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Zero's Mercenary (Second Half)

“You always want a reason, Mercenary,” she said with a somewhat troubled expression.

I blinked.

A memory. From when, I couldn’t remember.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you not remember? When we first met, you asked me why I chose you.”

“I mean, you also asked me why I hate witches.”

Zero smiled. “Do you remember the conversation we had that day?”

“How can I forget?”

Zero was like a rock that came crashing into my life in a rockslide. It was like strolling down a road, when suddenly a huge boulder fell out of nowhere, forcing me to run at full-speed nonstop on an unfamiliar path.

“You were the one who crashed on me, though,” Zero said.

“I told you to stop reading my mind.”

“And I told you I am simply reading your expression.”

After repeating the conversation for the umpteenth time, Zero and I shrugged.

“Of course, I have many questions, too,” Zero went on. “I even ask for reasons. But there is one crucial difference between you and me.”

“What would that be?”

“You need a reason for affection. Why do I want to be with you? Why do I want to talk to you? Why do I want to protect you?”

“Well…”

“And why do I like you?”

I shut my mouth.

“Why, Mercenary? Why do you seek reasons for affection? I question animosity. Why hate me? Why attack me? Because if I learned the reasons why, I could find a way to improve myself. But does affection need a reason? Is there a point in learning why?”

I was at a loss for words. I frowned, still silent.

Zero leaned on my back. “I think one reason is enough to dislike a person. But when it comes to liking someone, the reasons can be complicated. I love your fur, but that does not mean anyone who has fur will do. I love your cooking, but that does not mean I will choose anyone to be my bodyguard simply because they can cook. Let me ask you instead.”

“Ask me what?”

“Why do you like me?”

I almost reflexively said, “I don’t like you,” but I thought better of it. But admitting it plainly was kind of irritating.

“Well, I don’t dislike you,” I murmured.

“You are such a stubborn man. Then let me rephrase my question. Why do you not dislike me?”

“I’ve told you before. To me, you’re a harmless witch.”

“Why do you think that? Why am I harmless to you?”

At this point, I had no idea what to say.

Zero’s weight on my back, her body heat, her familiar sweet scent. Why did they make me feel so comfortable? Why didn’t I think of her as a dangerous witch?

Because she had never betrayed me? Not a good enough reason. My instincts told me she was not dangerous? I had no idea how effective a Beastfallen’s instincts were against witches.

“So you do not know?”

“Nope. I have no idea.”

Many times I asked Zero why, and each time, she came up with reasons to convince me, but now that she was asking me why, I couldn’t give an answer.

“Then there is no clear reason,” she said. “You should be familiar with the feeling. You like your knife, pot, clothes, armor, for no particular reason.”

“But people and things are different.”

“Not that much. You forget, Mercenary. I am your pillow, and you are my bed. We are each other’s favorite object, and for no particular reason.”

“So you’re staying with me because you like me as a bed?”

“Perhaps. Is that not enough for you? If I lose you, I will never have a peaceful slumber. That is why you are precious to me. What could be a clearer reason than that? Do you not feel the same way?”

“How?”

“If you lose me, you will no longer be able to sleep peacefully. After all, I am the finest and most harmless hug pillow there is.”

Zero put all her weight on my back, swinging her legs.

I couldn’t remember the rest of the conversation.

But I remembered being strangely relieved to learn that you don’t need reason for affection.
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Chapter 1: Reason

In the morning, a wild rapping at the door echoed throughout the whole room, accompanied by an endless demand to open it.

He had been screaming all night, showing no signs of exhaustion. Heaving a sigh of both admiration and exasperation, Secrecy strolled out of his room.

Three days had passed since he found Mercenary in the woods and brought him back to town. As soon as Mercenary realized that he had turned human, he fainted and was asleep for a while, but when he woke up, he insisted he would go after Zero—he would not back down.

Secrecy had no choice but to lock the man in his room. Now he was causing a ruckus. They were only borrowing a room in the Knight Templar’s barracks. Secrecy felt terribly ashamed at all the noise. He did, however, feel a little better when he recalled that the one who drove Mercenary and Zero out of town was Orlux, a knight.

“Father.” As he approached Mercenary’s room, Lily’s anxious voice greeted him. She had been sitting in front of the room for a while.

“What are you doing here?” Secrecy asked.

“I don’t know. But I’m worried.”

“That’s very kind of you. Please step back,” he whispered so the Mercenary would not hear. “I’m opening the door.”
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Lily sprang to her feet, took the basket of bread and water that Secrecy had in his hand, and retreated to the wall.

Regripping his staff, Secrecy placed a hand on the wooden door; it was shaking from Mercenary’s repeated banging.

The moment it opened, the momentum sent the man tumbling out to the hallway. He tried to run away, but Secrecy tripped him with his staff and dragged him back into the room. Lily followed close, shutting the door tight behind her.

Pushing Mercenary back into the middle of the room, the priest let out a sigh. “I don’t know how you can keep it up without even taking a break. Beastfallen or human, I guess your ridiculous energy remains the same.”

Mercenary spit on the floor. “So you’re locking me up? I’m human now, so can’t you treat me like one?” His voice was filled with malice, hatred, sadness, despair, and frustration—how he could put all those emotions in his voice, Secrecy did not know.

Thinking back, he was a Beastfallen who spoke in a very gentle manner. When Secrecy first met Mercenary in Akdios, he thought the Beastfallen was a serious threat to the saint, but at the same time, he could not turn a blind eye to the humanity in him.

If asked which one he felt posed a threat to his life, the Beastfallen Mercenary or the human Mercenary, Secrecy would definitely choose the latter, despite the man possessing only half his power from when he was a Beastfallen.

“I told you,” Secrecy said, “we’re doing this precisely because you’re human. It’s to protect you. You know nothing about the human body. If you walk out in this cold without the right outfit, you will freeze to death, and if you are attacked like you always have been, you will die instantly.”

“I know that—”

Secrecy raised his staff and struck Mercenary on the face. Grunting, Mercenary staggered wildly and sank down on the floor, holding his head.

“I hit you with half of the usual power. Does it hurt? I bet it does. You can’t get up, can you? Of course not. You’re human, after all.”

Mercenary did not answer.

“If I hit you with the usual force, you’d be out cold, or worse, dead. At the very least, you’d be bleeding from a crack on your forehead. That’s what a normal human being is. I know you don’t want to accept it, but if you challenged me head on right now, you would never win.”

“Yeah, I’ll never buy it!”

“And so long as you don’t accept that you’re weak, you’re not leaving this room.”

“Fuck!” Mercenary spat and punched the floor. “Fuck, fuck, fuck! Curse this fucking body!”

There was a crunch, followed by the smell of blood spreading. Mercenary’s hands, the skin and flesh of a fragile human being, worn down from the constant banging on the door and floor, were finally torn. He froze, as if stunned by the fact.

Lily tugged at Secrecy’s clothes. “I’ll, uhh… go get some medicine and bandages.”

“You don’t have to. A little injury should quiet him down. Maybe I should just break his leg. He must learn how fragile the human body is.”

Secrecy pointed his staff at Lily. Realizing what he meant, the girl hung the basket of bread onto the staff. Keeping a short distance away, the priest silently set the basket down in front of Mercenary.

“Now that you’re human, you can’t be as careless with your body as you were when you were a Beastfallen. If you neglect your wounds, they will not heal, and if you do not eat, they will heal more slowly. Without medicine, you will suffer from pain, or worse, fever. You are now learning your own weaknesses, which other humans have been aware of since they were babies. It’s what you always wanted.”

“I didn’t want this!” he vehemently denied.

While Mercenary was down on the floor, his head hanging low, Secrecy hit him with reality. “But you made a contract with Zero, didn’t you? In exchange for guarding her, you asked her to make you human. And Zero fulfilled the contract. It’s a good thing Zero is an upright witch.”

“No! Stop! I… We…”

“It’s high time you stopped dreaming. You know how powerful a witch Zero is. You’re like the typical foolish man. Chasing a beautiful woman’s behind, believing she needs you. Utterly pathetic.”

Zero and Mercenary were merely parties bound by a contract, nothing more, nothing less. There was no bond or affection between them, much less love. It was odd to assume that there was such a thing between them at all.

When Zero left Mercenary, Secrecy couldn’t help but feel relieved, knowing he was right.

“Are you crying?” Lily gasped.

With his eyes covered by a leather patch, the priest could not see what Mercenary looked like. But by the way he breathed, he could imagine what kind of miserable face he was making.

“No! Stay away, squirt!”

Ignoring his threats, Lily rushed to Mercenary’s side. She lifted her skirt and wiped his face. He still had the sense not to drive her away.

Even though he had become human, in the eyes of a small Beastfallen like Lily, Mercenary was a big enough man; if he hit her, it would definitely hurt.

“Damn it! Where did this come from?! I’ve never shed a single tear in my entire life. How do you stop this?!”

“I don’t know,” Lily said. “I’ve never cried before, either. Oh, but Father might have.”

“Don’t look at me,” the priest said. “A grown man usually doesn’t cry.”

“R-Really?!”

He was lying, of course. Secrecy had long since forgotten what tears were. He had forgotten how to cry, so he didn’t know how to stop oneself from crying either. Watching the sobbing Mercenary, he couldn’t help but wonder how much of a monster he himself had become.

Mercenary spilled out the humanity within him. He expressed his anger and hurt. He cried.

Good. Cry it out, Secrecy thought.

If the wound in his heart had been deep enough to make him emotionless, Mercenary might have taken his own life. But Secrecy could tell he did not wish to die, despite being swept up in his raging emotions as he desperately tried to go after Zero.

What Mercenary needed right now was composure. Someone must hold this man down, even if he ended up despising him for it, lest he raced out of town, driven mad by his emotions, and losing his life in the process.

No one was a better fit for the job than Secrecy.

“The Director told me that it’s rather amazing that you can move that much so soon after becoming human.”

“Then let me out!”

“So it’s possible that you’re forcing your body. We’ll be monitoring you for three more days. We will be traveling to Wenias without Zero. We need you to be able to move, at least to the point where you can’t slow us down.”

“You don’t get to decide for me! I’m not going back to Wenias!”

“Then we’ll have to tie you up. Her Excellency wants everyone evacuated, even criminals. Lily.”

“Yes?” Lily jumped to her feet. Concerned about Mercenary, who still hadn’t figured out how to stop crying, she followed Secrecy out the room.

A couple of people were waiting outside. Gemma, Captain of the Knights Templar, and Gouda the Dragon Slayer King. It was an odd combination, but their no-nonsense personalities made them a good match.

“How’s Mercenary doing?” Gemma asked.

“He punched the door and the floor so hard that he crushed the flesh on his knuckles. It should calm him down a little.”

Gemma turned pale. “Th-That sounds serious! Did you treat it?”

“No. He’ll just start punching the door again anyway.”

“But still…”

“Wouldn’t it be better to just tie him up?” Gouda said. He meant well, but Gemma shot him a glare. “It’s the best option,” he added. “It’s not that uncommon to restrain prisoners who are out of control.”

“Mercenary is not a prisoner!”

The priest shrugged. “Please calm down. The Dragon Slayer King has a point, Captain Gemma.”

“But—”

“However, I want to get him used to moving in a human body as soon as possible. There’s no point in tying him up. I don’t think we need to worry about him committing suicide, so we’ll just have to monitor him for now.”

The priest’s explanation silenced them. They were both concerned about Mercenary’s safety.

“It would be best if we could keep an eye on him at all times, but we have to prepare for the trip to Wenias. We don’t have the manpower for a rampaging idiot.”

“Me! Me!” Lily exclaimed. “I can watch him!”

“We can’t entrust that job to you. You can’t stop him without killing him.”

Any human Lily bit would inevitably die of a disease.

“I won’t bite him,” she said, dejected.

“And if you don’t bite, you’re powerless. The cold has killed off all the rats, so you can’t count on your friends for help. Just keep quiet and act charming or something.”

Lily let out a downhearted whimper.

“Well, for the manpower issue,” Gouda cut in, his frown deepening, “you should show a little remorse. You rendered the Captain of the Noble Guards useless and turned his men into potential enemies. They’re acting obedient on the surface, but deep inside…”

“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that the prince of a fallen nation knows the inner workings of the minds of the defeated.”

“I’m not taking the bait, priest. If you want to vent your frustration, do it somewhere else.”

“It was a compliment. I’m actually curious about the movements of the Noble Guards. They’re like insects under a rock.” The priest turned to Gemma. “Captain.”

She nodded. “We’ve been keeping a close eye on them as well, but we’re not familiar with the area. We can’t completely exclude them from the mission either. If I’m being completely honest, I’m not sure we have complete control over them.”

“We must remain steadfast. We’ll be traveling with those troublemakers and we need to protect the powerless along the way. What’s more, we don’t have Zero to escort us. Our journey back will be much more difficult than when we came.”

The situation was unbearably harsh; death seemed to be just around the corner, waiting.

Secrecy heaved a sigh, unable to bear the weight of his words. “Nevertheless, we must return alive. The Church is an organization that was founded to counter the power of demons. Her Excellency wishes to protect the people. Surely, God will bless the journey.”

Just like Secrecy, Gouda and Gemma were followers of the Church, the latter having served the Church for even longer. That’s why Secrecy’s words brought a bitter smile to their faces.

A lone witch founded the organization they served. The God that the Church worshiped was no more than a type of demon. Knowing all that, what exactly did God’s blessing mean at this point?

“I still can’t believe that Lady Zero betrayed us,” Gemma said. “I’m not a good judge of character but I still thought she was trustworthy.”

“Witches are skilled at deceiving people. Or perhaps she was on our side until she changed her mind at some point. That kind of fickleness is very typical of a witch. I’m not surprised at her betrayal.”

“That’s an adjudicator for you. You’re dauntless.”

Gemma shook her head and straightened her posture. “The priest is right. There’s no point in thinking about what we lost. We still have to do our jobs either way.”

“Yes,” Gouda agreed with a frown. “My head hurts just thinking about what needs to be done. I’m glad Her Excellency is a wise woman. I may doubt the Church’s God, but I can fight for her.”

“Vice Captain Leyland is also a capable man. I’ve talked to the Director a bit. The journey might not be that harsh. We can avoid the demons’ powers to some extent, at least. The Knights Templar have become accustomed to the monsters prowling about. They should be able to fight them.”

“If push comes to shove, I can take Heath to lure the enemy away. The closer we get to Wenias, the more normal the animals, so we can expect some help from the rats.”

“You can count on me!” Lily, who had been left out of the conversation, jumped up and down with joy when her name was mentioned.

Nodding several times, Secrecy turned his attention to the room that Mercenary was in. The quiet breathing suggested he had gotten tired of causing a scene.

Now if he could just stay put…

After Secrecy and the others returned to their respective jobs, Lily sat down outside Mercenary’s room, listening to what was happening inside.

Pained grunts. The sound of the man rising to his feet. Legs dragging across the floor. Slamming into the wall. The pieces of shattered glass from when he smashed the mirror still lay on the floor; every step he took, there was a clink.

A knock came at the door from inside, and Lily jumped to her feet.

“Is anyone still there?”

“M-Me! Lily!” Lily quickly answered.

“I see,” Mercenary said. He sounded much calmer than before. “Perfect. I was going to call for you.”

“Me? Why?”

“I want something with flavor. This bread doesn’t taste like anything, and it’s so hard. I can’t eat it.”

“O-Okay! I’ll go make lots of yummy food!”

Mercenary laughed. “A little will do. I don’t think I can eat a lot in this body anyway. You know that potato soup I always make? I want that. You can make it to my taste, right?”

Lily felt a stab in her chest. She realized that he was afraid that his sense of taste had changed. Born in a tavern, Mercenary dreamed of one day owning one. He traveled to various countries and towns, learning how to cook various dishes. He felt happy when his traveling companions said his cooking was delicious. But if his taste buds were radically altered, he might never be able to cook properly again.

“Um… It might taste a little different,” Lily said. “And I might not be able to make it as good as yours…”

“That’s fine.”

Lily clenched her fists. “All right! I’ll do it! Just wait. I’ll make it right away!” She scurried off toward the kitchen.

Unfortunately, no one in their right mind would give a rat Beastfallen foodstuffs. While Lily was at a loss, Barcel—Gemma’s attendant—appeared in the kitchen. After listening to what she had to say, he made some accommodations.

Lily thought the man was untrustworthy, but she realized now that he was surprisingly kind. She was simple-minded, indeed.

She was kicked out of the kitchen, so she had to cook over a bonfire in the cold weather. Barcel followed along, watching Lily cook with fascination.

“I’m fine on my own,” Lily said.

“Ah, sorry. I couldn’t help but stare,” Barcel said. “I’m just impressed at how dexterous you are with your tiny hands. Wait, why are you looking at me like that? Why do you always act like I’m some kind of a pervert?!”

“Because you’re dirty.”

“D-Dirty?! I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but I’m an archer, and my job is to blend in with the landscape and shoot my target. If I wore brand-new Knights Templar uniform, I’ll draw attention.”

“Still dirty.”

“I mean, I guess, but still…” Barcel frowned in frustration, and Lily looked away from the man.

Barcel sighed, resigning himself to the ruthlessness that was natural for a young girl of her age—believing that cleanliness and beauty were unconditionally good, while the opposite was bad. Nothing less from the Knights Templar, who saw purity of heart as a virtue.

“Besides, it’s not a good idea to shoo me away, young lady. Delivering food to the merc means you have to open the door. If you’re alone, you won’t be able to stop him if he tries to escape.”

“He won’t escape.”

“After howling all night to let him out?”

“He asked me to cook food for him. If I bring him food, he will eat it. He won’t run away.”

“What I’m saying is, that could be part of his plan.”

“I don’t care, stupid.”

Lily did not think for a moment that Mercenary might be trying to trick her. She refused to listen to Barcel’s words.

The attendant was perplexed. He could just say let her be and leave, but it would be a huge problem if Mercenary actually escaped. Lily would be deeply hurt as well.

Barcel decided that it would be much better to follow Lily and have his heart hurt a little instead. Such was his nature—even when turned away, he stayed.

Lily carried the finished soup, pot and all, and hurried to the mercenary’s room. But the pot full of soup was huge and heavy for the small and weak Lily. In the end, Barcel carried the pot, while she settled for carrying the tableware.

“See? Aren’t you glad I’m here?” Barcel smiled.

Lily gave a reluctant nod. “Still dirty.”

“I washed my hands and face.”

When they removed the latch and opened the door, they found Mercenary sitting quietly on a bed in a room illuminated dimly by a few candles.

“Now that I take a closer look, this place feels like a prison cell,” Barcel said, setting the pot on the table.

“Big brother! Soup’s ready!” Lily climbed up on a chair and served soup into three bowls.

“Hmm? I can have some?” Barcel asked, his face saying he thought he was getting kicked out.

“I really want to,” Lily said. “But I don’t like leaving others out.”

Barcel laughed. “Your benevolence is admirable.” He gave Lily a gentle, casual pat on the head.

Lily scowled, holding her head as she glared at him.

The attendant gave a troubled look. “D-Did I do something wrong? Your head was at the right place. I couldn’t help it.”

“No! You’re not my father!” Lily said. “You make the same face he does, so definitely no!”

“You’re not making any sense! Fine, I’m not doing it again.” Barcel walked up to Mercenary. He actually had business with him. “Here’s some change of clothes and a coat that the priest asked me to get. Your body has shrunk, but you’re still the bigger type. Finding the right fit for you took some work.”

“What’s this?” Mercenary froze after taking a look at the clothes packed in the bag.

“Like I said, a coat. It’s bear fur. The head part is a hood, so it’s pretty warm on its own. I guess it’s also a bit of a joke on you to keep your mind off of things.”

It was a huge black bear skin that could be used as a carpet.

Mercenary ran a hand through its fur. “My fur was much better than this.” He gave a dry chuckle. His casual joke suggested he had calmed down enough.

“The soup’s getting cold!”

Mercenary stood up, pulling the hood over his head. It hid almost his whole face, showing only his mouth. Rather than getting creeped out, Barcel felt relieved. The human face revealed too much. It was better that Mercenary’s face, tight from despair, was hidden from his eyes.

When they sat down at the table, Lily urged Mercenary to try the soup. Besides the fact that his hand was injured from his outburst, Mercenary also couldn’t move his hand well yet. Nevertheless he grabbed a spoon and carefully scooped up the soup. Barcel and Lily watched with bated breath as he put it in his mouth.

Mercenary stopped moving. “I can’t eat with you two staring at me.”

They immediately started on their own bowls. Still, they couldn’t help but stare at the Mercenary’s expression as he brought the soup to his mouth and his throat went up and down.

“H-How is it? Does it taste good?” Wagging her tail uneasily, Lily also looked at Barcel.

“I think it’s just as good as the soup Merc makes,” the attendant said.

“Is this what it usually tastes like?” Mercenary asked.

Lily looked more and more anxious. Mercenary let go of the spoon, picked up the bowl, and gulped its contents down.

“B-Big brother?”

“It tastes a thousand times better than usual. Also, I can handle hot food.”

A bright smile appeared on Lily’s face. “R-Really? Really, really? It tastes good? The food you make is very yummy! Please get better soon so we can cook together. You’re opening a food store in Wenias, right?”

“You can also just keep being a mercenary,” Barcel said. “I’m currently looking for a partner.”

“No! Big brother is opening a store! And I’m gonna help him!”

“Uh, I hate to say this, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for a rat Beastfallen to work in a restaurant. Ow!”

Mercenary hit Barcel with his fist. The attendant cradled his head, regretting his remark.

Lily hung her head down, clearly hurt. “I know that,” she said. “Rat carry diseases. I shouldn’t be eating with you like this. Big brother is now human. He shouldn’t be eating food I made.”

“I, uhh… didn’t mean it that way! It’s just, uhm… general opinion? Like it’ll affect sales…”

“This is your problem, lackey,” Mercenary said. “Wait till the priest hears about this. You’re in for some serious trouble.”

“Wh-Why him?”

“Because he’s acting as the squirt’s guardian. Just imagine what you’d do if someone insults the Captain.” Mercenary shrugged as he poured himself another bowl of soup from the pot.

Barcel turned pale. “I’m dead! Socially killed!”

“Sounds like you’ve done plenty of social killings yourself. But don’t worry, the priest prefers to do his killing physically.”

“Oh, shit! You’re right. I was right there when he crushed Orlux’s knees!” He looked at Lily. “Young lady. Please keep this between us. I’m really sorry!”

“I forgive you,” Lily said magnanimously.

Watching their exchange, Mercenary suddenly gave a soft smile.

“Merc?”

“Nah, it’s nothing. Just thinking how eating warm food and talking like this made me feel a little better.”

Barcel chuckled. “Unfortunately, and fortunately, that’s how humans are. Anyway, that’s good to hear. Everyone’s worried that you’re gonna randomly hang yourself. I’m sure they’ll be very relieved to hear what you just said.”

“Why do you think I’m gonna kill myself?”

“Well, you wanted to charge into hordes of demons in sub-zero temperatures unarmed. It’s only natural to think you’re suicidal.”

Hearing the word “unarmed,” Mercenary shot a glance at the sword propped against the wall. After gulping down another bowl of soup, he stood up and grabbed the sword. It was too big for a human hand.

He couldn’t lift it up with one hand, but he barely managed to do it with both. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like he could swing it around as easily as before.

Sighing, he set the sword back down and rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess I have to get used to this body. I can’t even hold a weapon properly.”

“Even I can’t wield that big a sword,” Barcel said. “I’ll get you a wooden one for training. It’ll be a great help to all of us if you can wield a sword to some extent before we leave.”

“A normal human can ride horses, right?”

“Well, you have to be coordinated. If you fall off a horse, you’ll be badly hurt.”

Barcel glanced at Mercenary’s right hand, sticky with dried blood.

Mercenary raised his right hand to his chest. “I regret my actions, so can I ask for treatment now? The wound opened after lifting the sword.” His voice held the usual lighthearted tone.

Three days passed without incident.

Mercenary had regained his composure, as if his outburst right after he woke up did not happen at all. His steps were still shaky, but he decided to walk around town today as well.

“To be honest, he’s too positive that I’m a little worried,” Gemma told Secrecy with a grim face.

They were in a room in the Knights Templar’s barracks—a conference room for discussing strategies for the journey to Wenias. As the Captain, Gemma was stationed here, while Secrecy frequently visited. Today the priest was summoned by Gemma.

“I’ve heard that he’s been training hard with the sword, exploring the city at night, and enjoying cooking with Lily,” Gemma added. “Considering how disruptive he was on the first day, it’s almost like he’s a different person. I hope he’s not pushing himself too hard.”

A sudden change could be unsettling. Even if it was for the better. Secrecy knew from experience that a sudden favorable change, one with no particular reason, was especially dangerous.

“I did tell him to get used to his human body quickly, but I meant learning how fragile it is,” Secrecy remarked.

“There’s more. He even seems to be interested in the Church’s books that the Director is reading. Imagine that! Mercenary reading is already weird in and of itself, but Church books?”

Mercenary was never a reader. Funny adventure stories were one thing, but him showing interest in technical Church books was nothing short of unsettling.

“Apparently he wants to learn about demons as much as possible for the journey.”

“It’s a commendable mindset, and I don’t think it’s a good idea to stop him when he’s being active. But there’s no guarantee he doesn’t do anything on impulse.”

“Yes.” Gemma felt relieved that the priest agreed with her. “I assigned Barcel to assist him, so I don’t think he’ll do anything reckless, but I thought I’d inform you either way. You seem to have known him for a long time.”

Secrecy gave a shrug. “Not that long,” he corrected. “He’s been avoiding me the past few days.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean it in a bad way!” Gemma quickly shook her head. “It’s just, you can be harsh. You’re the one who locked him up too. He probably finds it hard to look at you. I mean, we’re very grateful that you took on the role of the bad guy…”

“You don’t have to give an honest answer. I was simply joking.”

Gemma looked confused. “I thought Dea Ignis didn’t make jokes.”

“Normally, no. But we’re both a little too tense. I’m sure God will forgive a few jokes. As for which God, I don’t know.”

“As a knight, I can’t let such a joke pass.”

“I wasn’t joking this time.”

Gemma and the priest looked at each other—the priest was wearing a belt over his eyes—and smiled.

Just then, the sound of running turned their attention to the hallway. Secrecy could tell who was coming from the sound of their footsteps. He sensed something terrible.

Barcel coming here in a hurry when he was supposed to be with Mercenary could only mean one thing.

“Apologies for the interruption,” he said. “Uh, Merc’s got into a scuffle with the Noble Guards in the armory.”

“What?! Is he okay?!”

“He’s fine, but I can’t say the same for the other guy. Please come with me.”

Secrecy and Gemma made their way to the armory. Apparently while on the way to the armory to grab a sword for training, a knight from the Noble Guards who happened to be there started lambasting him.

Accordingly, he said, “There’s no weapon for a foul being like you. You might have taken a human form, but you’re not fooling us. We should’ve killed you and the witch, even if it meant ignoring Captain Orlux’s kindness.”

Mercenary snapped and hit the knight. Not accustomed to having a human body meant he had no idea how much power to use. While he was weaker now than when he was a Beastfallen, Mercenary still possessed a physique larger than the average man. If he swung his fist believing that he was a lot weaker now, he could kill someone.

When they arrived at the armory, a horrible scene greeted them. Mercenary was being held down by several people, and a knight was moaning, blood dripping down his face. A crowd of people surrounded them.

“Kill him!” a knight shouted, holding his bloodied comrade in his arms. “Awful things have been happening ever since they arrived! We’ve been doing fine until then. The witch and the Beastfallen brought us misfortune! Kill him now! He’s a monster wearing human skin!”

“Who are you calling a monster, you monster?!” Mercenary shouted back. “You bastards ruined everything! You made her doubt humanity! She thought there was no point in saving the world, because the Church would betray witches again! Why don’t you count the things she’s done for humans?! Now count the things you’ve done to her! If scum like you are humans, then I’d rather be a monster!”

“Kill him and toss him in the woods! That should solve everything. They poisoned Her Excellency’s mind!”

“That’s enough!” Gemma’s roar blew away the heated atmosphere in the armory, ushering in a cold silence. The onlookers opened a path for the Captain. “The Church prohibits lynching, no matter what reason you may have. Barcel, take the injured to the infirmary. I believe there’s a man in our unit who excels in the Chapter of Protection. Even Magic learned to distract them on the trip should ease the pain.”

“Understood!”

“Priest. Take Mercenary to his room and lock him in. Don’t let him out until he’s calmed down.”

“With pleasure.”

The freezing air began to warm up as Barcel and Secrecy followed Gemma’s orders.

“What, no punishment for the monster who hit a knight?!” a Noble Guard cried, his face stern.

Gemma shot him the same stern look. “I understand your concern for your injured comrade, but I have it in good authority that you were the ones who provoked Mercenary. If you have any objections, I’ll listen to the facts of the matter as soon as your friend recovers.”

“This is ridiculous! Far too unfair! The one who struck someone bloody gets no punishment? You’re just going to let him cool his head off? I can’t believe Commander Eudwright sent someone useless as captain of the expedition!”

“I’m saying that a verdict will be handed down after we reach Wenias. We can’t afford any more injuries right now. Nor can we reduce our manpower. It was Her Excellency who decided to take all the people, even criminals, to Wenias. We, the Knights Templar, will abide by her decision and take everyone, including Mercenary and the knight.”

Gemma’s calm response made the knight’s face twist in disgust. “If Captain Orlux was in good health, you wouldn’t be acting like you owned the place. Besides, it was that fucking Dea Ignis guy who injured the Captain! Wenias must have sent you here to create chaos!”

Gemma didn’t know what to say. After Secrecy incapacitated Orlux, Captain of the Noble Guards, the Noble Guards of Knox Cathedral came to despise the knights dispatched from Wenias.

After his knees were crushed, Orlux went to the Bishop to complain about Secrecy, but she brushed him aside. Orlux quickly became depressed as a result, and locked himself in his room, never stepping outside. His followers, having lost their leader, started causing problems all over the place, letting their emotions take over.

The most annoying thing was that the Noble Guards still held considerable influence over the townspeople. On the surface they were silently obeying the Bishop’s orders, preparing for the journey to Wenias, but the dark emotions stirring beneath were slowly showing on the faces of the people.

Everyone was understandably anxious. Suddenly the world was flooded with demons, and just when they thought help had arrived, a witch, an enemy of the Church, was escorting them.

After being forced to abandon their familiar hometown, Captain Orlux was harmed by Dea Ignis, sending the town’s trusted guards into shambles. Without the Bishop, who had the absolute trust of the people, they would have long since fallen into a state of panic.

The worst possible scenario was even likely to happen: Knights Templar and the Noble Guards killing each other, dragging the civilians into the conflict.

The smartest thing to do was not to criticize Orlux for expelling Zero and Mercenary. And after what he did just now, executing Mercenary would be the best option, like how the Church once declared witches to be evil and burned them to death to calm the masses.

 

“It does not look very good,” Leyland Tanger, Vice Captain of the Knights Templar’s Northern Expeditionary Force, muttered gravely as he stopped writing. “To them we are outsiders. Us taking command is not favorable. It would have been best if we had the cooperation of those who are trusted around here.”

“Forget cooperative, they’re against us,” Gemma said. “That said, if we leave them in charge, the first thing they will do is publicly execute Mercenary.”

“The past me would have chosen that option. Execute an obvious evil, unite the people, and head to Wenias as one. A very idealistic option.”

“Vice Captain!”

“I said the past me. Back when I never doubted that Beastfallen and witches were evil, and that executing them would make the world a better place.” The old man’s expression clouded. “It is difficult, and sometimes terribly cruel, to make people deny and forget what they have always believed in. Many can’t bear to learn that the ones they thought were evil were, in fact, good. For the sake of the people, and for the sake of Mercenary, it might be best to keep him locked up until we arrive in Wenias.”

“There has to be another way.”

“I understand what you’re trying to say, but things are too unstable at the moment. He can’t defend himself either. If the people launch a surprise attack, there will be casualties. We must avoid that at all costs.”

“I doubt Mercenary will be happy about that.”

“I don’t know how to feel about this. If he were a Beastfallen, everyone would have steered clear of him. Ah, it will be fine. There’s only a few days left before our departure. We just have to hang in there until then.” He forced a smile.

Gemma could only manage a dry chuckle in response.

“So we decided to keep you locked up until the day of our departure,” Secrecy said.

Mercenary listened to him as he lay on his bed, his expression unchanged.

Secrecy thought he might complain.

“I thought for sure I was gonna be publicly executed,” Mercenary huffed.

Secrecy frowned. “There is no precedent of a public execution being carried out because someone crushed another in a fistfight that escalated from an argument.”

“For humans, maybe.”

“And right now you’re human.”

Mercenary laughed bitterly. “You treat humans like this? Can’t say I’m surprised. I’ve seen how they treat human-turned Beastfallen in Wenias.”

“We wouldn’t have done this if you didn’t almost kill the knight.”

“You want me to keep my mouth shut and take their shit?”

“I’m saying you should’ve fought words with words. That’s what you’ve been doing all this time.”

Grimacing, Mercenary thrust his fist out in front of him. “I thought such a small hand wouldn’t hurt that much. Human hands have too little skin and fat. It was like hitting with a bare bone. Truth is, I’ve always wanted to do that. I’ve always wanted to beat the shit out of every one who talked shit about me. But if I hit them, they would die. I had to grin and bear it.”

“So? Did you feel better after hitting that man?”

“Don’t laugh, okay?”

“Depends on your answer.”

“My fist hurt.”

Secrecy chuckled.

“I told you not to laugh!” He let his fist fall to his chest. “Those Noble Guards guys want to execute me, right? From what I’ve seen, the townspeople are on their side.”

“You knew that, yet you still resorted to violence. You are such an idiot.”

“Just execute me. Or you can banish me from the town. I don’t care. If I’m kicked out of the warding, people would be relieved.”

“And then we will go back to finding peace in witch hunts. If we banish you, who do you think will be the next target? It could be me, the one who injured Orlux, or the Beastfallen Lily, or the dragon tamer, or the demon-possessed Director.”

Mercenary laughed. “When you put it like that, we’re like the odd ones out.”

“You haven’t realized it yet? Now that you’re human, you’re the least odd among us. Banishing you will put us in danger. So stay put in here.”

“Are you asking for a favor?”

“I am. If you don’t listen when I’m asking politely, I’m going to have to resort to a little bit of violence myself.”

“Whoa, scary.” Mercenary laughed again, then shooed Secrecy away. “You want to lock me up, sure. Not like I can go against you in this body anyway. At the very least, you’ll have to talk the people into not tying me up on the day of the departure. I can finally ride a horse, and I intend to ride one untied.”

 

The day of the departure arrived.

People gathered in the town square, their wagons loaded with household items. They brought as much food and water as possible, and even farm animals.

Gemma was busy scanning the list of citizens, making sure that every resident was gathered in the square.

“If only the Director’s eyes could reach inside the wards, we could check in an instant if anyone was left behind,” Gemma muttered.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to rely too much on the power of demons,” Secrecy pointed out.

Gemma’s lips pursed. “I know that. But commanding civilians is way different from commanding an organized unit. I’m sure God will forgive a little grumbling.”

“The Captain’s right,” Barcel cut in as he appeared. “At this point, I say we live like God will allow anything. Anyway, I’m here for an update. Preparations for departure are almost complete. All that’s left is to get Mercenary out of his room, but I think it’s better to wait until the last minute.”

It would be nothing short of foolish to leave Mercenary with a crowd of anxious people when he was one of the reasons for their anxiety. Once they set off, they would have no time to worry about anyone but themselves.

“Captain Gemma and the Director will be at the head of the column, while I will stay at the rear,” Secrecy said. “Her Excellency will be in the middle of the column, with Vice Captain Leyland as her guard. We let Mercenary out as soon as I leave.”

Barcel nodded. “I’ll leave the good sir to you, then. I will offer my assistance where needed then head to the front with the Captain. Oh, one more thing.”

“What?”

“It seems that one of the horses escaped, so there’s been a change in the formation. I’m trying to decide whether to have humans pull the cargo or just reduce our load.”

“We’re missing a horse?” A tinge of nervousness flashed across Secrecy’s face.

“Yeah,” Barcel answered nonchalantly. “It’s possible that it got mixed into the other units. Unfortunately we were in a hurry, and there’s too much mess here and there.”

“Call the Dragon King! Now!”

Gemma’s eyes widened. “Wh-What for? The Dragon King should be praying in the cathedral right now.”

“Then tell him to bring the dragon to the square at once. I’ll check on Mercenary.”

“You don’t mean…” Gemma swallowed hard.

Barcel turned pale. “You don’t think he ran away, do you? Why now? He’s been staying put all this time.”

“If I’m simply overthinking things, then good. Just to confirm, is he done preparing for the journey?”

Barcel’s face turned sullen. “Well, yeah. I left all his stuff in his room last night.”

Gemma rushed to get the Dragon King, while Secrecy and Barcel headed to Mercenary’s room.

As they opened the locked door from the outside, a chill wind rushed out, wrapping around them both. The shutters creaked as cold air blew in through the open windows.

“He jumped down from the window?! We’re on the third floor!” Barcel dashed to the window and looked around for any sign of the man.

Unfortunately there was no trace of anything, indicating that he climbed down from the third floor without using any tools. From the outside, it was difficult to see something wrong. No one would suspect anything from an open window.

“He was nimble for his size.”

Barcel and Secrecy had heard of the time when Mercenary scaled a cliff using only knives and his claws. They didn’t expect him to be capable of a similar feat in his human form. He couldn’t even walk properly at first. They underestimated the man’s tenacity.

“I shouldn’t have told him to get accustomed to his body,” Secrecy hissed, turning back toward the square.

With the Director’s eyes and the dragon’s mobility, Secrecy should still be able to catch up to him.

And I can still save him.


Interlude: Magnanimity’s Endgame

It was a necessary evil on an extremely large scale.

With the Murky Darkness Witch reigning over the world as the absolute evil, the Church and witches would have no choice but to band together. Alone, they stood no chance, but together, they could vanquish their common foe. Together they could defeat the Murky Darkness Witch and bring true peace to the world.

It was a terribly drawn-out, yet certain plan.

“With my help, the plan will be set in stone. Am I right, Master?”

“Indeed. I am glad to have a smart daughter.”

In the middle of Generos, an island floating in the frozen sea, stood a small cathedral, where Zero confronted her master and mother, the Murky Darkness Witch. Not to fight—no, but to join hands in bringing peace to the world.

Zero flashed a bitter smile. “You are one terrifying witch,” she said. “I expected nothing less from my mother, my master. You gave me life, raised me, and made me write the Grimoire of Zero. You then let Thirteenth take the book to the outside world to create witches who could fight. What is even more terrifying is that we did it all of our own volition. Not once did we consider that we were being manipulated.”

“I simply gave it time. Nothing more, nothing less. Had you not written the grimoire, this plan would not have even been possible. You were the key to my plan, the very thing I wanted. I can now say that I truly love you with all my heart, Zero.”

In all the years she spent in the cellar, Zero never once saw the Murky Darkness Witch talking cheerfully. She was both eerie and bizarre; she always looked bored and sleepy, yet she seemed to be carrying something unfathomable within.

Zero never thought she would see the day when the witch would look at her with such loving eyes.

“Come,” the witch beckoned, and Zero stepped forward. “Let us be evil together. For the world we love.”
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Chapter 2: Demon

An idiot stealing one of the horses on the day of the departure to Wenias wouldn’t ruin their schedule. The priest, in particular, was the key to their defense. He couldn’t leave the ranks, so he shouldn’t be able to come after me.

I had wasted seven days of my time trying to outsmart that homicidal priest. Well, it wasn’t a complete waste. I learned how to walk properly and wield a one-handed sword.

“I got myself a horse, at least.” Muttering to myself, I turned the horse’s head toward the frozen sea.

Snow as smooth as sand had blanketed the frozen sea, creating strange wave-like patterns as the wind blew. Everything was white, the sky, the ground. Wearing bear fur, I could tell that I stood out in this white landscape like a stain. Had I kept my white fur, I would have blended in perfectly with the scenery.

The moisture from my breath froze and fell like tiny icicles, and my fingertips were red and numb from the cold. Even though I had covered my eyes, nose, and mouth with a cloth, the cold air threatened to freeze my body from the inside out.

The priest kept telling me that the human body was fragile, and coming here was suicide. I now realized he wasn’t exaggerating. He showed concern, in his own way. We had not known each other for very long, but I knew his personality.

Still, I couldn’t just leave. I couldn’t retreat to the safety of Wenias and leave Zero in this cold landscape. Explaining myself would not have worked. So I tricked him.

He would be furious, shocked, spitting curses, but he would depart as planned. Putting the group over the individual was the Church’s basic philosophy.

At least that’s what I thought.

A black shadow appeared on the white landscape. I looked up at the sky, and my jaws dropped.

“A dragon?”

It was circling above me, slowly descending, the Dragon King Gouda holding its reins. Before the creature could land, a slender silhouette jumped down to block the horse’s path. He landed with such grace, the long hem of his priest attire flaring, that I almost whistled.

Dea Ignis. The title alone was dreadful enough, but the rage oozing from his body seemed to melt the snow around him.
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“I didn’t expect you to borrow the dragon just to chase a single mercenary,” I joked.

The human face was too expressive. I wasn’t sure what kind of face I was making right now, but I was hoping I wore a bitter smirk as I pulled my coat tighter.

“I’ll use anything to bring back a friend who wants to throw his life away.”

I was taken back at the mention of the word friend. I was suddenly reminded of what I had given up, what I cast aside, to be here.

“I’m both flattered and creeped out that you feel that way about me,” I replied.

The priest, his expression still, kept both hands on his staff and didn’t move a muscle. He was intimidating. Even now that I was human, I was still bigger than him. Yet the instincts I had honed over my years as a mercenary told me that he was stronger.

The priest opened his mouth slowly. “Apparently I was not the only one to think so. Get on the dragon. I will take the horse.”

Mounted on the horse, I stared at the priest. For a few seconds we only stared at each other, until a frustrated sigh from him ended it.

“How can I make you understand that there’s no point in chasing her. Zero abandoned you.”

“No,” I declared immediately.

There was a part of me that believed Zero left me behind for a reason. And until I found out what it was, I would never have peace.

“Face reality. She left you in an extremely cold forest. You would have frozen to death had I not rushed over with the Director. Although not directly, Zero tried to kill you.”

“No.”

“She was using you from the start! Whether as a toy or as camouflage, I don’t know. But there was no bond between you two. Zero ignored the Mooncaller’s message and forced the Knights Templar to Knox Cathedral, fully aware of the danger. She risked thousands of lives to make her trip to the Altar easier. She used everyone, like the witch she is.”

“You’re wrong!”

“How can you be so sure?!”

“Because I believe in her! I don’t need any other reason!”

I had thought enough about all the things the priest said the night Zero abandoned me. That she was only using me. That to her, I was worthless. Humans were worthless. That there was no point in chasing her. That the right thing to do was be grateful that I was alive and head back to Wenias.

But I was sure he was wrong. Zero pleaded with me to run away with her. She smiled, saying she would protect me. She rejoiced at the taste of food, wept at the death of her brother, and was enraged at the arrogance of Orlux.

“She’s only human,” I said. “A human who’s lived longer than normal, is unusually strong, naive, gluttonous, and thinks she can solve everything on her own.”

“Then she’s probably already dead on the way to the Altar. There’s no point in chasing after her. Turn back.”

I shook my head silently. I had not the slightest intention of turning back. Drawing my sword, I dismounted.

“Out of my way, priest. If you think she’s dead, so be it. Just assume I’m dead too. Now return to Knox Cathedral and head to Wenias.”

The priest also shook his head. “I will not leave anyone behind. I will never let anyone die on their own. Put down your sword. Do you think you can win against me with that human body?”

“Good question. But I wouldn’t have stolen a horse and come all the way here just to back down without a fight.”

The priest’s mouth gaped open and shut several times as he searched for words to say. When he finally found them, he shook his head and pushed them to a corner of his mind. He readied his staff; he was underestimating me by not using its blade.

I gripped my sword tight and charged forward. The sword was too heavy that I couldn’t it swing it the way I wanted to. Deftly avoiding my attack, the priest struck me hard on the back with his staff.

I managed to get my staggering body back on its feet, but when I turned around, the priest was gone.

“Now what?” His voice came from my blind spot.

As soon as I realized he was behind me, he hit the back of my knee. Unable to keep standing, I fell to my knees, with the end of the priest’s staff at my neck. The fight was over in an instant.

“What’s your next move? Use your explosives to commit suicide?” Boredom tinged his voice.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I tried. Guess I really can’t do anything.”

“As long as you’re a normal human, you’ll never win. Ever.”

“Being in this body really made me realize how incredible you are. To think we were evenly matched when I was still a monster.”

“Evenly matched? Please don’t make me laugh. I lost to you all the time. Yet in spite of that, Zero still dismissed you as a liability. Even in your Beastfallen form she deemed you worthless.” He lowered his staff.

I turned around to see the priest staring down at me with a grim look. The dragon was circling up above.

“Do you think Zero needs the current you? If you make it to the Altar, do you really believe she will welcome you?”

“I doubt it.”

“Then why?!”

“Remember what I told you before? The one about how my words and opinions won’t change her mind.”

He arched an eyebrow. When the priest asked me to convince Zero to forget about the Altar and instead escort them to Wenias, I told him that nothing I could do could change her mind.

Wearing a puzzled look, he gave a small nod.

“The same goes for me. I don’t give a shit what she thinks or does. I will do what I want, and I’m gonna go after her. I don’t care if she doesn’t want me to.”

“You might get killed.”

“If I turn back now, I’m dead anyway.” I tapped my chest. “When she plunged that knife into my chest, she took my heart out and my will to live along with it. I can’t live unless I see her again and take it back.”

The priest’s jaws dropped in astonishment. I was shocked at myself too. I knew how stupid that sounded. But I was tired of wondering why. Why did she choose me? Why did she leave me? What does she want?

How should I know? I could rack my brain all day and night and I would never understand. Maybe she was planning to deceive me from the beginning. Maybe she had a reason. I had absolutely no idea about anything.

But one thing was for sure. I chose her. That I was certain of. I didn’t care if she betrayed me.

“Don’t you feel embarrassed saying that?” the priest asked.

“I lost all my dignity when she left me in the woods. I don’t even care at this point. Keep the shame coming.”

The priest looked up at the gray sky. “What a hopeless case.” He signaled the dragon.

“I said I’m not going back!”

“Do what you want. I’m not stopping you. In fact, stopping you is so idiotic that I’ve decided to leave your sins to the will of God.”

“What?”

“You will be banished by the dragon, a symbol of holiness, to the Devil’s Garden. If you manage to return with your own ability, your sins will be forgiven; if you cannot, you will be banished forever. You will come with me back to town for now so I can make a public announcement. We’re about to embark on a long journey. I don’t want rumors spreading that a criminal escaped from the Knights Templar and Dea Ignis.”

I stared at the priest and the dragon as it descended, mouth agape.

Banished to the land of demons by a sacred dragon?

“So you’re gonna take me to the Altar?”

“I’m banishing you,” the priest corrected sharply, as if telling me to choose my words carefully.

For the first time I felt like I understood the meaning of the word “friend”.

The dragon couldn’t fly long with three grown men riding it. So I was tied up as a horse thief, riding the dragon with Gouda, while the priest rode the horse back into town.

Gouda also gave me an earful on the way, and I couldn’t say anything back. I was an asshole who betrayed the trust of my comrades, and a thief who stole a valuable horse.

In addition, the priest’s meddling seemed to have delayed their departure by a day for me, much to the chagrin of the townspeople.

As soon as the dragon landed on the square, Gouda pulled me away, still tied up.

“Mercenary!” Gemma quickly appeared. “You’re safe!” When she saw me in ropes, she was shocked, and lashed out at Gouda. “Why did you tie him up?! You’re treating him like a criminal!”

“We’re arresting him as a criminal,” Gouda replied. “You didn’t talk to the Director?”

“I wanted to, but I had my plate full. I can’t be around the Director all the time. What did you arrest him for anyway?”

“Stealing a horse.”

Gemma choked.

I chuckled. “It’s okay, Captain. I’m the one who asked for it.”

“What?” Gemma’s stern look turned to confusion. “Do you like being tied up?”

“Hell no!”

“Then why?”

I looked up at the sky. “First there’s the priest and now you. Why does everyone want a reason for everything? Let me ask you. If I said I liked being tied up, what would you say?”

“To each their own. But I would have advised you to stay out of sight so as not to cause unnecessary misunderstandings.”

“All right. I get it. You’re open-minded and earnest.” I heaved a sigh.

“This idiot really wants to get to Zero,” Gouda cut in.

“He does now, does he? But why tie him up?”

“He really doesn’t want to go back to Wenias. Says he doesn’t care if he dies. The priest finally gave in. But if we let him go, it will affect morale. So we decided to bring him back for now and formally banish him.”

Gemma’s mouth dropped open. Her glance darted between me and Gouda. She wanted to vent her anger and frustration, but she couldn’t decide on whom.

“It’s my fault,” I said.

Gemma looked more and more baffled. “I would never banish you, no matter how much you wanted it.” She pursed her lips.

“I bet.” I nodded.

“The priest and I should be on the same page. Banishing you because the people want to is no different than a witch-hunt!”

“It’s not like you’re banishing an innocent person. I stole a horse. There’s a valid reason to banish me.”

“But we’re supposed to take all criminals with us!”

“Do any of them want to be banished? They’re behaving so you would take them. Let me tell you something, Captain. If you take me with you, I’ll just cause more trouble again. I don’t care how tightly you tie me up, I’ll get away even if I have to cut my limbs off. I can promise you that.”

“Are you serious?”

Gouda gave an exasperated sigh. “See? You can’t help someone who doesn’t want to be helped. Our only option is to use them to our full advantage. By setting a precedent in this case. Anyone who creates disorder will be banished without mercy. But he has a way out of this. If he manages to return on his own, he will be pardoned. You’re a knight, so you should know what that means.”

“A trial by ordeal?! That’s ridiculous! The Church outlawed that a hundred years ago!”

“Trial by ordeal?” I cocked my head at the unfamiliar word.

“It’s an absurd trial method, where the guilt or innocence of the accused is left to the will of God. It’s like determining one’s innocence by flipping a silver coin.”

“You mean like trial by combat? I believe that was banned a while ago too.”

“At least in trial by combat, both sides have an equal chance of winning. It’s also not unheard of to call for backup. But a trial by ordeal is like submerging a person in a bucket filled with holy water for an hour, and if they survive, they’re acquitted. Anyway, this is stupid. You’re innocent if you survive?”

“You don’t think I’ll return?”

“Of course not!” Her answer was quick.

Okay. I see how it is.

“Well, I beg to differ.”

“What?!”

“How about a bet? If I return, you owe me a glass of beer.”

“Idiot! If you return, dinner out is on me for life!”

I smiled. “Well, then. I look forward to that.”

Gemma pursed her lips, trying to hold back tears.

“What happens if Mercenary loses the bet?” Gouda asked, not reading the atmosphere. “What does Gemma get?”

The Captain raised her fist.

 

The priest returned to us a little after noon, after we had convinced Gemma of our plan.

“By the looks of it, you were able to convince that strait-laced knight,” the priest said, brushing the snow off his clothes.

I was being held in a stone-built prison outside of town. Since it was located outside of the barrier, no townspeople could come close, making it the perfect place for secret meetings. The priest went straight here after returning the horse.

“She’s probably talking to the old man right now about how to let my banishment be known to the public.”

After some chit-chat, Gouda cut to the chase. “How do you propose we send Mercenary to the Altar? The area around Generos Island is crawling with demons, isn’t it?”

“That’s what the Director says,” the priest replied.

“I don’t think we’ll get there in one piece even with Heath. It’s more likely that we’ll fail. Do you have a plan?”

“My three least favorite words are ‘no plan’ and ‘stupid’. I wouldn’t suggest banishing Mercenary to the Altar without some kind of a plan. He will explain the rest.”

Barcel entered the dimly-lit prison. The torchlight flickered.

“Why him?” I frowned.

“No, not me.” Barcel waved his hands in front of his face and pulled a chair on wheels into the prison.

I wanted to ask, “What’s with the strange chair?” but the sight of the person sitting there dissuaded me. It was none other than the demon-possessed Director, also known as the Thousand-Eyed Sentinel.

“Cool chair, huh?” Barcel said. “It’s called a wheelchair. A church official with a bad leg had it made specially for him. We found it in storage while preparing for the trip. It was gathering dust in there. I thought it would be too much trouble to carry the Director on my back every time he had to move, so I took it with the Bishop’s permission.”

This guy. I didn’t bother asking, but he explained it to me anyway.

Then again, putting wheels on a chair so you could move around even when sitting was a simple yet revolutionary idea.

After waiting for Barcel to finish talking, the Director wheeled himself to the middle of the prison.

“So, what does the Director have to say?” Gouda said.

“J-Just borrow the p-power of a demon,” he replied.

“What?” Gouda and I said at the same time.

I shot the priest an inquisitive look, but he kept his face composed.

Okay. So he’s not talking out of his ass. I decided to hear the Director out.

“Y-You are aware, yes? Th-There are two kinds of d-demons gathering at the Altar: those that w-want to kill the witch, a-and those that want to p-protect her.”

“Right,” Barcel said. “Some demons want to return to Hell so they want to kill the witch, while others want to stay so they want to protect her.”

“So what you’re saying is, we ask for help from those that want to kill her,” I said.

“Kekeke… Yes. Exactly. Very smart.”

“Are you crazy?” Gouda looked at the priest, wearing his deepest frown.

“Not that crazy. I know this plan is far from sane, at least. Put it shortly, we make a contract with the demons already summoned by the Murky Darkness Witch. Contracts between demons is the specialty of witches, but the most difficult part is the “summoning” process. Thankfully, we don’t have to do that. The Director said that it’s possible to negotiate and make a contract without any knowledge of witchcraft.”

“Yes, yes. Indeed,” the Director said. “Th-That is what I have done. M-My contract was passed down for g-generations to my uneducated masters.”

He made a good point. The Mage Madia, the librarian at the Forbidden Library, did not have any knowledge of Sorcery or warding, despite being under contract with the Director.

“So how do we make a contract?” I asked. “Actually, how do we even recognize friendly demons from hostile ones?”

“I-I can do it.”

“I see. Yeah, sounds like you’re perfect for the job. Why are you even helping me?”

The corner of the Director’s mouth lifted, and he let out an eerie chuckle. “H-Help you? N-No. Wrong. I-I am helping someone f-far greater and p-powerful. Y-You are nothing b-but a pawn.”

“A pawn to whom?”

“Y-You will find out soon. O-Or now, even. Y-You already know him, d-don’t you, Zero’s mercenary?”

I felt a creaking sensation in my head. An uncomfortable feeling, like trying to remember a forgotten dream. When I remained silent, the Director continued to laugh. Then suddenly his laughter stopped.

“I-It’s coming. Th-The demons, sensing the need for th-their power, are rising from th-the depths of d-darkness.”

“What?” everyone said at the same time.

“Huh? Wh-What’s coming exactly?” Barcel said. “I need some mental preparation!”

“Quiet! I hear footsteps.”

The first to react was the priest. I, now a human, could not hear anything at all, but Dea Ignis possessed extraordinary senses.

Gouda darted toward the little window to check the situation outside. “Hey, guys. It’s noon now, right?” he muttered in shock.

The priest frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s pitch-black. I can’t see anything.”

“No way.” Barcel swallowed as he peered out the window too. “Where’d this darkness come from?! The sun was up when I entered!”

“Calm down!” the priest rebuked. “You should have seen demon-induced illusions many times during your trip from Wenias. There is no need to panic. Director, how many are there?”

“Countless,” he replied in a sing-song tone. He seemed to be enjoying the situation, like he was anticipating it to happen.

“A-A multitude of demons are coming. L-Like insects, they are g-gathering to the light. Around the hint of desire. Go out, now. Go!”

I stared at the door to my cell. I would be lying if I said that the thought of the darkness laying outside didn’t scare me. But still, my feet naturally moved forward.

“W-Wait a minute!” Barcel exclaimed. “Y-You’re not seriously thinking of stepping outside, are you?”

“I have to, or we won’t get anywhere.”

“Well, I don’t want to get anywhere!”

Ignoring Barcel’s attempts to stop me, I put my hand on the iron door. Gouda and the priest did not stop me; they simply gripped their weapons tight. I wondered how useful they would be against a horde of demons.

I pushed open the iron door.

Darkness was spreading outside.

As I stepped out of the prison, my feet sank down to my ankles as though I had stepped on mud. Startled, I yanked my feet out, when my nose caught the whiff of a putrid stench, like rotten fish. To put it simply, the smell of blood and corpses.

Jarring laughter came from all directions, like metal grating against metal. From my feet. From the moonless sky.

Readjusting myself, I moved forward, careful not to trip over the blood and mud.

“He’s out. He’s coming out.”

“Powerless fool. There is no warding here.”

“Kill him. Kill him.”

“I’ll pull out his insides and turn them into a necklace.”

“First comes the selection.”

“The selection of the contractor.”

“This is a very warm welcome,” Gouda remarked.

“I can’t see anything even without my eyepatch,” the priest said. “So it’s not exactly dark. More like we’re wrapped in blackness.”

The priest and Gouda came out after me, and Barcel reluctantly pushed the Director’s wheelchair out of the prison.

“You could’ve just stayed inside, you know,” I said.

“You’re kidding, right?” Barcel said. “In this situation, it’s scarier to stay inside alone. I just brought the Director here. Why am I in this mess?!”

“In case you’ve forgotten,” the priest said, “the Director is a demon too. Just having him with us would be reason enough to encounter a threat.”

“Shh.” The Director raised his forefinger to his mouth. “Lower your voice. Hold your breath. It’s coming. The Entombed of the Corroding Black Mist.”

Another overly-dramatic name, huh? I heightened my senses as a presence slowly approached from beyond the veil of darkness.

When a creature with richly-colored hair appeared, I literally held my breath. It was a spider Beastfallen, with eight eyes and venomous body hair covering its whole body.

“I think we need to change the definition of a Beastfallen,” I said.

“I agree. Just because they have hair doesn’t automatically mean they’re beasts.” The priest covered his mouth with his sleeve.

I knew there were snake and insect Beastfallen, but this one was by far the most sinister one. Even the pre-human Director looked better.

Like Raoul, the lower half of his body was that of a spider. While spiders normally had four pairs of legs, this one had six of them as legs and two as arms. It had eight eyes, but its nose and mouth were human, and it even looked like he was wearing a creepy mask from the eyes up.

“The All-Seeing Thousand-Eyed Sentinel, huh? I thought you were terribly bold for showing yourself. No wonder. You already knew our names. Then we can’t be careless.”

He spoke fluently, probably because its mouth was shaped like a human’s. But he moved in an awkward manner, with no facial expression at all. It was like watching a puppet move.

Although considering how much I and the Director struggled to move in our new bodies, even demons might have some difficulty in controlling the body of Beastfallen.

“Director, what’s that demon’s ability?” Gouda asked nervously.

“C-Corrosion,” the Director replied curtly.

“I don’t think I want to hear more about it.”

The Director giggled. “Oh, yes. I-It’s a horrific ability. A-As its name implies, i-it can corrode anything. Everything. I-In the blink o-of an eye.”

“So if it wants to, it can kill us instantly.”

The Director laughed. “D-Do not be afraid. I-I know its name. W-We can bind it. S-Such is the nature of demons.”

“Of course,” the spider guy replied. “We can’t do anything if you know our name. But alas, what about the countless demons gathering here? Ten? Twenty? Or a hundred? Or a thousand? You can see them with your own eyes, Thousand-Eyed Sentinel. Which would be quicker, for you to tell the humans there their names, or for us to kill them?”

I could tell that the priest and the others were looking to escape. The prison was located just outside the warding. If they ran as fast as they could, they should be able to reach the warding in a few seconds. Unfortunately the ground was not firm, almost as if the demons anticipated the situation.

“Well, this is unfortunate.” The priest let out a sigh. “I planned to let Mercenary go alone to avoid this kind of situation.”

“Can’t believe you can be so cruel.”

“Why, of course. If we all die here, we can’t withdraw to Wenias.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” Gouda said, “but if we were ambushed by this many demons, the journey would’ve ended in disaster either way.” He gave an awkward smile. “If anything, if we die here, Gemma will think twice about falling back. If they stay inside the wards, at least they’ll be safe. They’ll survive inside the town.”

“Can you not talk like you’ve already accepted death?!” Barcel said. “I don’t want to die just yet.”

There was tension in the air, but they were not nervous. The casual conversation made me feel a little at ease.

I lifted my head and stared at the spider guy. “And yet we’re still alive. That means you’re willing to make a deal.”

The spider guy tilted his head in an awkward motion. “A deal, a deal. Yes, we love deals. We offer and we receive. You wanted a deal, so we came. To find out if you are worthy of being a contractor.”

“You demons can’t get past the wards around the Altar, but I can get in and kill the Murky Darkness Witch. To do that, I need your help to clear out the demons guarding the Altar. All you have to do is open the way for a moment. And then—Ugh!”

A shock ran through my body. Blown back by something, my body slammed onto the prison building behind me, and I fell face-first into the mud.

“Mercenary?!” Gouda and the priest exclaimed.

I wasn’t the only one who didn’t understand what just happened. As the priest tried to help me up, he was also tossed aside. Gouda and Barcel sank into the mud in the blink of an eye.

We couldn’t do anything.

Our defeat was so overwhelming that we could not even crack a joke about it. The Director, sitting deep in his wheelchair, watched us with languid eyes as we lay there astonished.

As I lifted my body up, the spider guy’s arms reached out and grabbed me by the neck. Slowly he pulled me up and lifted me in the air.

For a moment, I wondered how he could be so strong, then I remembered that before I became human, I could do the same, so it wasn’t all that surprising.

If someone grabbed you by the neck and lifted you up, you would definitely feel like your life was in danger. In my case, he was more like holding my chin, so I wasn’t going to choke to death right away.

“Let… me… down!”

“So, you enter the warding, and then what?”

The spider guy’s eight eyes peered into my face at close range as I struggled to escape. His glossy eyes were as eerie and emotionless as his face, like his facial muscles had gone completely rigid.

“You’re weak. We’re not even using our powers. I’m only choking you and you’re already dying. What makes you think you can kill the witch? Didn’t you consider the possibility that you would get killed as soon as you entered the warding?”

I let out a groan as his grip tightened. I couldn’t breathe.

You’ve gotta be kidding. Am I really dying here?

I pulled out a throwing knife from my pocket and stabbed the spider guy’s arm, but his grip showed no signs of loosening.

“Show us. Show us that you’re worthy of a deal. That you’re worthy of our help. That you can kill the witch. If you can’t…”

Die.

I was on the verge of losing consciousness, when my body moved. I grabbed the spider guy’s wrist and crushed it with my grip, down to the bone.

The spider guy yelped and fell back. As his hand came off his arm, I also dropped down, but instead of falling head first, I landed on my feet. My whole body was moving on its own, as though someone else was controlling it.

“Stand down.”

The spider guy’s face turned pale at the sound of my voice. His blank expression contorted from fear as he retreated. I could tell that all the other demons were backing away as well.

At this very moment, the power dynamic had completely reversed. Cracking my neck a few times, I swung my arm around and held out my palm in front of me.

I snapped my fingers, and a black mist enveloped the spider guy’s right arm, turning it into ash in an instant.

He screamed. “Th-This is my ability! Y-You’re not human?! Y-You’re a demon like us!”

The Director giggled. “N-No, no. Not like you. H-He is more horrifying, more m-magnificent, and more p-powerful. I-I was right. I knew that d-doing this would b-bring you out.”

I rubbed my sore neck—not of my own will. In fact, my body would not listen to me at all. I tried to speak, but no voice came out of my mouth.

“You crafty little… This body is extremely fragile.”

Someone that wasn’t me spoke through my mouth, his voice far different from mine.

The Director cackled. “W-We finally meet. Y-You have sh-shown yourself.”

“Director, explain yourself!” The priest grabbed the Director and looked at me with a grimace.

Gouda and Barcel both stood up, wearing the same look. They were injured, but not fatally wounded.

Their faces were filled with more shock—and fear—than when I turned human.

“Wh-What are you a-afraid of now? H-He has been with you all along, l-living inside Zero’s mercenary, w-watching everything.”

“Th-That’s ridiculous!” the priest snapped. “Are you saying he was possessed all this time?!”

Then it came to me. Zero summoned a demon into my body to prohibit the use of Magic in Wenias. Ever since then, my wounds healed quickly, and my body was strangely sturdy even for a Beastfallen. When Zero left me in the woods, a mysterious voice spoke to me in a dream.

The demon gladly returned my body. But what if he just meant “surrender the control of my body”, not exactly giving it back?

“Yes,” I answered. “I am nameless. Therefore, I am the one who reigns. I am a demon, manifesting in this world through a contract with a witch.”

The demons all hung their heads in unison to show their submission. Color returned to the black landscape, and under the cloudy sky, I could see about a hundred demon-possessed Beastfallen.

People seeing this scene would have called it hell.

 

The name All-Seeing Thousand-Eyed Sentinel was not just a fancy title. The Director constantly observed events occurring in all parts of the world, including the civil war that took place in Wenias a year ago.

He had seen Zero summon a demon into Mercenary’s body in order to prohibit the use of Magic in the kingdom. He must have known that the demon did not return to Hell.

He knew that the demon enjoyed observing the world through the eyes of the mercenary, all the while hiding inside his body.

The reason why the Director, who was looking for a mate, readily gave up on Zero when she appeared at the Forbidden Library was because he feared the power of the demon inside Mercenary.

And now, he thought about harnessing that power.

It was obvious that the demon lurking inside Mercenary—the Nameless Demon King—was protecting his body, his vessel.

The Director thought that by exposing Mercenary to danger, he would have no other choice but to show himself. There was no other way for Mercenary to reach the Altar but with the help of this demon.

The great Solena and Thirteenth were no longer in this world. The only one who could stand up to the Murky Darkness Witch and Zero was the Nameless Demon King—Mercenary.

It was certainly possible that everyone except Mercenary would be killed. Nevertheless, Mercenary reaching the Altar would bring all kinds of possibilities to the world.

The Director loved this world. Humans could not see what lay ahead, yet they still lived their lives, fumbling along the way. He loved how unpredictable they were.

He did not want it destroyed. If he could, he would turn it back to the way it was. Demons have no good will. The Director simply wanted to protect what he loved.

But who would listen to a demon? So the Director made deals. As long as he gave and received, humans would lend him their ears.

“So awakening the demon within Mercenary was your plan all along?” Secrecy asked in an icy voice.

The Director nodded. “Y-Yes. Th-That is the only w-way to save e-everything. E-Even if we all die, th-the world will be safe.”

He didn’t expect to be understood. He even considered the possibility of being killed by enraged humans. However, he knew that his abilities were indispensable to the survival of humanity. There was a good chance that he would only be tied up and kept alive.

“Tell us about your plan next time,” Secrecy said. “You can deceive us after we disagree with it.”

The Director’s eyes widened.

“Man, I almost pissed myself,” Barcel said, spitting out dirt and blood from his mouth. “You could have told us that the good sir was possessed.”

Gouda rose to his feet with a frown, but he remained silent.

The Director was taken aback. He didn’t expect this reaction. He had expected more of a fiery rage and backlash.

“I take it we can assume that this Nameless Demon King is not an enemy? Very well,” Secrecy said. “Demon or God, I’ll gladly accept them if they’re useful. Sacred duties take precedence over everything else. It’s not much different from Dea Ignis teaming up with a Beastfallen.”

Th-This is much worse than that, the Director thought.

“Well, at least things are better now than before that demon came out,” Barcel added. “So why didn’t it appear earlier?”

“What I want is to watch. I do not wish to interfere. The human body is fragile, even more fragile now that it had lost the soul of a beast. The more power I wield, the more this body will decay.”

The Nameless Demon King quietly held out his left hand. Half of his little finger was rotting due to the effects of the corrosive mist he had just summoned.

“Although I have more than enough to slaughter all the small fry gathered in this land.”

“I wonder if the good sir will be furious if he regains consciousness,” Barcel said. “His pinky is gone.”

“He lost a finger, but he’s still alive. I’m sure he won’t complain,” Secrecy said. “So these demons gathered here are going to help send you to the Altar?”

The Nameless Demon King nodded, and the demons vanished. But the Director could see it. The demons gathered around in the frozen sea, where they confronted the demons guarding the Altar.

Once the dragon carrying Mercenary flew across the sea, the demons would start killing each other, greatly increasing the chances of reaching the Altar.

It was just as the Director had envisioned.

If there was one thing he didn’t expect, it was that the people here treated him as if he were one of their own. Not like a servant, but as equals.

Heaving a deep sigh, Gouda stared down at the stunned Director. “I’m glad you got that look on your face.”

“What?”

“How ironic,” Gouda muttered with exasperation. “To think that the only person who shared my opinion is the one responsible for this.”

The Director burst into laughter. For a while, he continued cackling, ignoring the dubious looks of the people around him.


Interlude: The Dream of a Coward

“Why did you do something so horrible, Orlux?”

The Bishop’s sorrowful face tore at Orlux’s heart.

“How could you point your blade at the innocent and drive them away to a dangerous forest? I told you to learn to be more open-minded, but it seems my words did not reach you.”

“I did it to protect you!” Orlux cried, but the Bishop ignored him.

He claimed that he did it to protect the people, but her compassionate gaze fell now on the foul Dea Ignis, not him.

The pain of having the Bishop taken from him was more unbearable than his crushed knees.

Today they would be leaving for Wenias. He had heard that they would be leaving early in the morning, but seeing that no one had come to pick him up, he wondered if they intended to leave him behind.

I don’t mind that, Orlux thought. Shunned by the Bishop and having lost the ability to fight, he no longer had any worth alive.

Retreat to Wenias, survive, and then what? Instead of thinking about the future, he would much rather feel the love of God while rotting away alone in this abandoned town.

“Captain! Captain Orlux!” His former subordinate appeared. They still called him captain even when he was no longer in active duty. “My apologies for the delay. It took some time to double-check everything. As for our departure to Wenias, it has been postponed until tomorrow. Apparently that human-turned Beastfallen stole a horse this morning.”

Orlux was only half-listening to the man until the last part. He lifted his head. “Stole a horse?”

“Yes. Dea Ignis could not cover for him any longer. There’s a poster in the square that says he will be banished tomorrow morning.”

So he was an evil being who deserved to be banished. Orlux was right. It was the adjudicator who shattered his knees and took away the Bishop who was wrong.

“Anything more?” Orlux urged.

The subordinate’s face brightened. Orlux had lost interest in anything ever since his knees were crushed.

“Tomorrow morning, the dragon will take the Beastfallen to a place from which he will never return. I did some digging, and apparently they’re sending him to the Altar.”

“The Altar?”

“Yes, sir. The poster said that he would be pardoned if he managed to return on his own. It’s essentially a trial by ordeal.”

“Nonsense! The Bishop will not allow it!”

“Apparently, the Beastfallen himself wished for it in front of Her Excellency. Some of the Noble Guards heard it clearly.”

Orlux looked up at the ceiling—and the sky beyond it—and prayed to God. Was it really possible for a guilty man himself to wish for a trial by ordeal? There had to be a catch.

Why go through all the trouble of a trial by ordeal instead of simply executing him?

Orlux racked his brains hard.

Were they going to demonstrate their power to the people by flying the dragon to the Altar? Possible. Was the adjudicator worried that by simply condemning the Beastfallen, he would look bad since he was friends with him? It seemed more likely.

Of course.

Whether the Beastfallen passed or failed the trial, it would be in their favor. The adjudicator would benefit from the results either way.

If the Beastfallen did not return, the people would be at peace, and the distrust they had for the adjudicator would lessen. If the adjudicator demonstrated that he showed no favoritism by condemning his friend too, not just Orlux, it would calm the people’s rage.

Moreover, if the accused himself wished for the trial, no one would think that the adjudicator was being cruel.

Lastly, if the Beastfallen returned safely from the Altar, they would be victorious.

Orlux chewed on his fingernails.

There’s a catch. There has to be.

It was hard to imagine that the adjudicator, after adamantly defending the witch and the Beastallen, would allow a trial by ordeal, which was practically a death sentence, even if the Beastfallen himself wished for it.

Did they have a guarantee that the Beastfallen would come back? Maybe they had a plan so he could return safely.

We have to stop that at all costs.

Orlux would not allow them to deceive the Bishop and the people, to earn their trust.

I knew it. I’m the only one who can protect this town.

It was the pride of the Knights Templar and the Noble Guards to dedicate themselves to the Church and the people, even if they were not wanted by the Bishop.

“Um, Captain?” the subordinate called gingerly.

“Could you do me a favor?” Orlux asked, smiling. “It could be a bit dangerous.”

His usual smile gave the subordinate spirit. “But of course, sir! I’ll do anything, no matter how dangerous it is!” He straightened up, signaling the return of the Noble Guards’ dignity.

It was no exaggeration to say that at this moment, the Noble Guards was reorganized.

Orlux was not broken just yet. But if the enemies found out about it, there was no telling what they would do to break him again.

Orlux put his forefinger to his mouth. “Do everything in complete secrecy. Do not cause any problems, and stay away from that adjudicator especially. Also be aware of the Director. He can’t see inside the warding, but keep visits to a minimum. I can’t leave my room either way. Gather only those you can trust.”

“Understood!”

“I have only one order. Do not let the Beastfallen return from the Altar. I’ll leave it to you to decide how, but you must work under the assumption that he will return. It may all be for nothing, but we must be prepared nevertheless. To protect the powerless from evil.”
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Chapter 3: To the Altar

“Let’s go over the strategy, Mercenary,” the priest said. “I’m calling you Mercenary, regardless of who’s inside right now.”

The Nameless Demon King nodded. We were still in the prison, but the blood and mud that the demons spread was being slowly blanketed by the snow, making the place just a tad better.

Barcel took the Director back to his tent, then went to Gemma to explain what happened. I couldn’t imagine how the Captain would look at me, but considering how she accepted the Director, she might be able to do the same for me.

Not that I had accepted any of this myself. Of course, I couldn’t do anything about it either.

“It’s not much of a strategy, really. You and Gouda will ride on the back of Heath and infiltrate the Altar on Generos Island. The horde of demons who want to kill the Murky Darkness Witch will distract the demons guarding the Altar. Once you are tossed inside, Heath will leave the warding without landing and return to town. All good?”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t even call that a strategy.” Gouda let out a sigh. His was probably the most dangerous task.

“I told you, you can refuse if you don’t want to do it, Dragon King. This is all on Mercenary anyway. There’s no need for you to go along with his whims. If you want, we can just let him walk across the sea.”

“Who? The hope of mankind? I’m not that heartless. I’ll do it, of course, but you’ll have to excuse a few grumblings. We’re putting Heath’s life in danger here.”

Same old Gouda. Still doesn’t care about his own life.

To be honest, I thought it was a crazy plan as well. If I could speak, I would have agreed with the priest and said, “I’ll walk across the sea alone.”

No one probably noticed that even with the demon controlling my body, my mind was still awake. It felt terribly weird.

I couldn’t move my own body. I couldn’t speak, but I could see and hear. I couldn’t even feel anything to the touch either. It almost felt like I was dreaming.

Maybe this is all just a dream? Maybe the spider guy already killed me.

I wanted to pinch my cheek, but unfortunately I couldn’t move my arms and legs freely right now.

“This is reality,” came an answer. From my own mouth.

Wait, what? Can this Nameless Demon King read my thoughts?

“I am you. You are me. We are but two sides of the same coin.”

Whoa. I couldn’t tell the difference between what I was thinking and what I was actually saying. It felt uncomfortable knowing that my thoughts were being transmitted directly to the demon, including my feelings of discomfort.

There’s no point in struggling, so I may as well ask you this, demon king. When will you return my body?

“When I reach the Altar, I will lose consciousness. You will take care of the rest.”

“Who are you talking to?” The priest looked at me—or rather the demon—dubiously. It probably looked like the demon was muttering to himself.

“Inner voice.”

He meant me. But the priest brushed it aside, thinking he was talking about something profound.

The plan was set in stone without my input. Gouda would carry me with his dragon and toss me into the Altar from above. After that, they head straight back to town. One day should be enough.

If I could find Zero inside the warding and kill the Murky Darkness Witch, the demons prowling about would disappear, making the retreat to Wenias much easier.

If nothing happened, the priest would assume that I had been killed by the witch and start retreating to Wenias anyway.

It was a decent plan. We would get a huge ovation if we succeeded, but if we failed, we would lose nothing.

Once I entered the warding, the Nameless Demon King would once again lose consciousness, leaving only me, Zero, and the Murky Darkness Witch on the island.

Nothing much had changed, except that my chances of reaching the Altar had increased. I couldn’t imagine why this Demon King would want to help me, but I was willing to literally sell my soul to the devil to see Zero again.

“I will go give a final report to Her Excellency,” the priest said. “You leave with the Dragon King tomorrow at sunrise, but if he senses any sign of danger, the plan will be immediately canceled. We can’t afford to lose the dragon.”

“Worry not,” the demon replied. I couldn’t tell whether he was responding to me, or the priest, or maybe both. “Everyone will be safe under my protection.”

The demon’s confident and straightforward answer reminded me of the pompous witch.

News of my banishment for stealing a horse spread throughout the town overnight.

“No, no, no! You can’t take him! I won’t let you!”

A furious Lily was standing in front of the prison, not letting anyone near. She wasn’t told about the plan.

“This is your problem, priest,” Gouda said sharply. “It’s your fault for not explaining things to her beforehand.”

The priest was flabbergasted. “She would’ve been against it anyway.”

Put it bluntly, there was a ninety percent chance that I would die. Telling Lily everything would not have mattered. She would do anything to stop me from going.

“He’s not a bad person! He helped me! He made me yummy food!”

“Mercenary wished for this himself. For the record, I stopped him too. With everything I had.”

He did. He flew on a dragon to chase after me and then beat me to a pulp.

But Lily didn’t care. “No! I’m not going to Wenias, then! Never!”

“Lily!”

“I don’t care if you get mad! I’m not at fault. You are! Everyone’s to blame except him, so why are you treating him like this?! He’s not going anywhere!” She clung to the prison door.

“What do we do? Use force?”

“There’s no other choice. We can’t afford to waste time.”

“It’ll come back to bite you later.”

“I’m used to it.”

With a swing of his staff, the priest made his invisible, ultra-thin strings slither in the wind. Lily fell over as if something was pulling her. Before she could say anything, she was dragged along the floor and pulled to her feet in front of the priest.

In the meantime, Gouda quickly opened the door, took me out and tied me up behind my back. When the dumbfounded Lily realized she had moved away from the cell, she began squirming about.

“Nooooo! Big brother is coming with us! Please! I know you want him to come with us! You don’t want him to die!”

“So you want me to decide for him?” the priest said coldly. Lily fell silent. When no response came from her, the priest continued. “You get to decide how to live your own life, not someone else. Mercenary chose to pursue Zero, even at the cost of his own life. It should ring a bell to you.”

In the Sea of Paradise, in the town of Lutra, Lily’s parents were taken by an adjudicator from Dea Ignis. She rescued me, knowing full well of the danger, and charged into the adjudicator’s base. After the incident, she followed us on our journey to gain the power to protect her parents. Finally she hitched a ride from Wenias to here.

Lily wriggled in the snow, clutching her head and moaning as she battled her own mind.

“I can handle this, Dragon Slayer King. Take Mercenary to town. After that, fly him to the Altar.”

“I feel like the bad guy.”

“You’ll receive cheers in town.”

“That’s just worse.” Frowning, Gouda put me on the dragon’s back.

The dragon spread its wings wide, and after picking up a little momentum, flew away. The wind rumbled past my ears as the ground became more and more distant. Like the priest said, as soon as we circled above town, the people gathered in the square started cheering.

“Banish him! Banish the horse thief!”

“Kill the witch’s friend!”

“Foul beast! Enemy of the Church!”

“Let the demons devour him! Divine judgement upon him!”

Gouda breathed out a long sigh. “We’ve explained it again and again that being a former Beastfallen and working for a witch has nothing to do with this banishment, but here we are.”

They could try their best to save my honor, but it would still end up like this.

I wasn’t a bad guy for stealing a horse. I stole a horse because I was a bad guy. I could only imagine how much the priest, Gouda, and Gemma—those who traveled with me from Wenias—wanted to avoid that assumption.

Banishing a Beastfallen who worked for a witch was the worst possible way to start a peaceful coexistence. It wasn’t just a simple banishment either; it was trial by ordeal. Although for those who assumed I wouldn’t make it back didn’t see the difference.

If I could speak, I would apologize, but it would only sound creepy coming from a demon.

Then again, the priest was a manipulative son of a bitch. He could smooth things over. I wouldn’t have to worry about a thing.

Gouda circled over the square several times, flying low once before gaining altitude again. The cheers quickly faded away, the town shrinking to the size of a pebble.

Man, dragons are fast. We should make it to the Altar in no time at all.

As the dragon set a course for the Altar and exited the woods, a wide frozen sea came into view. The moment the dragon showed, the horde of demons on standby began to move. Those that could fly surrounded the dragon, while those that couldn’t raced across the icy sea in droves.

“This is a nightmare,” Gouda mumbled.

I agree.

To a devout Church follower, being in the middle of a horde of demons was exactly that—a nightmare. On top of that, more demons waited for us ahead, probably numbering the same as our army.

The Altar on Generos was surrounded by all sorts of demon-possessed Beastfallen, some capable of flight. There were also a bunch of bizarre-looking creatures prowling about—fish with bladed fins gliding through the icy water, mysterious spheres with spikes all over their body, rolling around. Overall, they were crazier than the ones in the woods.

“You sure we can get past those things?!” Gouda yelled over the wind. “How the hell did Zero get through them?!”

The Nameless Demon King did not answer. Instead he stood on the dragon’s back, arms outstretched in front of him.

“Lower.”

Cursing, Gouda followed his order and lowered their altitude, just right above the icy surface of the sea. The Demon King raised his hands overhead, and waves rose. Ripples coming from both sides collided to form high waves, rising up into the sky, crackling.

Waves of ice swept away the demons, swallowed them, creating a gaping ice passage that led straight to the Altar.

“If you’re gonna cause a cataclysm, tell me beforehand!” Gouda yelled.

“Dragon, fire.”

Before Gouda could say any more, the ice passage began to collapse. Demons protecting the Altar were trying to destroy the path. The dragon pulled its head back and spewed fire at the crumbling ice, evaporating it in an instant and turning the place white with vapor.

Gouda was taken aback. “Can demons talk to dragons?!”

“Of course.”

“You gotta tell me that too!”

As we approached the island of Generos, and the Altar at its center was within sight, the demon made the acrobatic move of jumping off the dragon’s back and hanging onto its legs.

Hey, that’s my body right there. Is this safe? When he created the ice wave earlier, it looked like part of my body froze. Whatever. What’s done is done.

The demon chuckled. Wait, he laughs too? The Director cackled a lot too, so I supposed it was not unusual that the Demon King himself laughed as well.

All of a sudden, the dragon let out a deafening shriek, shaking the very air.

“What the hell?! What’s the matter, Heath?! Calm down!”

The dragon lurched and changed course, crashing into the ice wall.

“Grab the dragon’s horn!” the demon said.

Gouda didn’t bother asking why. He immediately jumped on the dragon’s neck and grabbed the two horns extending from its head. The creature showed a momentary reluctance, but when it saw that it was Gouda who was holding its horns, it suddenly became calm and resumed flying straight.

“Wh-What happened?!”

“A dragon’s horn governs its extraordinary senses. When it is grasped, its senses are dulled, relieving pain.”

“So when they saw that they couldn’t take us down physically, they messed with his senses instead.”

It was probably like feeling better after covering your ears to block out some maddening noise.

“But looks like we came out on top. We’re entering the Altar’s airspace!”

As we closed in on the island, the dragon increased its altitude. Right before we entered the warding, the Nameless Demon King let go of the dragon’s leg and plummeted onto the ground.

I didn’t have time to properly land, but it didn’t hurt as much as I expected. Seconds later and the dragon became a small speck in the sky. I watched it fly away.

“Oh, I can talk.”

And move. As expected, the Demon King could not appear because of the warding.

I lifted my body up and blinked. “Grass?”

We were surrounded by the frozen sea just now. I surveyed my surroundings once more. All green. Fruits hung from lush trees, and insects darted among flowers and plants.

At the center of the island stood a small cathedral, with a desolate field next to it.

Outside of the warding, the sea was frozen, monsters stalked every corner, and demons were killing each other, but inside it was calm and peaceful.

“So Zero’s here, huh?”

Oddly enough, I felt relief. I had imagined a much more tragic scene.

I still hadn’t completely grasped the situation yet, but seeing the place so serene made me feel just a little better.

Watching the silhouette of the dragon take off into the gray sky, Lily sank down in the snow.

He was gone. She let her go. Bitter emotions swirled inside her tiny body.

“He didn’t do anything wrong!”

It was the humans’ fault. Zero and Mercenary traveled all the way from Wenias to protect them, but they drove them out of town. Humans were the reason why Zero left. Who could blame Mercenary for stealing a horse to go after her? None.

“I understand what you’re trying to say,” Secrecy said, sighing as he watched the dragon fly into the distance. “I shouldn’t have banished him as a criminal. We should’ve seen him off as a hero trying to save the world.”

Lily nodded. If Mercenary wanted to go, then letting him was the reasonable thing to do. Like Secrecy said, controlling his actions simply because he didn’t want his friend to die was wrong.

But there had to be a different way. Something more appropriate. Mercenary deserved cheers, not a stoning.

“I wasn’t strong enough,” Secrecy said.

“No!”

Countless times she wanted to blame the priest, but she swallowed her words every time. She knew that wasn’t true.

Secrecy flashed a self-mocking smile. “I shouldn’t have crushed Orlux’s knees. I should have killed him and made it look like an accident.”

“I should have bitten him,” Lily agreed.

“Please don’t do that. You’ll kill everyone.”

Rat Beastfallen carried contagious diseases. People who were bitten would be infected, spreading the diseases to others in a chain reaction.

Lily covered her mouth. “I’m just saying.”

“Of course.”

Lily slowly got up. Just knowing that the priest felt the same way she did made her feel a little better.

“He’ll come back, right?”

“That seems highly unlikely.”

“But you believe in him, right?” She brushed the snow off her body and looked at Secrecy. “You believe in them both, don’t you?”

“My faith in them doesn’t matter.” Wearing a bitter smile, Secrecy stepped out into the snowfield. The blood and mud that had been covered by the snow oozed out, turning his footsteps reddish-black.

Lily scuttled after him. “But no one would wait if you don’t believe in them.”

“Wait?” Secrecy stopped and looked at Lily.

“What if they come back? Everyone in town will be scared. But if you waited for them, then you can welcome them back.”

What if they both returned after killing the witch? Would they be hailed as heroes or monsters? Who would make that decision?

Silently the priest lifted Lily up. “We’re going to get busy. We sent Mercenary away with the intention to kill him. We need to make sure that the people welcome them as heroes when they return.

“I’ll help! I’ll do anything!”

The priest smiled, and so did Lily. For the people to welcome a monster’s triumphant return, they had to expect victory. Perhaps that was even more cruel than embracing hopelessness.

But the people had to know. How big the flame of hope they had tried to extinguish was. How encouraging it would have been to protect that flame and fuel it instead.

If Zero and Mercenary did not return, the people had to feel regret. If they did, they had to welcome them with cheers of joy.

Secrecy did not want to send him off this way. But there was still time to prepare for a proper welcome. Lily believed that he could do it.

When the priest resumed walking, he did not leave dark footprints behind anymore.

 

I observed the island for a while from the bushes. When all I saw was a completely dreary landscape, I finally relaxed a little.

“I guess it’s safe for now,” I muttered out loud even though no one was listening.

I thought that Zero or the Murky Darkness Witch would kill me the moment I arrived on the island, but for now I didn’t have to worry about anyone attacking me. In fact, I almost doubted if anyone was actually around. In a force of habit, I tried to sniff the air, but with a human’s terribly weak sense of smell, I couldn’t catch anything.

My hearing had gotten worse, and I felt like I had lost the ability to sense presence with my body. I had no idea how people in this world could live with such weak senses.

Nervously I rose to my feet and surveyed the island once more. I checked my luggage to find all the equipment I had prepared beforehand intact, from hardened blasting powder to a small bottle of liquor—my usual travel gear.

I felt a little sluggish, probably because of the demon controlling my body, but compared to when I was a Beastfallen, it was probably within expectations. A lot of things were heavy for the body of a normal human being. My luggage, for example, still weighed the same, but it now dug into my shoulders. One of my fingers was missing, my whole body was slightly frostbitten—the list went on, but there was no point in complaining.

I lit a portable lantern and decided to walk around the island. As much as I wanted to enter the Altar and look for Zero right away, I hadn’t come all this way without a plan.

“Hmm… It’s exactly like the Director said.”

Generos was a small island, a modest foothold on the seas, with only a deteriorating altar and a plantation. Seven statues of guardian deities as tall as the average human were enshrined in seven different spots on the island.

The god of good harvest, holding a bottle filled with wine.

The god of death, holding a huge shroud.

The god of knowledge, holding a book that governs law and order.

The twin gods of warfare, one representing offense, the other protection.

The god of creation, holding a hammer.

The god of healing, holding a pair scissors. Apparently it was meant to cut the god of death’s cloth.

It was the kind of decor I would expect from the Church.

“And this statue is the warding.”

The Director had read all sorts of old books about the Church, studying its historical and ceremonial aspects, so he had the credibility. He said that the wardings were tough against attacks from the outside, but weak from the inside. Now that I was inside, I found it too defenseless.

“A punch might just destroy it.”

I tapped the statue with my fist, and the weathered sections began to crumble. The Seven Cathedrals were built as wardings. Unless you blew up the whole building, the warding would remain intact.

“Mercenary,” a voice called.

My breath caught. No way. Before I could turn around, I felt someone leap onto my back.

“Wh-What the?!”

“I did not expect you to follow me all the way here,” she said. “I must admit, I underestimated you a little. I am happy you are here, Mercenary.”

“Wh-Why you…!”

Zero’s casual attitude made me furious. She was acting as if nothing happened. I shook her off and confronted her. The face of the woman I wanted to see so badly was right in front me.

“Witch?”

“Yeah?” Zero cocked her head.

Yet something felt off. Very off, now that I really thought about it.

“You’re all right,” I said.

“Do I look injured?”

“What about your master?”

“I defeated her.” She flashed a grin.

Defeat her? I see. Okay.

“Then why is it crawling with demons outside? I thought killing your master would make them all disappear.”

“I have taken over the contract. It is a long story, so let us talk inside the Altar. I went through the storeroom and found several barrels of wine. You must be thirsty.” She turned on her heel.

I went straight to the point. “Why did you make me human and leave me in the woods?”

Zero turned around with a somewhat annoyed expression and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “It is a long story,” she said.

“Then make it short.”

“I wanted to test you. If you were really capable of being my mercenary. If you would never betray me. I wanted to know if you had what it takes to reach this place without my help. And you lived up to my expectations.”

She tested my loyalty? Now that I had passed her test, I was back to being her mercenary? What an honor. I just might cry.

“So, mind introducing yourself?” I said. “‘Cause I don’t know who the fuck you are.”

There was a momentary silence. The face of the person that looked like Zero turned blank, and she opened her mouth in a very sluggish manner.

“You are not as witless as I thought. I can see why Zero is obsessed with you. A fine mercenary and a fine servant. You may not be a beast warrior, but your loyalty is invaluable.”

“I’m flattered,” I said sarcastically. “You’re the Murky Darkness Witch, aren’t you? What are you doing in her body? How’d you get in?”

“Hmm, I see. You are very perceptive. Commendable.”

I had traveled with a witch for over a year. I learned that people didn’t simply vanish after they died, and I knew that souls or spirits attached themselves to people. The time I spent with Zero assured me that the woman before me was not her.

“It is simple,” she said. “Zero agreed to my plan and offered her body to me. She has an extremely powerful, unaging body that possesses incredible magical power. I may be old, but the knowledge I have accumulated and the plan I have formulated will guide this world. In order to achieve a common goal, Zero and I became one. We will reign as absolute evil, and the world will finally be united.” The witch raised her forefinger and poked me on my chest. “She wanted you to live a mundane life. Turn you into a powerless man who would cower before evil so you would not engage in any battle. For that, surrendering to me was her most reliable option. Better than fighting me and putting your life in danger.”

I remembered the day Zero asked me if we should really defeat her master. She thought killing her would cause the witches and Church to split apart once more. Right after that, Orlux attacked, enraging Zero. She even said she didn’t want to save the world anymore. She had been struggling with these thoughts. She truly wanted peace for the world, so she thought it best to become the enemy.

And I influenced her decision. Because I resigned myself to my fate—accepted persecution like it was normal, convinced myself that grinning and bearing it was the best choice—Zero decided to destroy the world.

“Ah, but the irony. You came here chasing after Zero. How beautiful. I love beautiful things.”

I wasn’t surprised. Nor was I flustered. I knew it all along. She was an idiot. A hopeless idiot.

“So this is what humans refer to as emotions. I thought it was utterly inane, but if this ’emotion’ is powerful enough to make you, a powerless man who has lost the soul of a beast, come to this place, employing any means necessary, then I suppose it is not so bad after all. Very well. I will allow you to serve me.”

“I’m sorry. What now?”

The witch wrapped her arms around my neck. She smelled sweet. The same kind of sweetness that Zero had on her. Even with my human nose, I recognized it. Her long silver hair, smoother than silk, gently tickled my cheek as the wind blew past.

“I am saying that you have my permission to swear your loyalty to me. Zero’s wish is for you to be happy. Your wish is to be with her. Then I will bind you by name, grant you the soul of a beast again, and make you my servant. Fortunately, Zero has the beast’s soul around her neck. With me, Zero, you, and the Nameless Demon King that lives within you, we will bring true peace to this world.” She moved her lips closer to mine. “A world where all beings are equal and all things are fair—”

“Go fuck yourself.” I didn’t let her finish.

The witch frowned and pulled herself away. “What?”

“And here I was, wondering what you were gonna say. Save the world together? Create a world of equality and fairness? I don’t give a shit about any of that. Go knock yourself out. But keep us out of it. Hey, you hear me, right?!” I grabbed the slender arm around my neck and called for Zero. “Don’t you dare become the enemy because of some stupid reason like my happiness or world peace. I told you I’d fight for you! Now kick this bitch out from your body. This isn’t like you!”

If it was the same as the demon using my body, Zero should be able to hear my voice, just as I could hear the voices around me.

The witch’s frown deepened. Then, my body rose. I was floating in the air.

“Ugh…!”

Even with my carefree attitude, I could imagine what would happen next. A miserable man who had displeased a witch was lifted into the air. The next move was obvious, and sure enough, she slammed me back first into the Altar’s wall. I didn’t fall to the ground; instead she pinned me to the wall.

A pained groan escaped my lips as I dropped my lantern onto a field full of weeds, igniting the dry grass. The fire spread quickly. The hot wind licked at my body. It wasn’t as bad as being burned at the stake, but the sparks from the fire was still hot.

“Why is it always like this?!”

Everyone was ridiculously stronger than me. The witch, the demon, the adjudicator. For once, I would like an opponent that even a regular guy like me could fight evenly.

“It would be in your best interest not to infuriate me too much, human. I do not want to torment an adorable animal like you. I am doing you a favor by keeping you in perfect shape. Do not disregard my goodwill.”

“Get off your high horse! You can tear off all my limbs, but I’ll never serve you!”

“Why not? This body is Zero’s body. I am the Zero you pursued. I am allowing you to live with the Zero you seek, so why do you refuse?”

“Oh, you wanna know why? Very well. It’s because I fucking hate witches! But there’s one, only one witch who’s special—only one who’s especially dangerous to the world, and only one who’s especially harmless to me. And that’s not you. So give Zero back. You can’t afford my services anyway.”

 

The witch’s boisterous laughter reverberated throughout the island.

“You sure are feisty for someone who cannot even move. It might be fun to tear off your limbs and keep you around as a jester. I promised Zero not to take your life. I will not drive you away either. Not that you can get anywhere, of course. I am certain the Nameless Demon King inside you will join me in celebration.”

What?

“What did you just say?”

Suddenly, I remembered what the Murky Darkness Witch said to me a while back.

“You will join me in celebration, yes?”

On the day Thirteenth died, in the frozen forest, she said the exact same words. When I replied, she said, “I was not talking to you.”

What if back then she was aware that the demon was inside my body?

“You made it to this Altar through the help of the demon. But why do you think the demon helped you? It wanted to come to me. To see the world I will create. That demon… The Nameless Demon King is my mate.”

The witch snapped her fingers, and my body fell to the ground. I couldn’t get up. My mind was too busy processing what she just said.

Suppose the Murky Darkness Witch was the Nameless Demon King’s mate. Suppose they were allies. If Zero’s mother was the witch, the enemy of the world, and her father was a demon, then unfathomably evil blood was coursing through her veins.

No. That didn’t matter at this point. I planned to come to the Altar with our without the demon’s help. But perhaps I made a mistake. I now realized that maybe I shouldn’t have come.

If the Murky Darkness Witch was telling the truth, then I had wasted all of Zero’s effort in freeing me. My coming here only served to please the witch.

The Murky Darkness Witch regarded me intently. “Allow me to sincerely express my gratitude this time. Thank you for bringing that demon to me. Thank you for abandoning the peace that Zero wished for you. Had you not wanted it, the Nameless Demon King would not have been able to intervene. Zero summoned it using your body. It could not risk your life unless you wanted it. And as long as I hold your life in my hands, no matter how loudly you call out her name, Zero will not appear. Because the moment she shows herself, I will kill you. Zero surrendered to me of her own volition, and you will serve as a chain to bind her strongly to me.”

What do I do? Think. Think!

I came here for Zero. To see her. Zero surrendered herself to the Murky Darkness Witch for me. Now she couldn’t come out because of me. But why?

The Murky Darkness With said that if I hadn’t asked for it, the Nameless Demon King wouldn’t have come to the Altar, and she wanted the demon to come. In other words, she wanted the two of us, me and Zero.

But Zero turned me into a human, left me in the woods, and headed to the Altar alone. In exchange for my safety, she surrendered her body to the Murky Darkness Witch.

Transactions are always made in arm’s length. No one party should influence or exploit the other.

Zero’s cooperation was valuable enough that the Murky Darkness Witch agreed to a deal. Put it another way, the witch was afraid that Zero would oppose her. If their powers were on par with each other, then cutting off whatever was holding Zero back should allow her to fight.

But what’s holding her back?

“Oh.” Then it hit me. It was simple. So terribly simple, in fact, that I almost laughed. Actually, I did.

“Have you lost your mind?” the witch asked.

“Uh, no. Well, actually, maybe I have. Let’s just say I came up with something more practical and easier than trying to take you down.”

“I see. So you will surrender to me now?”

“Are you stupid?” I pulled out my knife. “All I gotta do is die.”

With me out of the picture, there would be nothing to hold Zero back. It was plain as day that I was the shackles on her feet. Once those shackles were broken, Zero would be able to kill the Murky Darkness Witch and drive the demons flooding the world back to Hell. Then she alone would make a triumphant return to Knox and strut around as a hero.

I could see the anger on Zero’s face. She’d probably yell, “I didn’t want this,” like I did when she turned me human. But I didn’t give a damn about any of that.

Sorry, Zero. I wish I was stronger than you. If I was more powerful than you, I wouldn’t have to die and put everything on your shoulders. Unfortunately, the only one I could kill in this situation was me, a powerless human.

I didn’t hesitate for even a moment. I pressed the knife onto my chest and pushed it in as hard as I could.

“No, Mercenary! Stop!” Zero cried.
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Yes, the real Zero.

She leapt onto me, causing the tip of the knife to slice through my armpit and hit the wall.

The whole place went silent. Clinging to my body, Zero regarded me with a pale face.

I smiled. It was her. The real her. The Zero that I came here for.

“You buffoon! Fool! Dunce! Oaf! You are not a prince on a white horse. You are not some immortal hero, so don’t you ever do that again!

“And you’re not a princess trapped in a castle. Don’t you ever do anything stupid like this again.”

Zero, wearing a miserable face that I had seen before, punched me in the shoulder. When I saw the blood dripping down my side, I tried to cover the wound with my hand.

But suddenly the walls of the Altar burst from the inside, the debris flying straight at us. Behind a thick cloud of dust stood the Murky Darkness Witch that I saw in the frozen forest. She had long silver hair that almost reached the ground, a face that looked just like Zero’s, and a bewitching figure.

“She still had that body, huh?!”

“I can use different vessels,” the witch said. “Now, Zero. My foolish daughter. You broke your promise. I think you need a little chastisement.”

The Murky Darkness Witch’s piercing gaze bore through me. As if to block her stare, Zero stood in front of me.

“I will not let you kill him, Murky Darkness. Strangely—and fortunately—enough, everything turned out just as previously planned, except now Mercenary is human. But this is a battle between witches in the first place.”

Aaaaand she just left me out. I mean, I know I can’t do anything in this situation, but still.

“Do you think you can defeat me, your mentor and mother? I have lived for five hundred years.”

“I do. I am an extraordinary prodigy. There is no one who can match me. Back then in the woods you were only a phantom, but the body before me now is real. A body with a soul. And I will reduce you to ashes!” Zero raised her arms wide.

Nothing.

Zero raised her hands once more, then turned pale. “It cannot be. My Magic!”

“You cannot cast a spell?” the witch asked. “Of course not. We are inside a powerful ward set up by the Church. Casting Magic here is impossible.” The Murky Darkness Witch raised her arms. “But I can.”

With a snap of her fingers, ice blades appeared in the air.

It was hopeless. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I thought that if I could just get Zero back, it would all work out. I believed she could defeat anyone easily, Murky Darkness or not. I only needed to think about the reason why Zero surrendered to the Murky Darkness Witch in the first place to know that it wasn’t possible.

Zero had voluntarily surrendered to the Murky Darkness Witch to protect me. She also knew that if she were to antagonize her, she would not survive unscathed. And her hunch came true.

Zero couldn’t fight the Murky Darkness Witch properly here on Generos Island, within the powerful wards.

“You are witnessing the power of older witches, Zero. This is what the war with the Church has given us. After summoning many demons, gaining much knowledge, I have learned how to pierce through the tiny holes in the Church’s wards.” The Murky Darkness Witch raised her arm, and lowered it.

I quickly grabbed Zero’s arm and pulled her into my chest.

“What are you doing, Mercenary?!”

A blade of ice pierced my back as I shielded Zero. My blood spattered onto her.

“Mercenary…”

I tried to stay on my feet, but my knees buckled. A faint gasp from Zero’s lips turned into a roar that shook the air as I fell to the ground.

“Murky Darkness!” Zero raised her arms, and countless flaming snakes coiled around her body.

“Oh? Overpowering the ward using pure force?” the witch muttered in admiration. “Your demon blood is terrifying.”

Zero set the snakes loose. They instantly vaporized the witch’s ice blades, filling the area with a choking vapor that completely blocked vision. Even when she couldn’t see the enemy, Zero didn’t let up on her attacks. Countless Steim hit the ground, and Kudra had leveled part of the cathedral.

But Zero’s expression was hard, and I knew why. The demons outside the wards were laughing at the top of their lungs. Their presence meant the Murky Darkness Witch was still alive.

When the dust and steam cleared, the Murky Darkness Witch was still standing there, unperturbed.

“Is that all?” she said, cocking her head languidly.

Zero clenched her fists.

The Murky Darkness Witch smiled. “You can let rage fuel your power, but you can never cross that last barrier. Are you worried about the life of the man you are protecting? Are you afraid that if you destroy the warding, he will be devoured by demons? You cannot hope to kill me with such weak resolve.”

Zero looked over her shoulder. The look of resignation in her eyes paralyzed me with a terror much stronger than the fear of death.

Before I could tell her to stop, Zero dropped to her knees. “I have lost. I swear I will never oppose you again! So please, spare Mercenary.”

“The moment you realize that you are at a disadvantage, you beg for his life? You defied me without being prepared for the consequences? It seems I had erred in teaching you discipline. Actually, I never did teach you proper discipline.”

“I do not care what you say! I do not care how miserable I look! You need my body, don’t you? I can be of use to your plans. Just let him live!”

No. No, no, no. This won’t do.

I didn’t come here to make her say all this. If I knew it would end like this, it would have been better if I stayed away from this place.

“Hmm.” The Murky Darkness Witch narrowed her eyes. “They say that mercy sometimes creates stronger shackles than intimidation. Very well. I am a magnanimous witch. In retrospect, you broke your promise because the beast warrior tried to take his own life. Then perhaps it is not you who should be disciplined, but the beast warrior. Therefore, you must bind it by name now, and make it your true servant. If you do, I will allow you to raise that animal properly. I will allow you to heal its wounds.”

“Mercenary, give me your name,” Zero said, lifting my body up as I lay there motionless.

I shook my head.

“Please! Tell me your name!”

“Over my dead body! There’s no way in hell I’m giving you my name. I’m your mercenary. I will never be your servant!”

I coughed up another copious amount of blood.

“What do I do?! How can I save you?!”

“Witch,” I whispered in her ear, and our eyes made contact. I directed my gaze to the guardian statue. Realizing my intentions, Zero stared at me blankly.

Quick on the uptake. That’s a genius for you.

“Understood?” I said.

If the warding was destroyed, countless demons would come rushing onto this small island to kill the Murky Darkness Witch, with Zero and I right in the middle of it.

It was my plan all along. A last resort, but the first one that I thought of. If I found Zero dead, I would have done it already. I gathered all the information I could from the Director, and even read books on the Church. I went around Knox Cathedral and carefully examined the structure of its warding.

So I packed a lot of blasting powder into my bag. Fortunately, the flames from the lantern I dropped had spread, providing plenty of trigger, including one within my reach.

Zero didn’t say no. I grabbed my bag, tossed it into the flames, and got down. A violent explosion rocked the whole area, destroying the statue and obliterating a section of the island.

Just before I was hit by the shock wave and lost consciousness, my eyes went to the Murky Darkness Witch for some reason. Even with the warding gone and the demons charging in front of her, she was unfazed.

“I see.” Her lips moved. “So this is the fate you have chosen.”

We chose death? Well, yeah.

I refused to live or die alone, but dying together didn’t sound so bad.


Interlude: Witch and Demon

Beneath a clear, blue sky, the fragrance of lush greenery drifted in the summer air. Two witches were sitting under a shade, away from the scorching rays of the sun.

“I think witches are too solitary,” her old friend said out of the blue. “We need to bond together more.”

Languidly the witch shook her head. “What good will bonds do?”

“We can improve ourselves. You and I have learned together, and we have improved together. But look at the witches around us. They have been wandering the same place in solitude for years, searching for an answer they can get by simply asking around. What could be more wasteful than that?”

Like many others, they were abandoned children taken in by witches. Not out of love, no. Witches did not take in orphans because of love, but for the sake of preserving the community and acquiring workers. Growing up in a community of witches, everyone naturally learned Sorcery.

That was how they became witches—as a natural process, similar to a baby imitating the adults around it.

“Let us take the research that the witches of the cellar have been working on for years as an example,” her friend continued. “Another witch’s lair about three days’ walk away had already found the answer ten years ago. If there had been interaction between the two lairs ten years ago, they would not have wasted so much time. The witches of the cellar could have spent their resources on more useful research.”

“You raise a good point,” the witch replied.

“It’s not just witches, either. In a village I visited the other day, the villagers had horses pulling their carts. They called it a carriage. How incredible is that?! Ordinary humans who have not studied Sorcery tamed an animal to use for mobility. It was like using a familiar.”

Compared to other witches, her friend was very energetic. She would disappear from the lair one day then suddenly appear like she did today, her eyes bright, and proceed to ramble on about the things she had seen and heard outside.

“Joining hands with them will lead to a better future for witches. If ordinary humans and witches could work together to improve society, the world would become a better place. Unfortunately, witches have been too cruel to humans to this day. They will not accept witches easily.”

“Indeed. One can imagine the backlash.”

“So I came up with an idea! We create a church!”

Whenever she talked with her friend, the witch sometimes felt like a helpless fool. For a while, she tried to understand the meaning of the unfamiliar word, but she could only guess that it was a congregation that spread some sort of teachings.

“What is a church?” she asked finally.

Her friend’s eyes grew brighter. Too bright, in fact, that the witch squinted as if she were looking up at the sun.

“A group of white witches who would never torment humans. We teach and spread the knowledge we have gained through years of research. When people hear the word witch, they get scared, so I came up with a new name.”

Her friend’s ideas always surprised her, and the witch liked to be surprised. She loved the shock that her friend brought to her old-fashioned mind trapped by stereotypical views.

“So, do you have a plan?”

Her friend jumped to her neck. “So you’re going to help me?! I love how discerning you are!”

The sweet fragrance of flowers that her friend always had around her filled the witch’s chest. They both used the same herbs, so she should smell the same, but somehow the scent that her friend gave off felt special.

The witch decided that it was because her friend was special. And she too wished to become someone as special as her.

 

The two gifted witches steadily expanded the Church.

Since her friend’s energetic personality and gentle demeanor did not give the negative impression that existing witches had, she took the front stage, while the witch, with her spine-chilling beauty, worked behind the curtains.

For the Church to prosper, the witch decided to keep her distance from her friend. Her friend then summoned the soul of the mightiest beast to a trusted person to serve as a messenger between the two.

It was the most beautiful and strongest beast warrior that anyone had ever seen, with royal fur of white and gray. He was their most trusted warrior, possessing a one-of-a-kind soul once long lost in the annals of history.

They spent their time apart, but they never forgot their respect for each other, not even for a moment. When the witch heard that her friend was pregnant, she was overcome with emotion. She hoped to see the child one day.

Then suddenly the messages stopped coming. The witch panicked, but she did not go see her friend. She knew that would be a foolish move. The relationship between the Church and witches was not going as well as they had hoped. The witch surmised that her friend was too busy making difficult decisions. So she waited quietly.

But not long after, a massive witch hunt was launched and white witches who did not have the power to fight were burned at the stake.

“Impossible!” The witch was horrified.

It could not have been the work of her friend. She would not betray her allies. The witch left the cellar in search of her friend, with whom she had lost contact.

She then learned of the humans’ grave betrayal. The seven Bishops had imprisoned the Prophet, her friend, and started a witch hunt.

The witch was enraged. Furious. To save her friend, she waged a war against the Church. She created countless beast warriors and ordered them to kill the humans.

And the rest was history. Unable to save her friend, the witch was defeated, and her kind were labeled as evil.

With the whereabouts of the white beast warrior, her only connection with her friend, unknown, the witch, grieving in solitude, sought power. She wanted a witch powerful enough to change the world, someone who could make the world that she and her friend dreamed of a reality. It didn’t have to be her.

Then one day a demon spoke to the witch. The Nameless Demon King, an entity that had never been summoned by any witch.

Sorcery was given to man by demons. They spoke to people in their dreams, tricking them into summoning them so they could wreak havoc. Eventually the people learned how to suppress and use the power of the summoned demons. The whole process was eventually called Sorcery.

“I cannot bestow upon you power,” the demon said. “But I can give you a child who possesses wisdom beyond human understanding.”

The witch agreed to the horrific contract that the devil offered. She would bear the demon two children, one of which she would offer to it.

Zero and Thirteenth.

After raising Zero, the demon suddenly left her in the cellar one day. The first person to notice her superior intelligence was Thirteenth, who also had the same demon blood in his veins. Thirteenth worked hard to develop Zero’s gifts, and the two grew up trying to surpass the other.

Then one day, Zero completed the Grimoire of Zero. The witch’s heart trembled as she imagined a future that Magic would bring.

Carefully, she crafted her plan. Everyone’s actions had to be done voluntarily. In order to make the most of Zero’s and Thirteenth’s wisdom, the master had to be removed from the picture.

She played the role of a stubborn mentor, and when the impatient Thirteenth gave up on the cellar, her plan was set in motion.

With demons flooding the world, the Church and witches were now trying to join forces to defeat their common enemy.

Yes. A common enemy was what they needed more than anything.

“And you took on that role,” the demon said.

The Murky Darkness Witch opened her eyes, waking herself up from a dream of the distant past.

The scattered debris of the guardian statue lay around her, and countless demons were rushing in from outside.

Against this comforting backdrop stood Zero’s mercenary—or perhaps the Nameless Demon King. His appearance was very similar to the white beast warrior that the Prophet had used in the past. When she saw him standing next to Zero, the Murky Darkness Witch came to a realization. Her friend entrusted her child to the beast warrior. The beast warrior fulfilled her wish, and her friend’s lineage still lived on to this day.

She was overcome with joy. At the same time, the fact that the warrior was not by her side filled her with a maddening sense of frustration.

She wanted to make it hers. If she couldn’t, then she would kill it. Perhaps that was a mistake.

Time seemed to have stopped. In that moment before death, the demon and the Murky Darkness Witch confronted each other.

But whose death?

The witch smiled. “Yes, I took on that role. I made it so that witches, the Church—everyone—feared and loathed me. So they would unite together. And they did.”

Now that Thirteenth was dead and Zero was safely in her possession, all that remained was to continue her reign as a symbol of fear until the whole world united as one.

But she miscalculated.

“I did not expect you, my accomplice, to ruin my plans.”

The Nameless Demon King was holding the Murky Darkness Witch’s heart in its hand. The moment the warding disappeared, the demon closest to the witch was the demon king itself.

If it killed the Murky Darkness Witch before the other demons, it could protect Zero and Mercenary from them.

And that’s exactly what the Nameless Demon King did.

It chose Zero and Mercenary over its mate.

“Why did you choose them?” the witch asked. “Did I not satisfy you?”

“I am tired of stagnation,” the demon replied. “The world in turmoil, the weak growing in number. There will be much strife. These two will work hard to maintain balance in a turbulent world. That is what I want. There is no higher form of entertainment.”

“You fiend,” the witch said with a smile on her face.

When did the demon plot this? From the time it proposed the contract? Or even before that? Perhaps it was behind the humans’ betrayal of her best friend. She had no way of knowing now.

The Murky Darkness Witch let out a soft breath. “Stargazer Argentum, you wished to see the future of this world. Mooncaller Solena, you wished to know what kind of world your descendant would create. Thirteenth, you wished to support your sibling, the only one who shared your blood.”

Just like how she wanted to see the world that her friend dreamed of. The witch sacrificed countless lives to save the world, to bring true peace. She trampled the weak.

But she had no regrets. From the day her daughter wrote the Grimoire of Zero, the world had been advancing toward this end. Even the witch, who thought she was the mastermind, was nothing but a pebble being swept away in the murky stream of change.

The witch slowly closed her eyes, then opened them.

Time moved again, and death came swiftly.

Would people laugh? She wondered.

Would they laugh if they learned that the witch who led the world to ruin had a sincere desire for world peace? Peace for witches. The prosperity of the Church. She was willing to give up her own life for her wish.

How ironic, she thought. People were rebuilding the world that the evil witch had destroyed. Those who shunned her would create a world that she had dreamed of.

She played the role of an evil witch. Dying this way was inevitable. Thus what filled her heart was not the grief of defeat, but the satisfaction of having fulfilled her role.

But if she could have one more wish… Just one.

“Do not waste the life you have been given, Zero, and her mercenary.”

She hoped that the future would bring them happiness—happiness that far exceeded the hardships that the demon would enjoy.
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Chapter 4: Unwanted Return

“Why?” Mercenary had asked Zero repeatedly.

Why did she choose him? Why did she want to be with him? He wanted to know why Zero had taken a liking to him.

Zero loved explaining things. Every time Mercenary asked why, she gave the appropriate explanation, but she herself was not satisfied with her answers.

Every answer she gave made sense, and she wasn’t lying. She liked his cooking, his soft fur, his high body temperature, and the comfort of sleeping with him. She did not like how he got mad easily, but she also did not mind getting mad at.

She liked how he faced her like an equal, despite her being much more powerful than him. She liked how he understood his own weaknesses, but was strong enough to not surrender to anyone.

She liked how he stood his ground in the face of danger despite being a coward. She liked how his heart was like an intricate colored glass—he was rude, yet sensitive. Pessimistic, but not despairing.

Every day, she found more reason to like him. Eventually the number of reasons had grown so large that she did not mind giving up a quiet life in the cellar.

When she first met Mercenary in the forest, she did, in fact, fancy him. But what she felt was far from affection; more like the result of a practical calculation involving different factors.

And these factors were exactly the kind of reasons that Mercenary sought from Zero. A beast warrior was the perfect escort. She was curious about a beast she had never seen before. His good nature made him easy to deal with; despite being chased, he still picked Zero up. His cooking was delicious. She had room for negotiation since he wanted to become human. Those were the reasons why she chose him.

But now she felt different. Even when he was now a normal human, even if his cooking turned awful, even if he hated Zero, even if she never saw him again, Zero would still continue to like him.

She realized that what she felt was love. An emotion that did not ask for anything in return. Being satisfied simply by giving, not receiving.

As Zero held his bloody body, she realized now how she truly felt about Mercenary.

“Mercenary! Just wait. I will close your wounds!”

As soon as the warding disappeared, the Murky Darkness Witch was killed. The clouds dispersed, the demons vanished, and peace returned to the world.

But all that could not erase the wounds that Mercenary received. When Zero opened her tightly-shut eyes, she saw Mercenary on the very edge of death, while she was completely unscathed.

Despair threatened to devour her. She couldn’t care less about world peace. Why were they alive? Why did the Murky Darkness Witch die? There was a more pressing question in her mind, however.

“Why did you bring Mercenary here, Nameless Demon King?! His death will be unfavorable to you. That is why I allowed you to remain in his body!”

A year ago, Zero summoned a demon into the Mercenary’s body and set up a warding that forbade the use of Magic in the kingdom of Wenias. The demon wished to stay and observe the world, and Zero allowed it. She thought that the demon could protect Mercenary.

And it did. It made Mercenary’s wounds heal faster and saved him from certain death.

Zero thought that if she stayed by his side, the demon would not be able to take over Mercenary’s consciousness. She believed that even if she was gone, the demon would not work a powerless human’s body too hard.

But the Nameless Demon King took over Mercenary and came to the Altar in a human body. It was utterly reckless and dangerous.

“He wished for it,” the demon said.

His face was pale, his heartbeat weak, and his breathing was shallow. She had closed all his wounds, but he had lost too much blood.

“Why?” Zero repeated. “I betrayed you so horribly so you would think twice about coming after me! Why did you come here?!”

No answer came from Mercenary.

“Give him the soul of a beast. He will survive.”

“No!”

Zero ignored the demon’s whispers. Beast warriors had tenacious vitality. Like the demon said, if she put the soul of a beast into his body, there was a good chance he would survive.

Summoning the demon to his body a year ago strengthened the adhesion between the soul of the beast and his own soul. With a demon, a beast’s soul, and Mercenary’s soul all mixed in one body, the result was bound to be something unexpected.

Mercenary already had a beast’s soul ripped out of him once. There was no telling what kind of effect it would have on his body and soul if a Beastowal ritual was performed on him again.

“Mercenary wanted to be human. He dreams of opening a tavern.”

He valued his dream more than his life. He wanted to fulfill it, even if it meant escorting a witch, a being he despised. Did she have the right to crush his dreams just because she thought it was better than him dying?

Only a while ago, they talked about how Mercenary would open a tavern, and Zero a fortune-telling shop. After dark, Zero would go to Mercenary’s for dinner. Recalling Mercenary’s face when he said it was not a bad idea warmed Zero’s heart.

“I swore I would protect Mercenary. Over and over! Not just him. I will protect everything he cares about, even at the cost of my life!”

In order to save Zero, the Mercenary made a choice to give up his life. Zero called it foolish, but if she were in his shoes, she would have done the same.

“Nameless Demon King, my father. I do not care what you take from me. You can have my heart. Please, save Mercenary!”

Chuckling, the demon reached out a chilly hand to touch Zero’s cheek. Its eyes were the same violet color as Zero’s. “Do not fear, my beloved daughter. Look around you. Multitude of sacrifices lay scattered across the icy sea.”

Zero’s eyes grew wide. Countless demon-possessed Beastfallen surrounded the warding. With the demons gone, only the Beastfallen remained on the frozen sea.

And a Beastfallen’s head, its blood, every part of it, made for excellent offering for Sorcery. With this many sacrifices, it might even be possible to revive the dead.

Sacrifice a hundred to save one. Then Zero and Mercenary would make their triumphant return. They could travel as much as they wanted.

Zero turned her eyes to the clear, blue sky.

“Forgive me, Mercenary.” Zero breathed a troubled gasp.

Lives of the common folk did not matter to Zero. But if the kind-hearted Mercenary found out, he would never appreciate his own life.

And he would never forgive her ever again.

Zero gritted her teeth. “I will offer my own life! You will not take anyone else. In exchange for my life, my heart, my soul, my flesh and blood, I want Mercenary to live!”

“Your wish is granted.” The demon’s hand moved from Zero’s cheek down to her neck. “I will use your life.”
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I found myself lying in a field of burnt grass. Around me were rubble, dirt, and a pool of my own blood.

“Ow…”

I felt pain. Oh, I’m alive?

I noticed something soft and warm in my arms. Zero. Alive.

Huh. So the warding disappeared, the Murky Darkness Witch died, and we’re still alive.

“Sounds like a big win to me.”

I chuckled. My whole body ached as I laughed, but it felt good nonetheless—pain meant I was alive. With great difficulty, I lay down on my back and held my breath.

A clear, blue sky.

The world that had been so dark and dismal even in the morning, with thick clouds blanketing the heavens, was now as blue as a kid’s drawing of the sky.

I touched my body and found that my fatal wounds had closed. It wasn’t surprising, considering I was possessed by a demon. Actually, what happened to that demon? If it was on the Murky Darkness Witch’s side, did it disappear with her, then? Either way, it didn’t really matter now.

“Wake up, witch,” I said. “The sky’s so blue.”

There was no reply. I raised myself up and peered into Zero’s face. I shook her gently, but she wouldn’t wake up.

“Witch?”

Her body was warm, and she was breathing, but she looked as if she were dead. Worried, I lifted her up, but there was not even a stir.

Nah, I’m sure she’s fine. She’ll wake up soon. The people at Knox Cathedral would realize what happened once they looked up at the sky. The priest would then come for sure.

I could see the priest, preparing for the journey, yelling at Gouda, telling him to head for the Altar at once.

So I should just stay here and wait for them to come. I had never felt so secure before. I guess this is what it means to believe in your friends.

Suddenly, I heard confused voices. Sitting down on the burnt grass with Zero in my arms, I looked around to see a bunch of Beastfallen free from the demons’ control lying on the icy sea with puzzled looks.

“Wh-What’s going on?”

“Where the hell am I? Wait, the sea? Why are there bodies everywhere?!”

Some were confused, while some were panicking. No wonder. Up until moments ago, demons were killing each other here. There were piles of Beastfallen corpses everywhere, and the sea of blood dyed the waters a deep crimson.

In the midst of this hellish scene, the sky was unbelievably peaceful and blue.

Suddenly, a black blot appeared above. Is that a bird? No, it’s too big.

As I stared blankly at the sky, I heard a scream. I jumped to my feet, sword in hand. With Zero in my arms, I dashed toward the source of the scream and immediately realized what was happening.

“Is that a monster?”

It was a bird the size of a man, with unusually sharp claws. Red feathers fell as it wriggled its long tail in the wind like a snake.

The demons that the Murky Darkness Witch summoned were gone, but the traces of their presence still lingered. Like the horde of monsters that they created.

One of them attacked a wounded and immobile Beastfallen, ripping his belly apart and pulling out his internal organs to devour.

“Noooo! Stay away!”

Another scream came from a different direction. The creatures I saw right before I entered the Altar—the fish with bladed fins, and the strange ball with needles all over its body—were all gathering around, drawn by the intoxicating smell of blood.

I had no idea if these Beastfallen had any memory of the time when they were taken over by demons, but one thing was for sure: they were all confused.

What do I do? Run into the cathedral and wait for all this to blow over? No. They’ll come to pick us up.

Gouda would come with his ride. I doubt a young dragon could take down all these monsters. If the confused Beastfallen spotted a dragon, they would assume it was hostile and attack. The dragon might survive, but Gouda would undoubtedly get killed.

So I guess we run? Escape while the other Beastfallen are distracting the monsters?

I wasn’t sure how long I could run while carrying Zero in such a helpless state. As I stood there on the edge of Generos Island, desperately racking my brains, a black figure suddenly landed nearby. A snake, so big that it could swallow me and Zero in one bite, was rearing its head, venom dripping from its mouth.

Oh, shit. We’re dead.

As I prepared myself for the jaws of death, my body moved on its own. I stretched my arm out in front of me and lightly flicked my finger, popping the snake’s head off. One of my fingers fell.

“That fucking hurts, you bastard!” I roared.

It was clearly the work of the demon inside me. I thought it had disappeared because it was so quiet, but apparently it was still inside.

Fingers are a cook’s life! Just because I have a few doesn’t mean you can just throw them away like they’re nothing!

But the demon did save us. I couldn’t say for sure whether the demon was a friend or foe, but it was certainly helpful in this situation. And mercenaries used whatever they could, enemy or friend.

“Hey, demon. I know you can hear me. Lend me a hand!”

One by one, Beastfallen screamed as they were helplessly killed. It was only a matter of time before they were all wiped out.

Complete annihilation would still be better. These Beastfallen were as strong as the monsters. Some of them would be lucky enough to escape, which could lead into something more horrific. Those that escaped would no doubt go on a looting spree at Knox Cathedral.

Someone had to take command. But I was too weak at the moment.

“What do you want?” the demon asked in a low voice.

I glanced at my hands. Using the demon’s power cost me a finger. At this rate, a part of me would be sacrificed every time it used its power. I didn’t want to die here—not after making it out alive.

Healing myself with Magic was probably possible, but there had to be a reason why the demon wasn’t doing it.

“A human body can’t wield a demon’s power properly. If I can’t use your power, we’re dead. There’s only one thing to do.” I picked up the small bottle that Zero wore around her neck. “Turn me back into a Beastfallen. If you can copy the abilities of other demons, it should be easy.”

There was a momentary silence.

What’s wrong? Don’t tell me he can’t do it.

Will you regret your choice?

Wait, so he can do it? What was that pause for, then?

“I suggested it myself. Why would I regret it?! Just get on with it!”

Never again will you regain this form. Will you still do it?

For a moment, I was silent. I’ll never be human again? Does that mean I’m going to live my whole life as a Beastfallen?

I studied my hands once more. My human hands, with its smooth skin. I recalled the rich taste of Lily’s cooking, and that curious feeling of meeting someone’s gaze.

All my life I hated my Beastfallen body. When I learned that I could become human, it was as if my future, which had been painted black, suddenly took on color.

Would I regret my decision? For sure. I might even occasionally imagine a life as a normal human being.

“But if I say no now, we’re gonna die. If I cared more about becoming human, I wouldn’t have come to the Altar in the first place. I don’t fucking care. Just do it!”

I crushed the bottle in my hand. Intense pain shot through my entire body, as though my heart was being crushed. My breathing stopped momentarily. Once I managed to take a deep breath, a scream that came from the pit of my stomach pushed it back out.

The pain was much worse than when I became human. My bones creaked, ripping through my flesh and skin as they grew bigger. My vision turned crimson.

Unable to stand, I fell to the ground and clawed on the dirt. My human nails fell, and sharp claws grew through my fingertips. My human skin peeled off, replaced by thick fur. My head felt like it was being split in half. Or maybe it was actually splitting. I scratched my face, and both of my ears fell off. My teeth followed, my lips parted, and another scream erupted from within me.

It was the roar of a beast. At this very moment, a certain man came to my mind. Serving the Chief Mage of the kingdom of Wenias, he cast aside his human body to become a wolf Beastfallen. He endured through the maddening pain.

Mad respect for you, man. If I’d known it would hurt this much, I might not have asked to be turned human like it was nothing. I had to stay awake. I had to stand up. Stand up and fight.

I roared, the same roar of a beast that I had grown accustomed to over the years. My own voice.

 

There was one thing I learned after experiencing being human. Actually, not just one. Countless things.

Honestly, I thought it was a great body. It was easy to use, my fingers were dexterous, and I had a keen sense of taste. I would have lived a nice, peaceful life with that body.

But catching a ridiculously huge monster bird and ripping its head off, beating to death a fish with scales as hard as armor, and organizing the confused Beastfallen by giving a good pep talk really made me feel like this was my own body.

It felt so right, and made me feel incredibly safer.

Anyway, once we got through the frozen sea and into the woods, things should settle down a bit.

I carried Zero on my back and led a pack of tense, fearful, and confused Beastfallen across the icy landscape. There was nothing to obstruct my vision, so I could see the edge of the forest far in the distance.
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Suddenly the edge of the forest seemed to move.

“The Knights Templar?”

Their uniforms painted them as Noble Guards from Knox Cathedral. I wondered what they were doing in such a place, but apparently they were being attacked by monsters.

After giving instructions to some of the relatively calm Beastfallen, we surrounded the monsters from all sides and killed them all.

Beastfallen fundamentally didn’t band together. Under unavoidable circumstances, however, they would help each other out to some extent, exhibiting tremendous might.

The knights turned pale as they were saved and surrounded by a group of Beastfallen from out of nowhere.

“What the hell is going on?! Why are there so many Beastfallen here?!” A knight pointed at me. “And you were supposed to be human!”

“Things happened,” I said. “What are you guys doing here? Doesn’t look like the priest sent you. As you can see, there are monsters everywhere. It’s dangerous outside the warding.”

“We—” He shut his mouth.

Understandably so. Seeing all the Beastfallen shuffling behind me would shut anyone up. After all, the word “Beastfallen” was currently synonymous with demonic possession. Telling them I defeated the witch and the demons were gone would not make them any less jittery.

They seemed to be acting weird, though.

“Oh.” I finally realized it. Someone other than the priest sent the Noble Guards. I could easily guess who.

Orlux.

I was banished through a trial by ordeal. Orlux must have thought about making sure I didn’t return. These men were laying in ambush to keep me from coming back at all costs. He didn’t expect me to defeat the witch and return with a bunch of freed Beastfallen. To be fair, I didn’t expect it either.

“What’s the matter? Should we kill them?” An impatient Beastfallen asked.

There were about a dozen or so knights. We could kill them in an instant if we wanted to. But that would be disappointing.

“So you got lost and ran into some trouble, huh?” I said.

The knight’s eyes grew wide.

“You thought you could get more food by hunting down monsters? You guys must’ve taken a wrong turn somewhere and ended up going the opposite direction of the town. Am I right?”

Choose. Betray Orlux and treat us as heroes, or fight a pack of Beastfallen with only a dozen men to complete a secret mission.

They glanced at the bodies of their dead comrades and the monsters we killed.

“Hey,” one knight whispered. “Maybe he actually killed the witch.”

“Ssh! Quiet!” another rebuked.

“We, the Knights Templar, will not allow any threat to the town to pass through here! If you wish to pass, you will have to fight us first!”

He actually stood up to us. Commendable loyalty.

But it was clearly a stupid choice to make. The Beastfallen, who were on edge from all the confusion and fighting, responded to the provocation. The one standing next to me drew his sword and pounced on a knight, but I caught him by the neck just in time and slammed him to the ground.

Oh, boy. Now what? We could slaughter them and pretend we didn’t see them.

My thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a gust of wind that blew the snow around me. What now? An intimidating roar pulled everyone’s attention to the skies.

“That’s enough!” cried an old woman.

A huge shadow appeared on the ground, and we all subconsciously backed away to make space for the dragon to land. That voice sounds familiar.

“Your Excellency!” the knights called in unison, and fell to their knees.

The dragon circled several times before landing near me. On its back were Gouda and a dignified old woman—the Bishop. Since she couldn’t move her legs well, they strapped a chair to the dragon’s back.

“Why are you here? It’s too dangerous!”

“I know. Yet you are here, so I must come.” The Bishop’s gaze darted to me, the pack of Beastfallen, then finally rested on the knights. “Ah, how wonderful. You defeated the witch, didn’t you?”

“You can tell?” I asked.

She nodded back slowly. “When I received Secrecy’s report, I could not believe it. Did you do it? Or perhaps…” She glanced at the unconscious Zero.

“We just destroyed the warding. Then the demons came in and killed her, I think.” I was unconscious, so I didn’t know exactly what happened, but it was probably something along those lines.

“The townspeople are waiting for you. I would have loved for you to hear the cheers the moment the sky cleared up. Secrecy told them the truth. He was patient and careful so they would not have too much hope, not sink into the pits of despair. He made certain that your return would give them relief.”

“He did, huh? You mean they all fell for his bullshit.”

She narrowed her eyes, then turned to the knights. “You have done a great service by braving the risk to protect the town. The townspeople have great faith in you because of your loyalty and dedication.”

“We would gladly lay down our lives for you, the Church, and the people!”

“You are also important people to me.” She turned her gaze to the crowd of Beastfallen. “Them as well.”

Those who didn’t know the old lady were puzzled, but after hearing the word Bishop, they guessed that she was someone important. At the very least, they were smart enough to know that an old woman riding on the back of a dragon was no ordinary person.

“Come now. Let us return to town. Then we will head to Wenias. I will lead the way.”

Gouda pulled on the dragon’s reins. The creature did not fly. Instead, it began lumbering through the woods. The knights obeyed without a second thought, and we followed.

It was the most triumphant return we could have ever hoped for.

 

Loud cheers greeted us and the Bishop. The dragon made its way to the plaza in front of the cathedral, where a large crowd of people was waiting, and stopped. The Bishop slowly dismounted with Gouda’s help.

Gemma, the captain of the Knox expedition, Leyland, the second-in-command, Barcel the attendant, the adjudicator from Dea Ignis, and a bunch of Church officials welcomed us. Lily was clinging to the priest’s leg, petrified from the pressure.

I took a step forward.

“I can’t believe you’re back,” the priest said.

I shrugged. “The nerve of these people. After sending me off like a pest, they welcome me back with open arms?”

The priest raised his staff, then lowered it back down. He didn’t want to hit a hero in front of the masses. “You can thank Her Excellency. She made it so you would be welcomed as heroes.”

The Bishop claimed that it was all the priest’s doing. I guess talking about it here would be tactless.

I looked at the Bishop, and she nodded back at me—a Bishop of the Seven Cathedrals nodding to a Beastfallen.

“Why are you back to being a Beastfallen?” the priest asked.

“Stuff happened.”

“What about Zero? Is she asleep?” He looked at my shoulder. Even though he couldn’t see, he could tell if Zero was asleep or awake by the sound of her breathing.

“The demon said she used too much of her power. She’ll wake up eventually.”

I felt a jolt on my leg. I looked down to see Lily now clinging to my leg. She said nothing. I bent a little and gave her a pat on the head.

“I’m angry,” she said.

“What?”

“Very, very, very angry! Don’t do anything dangerous again!”

I laughed. “I’d avoid danger too if possible.”

“Anyway, you’d better do something about that bloody outfit,” the priest said. “I’ve prepared a bath, a meal, and a room for you. You can leave Zero with a maidservant.”

“No.”

“What?”

“You know what I mean. She’s the one in the most danger.”

The priest’s expression hardened. There were people in town who didn’t like our return as heroes, Orlux first and foremost. Who knows where he was hiding?

What if we left Zero in the care of an enemy? She’d get helplessly killed. Someone had to protect her, and that someone was me, her bodyguard.

“If she’s killed, I’ll have to kill whoever was guarding her.”

“Are you going to bathe together too?” The priest raised an eyebrow.

“It won’t be the first time.”

The priest turned his head to the sky as if saying, “Suit yourself.”

Like I said, I never left Zero’s side, not even for a moment. I took a bath with Zero in my arms, ate dinner, and slept in the room they provided.

A deep, dreamless sleep.

 

Chewing on his nails, Orlux looked down from the window, watching the people rejoicing for the heroes’ return.

He needs to die.

They would be remembered as heroes. It was inevitable. But he still wanted them dead before they took charge, leaving only their names in the annals of history.

The door to Orlux’s room opened, revealing the familiar faces of his subordinates.

Orlux smiled. “Perfect timing. I have something to talk—”

Silently glancing at each other, the men lifted Orlux up from his chair and moved him to a wheelchair before he could say anything.

“Handy, isn’t it?” one man said. “We borrowed it from the Director.” He pushed the wheelchair out of the room.

“Wh-Where are you taking me? I still can’t leave my room.”

“Quiet. If you make too much noise, I’ll have to hit you.”

Orlux turned pale. A knot formed in the pit of his stomach. But there was nothing he could do about it. His shattered knees were far from being fully healed. He couldn’t even stand properly, let alone walk.

One man pushed the wheelchair, while three others surrounded him. All of them were silent, pushing the wheelchair quietly, not even looking at the former captain.

The moment they left the Knights Templar’s barracks, he realized that they were taking him to the outskirts of town.

“No!” he cried. “What are you going to do to me?! God will never forgive you—”

A punch from one of his men cut him off. He then shoved a piece of cloth into the man’s mouth.

“I told you we should have gagged him from the start.”

“But I don’t want to take away his pride. You know, at least keep it noble.”

“Noble, my ass,” one spat. “That Beastfallen is a hero who defeated the Murky Darkness Witch. We were gonna kill him on his orders!”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but we can’t follow you anymore. And you never forgive those who betray you, so we have no choice but to do this.”

“Ssh! Someone’s coming!”

Three of them stood in a line to hide Orlux. There were footsteps approaching. Orlux grunted.

“What are you doing over there? You guys are not up to something, are you?”

It was a familiar voice. Barcel, Orlux realized. The lady captain’s attendant.

“Hmm?” Barcel looked down at his feet and frowned. “Those tracks… You have a wheelchair or something?”

The tracks that a wheelchair left were smaller and more distinctive than those of a normal cart’s. He looked incompetent, but he was surprisingly useful.

“C-Captain Orlux is not feeling well. We’re on our way to the doctor.”

“Oh?”

“Barcel!” Captain Gemma called. “What’s the matter?

If that overly righteous woman saw this situation, his traitorous subordinates would not get away with it.

God is watching me, after all. Orlux chuckled.

“Did the Noble Guards do something again?” she asked.

“Everything’s fine,” Barcel replied. “They were just having a hard time carrying stuff.”

Orlux’s breath caught. Then he remembered what the man said when his knees were crushed.

You should have killed him while I wasn’t looking.

Orlux gave desperate grunts as he twisted around. As he rolled out of the wheelchair, he saw Gemma’s back through the men’s legs. She was walking away.

Barcel’s legs blocked his view. “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re right,” he said. “She would help you. No matter how much of a scum you are. She’s not the kind of person who makes decisions based on preference. Unfortunately for you, most people are biased. And I hate you with every fiber of my being. At this point, I don’t really care that you drove the Lady Witch and Mercenary away. You insulted my Captain. Don’t you think it’s too shameless to ask the very person you insulted for help?”

Barcel picked Orlux up and put him back on the wheelchair. “Now, then.” He rolled his shoulders a bit and looked idly at the sky. “I’ll lend you guys a hand. You’re taking out the trash, right?”
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Chapter 5: A New Job

Sensing something off, I woke up.

Zero was not in my arms. I bolted upright. My body felt heavy, like I had been tied up. Still I managed to look around the room, and the first thing I saw was Zero sitting deep in a chair, reading a book.

For a while, I just stared blankly at the familiar scene.

“You’re—”

“I see you are awake, Mercenary.”

That’s my line, I thought.

“Big brother!” Before I could voice my thoughts, a ball of white fur jumped onto my stomach.

I didn’t need to see to know who it was.
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“Big brother! Big brother! Big brother!” Lily cried.

“C-Calm down.”

As I was struggling to respond, someone pulled her up.

“Lily, he’s injured. If you’re going to jump around, do it somewhere other than on his stomach.”

Lily let out a whimper. It was the priest.

He looked at me through his eye patch. “Monsters sure are tough,” he spat.

“What are you talking about?”

“You were out for ten days.”

“Ten days?!”

“By the way, I woke up in three days,” Zero chimed in, as if to say she was stronger than me.

No wonder my body felt so heavy. I was extremely hungry, and everything felt so empty.

“He’s awake!” yelled someone from outside the door. “Call the Captain!”

Barcel, I thought. I guess they’re not playing a joke on me.

Shaking my still hazy head, I looked around again and saw Gouda sleeping in the corner of the room with a blanket over him.

“Did you all sleep in this room?” I asked.

“Yes!” Lily exclaimed. “I was here the whole time! Big sister too! And the Dragon King, the Captain, and Father!”

“Only Zero remained here the whole time,” the priest said. “She hasn’t slept a wink in seven days. A fearsome witch, all right. Perfect for a monster like you.”

Zero approached the bed and tapped the priest’s shoulder. “Indeed. And because I was awake the whole time, watching Mercenary, I know that you came to check on Mercenary several times, and that you were worried about him not waking up.”

“It seems like you witches see things way differently than me.”

“Father was really worried!” Lily cut in.

“You keep quiet, Lily.” He hit her with the tip of his staff.

“Ouch!”

I burst into laughter. So lively right after I woke up. The priest frowned.

Gouda woke up with a start. “Wh-What’s going on? Is he up?! Why would you wake up when I’m asleep?!”

“Don’t look at me,” I said.

“Mercenary is awake?!” Gemma burst into the room with Barcel. As soon as she saw me on the bed, she covered her face and started crying. “Thank goodness. I thought you would never wake up!”

“C-Come on, now. It’s not worth crying over,” I said. “Why care if one mercenary dies?”

“You made a bet with me, and you won! I will have to buy you meals for the rest of your life. Not even getting a chance to hold up my end of the bargain is a disgrace for a knight.”

“I doubt that’s enough to disgrace a—”

“Shut up! I’m just saying!” Sniffing, Gemma delivered a powerful blow to Barcel. It seemed like they were comfortable with each other now.

“Hmm. I should have done that too,” Zero said, watching Gemma.

There she goes again. Learning something stupid.

“You don’t have to do anything,” I said.

Zero sat down on the bed. “Then I will do what I always do. Good morning, Mercenary. I am glad you are fine.”

Another familiar line.

“I received a message from the lass.”

Zero handed me the Witch Letter, a pair of letters linked to each other. Words you wrote on one would appear on the other. If Albus wrote a message on hers back in Wenias, the exact same message would appear on the one I was holding.

“Madia has informed her of your condition. I have just read the message that appeared. It seems she is watching you even now.”

“For real? That’s kinda creepy.”

I took the letter from Zero and found the same words written over and over.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid.

“Is the rest of the message the same?” I asked.

“Read to the end and you will see.”

I skipped the beginning and middle section and read the last part instead.

We have sent reinforcements from Wenias. You should meet up on the road.

Come back soon. We have so much to talk about.

“Could’ve just written that,” I mumbled.

The word “idiot” appeared in the last line. In extra large, thick letters.

“If I’m an idiot, then you’re a fucking brat. You can hear me, can’t you, you little shit?”

Not waiting for Albus’s reply, I rolled up the letter and returned it to Zero. Albus was probably stomping her feet in anger right about now.

“I’d love to be back in Wenias soon.”

Zero nodded. “Then let us go. The lass is eagerly looking forward to our return. If we make her wait too long, she might join the reinforcements.”

“Pooch is gonna make a scene again.” I chuckled as I imagined it.

“While you were asleep, many things were decided and many things changed. You are a hero who saved the world, and so am I. But it was also a witch who endangered the world, and for much of the populace beast warriors are demons.”

The priest heaved a sigh. “Hailing a witch and a Beastfallen as heroes when they’re also symbols of fear. We’re going to have a difficult time guiding the people from here onwards.”

“I agree,” Zero said. “We have a long and difficult road ahead of us, but it is a road we walk together. It will be a more pleasant journey than walking alone and hindering other paths, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know about that.”

Witches, Beastfallen, and the Church all walking the same path from now on, huh? Yeah. That’s gonna be tough, all right.

“Shouldn’t we go our separate ways?” I said.

“No!” Lily snapped.

Okay, so that’s a hard no. I guess there’s no other choice, then.

 

The world changed at a rapid pace.

After our safe journey to Wenias, Zero and I became known to the people as anonymous heroes. In other words, most people only knew that a certain witch and a Beastfallen saved the world.

After a lengthy discussion, we came to the conclusion that Zero and I should not identify ourselves as the heroes, or else those who couldn’t accept the change would direct their anger at us, and if they attacked us, we would have no choice but to fight back. It wouldn’t stop the cycle of killings.

“Someone saved the world, but no one knew exactly who.”

And that was enough.

“You’re like gods,” the priest remarked. We were in the royal castle of the kingdom of Wenias, in a makeshift room provided to us. “The idea of living according to the ideology of a person whom you have never met but has done great things. It’s very close to how a religion is founded.”

“You’ve been sounding a lot more indifferent lately,” I said. “About gods and religion.”

When I first met him, he was all “God’s will be done”, but now he seemed to think that even God was just some kind of thing that affects the human mind.

“Can you blame me? We’ll have to teach people about this new Church that doesn’t regard witches as evil. Do you think I have time to preach to others about my ideal God? If you want others to be open-minded, you have to be twice as open-minded yourself.” He sounded like he was an expert on the matter.

Zero laughed. “Simply think of it as having more gods to worship. Like I said before, the Church’s God is also a demon. Even the guardian deities were created as symbols of the demonic power associated with them. You do not have to change the Church’s creed. Instead, broaden your mind and make the other demons gods as well.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” Albus chimed in. She lay on the bed, flailing her legs and fiddling with her slightly long, blonde hair. It was hard to believe that she was the Chief Mage of a kingdom. “Wenias is fine, but there are still a lot of witch-hunts down south. Since the kingdom is located in the middle of the continent, people from those countries come here.”

People up north, where casualties caused by demons were massive, needed protection from witches. The south, however, barely suffered at all. Most of the people there were villagers who planned to spend their entire lives without ever leaving their village. Telling them that something horrible happened in the north would not have any effect. Hearing a rumor that there was some kind of incident in a distant land they knew nothing about would not immediately make them pro-witches.

And, of course, the same was happening within the Church as well.

“Every single time they enter the kingdom, we have to explain that being a witch here is legal,” Albus went on. “Fanatical followers of the Church cause problems every other day. And the Church is split in two, north and south! The future’s looking grim.”

“We’ll just have to be patient,” the priest said. “The best way is for the Mages to gradually blend in with their surroundings, starting with Wenias. And their leader, the Chief Mage, must serve as a role model for them. For the record, you have once given an awful impression to the Church officials. Please keep in mind that it will take an extraordinary amount of effort to make the Church accept Mages in the future.”

“Argh! I want the mine to collapse once more and ban all witch haters from entering the kingdom!” Albus threw both arms and legs on the bed.

Despite her behavior, she wore a look befitting of an intelligent Mage when she was in front of her subordinates. A child’s growth is nothing to make light of.

“It is going to be somewhat rough for the next hundred years or so,” Zero said, seemingly enjoying the change.

The priest let his shoulders sag. There was a change in him as well. The metal rings that tied the staff to his fingers were gone.

With the drastic change in doctrine to accept witches, there was a major reformation within the Church. For starters, the organization called Dea Ignis was dissolved, and its members, former criminals on death row, were granted pardons commensurate with the work they had done. Some had their death sentences reduced to imprisonment, with the number of days they spent working as Dea Ignis subtracted from their time to be served. Most were acquitted. However, those who were judged to be dangerous if released, like the Gravedigger, were placed under surveillance.

As far as I knew, the only person who had been given a job as a priest after retiring from Dea Ignis was the guy in front of us, Secrecy. He was only falsely accused, in the first place.

“Speaking of demons, have you decided how to deal with the Director?” I asked. “He’s still technically a demon.”

There was a heated discussion as to what to do with the demon-possessed guy. He couldn’t stay in any Church facility since he was a demon. He could not enter Wenias either because of Albus’s powerful warding. Right now he was staying at an inn near the tunnel, accompanied by Barcel.

“We have,” the priest answered. “He’ll be director of the Forbidden Library.”

“What? So no changes?”

“Yes. However, the Forbidden Library will be treated differently from now on. It will be the Church’s—”

“Church and witches,” Albus corrected.

The priest cleared his throat. “It will be a general library that collects books written by the Church and witches. The Director, a bookworm, will manage the vast collection.”

“I’m sure he’ll be overjoyed.”

“Not just overjoyed. He’s itching to get back to the Forbidden Library as soon as possible. He’s already working to increase the collection.”

“What about the librarian?” Zero asked.

The priest looked perplexed. “Librarian?”

“The Mage from the Forbidden Library. The one with the eyes that see the world.”

“Oh, Madia? She will remain in Wenias.”

“Really? Why?”

“She wants to study Sorcery,” Albus replied.

It was Albus who spent the most time with Madia. While we were heading toward Knox Cathedral, Madia was with Albus the whole time.

“She didn’t enter into a contract with the Director on her own will, so she feels conflicted. She says she wants to learn more about Sorcery and use Magic properly. Someone who has the ability to see everywhere is also valuable for the kingdom. If the Director senses anything unusual, she’s the one who can immediately contact him.”

“So the Director’s heading back to the library alone? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“We’re not that stupid,” the priest said. “Captain Gemma’s attendant has been assigned to assist the Director.”

“The underling?! Why?”

“He looked after the Director for a bit. Maybe he grew on him.”

“That demon tried to take his beloved adopted daughter as a mate.”

“So he almost became the Director’s stepfather.”

Bro. Are you serious right now?

“In line with that,” the priest continued, ignoring my bafflement, “several members of the Knights of Magic will be guarding the library, so they will have company.”

The Knights of Magic—an organization formed by combining the Knights Templar and Magic Corps. Witches and the Church were separate entities. As a unified armed force to protect both, the Magic Corps led by Amnil and Gouda, and the Knights Templar led by Commander Eudwright, were combined to form a new army. There was a lengthy discussion as to the new organization’s name. After submitting nearly a hundred names for consideration, it went down to a final vote, in which the Knights of Magic won. Nothing beats simplicity, I suppose.

“Above all, many witches have expressed their desire to reside in the Forbidden Library. They might even surpass its previous population.”

“Why would they want to live there?”

“For the books, of course,” Zero answered.

“I guess it makes sense, since it’s a library.”

“I have told you before. Until now, books written by witches from all over the world have been impossible to read unless you visit their respective lairs.”

Back when I just met Zero, she told me that witches holed up in their lairs would not share information with other witches. That’s why they couldn’t prosper.

“Yeah, I remember. If a solitary witch dies in her lair, all her knowledge is gone. There’s no point in writing a book if their lair can’t be found.”

“Yes. So much knowledge has disappeared. But what if the Director were to find those books and add them to the Forbidden Library’s collection? The Forbidden Library would become an extremely important place for witches to gain unknown knowledge.”

“Riiight.”

It felt like everything was falling into place.

Lily and her parents would be staying with the governor of Ideaverna, so they shouldn’t have to worry about starving in the future.

North of Wenias, witches and the Church shared equal power, which should mean less discrimination. Down south, the Church still had a strong influence, and the negative opinions against witches and Beastfallen would not go away that easily. I just had to hope that in a hundred years, things would work out.

“So,” the priest said. “What are you two going to do? You might get a whole country if you wanted it.”

“A country?” Zero gave her deepest frown. “Why should I govern a country? I do not want that kind of trouble.”

“Same here,” I agreed. “I don’t really want anything.”

“So there’s nothing you need or want to do?”

“No,” Zero and I said at the same time.

Albus bolted upright. “Really?” She sounded serious.

“What is it?” I asked cautiously.

“Really, really? You don’t have any plans? Like you don’t want to do anything?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Yay! Here you go, then!” Albus reached into her pocket, pulled out a rolled-up letter, and gave it to me and Zero.

“What’s this?”

“A job.” She gave a smirk.

“A job, huh?”

“You know there’s a shortage of people everywhere because of this whole mess. But if you two had plans, I thought I’d respect that and keep quiet. Now if you have nothing else to do, I might as well ask you to work. Oh, that’s both a notice and an appointment letter. Just show it to whoever’s in charge and they’ll give you the specifics.”

“You’re like a spider’s web waiting for a bug! Why do you gotta be so quick about work now?”

“Now? I always work quick!”

“I don’t know about that.” I skimmed the document. Ugh, big words. I can’t read them. All I could read was village and restoration.

“Ah, thank goodness. Finding another person suitable for the job would have been a huge pain.”

“I didn’t say yes yet.”

“No, you’ll take it,” the priest interjected. Apparently he knew what the job entailed.

“Let us hear it, then.” I sat up straight, putting on an air of importance.

“The number of refugees entering Wenias had exceeded a hundred thousand. Unfortunately, there is no land to house them, no food to feed them, and no work to put them to. So we decided to create new communities—villages, in other words—in various places to create jobs. Our first objective is to restore the houses and other structures in abandoned villages and make them habitable.”

“In simple terms?”

“There are too many refugees, so we’re rebuilding villages to toss them into.”

Gotta hand it to him. That was much easier to understand.

“So, where are we supposed to build a new village?”

“Anywhere outside of Wenias would be fine. Somewhere south, I suppose. Maybe start with your hometown.”

Zero and I exchanged glances.

Return to that village then restore it for refugees?

“That sounds like a real pain in the ass.” I frowned.

“It won’t be easy.” The priest nodded gravely.

“What do we do, Witch?”

“Hmm, let us see.” Zero pondered it carefully, wearing a sour look. “If there is a tavern there that serves good food, I do not mind going there.” She flashed a grin.

I looked at Albus. “So, what about payment for the work?”

About a hundred villagers who were healthy, motivated, willing to migrate, and who were not afraid to live with a witch and a Beastfallen, were selected. Most of them were refugees from neighboring countries, but some were from Wenias.

The majority of them were former Beastfallen, who after being turned into humans, lived in the kingdom with discontent. Upon learning that a witch and a Beastfallen were building a village, they immediately came forward as residents.

When I spotted the former bear Beastfallen whom we met some time ago in the tunnels of Wenias and his wife among the candidates, I understood why Albus had asked me and Zero to do this job.

After a short journey by sea and land, I, Zero, and the hundred-or-so people arrived at our destination—my old hometown.

I went around the village with Zero, remembering one by one the memories of the past that were more faded than I had thought. Whenever I saw a collapsed house, a well full of garbage, or a storehouse ransacked by animals, my heart ached.

But the villagers’ reaction was the opposite of mine.

“It’s not as bad as I thought it would be.”

“The houses are still usable. They should be able to protect us from the elements until we build new ones.”

“Wow, that’s some good soil! We could make a farm here.”

To me, it was an abandoned village, but to those who came here for the first time, it was a new land. I only looked for the bad parts, while they got excited whenever they found something great. It made me feel… weird. Not in a bad way. But I wasn’t genuinely happy, either. It was a much better place than this. If I didn’t run away, it would have still been a nice village.

“So we will set an example,” Zero said, watching the villagers. “This place is right in the middle of the southern and central regions. What kind of food will this mystery hot pot, with a witch, a Beastfallen, and the Church as its ingredients, produce? We will draw plenty of attention from both the north and the south, not knowing that we are the nameless heroes.”

“I don’t think it’s that big of a deal.” I shrugged, realizing that I had been feeling uncharacteristically sentimental. “For a village to function, all you need are jobs, a tavern, and a bakery.”

“And a shady fortune teller.” Zero grinned as she pointed to a small path covered by thick grass. “Where does that path lead to?”

“Uh, a lake. Water peddlers used to live there, but they went out of business when the village built a well. No one has lived there since. There are fish there, so we sometimes went fishing, but it’s pretty deep. Grownups would warn us to stay away.”

“Hmm… An uninhabited lake a little away from the village. I like it. I will open a shop there.”

“You sure don’t waste any time.”

“Strike while the iron is hot, is what they say. So where is your establishment?” Zero pushed me from behind.

“H-Hey.”

“There is no time to dwell on the past, Mercenary. You will lead a hundred villagers in building a home here. You know this land better than anyone. You know where the water sources are, where the food is, and which roads lead to the neighboring villages and towns. You are the reason we can live here.”

“I’m not really the village chief type.”

“Then give the post to someone else. You are only the owner of the tavern. You can consult with the chief only when they are in trouble.”

I headed for the house I grew up in. I wanted to check it first, but I just couldn’t bring myself to go. Zero practically dragged me into the place.

I didn’t think much of it in the past, but now that I was older, it looked like a pretty nice tavern. Carefully opening the rattly front door, I found two footprints in the dusty interior.

“Must be the priest’s and the squirt’s.”

The priest and Lily came here at my request. He said he buried my dead parents in the backyard.

After entering the shop, my feet moved toward the backyard. Zero, looking around with great interest, followed silently behind me.

As I walked through the kitchen and out into the backyard, I saw two grave markers side by side. Wreaths sat on the gravestones, probably woven by the priest and Lily. It was only when I saw the faded flowers that I realized I was empty-handed.

“Hey, Witch.”

“Yes?”

“Uh… You can hear the voices of the dead, right?”

“Oh, that. If you have something to tell them, you can sometimes hear it. But…” Zero closed her eyes and listened carefully. “I hear nothing. By nature, the consciousness of the departed does not linger that long. Unless they bear strong hatred or regret.”

“I see…” I wasn’t sure if I was disappointed or relieved. “I just wished I could say I’m home, you know.”

Zero stood beside me. “You have returned. You will probably die here, so you can tell them then. There is no need to hurry.”

“You’re right,” I said absently. The realization that they were really dead made me feel emotional.

“Mercenary.”

“Yeah?

“Welcome home.” Zero tapped me on the shoulder and turned around.

As I watched her go, a smile bloomed on my face. “I’m home.”

I’m home, mom, dad. I’m back, the village that was once my home. And will be my home.

I took off all my gear, shoved them into storage, and immediately set about repairing the tavern.

 

True to her word, Zero opened a small fortune-telling shop on the outskirts of the village.

She called herself a fortune teller, but she was more like a handyman. She said she wanted to research what ordinary people found inconvenient so she could create new Magic spells.

“I came up with a few ideas,” Zero said, resting her cheek in her hand atop the old wooden counter, her legs dangling over the round chair. “How about a Chapter of Cooking? For peeling vegetables easily, or keeping just the right amount of heat so the pot does not spill over. I think you could use them.”

“Sounds like it’ll be a big hit with cooks all over the world,” I replied, stirring a large pot.

“A Chapter of Games would be great too. Magic for kids to play with. Magic that creates some fluffy thing, for example. I think kids would enjoy that.”

As I watched Zero furiously running her pen on a parchment, I realized that this must have been how she wrote the Grimoire of Zero. A book written with good intentions. A book that changed the world.

On a side note, I opened the tavern of my dreams. After repairing the rundown tavern, gathering new tablewares and pots, and buying ingredients, it was finally ready for business.

I had a decent amount of customers. Well, having only a single tavern in a small village of about a hundred people meant the villagers had no other choice. Fortunately, I knew how to cook.

The villagers congratulated us on the opening of the tavern, and said, “Now we can have a hot meal whenever we want.”

Things went much more smoothly than I had imagined. Even though it was a village of witches and Beastfallen, they went on as if they were just a group of normal people.

Many travelers passed by our village. There were also attacks from those who hated witches and Beastfallen, but they ended up regretting their actions. I was more gentle, but Zero was ruthless. She instantly turned attackers—both men and women—bald. If they still charged at us, she burned their clothes and took their weapons. Literally stripped naked, they had no choice but to flee with nary a shred of dignity left while the villagers saw them off laughing.

The frequency of the attacks decreased with each passing day. Nowadays there was no one stupid enough to attack the village.

All the peace, noise, boredom, and busyness that I had long desired, I found in this village. Every night after Zero closed shop, she was the first one to arrive at my tavern with spring in her steps. She would come before I opened, take a seat at the old counter, produce a pen, spread out some paper, and engage in idle conversation. When she got hungry, she would put her pen down and say, “I will have the usual”, acting like some regular.

Then I would cook whatever I felt like cooking that day. The customers that came afterwards would order the same food that she was eating.

“Oh, today’s recommendation is stew, huh?” they would say. “It’s getting cold, so I’ll have that too.” All others would follow suit.

I loved those repeating days the most. Sometimes, though, incidents happened.

“That reminds me,” Zero said. “You know that church in the square that was completed recently?”

“Ah, yes. The Church requested it to be remade because it was too ugly to send a priest to.”

“Yes, that one. Apparently they are finally sending over a priest.” Zero flashed the Witch Letter.

“Is that a notice from Wenias?”

“Yes. They are sending a blind priest.”

“What?! When?!”

“Now.” The door banged open, and an eerie black-clad man stepped into the tavern, bringing the cold air with him.

A familiar voice, familiar green hair, and the little rat Beastfallen clinging to his leg.

“Big brother!” Lily exclaimed as she leapt onto me.

“Squirt?! What are you doing here?!”

“I don’t know, but Father said I could come!”

The clueless villagers were abuzz, and I almost wanted to join them. What the hell’s going on? How did this happen?

“I apologize for the disturbance, everyone,” the priest said. “I am the new priest in charge of the church in this village. You must have led a morally anxious life without a priest until now. From now on, however, I will take responsibility as a spiritual leader, so please be at ease.” He flashed a bright smile that masked his inner darkness. As someone who knew his true nature, I couldn’t stop my hair from standing on end.

“What’s going on here, Witch?!”

“Why are you asking me? I am just as surprised as you are. Oh, look at this.” She waved the letter in the air. “It is dated ten days ago. My fault.”

She clearly didn’t tell me on purpose.

“What’s with the attitude?” the priest said. “Your old friend is here. Shouldn’t you be a little happier?”

“You can’t even see my face!”

“I may not be able to see with my eyes, but my mind’s eye can tell what kind of expression someone is making. Oh, that reminds me. I brought souvenirs from our friends back in Wenias.”

The priest snapped his fingers, and the package came pouring in from the carriage parked outside. There were all sorts of items—a brand-new pot, a painting whose price was difficult to guess, a luxurious candlestand unfitting for a tavern in the middle of nowhere.

“You’re clearly misappropriating national funds!”

“Did you really think I would let such a fraudulent act slide? Most of these items were sent by her employer.” He jerked his chin towards Lily.

Her employer? Ah, the governor of Ideaverna. He was now a wealthy head of state. He didn’t care about sending items that would turn a small tavern into a high-end pub. He was an extraordinary geezer in terms of financial power and common sense.

“We have fun days ahead of us, Mercenary.”

“For you, that is, Witch.”

As always, I called Zero Witch, and she called me Mercenary. Strangely enough, we were no longer interested in each other’s names.

For me, Witch meant Zero, and for Zero, Mercenary meant me. Even if we told our real names now, we would probably not change the way we called each other.

I didn’t try becoming human again, so I had no idea if I could still become one or not.

For now, though, I had no desire to become human, so I stayed the way I was. I didn’t care about names or appearances.

Zero was a witch, and I was a Beastfallen. That was all that mattered.

If this relationship were to last for eternity, perhaps this was just the right distance.
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