if Pooch and I left
    our spots, the three witches would be completely vulnerable.

“I’ll kill two of them,” I said. “You stay here to guard them and intercept the last one!”

Without waiting for his response, I darted towards the sound of footsteps. Climbing up the nearest tree, I waited
    on the branches for the footsteps to charge past me. When the time was right, I jumped near the Ebl Boar’s
    snout. It tried to shake me off, so I tied a rope around its mouth and pulled on it with all my might.

“Stay put and go somewhere else!”

Screeching, the Ebl Boar reared wildly and changed course. Up ahead was the other Ebl Boar. What would happen if
    an Ebl Boar, a creature capable of toppling large trees with its charge, rammed another Ebl Boar from the side?


Right before the collision, I jumped off the creature’s snout and rolled on the ground. A loud boom echoed, like
    a boulder crashing on another boulder, followed by silence. I picked myself up. The two Ebl Boars had fainted,
    foam bubbling around their mouths. Although they didn’t suffer fatal injuries, they would be out cold for a
    while. Their fat must make them incredibly tough.

“I don’t have time to finish them off.”

They looked delicious, but now was not the time to think about food. I hurried back to the Magic circle, where I
    crashed into Pooch as he tanked the Ebl Boar’s charge.

“That fuckin hurts, you fucking mutt! You can’t even deal with one boar?!”

“Cut me some slack! They may be amateurs, but there’s at least twenty of them! There’s no way I can deal with
    them and the Ebl Boar at the same time! I’m not a fighter, okay?!”

Is this all a former knight is capable of? Shouldn’t have expected much.

The last boar was a seasoned fighter. Judging from its crushed left eye, it was probably the same Ebl Boar that
    Albus sicked at me and Zero.

It’s been a while. It didn’t bother waiting for introductions. The creature charged straight at us.

“Go for the leg! I’ll take the right one, you take the left! Go, Pooch!”

“I’m a wolf, for fuck’s sake!”

Albus’s voice echoed in the sky at the same time. “Earth, water, fire, wind, and heaven. O’ blessed rulers of
    this world, o’ the ever-changing, the constant, and the flowing ones.”

Her voice was warm and relaxing, holding a sense of solemnity that was out-of-place in this field of battle.

I didn’t know she could sound like this. She always talked with a high-pitched voice.

Lowering my body, I darted forward and severed the Ebl Boar’s leg. The creature fell on its back, squealing. A
    Beastfallen’s raw power and the Ebl Boar’s forward momentum were enough to cut through hard bones. I put my
    sword to the boar’s heart and thrust it deep. The tip cut through the thick fat and hard muscle, reaching and
    piercing its beating heart.

After a long and resounding screech, the Ebl Boar drew its last breath.

“For as long as I live, as long as his strength lasts, accept our power unto you!”

Albus prostrated herself. After a beat, something terribly hollow and blurry appeared around her. It appeared to
    be human.

“What is that?” I asked.

“A spirit that rules the land of Wenias,” Pooch answered, wiping away the blood from his sword. “Well, sorcerers
    call all supernatural creatures demons. Anyway, we successfully fended them off. We won, bro.”

Relieved from the ritual’s success, Albus looked at Thirteenth, her face beaming with pride. Thirteenth, who had
    been protecting her and Zero inside the circle, held her gaze, his face expressionless as always. But he did
    give a nod, which was probably his way of showing the greatest compliment.

Zero raised her arms and shouted. Compared to Albus, her voice was much more firm and intense.

“O’ king of demons, descend upon the body of this beast, and heed my call!”
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Zero’s voice echoed in the back of my head. My blood burned, as if boiling, followed by a headache so
    excruciating I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I crumbled to the ground in pain.

“I hereby declare! From now until eternity, with all my power, I negate the use of every kind of Magic to anyone
    who steps foot on this land!

There was silence for a moment.

“Grant me power! For I am Zero!”

My breathing stopped. I clawed the ground, writhing in intense pain. A ferocious beast rushed past me, charging
    towards Zero with fangs bared.

Shit. Zero’s in danger.

I somehow managed to turn my head, and what I saw was the beast being crushed and blown away.

The pain suddenly receded. My senses were dulled. A thick, viscous sensation washed over me, and I couldn’t see.


Darkness.

My consciousness faded. Far away. Somewhere.

“Granted. It has been too long, my beloved—” said a voice.
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Chapter 7: Magic License

    I woke up and found myself on a bed. My body felt heavy, as if I was tied down, but I somehow managed to lift it
    up, and the first thing I saw was Zero seated deeply on a chair, reading a book.

“I see you are awake,” she said. “Good. How do you feel?”

“Feels like a demon possessed me.”

Zero laughed. “I think your body was highly compatible with the demon, but it did return it quite willingly. You
    were asleep for three days. The people have already learned that the evil witches have been purged from the
    kingdom, and a national festival has begun. You should have seen the look on those rogue sorcerers when they
    lost their Magic. It was marvelous.”

I see. Must’ve been a tragic sight.

“Some desperate people must have gone wild,” I said.

“Struggle as they might, they are mere ordinary humans. Dog was surprisingly helpful, too. The problem is the
    smart ones who will realize that they can still use Magic outside of Wenias. Those who will discover that they
    can simply create their own Magic and start studying will become headaches as well.”

Right. The disappearance of Magic was only temporary, and limited only to Wenias. From now on, all kinds
    of witches from around the world would use all their knowledge to create new Magic spells.

It sounded like a total pain in the neck. Wenias had Thirteenth and Albus, but the world was a big place, most of
    it defenseless against Magic. What happened in Wenias might happen everywhere, perhaps even more tragic.

“The child is going to train a subjugation force to handle the troublesome bunch. She will select those with
    aptitude on Magic, teach them Sorcery as a formal branch of learning, and then Magic. Wenias will support the
    education as well. In the end, Thirteenth’s plan came to fruition: the world’s first nation of sorcerers has
    been born.”

“A nation of sorcerers, eh? Has quite the terrifying ring to it. Where’s Thirteenth right now?”

“In the dungeon, waiting for his execution.”

I looked at Zero in shock. It was too much of a joke for someone who just woke up.

“That is what it will look like, at least. Of course, it will only be for show. It will be his final performance
    as the jester who played the role of a righteous sorcerer and instigated the war between the witches and the
    kingdom. The citizens have learned that Thirteenth was the mastermind behind everything that happened. The
    official story is that the child defeated him.”

“I see… Creating a common enemy and setting up a stage for coexistence.”

Letting out a sigh, I turned my gaze to the ceiling. By knowing that Thirteenth planned everything, that they
    were all deceived by a single person, it would be easier for the humans who burned the innocent Solena to death
    and the witches who rebelled to take that first step to reconciliation.”

“Thirteenth the evil sorcerer, and the great Solena’s granddaughter who thwarted his plans. What a beautiful
    story. It will go down in history for sure.”

“The child had mixed feelings about it, though, considering Thirteenth helped quell the chaos.”

Chuckling, Zero quietly closed the book and offered me a cup of water. As I gulped it down, she sat down on the
    bed.

“Good morning, Mercenary. I am glad you are safe.”

“Uh, yeah…”

“Anyway, we have a problem… I finally retrieved the grimoire.”

“That’s great. Now you can make me human—”

“I cannot do that anymore.”

Did I just hear that right? Probably not. Please tell me I got that wrong.

“My battle with Thirteenth, and my banishing Magic in a wide area completely consumed my otherwise endless pool
    of mana. It will take a while for it to recover.”

Aw, shit. I wasn’t hearing things. I buried my head into my hands.

“If you were like Pooch, who willingly accepted a beast’s soul into his body, I could turn you into a human
    easily even in my current state. But for those who are born as beast warriors, the fusion between the human soul
    and the beast’s soul is strong. Separating them requires a considerable amount of power. On top of that,
    summoning a demon unto your body had strengthened said fusion.”

“Strengthened?! Is that all you have to say about it?! Who the hell do you think summoned that damned demon into
    me?!”

“I, too, am terribly disappointed. While you were asleep, I tried various things, but at best all I could do was
    remove your fur. That was a nightmare. I hurriedly put it all back.”

“What the fuck did you do while I was out?!”

“It was not on purpose. I asked Thirteenth as well, but he has used up most of his mana too.”

“Okay. All right. Let’s be realistic here. How long will it take for your mana to recover? A month? A year?”

Zero averted her gaze and looked the other way, as though feigning ignorance, then gave a strong nod.

“I do not know,” she said.

“Bullshit! What about our contract?!”

“I did not say I will not pay you. I am simply asking you to wait a little.”

“Even the most honest lender wouldn’t agree to that!”

“Calm down. All you have to do is be my bodyguard for a little while longer, which is easier to do with your
    current body. I find your current form adorable as well. It feels nice and warm to sleep in your fur. Above all,
    in your current form, you will not have anyone to talk to but me. That way, I will not be lonely as well.”

Wow. The audacity. Not even guilty at all.

I glanced at Zero through the gap between my fingers.

Such a stunning beauty had been sleeping here in this room, waiting for me to wake up. There were blankets and
    such scattered around the chair she was sitting on. Damn it, me. Stop feeling happy about it!

“You said bodyguard? Are you going somewhere?”

“I plan to. I have lived in the cellar for too long. I heard about a tree made of gemstones, a river that flows
    through the skies, fish swimming in the sand, birds that eat lightning. I wish to see such things. But it is
    dangerous for a witch to travel alone, times as they are.”

The familiar line made me laugh. Damn it. How stupid.

Well… Mercenaries were soldiers of fortune. We worked for anyone as long as we got paid. Being a witch’s
    bodyguard should be a little better than going around killing people on the battlefield. Above all, the contract
    between me and Zero was still in effect until she turned me back into a human—even if the wounds on our thumbs
    were completely healed. There was only one answer.

I scratched the back of my head. “So, what do I get in return?” I asked.

 

“Mercenary! Zero!” Albus called. “Thirteenth is so fussy about the “performance”. Like what to say when he’s
    being burned, or something about the setting.”

I was asleep for three days, so naturally I was extremely hungry. The dish prepared for me was none other than
    the huge Ebl Boar, roasted whole at that.

Much bigger than the average human being, the roasted meat sitting at the center of the table was nothing short
    of spectacular. Me, Pooch, Zero, and Albus dined around it. Thirteenth was in the dungeon, still as
    authoritative as always, it seemed.

I dug into my food while listening to Albus’s complaints and Zero’s laughter. As expected from a high-class
    ingredient, the meat was incredibly tender, the sweetness of the fat filling my mouth as I bit into it. The meat
    around the bone was exquisite and rich in flavor.

“No need to be so annoyed,” Zero said. “When it comes to manipulating the hearts of men, there is no one as good
    as Thirteenth. He is trying to hand over Wenias to you in the best way possible. Think of it as a lesson in how
    to seize people’s hearts. You will, after all, carry this kingdom on your shoulders as a Mooncaller witch.”

“What? If I took lessons from that guy, I’ll turn into someone crafty and gloomy.”

“You’ve always hated studying,” Pooch said, reminiscing about the past. “Solena didn’t know what to do with you.”


Then he suddenly yelped and fell from his chair. Albus apparently pulled his tail. He got his fur back, thanks to
    Zero’s Magic, but he was still as pathetic as always.

Chuckling, Zero nibbled away at some ribs, just like I did.

A week later, when I could finally move around properly, Zero and I decided to leave. Thirteenth was burned at
    the stake, and Albus was fully recognized by the people of Wenias as the head of the Flame of Solena, a
    state-sanctioned coven of sorcerers.

The sun had just risen, and we were in the outskirts of Plasta.

We needed to sneak Thirteenth out, so we went out into the forest, where there was no sign of people. The air in
    the early-morning, damp forest was refreshing.

“No! Don’t go!” Albus cried, clinging to my waist. “You can stay here!”

Pooch managed to calm her down, and pulled her away. It looked like we could leave without much delay.

“Come and visit us soon, okay? I’d love to come with you, but I’m a Mooncaller witch…” She was still crying.

I patted her on the head and said, “Soon.”

She seemed to have completely forgotten that she attacked me for my head as soon as she found me. Not that I was
    still mad about it. I had mixed feelings.

The knowledge that Solena tried to cure the plague spread far and wide across Wenias, and the fear and prejudice
    against witches vanished in a blink of an eye.

There was a groundwork for coexistence to begin with. The people readily accepted Albus as a righteous sorcerer.
    Perhaps it was their way of atoning for killing Solena under false charges. There might be some minor problems
    left, but for now, the witches’ uprising in Wenias was as good as settled.

From now on, only witches with Albus’ permission could practice Magic through a so-called Magic licensing system.
    The plan was for the new state sorcerers to hunt down the witches who had fled outside the kingdom.

Under the pretext of investigation, we were issued a special permit by Wenias, allowing us to enter and exit any
    country with a certain degree of freedom. Wenias was a kingdom that flourished as a stopover point for
    international transportation. As such, it had some power when it came to entering other nations.

Thirteenth would be returning to Moonsbow Forest, bringing witches who revered him as a teacher as his
    apprentices. The fact that Thirteenth’s burning at the stake was merely for show was known only to three people,
    and they were quietly waiting for Thirteenth somewhere far.

Zero said he would still be watching Wenias for any witch uprising, and support Albus as much as possible from
    afar.

From now on, witches would be called Mages, the reason being, using a gender neutral term would help prevent
    misunderstandings. However, getting rid of terms like “witch” and “sorcerer” would not be easy. In any case, if
    they could use Magic, they would be called a Mage, regardless of gender.

“Zero. You really have no intention of returning to the cellar with me?” Thirteenth asked.

I was carrying a ridiculously heavy bag packed with Zero’s food.

“None,” she answered. I am going with Mercenary.”

“Zero, I—”

Thirteenth was about to speak, when Zero quietly hushed him, putting her finger on his chest. “I am leaving this
    place, Thirteenth.”

Zero then turned her back and started walking. I followed her when something pulled me.

“What?” I turned around and found Albus’s face close. I felt something touch my lips.

“You bastard!” Pooch screamed. “How dare you lay a hand on the young lady! I don’t care if you’re a bro, I won’t
    let you get away with it!”

“Huh? What? No, wait! I-I don’t even know what the hell—”

Laughing, Albus turned around and sprinted away, leaving behind a confused me and a furious Pooch. With Zero
    already far ahead, I couldn’t chase after the girl.

“Ah, damn it! I don’t know what the fuck happened, but it’s not my fault!” I yelled as I chased after Zero.

What the hell happened? Why? For what? Covering my mouth, I caught up to Zero. I felt a little awkward,
    so I walked half a step behind her.

“You and the lass kissed,” Zero said.

I nearly collapsed to my knees. I tried to look calm, but inside I was screaming. So that was a kiss. That
        fucking kid stole my first?!

“No, we didn’t.” I lied. Technically, she kissed me.

“No, you did.”

“How can you know that?! You weren’t even watching!”

“I am a witch, Mercenary.”

It didn’t make sense, but it was strangely convincing, nonetheless.

I scratched the back of my neck and mumbled for a while. “Wh-What about you?” I turned to a completely different
    subject. “That was too quick. I thought you wanted to be with Thirteenth. Isn’t that why you followed him all
    the way to Wenias?”

“Really?” she muttered, shooting a glance at me. “Well, circumstances have changed. Me and Thirteenth had been a
    pair for a long time. But that is only because I had no one else but him. Now, I have you.”

“Y-You don’t care about an o-old friend?” I asked in a criticizing tone, trying to hide my embarrassment.

Zero chuckled. “That is what witches and sorcerers are like, basically. Perhaps living too long numb their
    emotions. Otherwise, I would not have been able to forgive Thirteenth that easily after killing my mentor and
    comrades.”

“So you forgave him?”

“I am not certain. I may have not been angry to begin with. As Thirteenth said, most of the witches in the cellar
    were dysfunctional. They were nothing but breathing corpses, waiting and dreaming of death’s sweet repose. I
    disliked that, and Thirteenth broke us free. I believe he gave them a peaceful death. It was most likely his way
    of showing respect.”

Zero turned her gaze to the distant sky, looking nostalgic. There was nothing tragic in her voice or expression.


I don’t think I’ll ever understand the feeling of wanting to be freed from life.

“Do you think I am coldhearted?”

“Of course not. I’m a mercenary, you know. I’ve been covered in blood from head to toe a long time ago. I’m not a
    saint. I have no right to criticize others’ morals.”

“Then why did you defend Thirteenth? My killing Thirteenth would not have posed any sort of problem for you.”

“Well…”

I didn’t have an actual reason in mind. My body just moved on the spur of the moment. I just thought I couldn’t
    let him get killed there, especially not at the hands of Zero.

Then all of a sudden I found my answer. At the same time, an indescribable, complicated feeling welled up within
    me. Coming up with a reason for your actions after the fact didn’t sound right. Regardless, I was sure of it.


“You were in love with Thirteenth, weren’t you? You even said that all you wanted was for him to come back.”

Her last colleague and brethren. Thinking back, there was something special in her voice whenever she talked
    about him. I glanced at Zero, wondering if she would deny it or not, and found her frowning at me.

“What?” I said.

“You seem to have misunderstood something, Mercenary.”

“Misunderstood what?”

“Thirteenth is my older brother.”

I was so surprised that I thought my eyes would quite literally pop out of their sockets.

Thirteenth is her brother?

“Yeah, right! You don’t even look alike! Besides, you never mentioned—”

“I am certain I told you that he is a brethren of mine.”

She did. Brethren could mean brother, but people generally used it to mean a comrade. How could she have possibly
    expected me to get that she meant actual brother?

“Thirteenth was actually quite the handsome man envied by demons. He offered his beauty when he summoned a
    high-ranking demon.”

“Can you actually offer beauty?”

“Yes. He did so, and became like that. Hmm, I see. So you thought you had to stop me from killing the one I
    loved.”

I grimaced. I couldn’t help but cringe when she said it out loud.

“You risked your life for me. For my mind, something that is intangible.”

“My body just moved, okay? I didn’t really think that much about it.”

“Did you fall for me?”

“Hell no!”

I think. No, definitely not.

“You are one stubborn fellow. What if I told you I have fallen in love with you? What would you do?”

“Tough luck, then. I hate witches.” I stuck my tongue out.

Zero blinked repeatedly, then gave a chuckle. “As cold as always, I see. My beauty does not even sway you. When
    you came crashing through the tower’s ceiling, I made a decision.”

“What kind of decision?”

“I am thinking of turning you into my servant.”

I stopped in my tracks and looked at Zero. “What?”

“I am saying that I will bind you to me through your name and make you mine, and mine alone, forever. Now give me
    your name!”

Zero looked at me with a perfect smile that would make all the royalties and nobles of the world bow down to her.
    I gently averted my gaze from that smile.

And ran as fast I could. Yeah, fuck witches. They’re too terrifying.

“Come back here, Mercenary! Being a servant has its benefits! And I take good care of my servants! Get back here!
    Do not make me run! You are making me sweat!”

“Like I care! How about you use your powers to fly?!”

“I cannot possibly cast such a— Ugh.”

Zero gave a yelp as she tripped and rolled across the ground.

I rushed back to her. “You idiot! I bet you haven’t had decent exercise in centuries. You can’t just run while
    talking. You might bite your tongue, and—”

Before I could finish, Zero’s arms extended and coiled around my neck. “I got you now, Mercenary,” she said,
    snickering. It was all an act, apparently.

Damn it. She got me. Why did I even come back for her? I’m so stupid.

“Mercenary, your name.”

“Not tellin’.”

“Shall I tell you my name?”

“I don’t give a shit about your name.”

“Do you not want to be mine?”

“I’m already your mercenary anyway.”

Letting out a sigh, I lifted Zero up.

“Hmm…” she mused, sounding both convinced and not at the same time. Resting her head on my shoulder, she looked
    at the sky. It was a clear blue as always.

“Mercenary.”

“What is it, Witch?”

“I am glad you are a beast warrior. You despise witches, so beauty does not captivate you. I find it infuriating,
    yet extremely pleasant at the same time. You are my first and only friend.”

Friend, huh? Same goes for me. Not a bad feeling, actually.

I cleared my throat and looked up at the sky. “Well, I wish you were human.”

“Then I would have been an ordinary girl, and you would have scared me off. In fact, I would be long dead.”

I suppose. What if I wasn’t a Beastfallen? What if Zero wasn’t a witch?

Had we met as ordinary humans, we would’ve gone our separate ways immediately. That is why I called her Witch,
    and she called me Mercenary.

“I guess being a Beastfallen for a while won’t be so bad.”

“I am glad you agree.” Zero smiled.

The sky above was a clear blue, the road ahead long. For someone who had been wandering the world in search of
    fields of battle, I couldn’t imagine what lay at the end of this road.

Zero probably felt the same. She was eagerly studying the map, her eyes even more childlike than Albus, making me
    forget about Thirteenth’s parting words to me.

 

If Zero came to detest this world, everything will perish. Keep that in mind.

 

I shook my head to get rid of his lingering voice.

It was too late now, anyway.

Ten years had passed since Thirteenth brought Magic to Wenias. It was safe to assume that the knowledge had
    spread beyond the kingdom. Zero had to be there. Thirteenth understood, which was why he let her go.

Zero would protect the world from Magic, and I would protect her from the world. That should work for now. I
    tried to ignore the cruel fact that she was much more powerful than me.

Me and Zero.

I don’t know how long this relationship will last.

So yeah, perhaps this distance between us was just the right amount.
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