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The Beast and the Witch's Village Rebuilding Project

I wonder if I ever questioned the food on the table when I was a kid.

Where does the bread come from? Where do they hunt the meat and how do they butcher it? What is the wine that my father drinks made from and who makes it?

As a stupid kid, I thought all food existed in the form of ingredients. If you cook the ingredients, it becomes a dish. That knowledge alone probably put me a little above other kids.

But my questions did not end there.

Who made the knives used for cooking? Where did the wood in the kitchen originally come from? Who built the house I’m living in and how did they do it? What is the blanket that we sleep in every night made of?

As I grew older, I slowly realized that the things that I used to take for granted around me were all important.

I left my village when I was thirteen. Yes. Thirteen. I didn’t know that knowing my age accurately was actually a special thing until after I left.

A soldier I met on the battlefield once asked me, “How do you know? Don’t tell me you’ve been celebrating every year?”

He was right. Every year, my parents would celebrate the day I was born. As the end of summer approached, they would say, “It was a cool day like this when you were born.”

So every time the end of summer approached, I would think, “Oh, another year has passed.”

Nowadays I don’t cherish the passing days enough to know how old I am. I left the village when I was thirteen. That’s the only thing I clearly remember.

When I left and learned solitude for the first time in my life, I realized how well my parents had protected me. I understood how much the village looked after me.

I learned that the firewood piled in the kitchen was dried fresh wood. I learned that freshly-cut trees can’t catch fire easily, so dead branches are needed to make a bonfire.

I learned that knives rust if they’re not taken care of, that bread can’t be made without flour, and that even if you have money, you can’t buy anything if people don’t trust you.

I also learned the importance of a community for humans, and sharing roles within that community. I learned how difficult and miraculous it was for a village to survive.

And now I’m learning how difficult it is for a Beastfallen and a witch to build their own village.
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Chapter 1: A Stable Food Supply

“We’ve gotta prepare nonperishables before winter comes,” I told the villagers.

It was the end of summer. Autumn was fast approaching, the season when the forest became bountiful and animals grew fatter.

After the northern half of the continent was ravaged by demons, those who lost their homes, families, and jobs were gathered together in early spring to build a village in the south.

The endeavor was spearheaded by a witch and a Beastfallen. I wasn’t sure if it would work out, but the displaced people were willing to repair half-destroyed houses, plow the fields and sow seeds, and with a strange kind of unity, they turned an abandoned village into a desolate village.

Beastfallen are half-human, half-beast monsters. Hairy, with vicious fangs and claws, their forte was killing people.

And I was one such Beastfallen.

There were some pesky reasons as to why a monster like me ended up leading the reconstruction, but the most obvious one was that the abandoned village was my birthplace. I grew up in the village’s tavern.

My parents died while I was out of the village, and the kitchen was in a terrible state, but with the help of the villagers, we renovated it to the point where we could open for business.

A tavern is a place where villagers gather after work to eat and drink. It’s a meeting place, so to speak, a place to socialize, and a place where people exchange all sorts of information. In this village of about a hundred residents, information from every corner of the settlement gathered in this tavern.

Consultations were always held in this establishment. After closing time, when others begin to leave, the village bigshots gather together as if they had already arranged a meeting beforehand, and exchange opinions about various matters.

Right now, they were doing exactly that. About ten men and women were gathered around me, wearing frowns. One of them, an unbelievably beautiful, silver-haired woman, who looked like she had stepped out of a painting, raised her forefinger.

“By nonperishables, do you mean salted meat and dried fish?”

“Exactly, witch.”

Zero, the extraordinary witch, furrowed her perfectly-shaped eyebrows and wore a troubled look that captivated the villagers.

“So what you are saying is that we cannot eat fresh meat and fish during the winter?”

“You can, if you can hunt game successfully, but you can’t get fruits and vegetables in the winter. You have to make preserved food in case you don’t get any meat.”

The gluttonous witch’s expression softened a little. “Then I will use divination to help during the hunt. With my powers, locating prey is easy.”

“That’s good to hear. In any case, we need nonperishables. Except there’s one problem.”

“What?” Zero asked.

“Salt, right?” the leader of the village’s women, a former governess, answered.

A woman in her mid-twenties, she looked like she had a wire running from the top of her head to her toes. Her magnificent red hair, which looked like it could burn your skin with only a touch, hung down to her waist, tightly braided. She was born with poor eyesight, so she always wore glasses. Her whole body exuded an aura of intelligence and elegance, but she lacked the punch because of her short stature.

She taught proper etiquette to a nobleman’s daughter in the north, but after the town fell into ruin, she had nowhere else to go and volunteered to move to this village. An oddball, if you asked me.

She was not without prejudice against witches and Beastfallen, but she firmly believed that dialogue can change people, or in other words, lead us to the path of virtue. She had been keeping a watchful eye on us, determined to correct us as soon as we started to go down the wrong path, but so far we had been staying on the right path, leaving her disappointed.

The villagers called her Madam, and so did I. Names of northerners are too long and difficult to pronounce for me.

I nodded at her response. “That’s right. We’ll need a lot of salt to preserve meat. And we have no way to buy salt.”

“Yes. There’s no commerce in this village. No merchants come close because of rumors that a witch and a Beastfallen would rip them all off of their possessions.” She gave me and Zero a sharp look.

“I told you, it’s to protect the village.”

“As a result, the village has become isolated.”

I flopped down my ears to block out her harsh remark. She had a point. We stripped the wannabe bandits who approached the village of all their belongings and drove them away naked. It was the best way to send them back without hurting them. Unfortunately, I failed to consider the possibility of them spreading nasty rumors outside.

After years of being a mercenary, I had developed this mindset that I deserved to be bad-mouthed, and if I ended up in a dire situation, I could just leave. I had totally forgotten that villagers basically could not move around.

In hindsight, we shouldn’t have let them leave alive. Dead men tell no tales, I reminded myself. Although killing them would’ve resulted in a different kind of problem.

Anyway, our village was not getting along well with the neighboring villages. To put it bluntly, our relationship was downright awful. I was prepared for this from the start, of course. Since trade was not possible, everything had to be done within the village.

“Anyway, if we dump all the salt we have in the village into salting meat,” I continued, “I’ll only be able to serve flavorless food in the future. And people will eventually get sick of salty meat.”

“Maybe we can ask Wenias’s Chief Mage for help.” The one who made the most reasonable comment was the man mainly in charge of manual labor in the village. A former bear Beastfallen, he was human now, but villagers called him “Bear” or “Mr. Bear” in a friendly manner. Even in his human form, he still had that bear-like vibe around him.

He was cheerful and caring, and was popular with the kids in the village because he wouldn’t get angry no matter how much mischief they caused.

“They’re supposed to be supporting this place, right? Isn’t this village an exclave of Wenias?”

“Yeah, but Wenias is a ten-day carriage ride from here. Besides, if we rely on the government’s help right off the bat, what are we gonna do in the future?”

“So first, we have to do everything we can on our own,” Zero said. “Inefficient, but I like it.”

“So you say, Mercenary.”

Needless to say, by Mercenary, they meant me. A former soldier of fortune, I now worked as a tavern owner. But because Zero called me Mercenary, the villagers started calling me that too. Incidentally, everyone called Zero Miss Witch, or Lady Mage. Almost no one called her Zero.

“Like the Madam said, we don’t have anyone to do business with. We don’t have any goods to begin with, so we can’t even barter with others. Unless there’s salt growing in the forest, we’ll never be able to solve this problem without the government’s assistance.”

“I mean, it’s not like we absolutely have nothing to sell…” I turned my attention to Zero.

The witch’s eyes widened. “A-Are you planning to sell my body?!” She turned pale, on purpose.

“Oh, that’s actually a good idea,” I said. “We might get a good price.”

The former governess cleared her throat, and I jumped. “Mercenary,” she said. “As the one responsible for education in this village, I can’t let such a vulgar joke pass.”

“Why me?! You should tell that to the witch!”

“You are just as guilty for humoring her. Don’t blame others.”

I held up my hands. Disobeying the Madam was a fool’s errand.

Selling Zero, however, was not exactly far off the mark. Our village had a unique industry—Magic. It would mean lending out labor, but it wouldn’t be hard to obtain money if people wanted Zero’s Magic.

However, the further south from the Kingdom of Wenias, the more pronounced the people’s hatred of Magic, and our village was located right on the border between the southern and central regions.

There were buyers near the central region, but there were already other sellers there. As for down south, well there weren’t any buyers at all.

In the early days of our village, we advertised to other villages that we would help them harvest their crops with Magic, but we were met with nothing but fear and scorn.

In Wenias and its vicinity, discrimination against witches had decreased dramatically, partly due to the fact that witches protected the people from the demons. However, in the south, where there were no demon invasions in the first place, the attitude toward witches and Beastfallen remained the same.

Witches are evil incarnate, and Beastfallen are symbols of depravity. Our village was supposed to be a stepping stone to overcoming these prejudices, but the road was harsher than we thought.

“Anyway, it’s clear that words won’t solve our food problem. If we run out of options, we’ll turn to the government. If this village perishes in the blink of an eye, the kingdom will have nothing to stand on.”

“I was thinking, Mercenary.” After the meeting was over and the villagers had gone home, Zero stayed in the tavern, watching me clean up. “We do not actually need nonperishables, do we? As you mentioned earlier, I can use my divination to locate animals, and you can easily hunt them down. It gets cold in the winter, which means meat would not spoil easily even without salt.”

“We can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“We can’t let the villagers rely heavily on us.”

Zero blinked. “It is a village of witches and Beastfallen, yet they cannot rely on them?”

“If there are other witches and Beastfallen besides you and me, then it’s a different story.”

There were three former Beastfallen in this village of a hundred people, but I was the only one still living as one. Of course, Zero was also the only one who could use Magic. If they relied on me and Zero too much, the village would not be able to survive once we’re gone.

“Are you assuming that you will be gone from this village?” Zero asked. “You had just made yourself at home.”

“Not really, but…”

“Then let them depend on us. That way, the villagers will welcome new Beastfallen settlers. They will look forward to the arrival of other witches. Some of them may even want to learn Magic themselves. We must let the villagers know of our excellence.”

Hard-pressed for a rebuttal, I fumbled for words. “You…” I shut my mouth. I wasn’t exactly sure how to put it. I didn’t actually mind if the villagers counted on me for help. But there was a problem.

“You can hardly use Magic anymore, can you?” I said.

Zero’s breath caught. I knew it.

I thought I was a goner for sure in the battle against the Murky Darkness Witch. But I survived. When I asked Zero why, she just laughed and said, “You know how demons are. They can be quite fickle.”

But that was not enough to convince me. A spell had pierced my stomach, and I was definitely a goner. I saw with my own eyes the hordes of demons rushing to the altar the moment the warding was destroyed. But when I came to, the demons were gone, Zero was exhausted, and my wounds had closed.

In order to save the world—or to save me, perhaps—Zero gave up the life of a long-lived grand witch.

“So you noticed,” she said, wearing a troubled look. “I intended to hide it from you.”

I shrugged. “Not like I was looking to find out, either. Your hair and nails have been growing lately.”

“Impressive attention to details. I thought you were a little more obtuse.”

“Quit joking around,” I grumbled. “I’m serious.”

Zero gave a vague smile. “I am sorry.”

“You said that superior witches use magical power to preserve their youth. Argentum was old, but you look young because of your incredible magical power.”

“You are right.”

“You can’t preserve your youth anymore, can you? After fighting the Murky Darkness Witch to save the world, you actually ran out of magical power.”

We were together twenty-four-seven. There was no way I wouldn’t notice. Sometimes I’d get this sudden feeling that something was off. A scratch from yesterday was still visible the next day. Her neat fingertips were cracked awkwardly. Flaws you’d find in normal humans were robbing Zero of her supernatural beauty.

“I understand,” Zero said. “You are concerned that divination would hasten my time of demise.”

“Well, yeah… I wouldn’t want you suddenly turning to dust in front of me. That would be awful.”

A small gasp escaped Zero’s lips, followed by a loud laughter.

“Wh-What’s so funny?!”

“Ah, forgive me. I am to blame. I should have explained it to you. I did not mean to cause you any worry.”

“Explain what? Wait, so I was wrong?”

“Not exactly. It is true that I cannot afford to devote any magical power to preserving my body right now. When I first summoned a demon into your body, I told you that I had exhausted my magical power, but the current situation is even worse. My body is now aging at the same rate as ordinary humans.”

“The same as ordinary humans?”

Wait, that means she’s normal. She’s like any other human being. The knot in the pit of my stomach loosened a little.

“Does that mean you’re not gonna turn to dust once you run out of magical power?”

“I probably would if I ran out of power completely.”

I was visibly shaken, but she quietly raised her forefinger to calm me down.

“But unless someone else takes it from me, I will never be able to drain enough magical power to kill myself, no matter how hard I try. If your heart stops, you die, but you cannot stop your heart from beating of your own free will, can you? You collapse before you are completely exhausted and your life is threatened. The same applies to me. Besides, if I do not use my magical power, it will accumulate inside me.”

“…I see.”

I guess it’s some kind of witch instinct at work.

I felt both relieved and disappointed, but I was glad to know that there was no need to worry about Zero suddenly crumbling into dust. I mean, how was I supposed to ask her? “Hey, are you just gonna go poof one day?” That just sounds stupid.

“I understand now why you have been so considerate to me ever since we moved to this village. I thought you were finally going to profess your love to me. I was eagerly waiting for that moment.”

“I’m being serious right now.” I glared at her with half-lidded eyes.

“I heard you the first time.” She smiled. “Hmm, you can simply think of it as a great witch turning into an average Mage. For witches, divination is like breathing. It is basic Sorcery that even a child can perform. That is why I suggested that I divine, while you hunt. If I were to accompany you, I might have to use Magic repeatedly, exhausting my magical power, which could lead to me fainting. I will be in a state of coma until I have enough magical power to function normally.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want that happening.”

“Exactly. Which is why I will not push myself too hard.”

“In that case… I guess… we can do without nonperishables.” The discomfort made my tone a little cold.

“Forget common sense, Mercenary. We are going to make this village a place for witches and Beastfallen, are we not?”

“…Yeah.”

“I plan to create a Magic spell for preserving food, and a spell that will allow us to grow crops even during winter. I will devise harmless Magic that everyone can use. Picture it.”

I closed my eyes.

“Winter. You enter a warm shed, and see ripe fruits. The children of the village will be able to munch on fresh, sweet fruits in the middle of winter. The residents of the neighboring villages will find value in this. Once the trade starts, there may be people who want to learn Magic. This village has only just begun, Mercenary. We might not have the means to trade at the moment, but eventually we will.”

Zero stopped, and I opened my eyes.

“Because there is a witch in this village,” she said.

I grinned, and Zero gave a wink.

“And a mighty beast warrior,” she added. “The prosperous are constantly under threat. Keep a watchful eye on me so that I will not be targeted and kidnapped by scoundrels.”

“Easy enough,” I replied, and sighed. “So, you’re gonna age normally.”

“Yes?”

“You’re gonna be an old hag one day.”

“I suppose.”

“I can’t even imagine it.”

“There is no need to rush. In fifty years, you will be able to see the real thing without needing to use your imagination. You will fall in love with me again and again, for I will still be beautiful in my old age.”

“We don’t need preserved food anymore? Why?”

The next day, I retracted my previous statement to the people gathered at the tavern. The governess, Bear, and everyone else looked puzzled.

“With the witch and me around, we can hunt even during winter,” I said. “And there should still be fish in the river.”

My explanation convinced them easily.

“Not that I’ve done it before,” I admitted, “so it might not work out.”

Bear slapped me on the back. “What are you saying? You’re a battle-worn mercenary! Both you and the witch.”

The governess quickly took out a piece of parchment. “Let’s calculate how much game we need to hunt for a hundred villagers to last one winter. That will make it easier to devise a hunting schedule. If we fail to hunt and starve, that’s when we turn to the government.” Her words were reassuring.
 

Winter came.

I went hunting out in the snow, relying on Zero’s divination for guidance.

“We can help, too,” said one man. “You’ll need help carrying the catch.”

I had to forcefully turn down all the strong-looking men offering to help. My leaving alone would greatly reduce the village’s strength. If I took several men with me into the forest, the village would be completely defenseless for a few days. Zero could easily fight off bandits, but I didn’t want her to be the village’s shield.

A Mage who lived on the outskirts of the village and could create new Magic was the right position for her, in my opinion. Regardless of how she felt about it.

Zero tended to say things like “I will protect you,” or “Leave it to me,” but I wasn’t shameless enough to put everything on her shoulders alone. Besides, what good would it be if I couldn’t even hunt one prey that I already knew the location of by myself?

“Footprints. A boar’s.”

Once I found hoofprints on the thin layer of snow, I took a sniff of the cool air. Following the tracks, I found frozen and dried dung, and further ahead I came to a mountain cabin.

“What? A cabin?” I cocked my head, frowning.

The boar tracks circled around the hut, but there was no sign of the animal nearby. Surveying my surroundings, I stepped into the cabin, its doors left carelessly open. Bags of vegetables and wheat were piled up inside. It was a pantry, I realized.

“Why is there a pantry in the middle of the forest? Which village owns it, I wonder. Why is the door even open? You gotta be more careful.”

The stockpile didn’t seem like a lot; certainly not enough to last the whole winter. Maybe the other villages were having food shortages, and we just didn’t know because we had not interacted with them. Perhaps their crops failed. In that case, I could offer them meat from the hunt, providing us a foothold for commerce.

“I sense someone.”

Oh, shit. If they see me here, they’ll think I’m a thief.

I bolted out of the pantry and came face to face with it.

It wasn’t a human being. It was the old boar, angry and agitated. It had a formidable body, like it was a mass of muscle. Despite the cold season, it had gained a lot of weight and seemed invincible.

I chuckled. “Came here for the food, did you?”

Judging from the hoofprints around the cabin, the boar knew there was food inside. The door was probably closed at all times, so it couldn’t get in. It could only wander around the cabin. But today the door to the pantry was wide open, and just when it was about to happily jump into the food, a Beastfallen came out.

Talk about brave.

The boar was raring to fight me for the contents of the pantry. A direct hit from a boar’s charge can crush a person’s internal organs, killing them. If its upturned tusks caught your stomach, it could bore into your ribs and send you spinning.

And right now, I had no armor. Not that it mattered.

I had faced gigantic boars that were taller than me a few times. Compared to Wenias’s endemic monstrosity, the Ebl Boar, normal-sized boars were cute.

Standing my ground, I faced the onrushing boar and clenched my fists. A fully-powered downward swing cracked the boar’s skull. The creature’s momentum caused it to plunge to the ground. It convulsed a few times, then stopped moving.

“Instant death.”

When I saw that the boar was completely dead, I breathed out a sigh of relief. I was sure it was the same animal that Zero divined, which meant the first day of hunting was a success.

When hunting, finding a target takes time. But if we could find prey so easily, we wouldn’t have to worry about food for winter, even without nonperishables.

The human presence I felt in the pantry had already disappeared. They probably got scared of the boar and me and ran away. I’d do the same if I were in their shoes.

Someone realized they forgot to lock the pantry, and when they rushed back, they found a Beastfallen and a boar killing each other. Of course they’d hightail it out of there.

The kind thing to do would be to take my catch and leave immediately. For a moment, I thought about stealing something from the pantry, but I decided against it.

I don’t need to steal anything. I can gather my own food and feed the people in the village.

I peeled off a tree bark that had dried in the winter air to make an improvised sled, laid down my catch on it, and hurried home.

The villagers might be surprised to see me return with a catch on the same day I left to go hunting.

People were waiting for my return with high hopes. I was still a little unaccustomed to it, and while it was embarrassing, it felt quite good.
 

“So, how exactly did this happen?”

A huge pile of flour bags was sitting in front of us.

Flour is nonperishable. But the only way to get flour is to grow wheat, or buy it. Like salt, it was impossible for us to procure it, when we had not established trade with others. Yet for some reason, we had a lot right now.

It was greatly appreciated, of course, but I had no idea how the flour was delivered to the village, as I was too focused on dressing the boar down at the river.

“Apparently, there’s this boar that ransacks pantries every winter,” Bear said.

“A boar, you say…” I glanced at my catch. “You mean this thing?”

“Apparently.”

That’s ridiculous. No, wait.

I did, in fact, come across the boar near a pantry in the woods, but if it was being ransacked every year, wouldn’t you normally have a couple of lookouts?

The pantry I saw was not only unguarded, the door was left open. I sensed human presence, but the place was too defenseless despite being raided every year.

“Well, actually.” Bear shot me an amused look. “The pantry you saw was an offering for the boar.”

“What?!”

“It’s been five years now since that boar started raiding pantries. They sent hunters to kill it, but they gave up after many failed. After that, the people of the neighboring villages built a pantry in the forest for the boar to raid. They store some of their winter food inside.”

“They could’ve just asked the local governor to send some soldiers!”

Bear waved his hands in front of his face. “No governor would care about a wild boar rampaging in a remote village that gives him barely any tax revenue. Plus there are no churches around these parts.”

The Church is an organization that helps those that society abandoned, and royalty and nobility always strive to please the Church. So if there was a problem in a village with a church, the governor would allocate troops even at a loss, but villages away from the Church’s influence were neglected.

I looked up. I get it now.

Despite living here until I was thirteen, I was completely ignorant of the surrounding villages. Now that I thought about it, the whole village must have protected me. If the neighboring villages learned of my existence, they would have definitely insisted on getting rid of me.

“So the poor villagers,” Bear went on, “who had no choice but to keep feeding the boar, went to check on the pantry one day, and found that a Beastfallen had killed it with a single blow.”

“They must’ve been scared shitless.”

“Sort of. But they were grateful. The Beastfallen didn’t steal anything from the pantry, and only took the boar. They came to say thanks and brought some of the food that was supposed to be for the boar.” Bear tapped the bag of flour.

I was so glad that I didn’t give in to the evil thought that crossed my mind back then.

That night, all the villagers baked bread.

Ever since we ran out of flour and bread that we brought from Wenias as temporary provisions, the villagers had been living off the meat, fish, and vegetables that could be harvested in the vicinity of the village.

We had given up on bread for winter, since the wheat we planted in the fall wouldn’t be ready for harvest until next year, but once we saw the flour, no one could resist anymore.

There were two stone kilns in the village. One of them belonged to the tavern, while the other was in a dilapidated bakery. Naturally, the bakery’s oven was larger and could bake bread for thirty people at a time.

The bakery, which had been abandoned for a long time due to the lack of flour, was quickly repaired. The oven was cleaned and lit, and the villagers rushed to the baked bread with great joy.

To go along with the bread, I seared the fattiest part of the boar I had just hunted, and cut it up for all the villagers. Crushed bones could make for some delicious soup tomorrow.

I made stew using the best butter and fresh milk from the cows, and set it down on a long table in the square. The kids in the village went crazy.

I looked around at the festive villagers and noticed that the silver-haired woman was nowhere to be found. With a loaf of freshly-baked bread, a cut of meat, and a bowl of stew for two, I headed for the lake on the outskirts of the village.

The suspicious-looking building standing on the bank of the river was a Magic shop and Zero’s house.

“I’m coming in.”

I entered without knocking and found Zero waiting for me in a messy house, the only neat space being the table.

While it was called a Magic shop, it was basically a normal house with a section for visitors. Even the guests’ corner was turned into a writing desk, a dining table, or any other use, depending on Zero’s mood.

Tonight, the corner was going to be used as a dining table.

“You are late, Mercenary,” Zero said. “I was getting tired of waiting, and I am about to starve to death.”

“Then come on out to the village.”

“I wanted it all to myself.”

“The food?”

“You.”

“I see.”

I put the food on the table without making any fuss. She gave me a displeased look, which quickly turned bright as soon as she saw the food.

“Your responses have been less than amusing lately,” she said. “Do you not feel anything when I say I want you all to myself?” She was reaching for the bread in the basket.

I set a small barrel of wine on the table to block Zero’s hand.

“Oh,” she said. “Wine?”

“Yup.”

“Did you not decide sometime ago not to let me drink?”

“Because you bother others when you’re drunk. But it’s just you and me right now.”

I poured wine from the barrel into wooden cups and placed them in front of us. Sitting down, I raised my cup lightly.

“To your divinations,” I said.

“To your hunts.”

We then downed the contents of the cup in one gulp. The first liquor I’d had in a while sent my blood pumping. I shook my head a little.

“Whoa. That’s some strong wine.”

“You are weak, Mercenary. I can finish a whole barrel myself.”

“For the record, there won’t be any challenge. I know very well that you’re a monster who can empty a large barrel by yourself.”

“What a bore,” Zero said, happily pouring an additional cup of wine. She only took small sips this time. She dipped a whole piece of bread into the stew without cutting it up, then took a big bite. She licked off the stew around her mouth and shivered in ecstasy.

“I never realized how sweet bread is until now. I thought I could be content with just your stew, but bread tastes best with it. Also…” She reached for the boar meat. It had gone cold and was a little tough, but she grabbed it with her bare hands, shoved it into her mouth, chewed a little, and washed it down with some wine.

As I watched Zero slurping away, I too reached for the meat. I didn’t put a lot of salt, but the sweetness of the fat was irresistible.

“Hey, witch,” I said. “Did you know that the neighboring town’s pantry was being raided?”

“No. Was it being raided?” She looked puzzled. “Oh, so that is what it meant.”

“What do you mean?”

“Divination works by organizing vague information obtained from demons and spirits. In searching for the best prey, I saw the rage and sorrow of strangers. I had a feeling that if you went on the hunt, you would be able to dispel their negative emotions.”

“Only a feeling?”

“Who cares? Everything worked out perfectly. Once trade starts, our village can sell fresh meat to the neighboring villages during the winter. This is a huge first step.”

“I’m sure they can hunt themselves, so I doubt things will go that well.”

“Hmm, I see. I can use divination to learn about the troubles of the neighboring villages. If we can provide solutions to their problems…”

“Don’t be too hasty, witch.”

“Hmm?”

“We’ll take it slow. Think about it. The people they find suspicious appear whenever they’re in trouble, solve their problem, then leave after receiving payment. It’s just downright creepy.”

Zero stared at the air, wearing a thoughtful look. “Like a witch. I might get burned at the stake eventually.” She nodded.

You could be helping others out of the goodness of your own heart, but if the same person kept solving problems, people might think that you were the one causing problems in the first place.

We just have to wait until they ask for our help.

“It is best to keep a distant relationship with other villages,” Zero said.

“Exactly. Like us.”

“In our case, we are too close.”

Chuckling, Zero wiped the remaining stew off the plate with a piece of bread.

“Well, I guess I’d better…”

I was about to stand up when Zero’s leg quickly stretched out and poked me in the knee, causing me to sit back down in my chair.

“What?” I said.

“I thought it would be cold tonight.”

“…What?”

“You are not going to leave me here alone on this cold night, are you?”

I sighed. “I was gonna say I’m gonna prepare the bed.”

“Hm… I-I see. I see.” She sounded unusually awkward.

I gathered up the used dishes and put them away in the kitchen, which was occupied by a number of shady-looking items.

I’ll take them to the tavern tomorrow and wash them.

I headed upstairs to the bedroom, where Zero was waiting for me.
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Chapter 2: Let’s Head to the Church

A priest came to the village.

The shocking news spread to every corner of the small village, and villagers crowded into the brand new wooden church.

The blind priest assigned to the village was very well-liked for his willingness to listen to the villagers and provide sincere advice. When rumors began circulating that he was an incredibly good-looking man without his eye patch, countless women—and sometimes men—begged to see him for themselves.

“I know how they feel, but still…” Bear said, wearing a vexed look as he rested his chin in his hand. He rarely expressed any dissatisfaction, so I stopped my hands and looked at him.

“What, did that bastard cause a problem already?” I asked.

“Not really,” he mumbled. “He was a member of Dea Ignis, right? I saw him going wild in one of Wenias’ tunnels, so I don’t know what to feel about him. It happened before the tunnels collapsed. Wait, it was the day you stayed at the inn I was working at.”

“Ah, right. Yeah, I remember.”

The memory wrung a chuckle from me. It felt like a long time ago.

When we went to Moonsbow Forest, Zero’s hometown, we were force-summoned back to Wenias, where I killed a giant boar that attacked me, drenching myself in its blood.

The image of a bloody Beastfallen was too graphic that anyone who saw me would probably call the authorities. So the priest found me an inn to stay—the same inn where Bear worked.

As a former Beastfallen, his pay was low, but he lived each day grateful that he was even hired at all.

I remember the look on his face as he proudly told me he had a wife, and lamented the fact that he hadn’t been able to get rid of the habits he had when he was a Beastfallen and was constantly making mistakes.

What was bothering him right now was what happened after that.

When a group of anti-witches started wreaking havoc in and out of the tunnel, the priest did his best to suppress them—in a very aggressive manner. Bear saw it up close.

If you knew that the priest assigned to your village was a scythe-wielding, homicidal priest, you would definitely wonder if they were the right person to be in charge of the village’s religious faith.

“He’s an old friend of yours, isn’t he?” Bear asked.

“We’ve only known each other for a few years,” I replied. “No need to worry, though. True, he’s a homicidal priest, but he’s one of the trustworthy ones. He’s not gonna go on a killing spree out of nowhere.”

“Hmm.” Bear plopped down on the counter.

“I get it,” I said. “You can’t stomach a good-looking guy.”

Bear lifted his head. I meant it as a joke, but he wasn’t the least bit amused.

“Wait, don’t tell me you’re actually jealous of his looks?” I said.

“N-Not really…”

“Forget about it, man. That’s just dumb. Envying people blessed by the gods is not worth it.”

“Yeah, but that witch of yours doesn’t hang around the church like my wife, does she?”

I fell silent and regarded the dejected guy. “Isn’t it, uhm, natural for a devout believer to go to church?”

“Sure, if it’s just listening to a sermon with everyone else. But a couple of guys said they saw the priest and my wife talking alone. Like they were having a good time.”

Whoa, whoa. Hold up. Is he consulting me about his wife’s affair?

I frowned as I recalled the homicidal priest’s immaculate personality. Would he really lay a hand on someone else’s wife? I couldn’t imagine it. It was simply impossible.

“What’s with that look?!” he exclaimed.

“You can’t possibly read a Beastfallen’s expression.”

“I can kinda guess. I’m a former Beastfallen, you know.”

“That priest ain’t the kind of guy who’d mess with someone else’s wife.”

“But still…”

Hmm? Why can’t he just drop it?

Bear wrapped his head around his arms. “She’s actually not my wife yet,” he mumbled.

“I’m sorry, what? You introduced her as your wife. And she didn’t deny it, either.”

“We’re practically like a married couple! But we didn’t hold a ceremony.”

“Why not?”

“Well, right around the time we were planning to have the ceremony, the Knights Templar laid siege to Wenias. When the tunnels collapsed, we had nowhere to go. Then demons attacked right after that. We didn’t have time for a ceremony. So yeah, by the laws of the Church, we’re not married.”

“I see.”

For a moment, I almost said, “He might lay a hand on her if she’s single,” but I swallowed the words. Some things you can’t just joke about.

“Then why don’t you just get married?”

“I suspect my wife’s cheating on me with the priest, and you want me to ask the guy to officiate our wedding?!” He slammed his fist onto the counter. “I was thinking of having a proper ceremony once a priest arrived, but with the way my wife’s been acting, it’s kind of hard to ask her, you know. What if she says she doesn’t wanna get married? I don’t think I can take it.”

“I didn’t know you were such a coward.”

“I care about her, okay?! When I became human, my life was crap, but I managed to go on because of her. I want her to be happy. If he chooses the priest, I…”

Yup, this is beyond my control. Beastfallen were hopeless when it came to matters of the heart. That bittersweet feeling that normal humans experienced while they were young, a Beastfallen couldn’t experience until they were way older, which made things complicated.

Letting out a sigh, Bear stood up. “Don’t tell anyone about this, okay? I know it’s just sad.”

“H-Hey, wait!”

Bear ignored me and hurried out of the tavern. A small shadow entered the store just as he left.

The figure, no taller than an adult’s knee, trotted to the counter and nimbly climbed onto a chair.

“Father doesn’t steal other people’s wives,” she said.

It was Lily, a tiny rat Beastfallen that lived in the church. She might look like a child, but she was almost nineteen, a fact that only a few people knew.

It wasn’t often that Lily came into my tavern like this. She avoided people in general, as she was concerned about the fact that she carried plagues. She was probably just passing by the tavern, when she happened to hear slanderous remarks about the priest. She couldn’t resist expressing her opinion on the matter.

“So you heard,” I said.

“I have big ears.” Wearing a frown, she put her hands on her ears.

“I doubt he’s a sexual maniac, but I can understand why Bear’s worried.”

“Why?”

“Because the priest’s a handsome guy.”

Lily fell silent. I placed some washed apples in front of her. She began munching one in silence, and when she had eaten half of it, she looked up again and said, “I know.”

“Know what?”

“What Father and Bear’s wife are talking about.”

“Really, now? What were they talking about?”

“It’s a secret.”

Oh, come on.

“I can’t tell you, ’cause it’s a secret.”

“So it’s a private matter between them?”

“Yes.”

“I see… Interesting.”

Lily liked the priest. Not the kind of “like” that a young kid feels, but the kind that a nineteen-year-old woman felt for a good-looking guy. And while the priest was aware of her feelings, there was nothing between them.

They ran the church together, with the priest quietly going about his daily business and Lily assisting him with chores. Lily was content just to be with the priest. She wasn’t dissatisfied; in fact, she said she was happy. But if she learned that the priest was becoming intimate with another woman, she would be dejected. The fact that she looked calm as she mentioned the priest and Bear’s wife discussing private matters suggested that Bear was overthinking things.

“I’m guessing Bear can’t know what they’re talking about?”

Lily nodded.

“But she’s not cheating on him.”

She nodded again.

“But why can’t you tell me about it?”

“Father said you can’t be trusted. That you’ll blab about anything when you’re emotional.”

That asshole. He pissed me off even when he wasn’t around.

“I need this.” Lily held out a piece of paper to me.

Apparently, she didn’t just come here to voice her thoughts. She actually had business with me. I scowled as I skimmed over the items listed on the paper.

“Ingredients? That’s unusual. I thought the church had its own supplies.”

The church had its own livestock and garden, and received supplies from its headquarters. There were several reasons for this, such as donating to the village if crops failed, or surviving even if the villagers came to dislike the church. In any case, the church had its own financial situation, separate from the village’s.

“And a large pot, lots of plates and cups… Is he gonna open up a restaurant or something?”

“It’s a secret.”

“You’re really loyal to the priest, huh?” I narrowed my eyes.

Lily smiled proudly. It wasn’t a compliment.

“Well, whatever,” I said. “Deliver the goods in three days. Got it.”

“Father said to have lunch while I’m here. He has guests.”

“Bear’s wife?”

“Women, lots of them.”

Lily put her head on the counter and played with the core of the apple with her fingertips.

“What? You’re jealous too?” I asked.

“No.” She closed her eyes. “The women are so pretty. They’re so charming, elegant, and lovely. I just want to look at them. But when I’m around, they feel uncomfortable.”

“Did they tell you that?” I asked, frowning.

Lily kept her head on the counter and shook it. “But I can tell.”

I now understood why the priest told Lily to go eat at my place. Because she would be self-conscious, nervous, fidgety, and uncomfortable.

I had no idea what the women in the village actually thought of Lily, but I doubted any of them outwardly hated her. Regardless, anxiety still filled Lily. She was worried of being disliked or feared.

It would’ve been one thing if Lily blamed others, but she tended to blame herself for making others uncomfortable.

That’s why the priest sent her to me for the time being.

“Are you gonna stay at the witch’s place tonight?” I asked.

“No. They’ll go home tonight. Thank you.”

I made lunch for her—thinly-sliced bread moistened with eggs and milk, sweetened with honey, and baked to perfection, one of my best dishes.

Now that we had a stable food supply through the church, I could make sweet stuff more easily, but it was still a luxurious food nonetheless.

“Can I really have this?” Lily glanced back and forth between me and the plate, a twinkle in her eyes.

“Unfortunately, this is all I can make with the ingredients I have. I’ll send the bill to the priest.”

With a toothy grin, Lily happily grabbed her fork and began gobbling down the bread.

“It’s so sweet, soft, and yummy!”

“That’s good to hear.”

“This is my favorite!”

“More than your mother’s own tomato stew?”

“That’s my favorite too,” she said with a bright smile. As she filled her mouth with bread, she suddenly whispered, “For the delicious food, I’ll tell you about it a little.”

Oh, ready to tell me the secret, eh?

I bent down and put my ear close to her mouth.

“Well… Tell Mr. Bear to never, ever doubt his wife. He shouldn’t ask his wife if she likes the priest.”

“Why not?”

“He’ll ruin it.”

“Ruin what?”

“Everything.”

After that, Lily stopped talking.

I gave up trying to get any more information out of her and decided to move on.

I went straight to the point. “So, are you having an affair with Bear’s wife?”

“Try asking me more stupid questions, and I might just bring out the scythe I’d stowed away.” The priest expressed his anger by widening his fake-ass smile even more.

After closing for the day, I came to the back entrance of the church to deliver the items that Lily ordered the other day. Lily told me not to ask Bear’s wife, but she didn’t say anything about asking the priest.

“I asked the squirt, but she wouldn’t tell me anything. You’re definitely hiding something.”

“You sure are obnoxious for a feline.” He kept his iron-clad smile. “Why don’t you ask Zero to give you a monkey’s soul instead?”

Hearing him hurl harsh insults at me like the good ol’ days gave me relief.

“If you saw the man coming to the tavern every single day, drink without saying a single word, and leave with a dying look on his face, you’d understand.”

“Oh. He has that little faith in his wife, does he?”

“You can blame your face for that.”

“Everyone has their own standards of beauty.”

“Only those who haven’t used their looks to get close to a woman can say that.”

“In that case, I can say it.”

“Really, now?”

“Women approach me. I don’t even have to do anything.”

I scowled. It’s amazing how he doesn’t even need to woo the ladies.

“Are the female villagers making moves on you?”

“Yes, I suppose.”

“Even the married ones?”

I felt tension in the air. I wasn’t asking him as a joke. He was a handsome, single priest in a closed village. What’s more, he was intelligent and courteous. It might not be his intention, but his existence alone was enough to cause discord among the villagers.

“I see you still have a hard time trusting others,” he said, sighing.

I let out a sigh as well. “I know asking you this is an insult.”

“Not for me.”

“What?”

“Zero is in my room right now,” he said, changing the subject.

I blinked. “Zero? Going to church? Well, color me surprised. Did you get some kinda weird book that a witch would love?”

I sniffed the air, searching for Zero, but the evil-warding incense burning inside made it impossible to catch her scent.

“It didn’t look like she had any particular business here. Perhaps she came to see me.”

“No way she would come to the church without any business.”

“Like I said, maybe she’s here to see me.”

“You’re telling me that Zero, a witch, has a matter to discuss with the Church?”

“Not the Church, but me.” He was getting frustrated.

I racked my brain a bit to figure out what he was trying to say.

Zero’s in the priest’s room right now. She has personal business with him, not the Church. That means…

“Does the squirt have an incurable disease or something?”

“What?! I’m going to die?!” Lily popped from behind the priest. She was probably curious about what the priest and I were talking about.

The priest pressed his forehead in dismay, as if saying, “Here comes another pain in the butt.”

“You’re not going to die,” he said curtly.

“Hey, squirt. I hear the witch is here?”

“Huh? Big sis? She’s not here.”

I looked at the priest, and he shrugged. “I was lying,” he said.

What? My brows furrowed. Why would you lie about that?

The priest tapped me on the shoulder. “Do you get it now?”

“Get what exactly?”

“Throughout our conversation, did you suspect Zero of cheating for even a moment?”

“Ch-Cheating?! W-We don’t have that kind of relationship!”

By that, I meant a relationship where you were bound to each other, like a husband and wife, or lovers. Zero and I were not in a relationship where we only belonged to each other.

But if Zero were to have that kind of relationship with the priest, I wouldn’t be too happy about it. Finally, I realized why the priest said that Zero was in his room, and what it meant for Bear to suspect his wife of cheating on him.

“Are you saying it’s wrong to suspect someone of infidelity?”

“I’m not saying it’s wrong. I just don’t think it’s a good idea to probe a perfectly fine wound and aggravate it.”

I get what he’s saying. He kept repeating that Zero came to see him, but I only thought that she had business with the guy.

“Anyway, there’s nothing going on between me and his wife. Isn’t that right, Lily?”

“I’ll be so angry if there is,” Lily replied. “I might even hate you.”

“Maybe I should try hitting on some women in the village.”

“No! You can’t!” Clenching her fist, she struck the priest on the leg repeatedly.

“Get a room, you two,” I said.

“Jealous? You can have her if you want.”

“You heard him, squirt. Wanna come with me?”

“No! Dummy! I hate you!”

Why me?

It seemed unlikely that I would get any more information, so I got a signature from the priest confirming the delivery and quickly left the church.

“Zero knows everything,” the priest said as I was walking away.

I turned around, but he was already closing the door, and I didn’t have any time to say something back. Perhaps he was trying to say that if I really wanted to know, I could ask Zero. That, or he was trying to provoke me by saying that he and Zero shared a secret that I knew nothing about.

Unsure of the priest’s intentions, I stared at the closed door for a while, and decided to visit Zero’s shop immediately.
 

“You came without a gift, and now you’re telling me that Bear suspects his spouse of cheating on him?” Zero said.

At first she welcomed my sudden visit, but when she found out that I didn’t bring anything, her mood immediately turned sour.

I had no choice but to prepare a quick dinner using ingredients that she had gathered to create ointment. I found a chicken drained of its blood hanging around, so I lightly boiled its breast, grilled it, then garnished it with ginger.

Zero threw her legs over the table as she watched me, tilting the chair back, swaying back and forth.

“I have never heard anything so ludicrous and absurd,” she said.

“I told him he was overthinking it, but he looks like he’s about to hang himself at any moment. If she’s not cheating on him, why does she go see the priest often?”

“I cannot tell you.”

I sighed. “Not you too.”

“Now that I learned he suspects his wife of infidelity, my lips are sealed shut. I hope that distrustful man suffers.”

“You’re saying the same thing as the priest.”

I looked up at the old ceiling and regarded the herbs hanging to dry. “Is it really wrong to have zero self-confidence?”

Bear lacked self-esteem, was not actually married to his partner, and now the love of his life was frequently visiting a single man who’s got both looks and power. How could he not be worried?

“If your low self-esteem results in hurting those who you should have faith in, then it is wrong,” Zero answered.

“Even if there’s reason to doubt them?”

“You seem to be really taking Bear’s side.”

“He was a Beastfallen, after all.”

Letting out a dry chuckle, I placed the seared meat on a plate. As I set the plate on the table, Zero pulled her chair back to all fours and tossed a piece of the seared breast into her mouth.

I still avoided eating raw meat, but I could now stomach lightly-seared, kinda raw, meat. The tenderness of the rare meat inside, combined with the lightly-charred surface, made for a perfect snack when drinking.

“Worry not,” Zero said. “It will all be resolved tomorrow. Bear does not have to hang himself. Or perhaps he will want to hang himself even more. Either way.”

“Whoa, too disturbing. What do you mean by that?”

“You will know tomorrow. On a related note, I cannot help but be somewhat surprised at how tight-knit the people in this village are.”

“Tight-knit?”

“As a matter of fact, Mercenary, everyone in the village knows why Bear’s spouse goes to the church, and what will happen tomorrow.”

“Everyone?!”

“There is a reason why the women of the village have been frequenting the church lately. Exciting, is it not? Do not attempt to uncover why. A few secrets can bring a spark to life, but revealing them before the time is right can lead to a terrible tragedy. Several men know as well, including the priest.”

In the end, she would not tell me anything, insisting I wait until tomorrow.

I trudged back home and slept feeling unsatisfied.

“What in the world is going on?”

When I opened the tavern the next morning, I was dumbfounded.

There’s a lot of work to be done in a newly-established village. As soon as one problem is taken care of, another one pops up, such as renovating buildings, repairing roads, cultivating deserted fields, and collecting firewood for fuel.

Every day I prepared breakfast in the tavern to fill the villagers’ stomachs during the busy morning hours. It was my job and duty. You might as well call my tavern a food pantry at this point. I was in charge of managing the food supply, making sure that all the villagers had enough to eat.

Villagers sometimes went into the forest to gather fruits and cook for themselves, or do whatever they wanted, but basically, filling their stomachs at my tavern had become a daily routine.

Naturally, there was no circulation of money within the village. The money we had belonged to the village, which we used to buy stuff from other towns and villages after talking it over. Right now, we didn’t need to buy anything from outside.

In many ways, the village was gradually developing.

“Why the hell is there only one customer this morning?”

The usual people were not in their usual spot during the usual hours. A trivial matter like this was practically an anomaly in a small village.

As soon as I opened shop, people came in droves in just minutes, but today there was only one guy—Bear. I could only assume that this was some nasty prank.

“Where are the others?” I asked.

“No idea,” Bear replied. “But I got this…”

He presented a letter, its seal still intact.

“From whom?”

“Probably my wife.”

“Probably?”

“She can’t read or write. Neither can I. But I found it under my pillow this morning.”

His wife must have asked someone to write for her. He came to me so I could read it for him.

“I’m opening it,” I said.

“Go for it. No, wait! What if it’s about a breakup?!”

“Shut it, man. I already opened it.”

I mercilessly tore open the envelope and pulled out the paper. “Let’s see… It’s the witch’s handwriting. Wait, I’m not exactly good at reading, either.”

“Stop! Please, don’t read it! I’m leaving the village. I’m gonna pack my stuff right away!”

As my eyes went over the short sentence, I went silent. Despite declaring that he would pack his stuff immediately, Bear still had not moved, curious about the contents of the letter.

I turned my eyes back to the letter, and frowned deeply. “I see. This is not good. Really awful.”

“Wh-What did it say? Is she breaking up with me?”

“It says come to the church.”

“To the church?! Why?!” He was practically screaming.

“The villagers are all there. Help me out. We’re having breakfast over there. I don’t wanna waste food.”

“W-Wait! Why are they all there?! Why are you bringing them breakfast?! Come on, man. What did the letter say?! Read it out loud for me!”

“You want me to read it or not? Make up your mind.”

“I can’t, okay?!”

Oh, boy. He’s completely lost it.

“I guess we’ll find out when we get to the church. The unity here is nothing to scoff at. That’s a village of outcasts for you.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or be appalled. Up until a moment ago, I was out of the loop, but now that I knew the truth, I was willing to keep the secret. I understood now why the villagers kept it from me until the last minute.

“What does that mean? You’re scaring me, man! I’m not going to the church! I’m going home!”

“Quit yapping, and just go!”

“No! There’s no point in being human if we’re breaking up. I’ll go back to being a Beastfallen! I’ll ask the witch to give me the soul of a bear!”

“I would advise against it. The pain’s excruciating.”

I handed the things over to Bear, loaded the cauldron onto the back of a wagon, and headed for the newly-built church on the outskirts of the village.

After a short walk along a narrow path surrounded by trees, I heard a rustle, and my nose caught the appetizing smell of food. I was wondering what Lily was going to do with all the ingredients and tableware they got from my place, but it turned out it was for a party.

Yes, we were celebrating.

Bear and I were on our way to a party that we knew nothing about. When Bear realized this, he shuddered and tried to run away several times, but each time I pulled him back and somehow managed to bring him to the church.

The moment we made it through the narrow path and our field of vision widened, a breathtaking scene greeted us.

The wooden church, gleaming white with freshly-painted plaster, was the finest building in the village. The villagers alone couldn’t build it, so the church sent a carpenter to give instructions.

It was strange. I’d been spitting on churches my whole life, but when one was built in my village, I felt relieved and reassured.

The villagers were all gathered in front of the church. A long, shabby table made of wooden planks placed on a pile of firewood was filled with food, and the surrounding trees were decorated with colorful cloths.

The scene was a picture of happiness. It was plain to anyone that a spectacular wedding was being held. The priest and a young woman in a dress—Bear’s wife—stood in the middle.

Bear’s wife was a tall woman. She looked small compared to Bear, but she was just as tall as the priest. The two were having a pleasant conversation, but when Bear and I appeared, they, along with all the villagers, went silent.

All eyes went to Bear. He looked at me for help, not understanding the situation. I pushed his curled back toward the priest and the woman.

“You’re late!” Lifting the bottom of her dress, the woman ran up to Bear.

Bear shrank and took a half step back. “Sorry,” he muttered.

“So? Do you have anything to say after seeing this?”

“Uhm… I, uhh…” Bear looked at the priest. “During a wedding, you can object and take the woman if you win the duel, right?”

“…Excuse me?” the priest said.

The woman gave Bear a blank stare.

“I mean, isn’t this a wedding for you two?” Bear said.

“Are you still asleep? It’s for us.”

“What?!” Bear looked at the priest again.

The priest nodded gravely. “If we were to be married,” he said, “wouldn’t we need another priest?”

Finally understanding the situation, Bear covered his beet-red face with his hands and sank down on the ground.

Understandable. The woman he thought was having an affair with the priest was actually secretly planning their wedding. He cursed his own weakness.

“I’m an idiot,” he muttered, then stopped moving.

The woman crouched down. “You look pathetic like that. Everyone made me a beautiful dress and even put makeup on me, but you can’t even say, ‘You look beautiful’?”

“Hit me.”

“What?”

“I suspected you of cheating on me. I thought you were having an affair with the priest.”

“What? That’s awful.” Smiling, she raised her arms, then granting Bear’s request, gave his cheek a gratifying slap.

The crowd cheered for some reason. In the mid of the applause, the woman, wearing the same smile, asked, “Will you marry me?”

Bear let out a roar. He rose to his feet, held the woman to his side, then ran straight to the priest. “How do we get married?” he asked with great enthusiasm.

With a gentle smile, the priest pointed to the church. “I can explain the wedding procedures to you inside. Can you wait?”

“I can’t.”

“Of course. Then we’ll do it here now.”

Playing it by the ear, huh? Eh, I guess this is about right for a wedding in a small village.

“Ursus,” the priest began without any introduction. “Do you swear with your name, your body, and your soul, given to you by God, that you will take Sarah, the woman who stands before you, as your eternal companion?”

Despite having been called by his real name for the first time in a long time, Bear readily answered,” I do.”

The priest asked the woman the same question, and she gave the same answer.

“Should anyone present know of any reason that this couple should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.” A brief silence. “Very well. Then in the name of the Most Gracious Goddess, I now pronounce you husband and wi—”

Before he could finish, the couple kissed. The crowd erupted, the cheers and poorly-played instruments celebrating the first marriage in the village.

Wedding ceremonies vary from region to region, and each village has its own style. I smiled at the thought that the wife would probably slap her husband’s cheek at the next wedding as well. What happens first usually becomes tradition.

As I applauded and watched the happy couple, Zero silently crept up next to me.

“I told you, you would find out tomorrow,” she said.

“So you’re telling me that everyone knew about the wedding except me and Bear?”

“Not everyone. Some of them may have been informed by their neighbors this morning. Bear has not made a formal proposal of marriage for some time, so the priest and the women of the village conspired to set up a somewhat large-scale prank.”

“Aren’t you glad he didn’t hang himself?”

Even though it was Bear’s fault for not taking the first step, I couldn’t help but feel sorry watching him suffer like that.

“It is his fault for doubting his spouse,” Zero said. “Had he trusted her, things would have ended with a simple surprise. By the way, did you read the letter to him?”

“The one you wrote?”

“Oh,” Zero said, surprised. “So you recognize my handwriting.”

“Your handwriting kinda sucks. You should’ve asked the governess to write it.”

“But then it would have been pointless.”

“What?”

“The letter did not have a recipient, did it?”

“Ah, right. No.”

No sender, no recipient. But Bear found it under his pillow, so it must have been addressed to him, and since there was only him and his wife in the house, the sender could only be the wife.

“You read the letter I wrote. Do you not know what that means?”

“I have no idea.” I replied with a frown.

Zero chuckled and said, “I suppose not.” She then gestured for me to bend down, and when I did, her lips touched mine for a brief moment.

“Wha… You… Not in public!”

“I will let you off the hook this time,” she said. “Let us congratulate the stars of the day. You can help Rat.”

Grinning, Zero tapped me on the shoulder with her fist and quickly walked away.

I took out the letter I had in my pocket and studied the text written in Zero’s handwriting.

Will you stay with me forever?

A letter with no sender, no recipient, written with Zero’s hands. She probably wrote it assuming that I would read it.

I closed my eyes and shoved the letter back into my pocket.

I don’t think I need to return this to Bear. Zero wrote the letter and it came to my hands. It was safe to assume that it was addressed to me.
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Chapter 3: Village Festival

“Let’s have a festival,” she said.

“What?”

I assumed that uptight professionals weren’t interested in festivals and parties and such. So when the governess, who devoted herself to teaching basic education and public morals to the village, strolled into the tavern and presented a document about the importance of ceremonies to a village, I was so surprised that I could only glance back and forth between her and the paper.

“It’s been almost a year since this village was built,” she said. “And a festival is an important observance for villagers so they feel the passage of time. To keep their spirits up, we should consider holding one soon.”

“Uh… you’re absolutely right,” was all I could say.

Taking my reply as agreement, the governess left the tavern.

That was the beginning of the anniversary of the village’s founding.
 

A village that has existed for a year would have rules and regulations established.

One of the rules of our village was that we gather in the tavern after closing time to discuss important matters.

I looked at the villagers gathered around. “So we’ve decided to hold a festival on the spur of the moment.”

“Sounds like a great idea,” the priest said. “The village has become quite stable, so why not?” He didn’t usually participate in such meetings, but he was the first one to speak up in favor of the festival. When I asked him what he was doing here, he said that the governess invited him, so I couldn’t turn him away. “Just don’t do anything sacrilegious.”

“And by sacrilegious, you mean?”

“Like sacrificing babies and serving them to all the villagers to eat.”

His statement caused a stir among the people gathered. Wearing a gentle smile, the priest uttered a prayer to God, as if to negate his sinister remark.

“I understand that before coming to this village, you traveled the world,” the governess said. “I’m sure you’ve seen and heard of many horrific festivals. However, evil is always caused by ignorance. Please don’t worry. With my knowledge, I will lead the villagers in the right direction.” She clenched her fists tight. “This festival is a great opportunity for this isolated village to interact with the outside world. Now that life in the village has stabilized, we must push through with this, even if it means cutting into the village’s resources a bit!”

“Very reassuring,” the priest said with an understanding tone.

I watched him with narrow eyes, then took the floor back. “Anyway, we need to decide what to do during the festival. We’re not just gonna have a feast, are we?”

“Well, we’re holding a festival, not a feast,” Bear said, looking thoughtful. “We can do a play about the history of the village, or set up food stalls, and invite people to learn more about the village, or something.”

Zero stopped writing and raised her pen with excitement. “As long as I can happily partake of delicious food, any kind of festival is fine for me.”

The others began talking about the village they used to live in, and something about the festival showing the village’s features.

I crossed my arms and stared at the ceiling. Features, eh?

“Does this village even have special features?” I wondered.

“Your presence,” the priest said. “Are you even with us?” His expression remained gentle, but his words sounded several times sharper than when he addressed the others.

“Father’s quite blunt when talking to Mercenary, huh?” one remarked.

“Well, he’s a clergy, so you can’t expect them to get along right away,” another commented.

“But aren’t there Beastfallen in the Church?”

Pretending not to hear the villagers, the priest continued. “And yours too, Zero.”

Zero nodded. “Indeed. You could say that Mercenary and I are the main features of this village. A beast warrior and a Mage. But how do we incorporate that into the festival?” She looked at me. “Should I turn anyone who wants to into a beast warrior?”

“No,” I replied. “Sounds sacrilegious. Right, priest?”

He didn’t give me an immediate answer. Instead he wore a bitter expression on his face. “Now that the Church has acknowledged Mages and beast warriors, it wouldn’t technically be sacrilegious.”

“Now tell us how you really feel.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Well said, my good friend.”

“I see,” Zero said. Her readily giving up on the idea suggested she wasn’t exactly serious.

“What about you, Madam?” I said. “You’re the one who came up with the whole thing. Got any ideas?”

The governess’s eyes lit up. She was clearly waiting to be asked. “I thought that if you could take the initiative and put together some kind of a feasible plan, I could just watch from the sidelines, but I suppose it’s a little difficult.”

“I take back what I said. We don’t need your opinion.”

“…I see.” She looked dejected.

The priest hit my shin with his staff under the table.

Stifling a scream, I wrapped my tail, bristling from pain, around my leg.

I cleared my throat. “I’m just kidding, Madam. Go on.”

The governess straightened up and began to speak animatedly.

She’s so easy to figure out.

“I think the best feature of this village is Zero’s Magic,” she said. “While the presence of a Beastfa—I mean, a beast warrior is special as well, it’s difficult to use in connecting with the outside.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “We’re seen as symbols of depravity. Especially down here in the south.”

It was a fact, and I wasn’t offended by it. The governess was aware of this as well, so she ignored my mumbling and continued.

“Then I realized, personal experience and empathy are the shortcuts to ending discrimination. So I wondered, how do we end the prejudice against Mages here in the south?” She tapped the table. “Zero mentioned turning people into beast warriors. It’s the same concept. We just need to turn people into Mages!”

Her words shocked everyone present, including Zero.
 

I had always thought that educators were conservative beings, but the one in our village was incredibly bold and innovative.

When the prim governess, her cheeks red and her eyes sparkling, suggested turning everyone into Mages, the priest knocked over his drink, spilling it all over Zero’s paper.

Confusion ensued, and a few people questioned the teacher’s sanity, but after listening to her explanation again, we realized it wasn’t that big a deal.

“Zero can tell if someone has the aptitude for Magic, right? People tend to be more positive about things when they know they have a knack for it. Zero will examine the outsiders, and if they are found to have the aptitude, she will write them a letter of recommendation for Wenias’ Academy of Magic.”

It didn’t sound like a crazy plan at all.

“I see.” Zero nodded, flapping the parchment to dry. “That sounds interesting. If it is not sacrilegious, I mean.” She eyed the priest.

“The Church doesn’t consider Magic blasphemous anymore,” he said. “Go for it. As long as it doesn’t pose any danger. You should know what happens when you teach Magic to novices. The battle between the evil sorcerer Thirteenth, and the righteous witch Albus is a great example.”

Ah, good times.

After Thirteenth taught Magic to everyone, they waged a civil war against humans. Some even turned into banditry, driven by greed.

“Nowadays, Magic is strictly managed by Weanis,” the priest went on, “and only those who have the qualifications are allowed to use it. In addition, the kingdom is in charge of dealing with any problems caused by Magic outside its territory. I’m not sure the Chief Mage would allow—”

Zero thrust a piece of parchment in front of the priest, interrupting him. The paper, stained with wine and which Zero had just dried, was actually a Witch’s Letter.

It was a valuable witch’s tool that allowed instantaneous long-distance communication through a pair of parchments. Zero and Albus had one each.

After a brief moment of silence, the priest spoke. “I can’t read it. I’m wearing an eyepatch.”

“Oh, right. Let me read it out for you, then,” Zero said. “It is a reply from the lass that I had just received.”

“So you were communicating with the kid, huh?” I said.

“When the governess mentioned turning people into Mages, I knew where it was going.”

“So, what’d she say?”

“‘That sounds interesting. Approved.'”

I could almost hear Albus’s voice.

“All right!” the governess cheered softly.

Her graceful appearance belied an extremely expressive personality. Since she was shorter than average, she had to be more assertive to get her point across.

“Zero agrees, the Church has no problem with it, and Wenias has given us permission,” the governess said. “We can proceed, then, yes?”

“Are you gonna take charge?” I asked.

“Of course. I’m the one who proposed the project. As a proud educator, I will make sure the festival is a success.”

Preparations for the festival began under the guidance of the governess.

An abandoned house was repaired and turned into a workspace-slash-storeroom for the festival, where villagers bustled about every day. The stagnant village became more lively.

Fabrics were dyed for village decor, lumber was cut to construct a special site, and a special outfit was being made for Zero, the star of the festival.

People were discussing Zero’s costume, but there was still no sign of it being finished.

“What does a witchy outfit look like?”

“Lots of witches have staffs. Why is that?”

“I think the flashier, the better.”

“Maybe guys will love it if it’s a little skimpy.”

The venue was all set up, and notices were posted on bulletin boards in the neighboring villages and towns to announce the festival.

I couldn’t just sit back and relax. Visitors who knew nothing about our village would definitely scream at the sight of me.

“I still think I should hide in the woods,” I said.

“Stop being so pathetic,” a villager said.

“You’re the face of the village! Why would you hide?!”

“Yeah, but a Beastfallen wandering around would only scare the visitors. I could at least hide in the basement, or something.”

“Do the men of this village become more spineless the bigger they are? Say something, Zero! He’s your man, isn’t he?”

Surrounded by women taking her measurements, Zero chuckled. “Give it up, Mercenary. Your role on the day of the festival is to assist me.”

What?! No one told me about being an assistant!

“What?! No one told me about being an assistant!” I ended up voicing my thoughts. What does she mean by assisting her? Is she gonna ask for my head or something?

“In Wenias, it is recommended that Mages partner up with beast warriors. The beast warrior protects the defenseless Mage when they are chanting, and if necessary, offers their blood to boost the Mage’s power. Of course, the beast warrior must be mentally stable. Their compatibility with the Mage is also important. Our relationship is exactly the kind endorsed by Wenias.”

“Tell that to the guests who’ll run away as soon as they see me standing behind you.”

“Then why don’t you serve a commemorative dish to those who participate in the assessment? Then people will like you.”

“Normal people don’t want to eat food made by a Beastfallen!”

That’s why I didn’t submit an application to set up a food stall on the day of the festival, despite being the owner of a tavern. No one in the village said anything, so I assumed we were all of the same opinion, but apparently they just thought I would be busy assisting Zero.

“Even if we do not get guests, you will need to steel yourself, Mercenary. Otherwise you will never be able to stand up to the Church ever again. Am I right, Rat?”

Lily jumped and yelped. She was working in the corner of the workshop, gathering some colored cloth.

“Is there something going on with the squirt?” I asked.

“I cannot believe you. Have you not checked what the Church is doing for the festival?”

I’d been insisting on hiding in the woods or the basement on the day of the festival. The governess was in charge of the preparations, and I didn’t know who was going to put on what kind of performance.

Okay, maybe I should care a little. Frowning, I looked over the list of events posted on the bulletin board in the workshop.

“Church… Church… Oh, this one? The Dance of the Children and the Rats?”

I turned to look at Lily.

“Um…” Her voice trembled. “Father was asked if it was possible to hold an event with only kids. But there are only three children in the village. Some of them can’t speak, so singing is out. So they decided that dancing would be a good idea. Might as well surprise the grownups, he said.”

I looked at Lily’s hands. She was gathering scraps of various colors to make small outfits for rats. In fact, there were about twenty of them around her, waiting to be dressed.

“Are the rats going to dance with the kids?” I asked.

“Yeah…”

“Can they dance?”

“Kinda…”

“How?”

I wasn’t doubting her. I was just genuinely curious.

“Just a little bit,” Lily said as she took out a slender pipe. She put it in her mouth and blew it once.

Nothing. To the human ears, it would have sounded like no sound came out. But I heard it. It was a dog whistle.

Responding to the sound, the dressed rats formed a line in front of Lily. Each time she played a note, they changed formations, forming a circle and spinning around. Combine it with music, it would look like they were dancing.

I gave a round of applause, genuinely impressed. “Almost like a street performance. You can make money with that.”

“But the kids are the stars.”

“Are you gonna dance as well?”

“I, uhh… I’m more like the conductor.”

“She has a costume as well,” Zero said. “I have contacted the governor of Ideaverna. Her parents are going to take the day off and come all the way here to see their child’s majestic appearance.”

“N-No! You’re making me nervous…! If I fail, I’m gonna die..” Holding her head, Lily curled up on the spot.

I get it. She insisted she wasn’t joining, but others went ahead with the plan anyway, and now she couldn’t back down.

“Are you sure about this, though?” I asked. “People are not too fond of rat Beastfallen.”

“Personally, I say let them make a fuss if they want, but the stars of the show are the children. We do not want adults ruining the show. So they decided to prepare a costume for Rat that would completely cover her entire body. From the outside, she will look like a child playing the role of a conductor.”

“I don’t like attention,” Lily said. “But I’ll do my best… For everyone.”

“See that?” Zero turned to me. “Despite being extremely shy, she will be on stage for the children. Compared to that, standing beside me and serving food is not that difficult.”

“But she’ll be practically hiding herself.”

“Do you want to wear bear skin, then?” She gave me a pat on the chest.

“Mercenary! We got trouble!” A kid came running into the workshop. She was white as a sheet.

“Oh, the kid from the clinic.”

An independent kid, she volunteered to come to this village after her family was killed by a monster and was taken to Wenias. She lived in the clinic, where she worked as an assistant. Her mischievous character was a constant annoyance to the middle-aged doctor.

The only girl among the three kids in the village, she had a very girlish name—Emilena. She hated her name, and insisted on being called Lena instead, which the villagers did.

The governess chased her every day, saying, “You’re a girl, so you must learn proper etiquette,” to which she would reply, “Why learn something that will not make me money?” There was no sign of her behavior improving.

Personally, I thought kids should be more full of spirit.

When Lena came barging in, teary-eyed, I panicked.

“What’s wrong?! Did something happen?!”

“Madam got hurt! She was attacked by some bad guys in town. They said that everyone in this village works for witches!”

I dashed out of the workshop, with Zero and Lena in my arms.

The clinic was located by the village’s central square. When we arrived, villagers were gathered around, whispering to each other, concerned about the governess’ condition. As soon as I showed up, the crowd parted, and they urged me to go inside.

The smell of blood and antiseptic drifted in the air. Thank goodness. It didn’t smell like a lot of blood. Her injuries shouldn’t be that serious.

But when I entered the room, I wanted to punch the me from a second ago.

“…What happened?”

The governess was bleeding from the head, and her right eyelid was swollen. She had her head hanging low, and her clothes were dirty. Her usual spirit was nowhere to be found.

Not that serious? Not life-threatening, sure. But that was beside the point.

Someone injured her. There was absolutely nothing to be thankful for.

“I’m sorry… I couldn’t do things right,” she said. “I failed to consider that my idea would provoke the anti-witch people. I was careless…”

“You idiot!” I roared. “Why would you apologize when they hurt you?! You did nothing wrong!”

Zero jumped off my shoulder and rushed over to the governess. Lena followed close behind her.

“I’m sorry!” the kid said on the verge of tears. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have talked back to them.”

The governess held her close. “It’s okay. You did nothing wrong. I got hurt because they threw rocks at me. It’s not your fault.”

“What do you think?” the doctor asked Zero. “I was going to stitch her up, but I’m afraid I’d leave a scar on her face.”

Zero nodded coolly. “No worries. I can heal her injuries. Not even a scratch will remain. Only her eyelid was cut. Her eyes seem fine. Prepare some hot water. I will help her bathe.”

I left the governess at the clinic and went to the church, where the priest, who already knew about the situation, greeted me sullenly. He urged me to follow him to his room.

“I suppose we’ll have to cancel the festival,” the priest said, sliding a sheet of paper across the table.

It was a poster that the governess had posted around the neighboring villages and towns announcing the festival. A messy writing in blood was plastered over it, as if to express their spite.

Witch-Hunting Event Soon!

It was clearly a threat to our planned festival. It could mean attacking people who tried to participate in the festival, or blending in with the visitors and attacking the villagers. Either way, only extremists would scribble the words “witch hunt” in blood on a poster meant to announce a festival.

Something was definitely going to happen. In fact, something already did happen.

People threw rocks at the governess, who went to check on the posters. They told her to get lost, accusing her of being a witch and chased her out of town. Patrolmen didn’t reprimand them.

“If we go through with the festival,” the priest continued, “the people who attacked Madam—or their friends—will attack people on their way to our village. We don’t have enough manpower for lookouts, and we can’t afford to send guards to every visitor.”

“Yup.”

“We can ask for assistance from the Knights of Magic or Wenias… Either way, we have options to go through with it, but one wrong move, and this village’s reputation will plummet to the ground.”

“True.”

“Lily checked with her rat friends, and apparently all the posters in the neighboring villages have been vandalized as well. I’ve asked the villagers to retrieve them all.” His chair creaked. He tapped his thumbs over his knees irritably. “But the children…”

“Yeah?”

“They practice their dancing every day together with Lily. Lily’s acting like their guardian, but they think of her as a child of their own age.”

“Yeah, I saw rats dancing to the dog whistle. I was looking forward to seeing the kids dance with them.”

“The ladies were excited to show you their cooking skills as well. They planned to give you snacks since you’d probably be busy during the festival.”

I chuckled. I had no idea they crafted such a plan.

“The men are planning to give gifts to their wives and loved ones. They come to me, of all people, to ask what would make a woman happy.”

“And what did you say?”

“Women are happy with anything as long as you put your heart into it,” he said in an especially soft tone.

I laughed my head off for a while. When I stopped, silence fell on the room.

I stood up. “I’ll go tell the villagers the festival’s canceled.”

“I’ll go with you. If we tell them that the decision came from the Church, they will have no choice but to agree.”

“Gonna play the villain?”

“If necessary. I’m an adjudicator. I’m used to it.”

“Former adjudicator.”

We left the church through the back door with heavy steps. As we made our way to the workshop, we found villagers waiting for us in the middle of the road.

I went to the Church, which I rarely do, after the governess was attacked. They already knew why.

“You guessed right,” I said. “We’re canceling the—”

“Please wait!” the governess suddenly appeared, interrupting me.

Her wounds were completely healed, her body and clothes neat, but her face was still pale. Realizing what she was going to say, I shook my head.

She was probably going to say something like she couldn’t stand the festival being canceled because of her. But that was beside the point.

“It’s not your fault, Madam,” I said. “We should be glad that we realized the mistake before we held the festival. It was too soon—”

“Let’s just hold it for ourselves,” she interrupted once more.

“…What?”

“We already discussed it. We don’t need to invite people from outside. We will hold a festival for ourselves.” She took a step forward. “Isn’t that what festivals are supposed to be about? You’re right. It was too soon. I got way ahead of myself. We should hold a festival with just the villagers. Eventually, it’ll be known far and wide, and outsiders will come visit our village. That should’ve been our vision. I’m so stupid for creating posters right off the bat.”

The priest and I exchanged glances. He wore a look that said, “She makes a great point.” I had the same expression as him.

A festival for the village. A festival for ourselves. A celebration to commemorate the first year of the village.

“Now that it’s come to this, I’ll admit it,” the governess continued. “I wanted Zero to see if I had the aptitude to become a Mage.” She turned red all the way to her ears, and her voice trembled with embarrassment. “But I couldn’t bring myself to say it. So I thought that if we made it part of the festival, I could have Zero check me too.”

But the people behind her were all smiling.

“I want to be examined too,” one said.

“I actually planned to get checked,” another admitted.

I felt a tug at my pants. I looked down to see Lily there standing with the kids.

“Umm… Mom and dad are coming, so…”

“O-Oh, right.”

“Can you pick them up?”

We couldn’t protect a large number of people, but escorting someone we knew would be easy.

“I’ll ask my friends to keep an eye out for bad guys,” Lily said. “If anything happens, I’ll tell you right away. We all practiced a lot… and made many mistakes, but we finally learned to dance. I wanted everyone in the village to see it.”

I eyed the villagers one by one, then looked up at the sky. “What’ll happen if I still cancel it?”

“There will be a village meeting.” Zero stepped out from the crowd. “And you will no longer be the head of the village. I say we do it. A festival for us only. It would take a whole day just to check the magical aptitude of all the villagers. I do not think I have the energy to examine outsiders as well.”

“You heard her, priest. What do you say?”

“I have one condition.” He raised a finger. There was tension in the air. “We push back the festival by a day. Some people might still plan to ruin the event anyway, but this should fool them. We make them think that we succumbed to outside pressure and gave up on holding a festival. We make them feel good. Once they’ve become arrogant, when their guard has been lowered, and when they start spreading word about their heroic deed…” The grip on his staff tightened. “That’ll be the perfect time to harvest their sins. Ah, I might need a bigger scythe.”

No one except me, Zero, Lily, and Bear, knew the meaning behind his grin. The anger emanating from his whole being was so intense that the rats around Lily scurried away in fright. Lily pulled away from the priest and clung to my leg.

And so we held a festival. Its name was simple—the Festival of Magic.

Zero created an appraisal tool for this day, one that could never be misused, to evaluate the villagers’ aptitude for Magic. Everyone who wanted to get evaluated—from children to the elderly—had their talent for the chapters of Hunting, Capture, Harvest, and Protection tested.

The evaluation resulted in three Mage candidates. Only one of them wanted to enter the Academy of Magic, while the other two said they were content just knowing that they had the aptitude, and went back to their own lives.

Unfortunately the governess didn’t have the knack for it.

“So, Zero. I’ve been thinking,” the governess began. “Isn’t four kinds of Magic too few? You were cleaning your house with Magic the other day, weren’t you? What chapter was it from? You’re already developing spells that don’t belong to any chapter, no?”

She hadn’t shown it before, but she seemed to have a strong desire to be a Mage.

Lily did a great job as a conductor in front of her parents, whom she had not seen in a while. Since there were no outsiders, there was no need for her to wear a costume that concealed her whole body. The people who set up food stands went back and forth between each other’s stalls, making it feel like refreshment booths set up by kids.

And just as the priest said, I found myself in a special kind of hell where women drowned me with food.

Almost everyone in the village came from a different place. In other words, each of us had a completely different taste of home cooking. Being fed all of them at once threw my tongue and brain into chaos.

“You should serve this dish in the tavern,” one said. “I’ll order it every day.”

“The tavern’s food is great, but it tastes a little too southern. It’s a bit lonely for northerners.”

Complaints about my tavern started surfacing, which was rare. I don’t think there was an even more meaningful day than this in my life.

There was an odd, unexpected visitor who got the date of the festival wrong, but other than that, a perfect day of festivities—a day where everyone was all smiles—came to an end, with no injuries, accidents, or fights.

If we invited outsiders, it wouldn’t have gone so well. The political purpose of this village was to act as an agent for the acceptance of Mages and Beastfallen south of Wenias, but it had only been a year since the village was founded.

We just had to take it one step at a time.
 

The festival had ended. After a lot of drinking and merrymaking, the villagers had drifted off into dreamland.

“It is done!” Zero exclaimed, finally putting down her pen on the table. She had been fervently writing something on her desk.

You might be wondering, what was I doing at her place?

She was drunk and tottering, so I had no choice but to take her home. Then out of the blue, she leapt to her desk and started writing in a frenzied manner. I was worried she might collapse all of a sudden, so I couldn’t go home. It was midnight now.

“What is done exactly?” I asked.

“Eek!”

Zero jumped and turned to me. An unusual reaction.

“How long have you been there?” she asked.

“From the start! Are you still drunk?!”

“I jest, I jest. Of course I have noticed your loving gaze.”

It was not love in my eyes, but pity. It wasn’t like anything would happen if I said that, so I kept my mouth shut.

Chuckling, Zero placed the parchment she had just finished on top of the stack of papers laying by the side. She then picked up a needle and thread, and began to zigzag stitch the back of the parchments into small bundles.

“You gonna turn it into a book?” I asked.

“I wrote all of this for a book, so of course I am making it into one once I am done. The lass kept asking me to write an introductory book on Magic for novice Mages to read.”

“An introductory book? What about the Grimoire of Zero?”

“That book contains many advanced and dangerous spells. It is not suited for novice Mages. In hindsight, the Grimoire of Zero was a poor introduction to Magic. I have learned a lot ever since I left the cellar. I can write much better books now.”

“So did you write a better book?”

“Who knows?” she said as she continued stitching. “It is not the writer who evaluates a book, but the reader. I could claim that I wrote an excellent book, but it does not matter if the reader thinks otherwise.”

“A laudable remark, which is unusual, coming from you.”

“As a matter of fact…”

“Yeah?”

“I have been wondering for a while: what should an introductory book to Magic be like? What do I write and what do I omit? For this festival, I came up with Magic to appraise magical aptitude. It is safe and much easier than what was written in the Grimoire of Zero.”

Zero had prepared a miniature garden, with a forest, a river, a plantation, a house, and human and animal figurines. You place your hands on the garden, close your eyes, and think about what you want to do with it. After reciting an incantation, you open your eyes, and if there’s a change in the garden, you have the aptitude for Magic.

I watched the evaluation beside Zero, and found the changes to the garden genuinely amusing.

If you had the aptitude for the Chapter of Harvest, the crops in the plantation would grow. For the Chapter of Capture, the figurines would walk into a cage. For the Chapter of Hunting, the animals in the forest would fall, and for the Chapter of Protection, the sand around the house would move and form a barrier.

Funnily enough, the garden was modeled after our village.

“While building the miniature garden, I came to a conclusion. An introductory textbook should be harmless. It should be easy for anyone to understand, but not dangerous either. For example, Magic that would never pose a threat even if everyone in this village learned it. Magic that would not harm anyone even if children picked it up. Magic that can be learned by accident, even without the desire to become a Mage. Magic to become a novice Mage. A book that contains such things is a good introductory book.”

She held up the bundled parchment to the ceiling. “Now I have finished writing this book. What is Magic? What is a witch? I wanted to make it as easy as possible for the ignorant to learn these things. As I was writing this book, I remembered the words you once said to me.”

“My words?”

“‘You’re not good if people can’t understand your explanation.’ I do not know if you remember.”

“I don’t. Did I really say that?”

“You did. It hit hard.” She held her chest and made a pained expression.

I could have said that. That explained why every time I asked a question, she would use examples to help me understand better.

“So, I wrote it so that you can read it and understand it.”

“Really?”

“Here.”

Zero tossed me the bundle of papers. She wants me to read it, huh?

“I’m not really good at reading.”

“Not everyone who aspires to be a Mage is highly literate, so I added plenty of illustrations. I avoided difficult vocabulary. Just read it.”

I flipped through the pages. Hmm… simple enough.

“I kinda wanna try it now,” I said.

Zero snapped her fingers. “Right? Indeed. It is a book that makes you want to try. A book that makes you feel like you could do it yourself. That is what makes a good introductory book. I will send it to Wenias, and the lass will print as many copies as there are students in the Academy. I will probably continue writing this kind of book in the future. Hence, I decided to give the books titles in order to classify them. I have already decided on the title for the first book.”

“Really?” I lifted my head from the book. “What is it?”

Zero flashed a grin. “Book of Magic: Starting from Zero.”
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A Forgotten Promise

Prologue

We made a deal, a deal that involved life and death.

If they didn’t fulfill their end of the bargain, my life would be over.

Until now, they had not held up their end of the deal.

I had found the greatest treasure of all. But it was forcibly taken from me. Stolen.

“I’ll get you a replacement,” they promised.

Believing their words, I patiently waited. Endured.

I was at my limit. I couldn’t take it anymore.

It wasn’t vulgar desire that consumed me. It was hunger. A craving.

I have to get that treasure now, no matter what it takes. I would sacrifice anything to seize that happiness once more.

Because without it, my life is meaningless.

 

“Three hundred and twenty-three, three hundred and twenty-four, three hundred and twenty-five.”

Listening to the listless voice counting, I propped myself up with both hands, lowered my body, then lifted it up again.

It was a mild afternoon, and sunlight filled the backyard of the Kingdom of Wenias’s royal castle.

Fatigue settled on my arms, and my sweat dripped onto the ground.

“Three hundred and twenty-six. What is the matter, Mercenary? You are slowing down. Are you already exhausted? Pathetic.”

“Shut up, you stupid witch…! This doesn’t even count as warmup…!”

I was actually at my limit, but I put on a tough guy act and lowered my body once more.

Then I heard the sound of small footsteps coming closer, and I pulled my eyes from the ground. A cheeky-looking kid in a fine robe embroidered with gold threads—Albus—appeared around the corner of the backyard. Her short, blonde hair, and eyes as golden as the full moon, looked dazzling under the sunlight. I squinted.

“Ah, there you are!” she said. “You were not in your room, so I’ve been looking all over for you. You just recovered, and… What are you two doing?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m doing push-ups. I was asleep for three days, and my body’s a little stiff.”

“Push-ups…?” Albus stared at my back—at the person lying down on my back, using it as a bed.

She had fair skin, silver hair, and red lips as lustrous as polished apples. She was a flawless, beautiful woman, an extraordinary witch, and my employer. Her name was Zero.

Zero, of course, was just a number, a pseudonym of some sorts, but she also called me by my profession, Mercenary, so it went both ways.

“I don’t see the problem in doing some exercise, but why is Zero riding you?”

“He said that his own weight alone is not enough,” Zero replied, yawning. “So I decided to lie on his back, which I found to be quite comfortable. I feel like I am lying in a fine, fur-lined cradle. It is so soft and fluffy.”

“A fine fur…” Albus repeated blankly, looking at me again.

As a Beastfallen—a half-human, half-beast monster—my entire body was covered in fur. Sometimes beings like me were born from very ordinary human parents. Whether it was the wrath of God, or a witch’s curse, I had no idea.

I looked like a large carnivore, complete with claws and fangs. I was an object of fear to normal people, but both Zero and Albus were Mages, able to cast powerful Magic. They were different from ordinary humans.

“I-I want a ride too!” Albus said. “Please, Zero. Just a bit?”

“No. This is my mercenary, and this is my special seat.”

“Oh, come on! You can ride him any time. Pretty please?”

“Fine,” Zero said, lifting her body up a little. “I cannot give you my spot, but I will allow you to share the bed with me. Fortunately, you are small and Mercenary is huge. Two people will fit just fine.”

“Wh-What? Share a bed? L-Like what a man and a woman do?!”

“What are you so embarrassed about? Do not be shy now. Come jump into my chest—”

“Don’t you dare use my back as a stage of some erotica!”

I lifted my body up and rose to my feet, throwing Zero off my back. She tumbled down awkwardly, but she made a perfect landing, much to my chagrin.

“You cannot even take a joke?” she said, smiling.

I ignored Zero and turned to Albus, who was fanning her red cheeks with her palms.

“So, what do you want from me, kid?” I asked. “You didn’t come all the way out here looking for me just to do something indecent with Zero on my back, did you?”

“O-Of course not! I’m busy. I wouldn’t come here for silly reasons.”

“And I’m telling you,” I said, poking Albus’ forehead with my claw with every word, “to give it to me straight!”

“O-Ouch!” Albus glared at me, holding her forehead in pain, and reluctantly shoved her hand into her pocket. “Actually, I received a letter.”

“Yeah? You receive letters every day. You’re the Chief Mage of this kingdom, after all.”

“And I’m here because it’s different from the usual letters. Sheesh, at least let me finish.” She scowled.

I shrugged and went quiet. Albus, despite being a kid, had recently become the head of the Mages in Wenias. As someone important, she received many letters.

“Here.” Albus took out a piece of paper. It wasn’t a high-quality piece of parchment, but a cheap piece of scrap paper.

“Doesn’t look like a love letter, at least.”

“Allow me to read it.” Zero leaned over my back and snatched the letter from Albus. “What happened to the item? Are you going back on your word? I can’t wait any longer. I’m taking it by force.”

It was clearly, without a single shred of doubt, a threat.

 

The Kingdom of Wenias was in the midst of a civil war just seven days ago, a war between the witches of Wenias and ordinary humans.

The Church had declared witches to be horrible beings and enemies of humanity. Believing the Church, people hunted witches endlessly, until finally, unable to endure the oppression, the witches staged a revolt.

The trigger for the rebellion was a book written by Zero—the Grimoire of Zero. It was a technical book that contained information about Magic, a technique that simplified the cumbersome and difficult-to-use Sorcery, allowing many people to perform it with ease.

Zero wrote it to make hunting, cultivating fields, and capturing criminals easier. Yet at the same time the book also held the power to destroy the world. Magic to hunt animals could also be used to kill humans.

The witches, having gained the power to fight from the stolen Grimoire of Zero, released their pent-up rage and started a rebellion against the kingdom.

But the war had now ended.

Zero put an end to it together with Albus. There were no victors, only peace and harmony between witches and humans.

Wenias declared witch hunts to be illegal, and witches who had been living in hiding all over the land became free. Since the labels ‘witch’ and ‘sorcerer’ gave off negative impressions, their designations were changed to Mages. Whether you’re a man or a woman, if you can use Magic, you’re a Mage.

Zero and Albus had to use most of their magical power to quell the rebellion. Neither of them would be able to cast powerful spells for a while.

I also ended up sleeping for three days straight, and when I woke up, I could barely get out of bed for a while. I’d been exercising a bit, but I wasn’t back into shape just yet.

And now a threatening letter.

“Hey, kid. You sure this item doesn’t ring any bells?” I asked.

“It doesn’t! Argh, it’s giving me a headache. Why now when I need to go to Fomicaum?”

Fomicaum was a large town about half a day’s ride by carriage from the royal capital of Plasta. A center of commerce in the kingdom, it attracted all kinds of people and goods from various nations. In other words, anyone could blend in and attack Albus. Assuming the threat was not a hoax, going to Fomicaum was clearly dangerous.

“Why do you need to go to Fomicaum? Just do your work inside the castle.”

“I wish I could do that too. But there’s a festival in Fomicaum to celebrate the peace between humans and witches—I mean Mages. The Merchants Guild is hosting it. As the representative of this kingdom’s Mages, I have to accept the invitation, or else it would give a bad impression to the citizens.”

“Ahuh. Must be tough being a bigshot.”

“Is that sarcasm?”

“Calm down. I mean it.”

She was the representative of the Mages, but she was only a teenager. The load she was carrying was too heavy for her small shoulders. Unfortunately, she had no one else to share the burden with.

“I have realized something important,” Zero suddenly said. “Festivals are when food stalls with rare delicacies are opened, correct?”

Albus stared at Zero blankly for a moment. “Well, yeah. It’s a festival organized by the Merchants Guild, after all. I’m told there will be plenty of food stalls and street vendors.”

“Very well. We depart for Fomicaum. It is a must.” Zero nodded firmly with unwavering conviction.

Her desires—or perhaps obsession, or passion—for food was astounding. Maybe her love for food just stood out because she was indifferent to many other things.

“I’m still recovering, though,” I said.

“You will be fine. Fomicaum is not that far, just the right distance to give your body some exercise. You can also protect the scared lass from whoever sent the letter.”

“That’s a good point.”

“I-I’m not scared!” Albus denied. “I don’t need a bodyguard—.”

Before she could finish her sentence, I grabbed her whole face. “You clearly need one, kid. Stop acting tough.”

Albus squirmed about in anger. I had no idea if she was mad at me for calling her a kid, or grabbing her face. Probably both.

“Stop treating me like a child! I’m the Chief Mage of Wenias!” She shook my hand off. “You can come, but don’t get in my way. We leave at sunset today. We’re taking a carriage, so meet me at the stables. If you’re late, I’m leaving you behind!” After saying all she wanted to say, she stomped away.

“What’s up with her?” I muttered.

Zero chuckled. “Did you see her face?”

“Her face?”

“The face of extreme joy. She was acting tough, but she was scared. She wanted you to go with her all along.”

“It sure didn’t look like it.”

“Do you wish to test her, then? Arrive later than the designated time. I am certain she will wait and eventually search for you.”

I frowned and shot Zero a reproachful look. “I can’t do something so immature to a kid. Think about it. Whether she actually leaves us behind or she comes looking for me, I’m the one who’ll feel awful.”

Zero laughed out loud. “I think so too. And that is what the lass likes about you. The same goes for me.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“It is a secret. Some virtues we lose sight of if we become aware of them. It is enough that others—that is, me—know about your merits.” She then climbed onto my shoulder.

I rose to my feet and went to my room to get ready for the trip.

 

The carriage moved at a leisurely pace along the twilit city streets.

Shaped like a four-wheeled box, the vehicle had two seats for two facing each other. As a kingdom that flourished as a nation of travelers, Wenias’s carriage technology was far more advanced than other countries. The carriages were comfortable to ride in, and thanks to the sturdy wooden car, there was no need to worry about the elements.

Zero was sitting next to me, looking out the window, and Albus was sitting in front of her. Since I was a big guy, I sat with my legs thrown over the empty seat in front of me.

Albus’s plan was to arrive at Fomicaum in the evening, stay overnight at an inn, and then participate in the festival the next day. Traveling at night was a bit risky, but we had no other choice if we wanted to make it to the festival in time.

If my memory served me right, however, Fomicaum was surrounded by walls, and its gates were supposed to close in the evening.

“Are we gonna camp outside the gate?” I asked.

“They said they’ll open it for me,” Albus replied, then regarded the letter for no reason.

“Are you that worried about it? If nothing comes to mind, it’s probably just a prank.”

“I think so too, but I feel this intense obsession from the whole letter. I can tell that the person who wrote it is furious.”

“How are you supposed to know the sender’s feelings?”

“You don’t, normally. But that shows just how strong their rage is.” Albus exhaled and stared at the letter, unable to hide her anxiety. “I wonder what they mean by promised item. Why can’t I remember an important promise? I can’t really look into it without knowing who the sender is, either.” She looked up at the ceiling. “I should’ve written down the item and their name.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“It must be something very precious,” Zero said. “There are some things in this world that are too precious to be spoken of. Things that would change the world if people learned of their existence.”

With a loud thud, the carriage rocked. The road was in a poor condition.

“Like the Grimoire of Zero that you wrote?” I asked.

“Yes, like the Grimoire of Zero that I wrote,” Zero replied in an unaffected tone, looking out the window. It was getting dark outside.

Albus glanced at Zero, then folded the letter, shoving it into her pocket. “If I promised to give something valuable, I’m sure I wouldn’t have forgotten it.”

“Then perhaps you never made such a promise in the first place,” Zero said. “The letter is indeed filled with extraordinary obsession, but it is possible that the sender is simply mistaken.”

“Maybe, but still…”

“Besides, you were the leader of the witches—the human’s enemies—until a few days ago,” I said. “There’s always a chance of someone holding a grudge against you even though you didn’t do anything to them. There will be a lot more misunderstandings and undue resentment in the future. Better get used to it now.”

“That’s easier said than done,” Albus said in a spiteful tone, sinking deeper into the cushion.

“By the way,” Zero said, whirling her head back to us, “something has been bothering me for a while now. It has been quite some time since the carriage went off the road to Fomicaum. Where are we headed?”

“…What?”

Albus and I leapt toward the window at the same time.

The sun had set, and it was completely dark. I couldn’t really see outside, but I could tell that the road we were on was not the well-maintained highway. The road was too narrow, and the carriage was rocking too much.

“What’s going on here, kid?! I thought we were going straight to Fomicaum!”

“H-How should I know?! Let me check with the driver—”

As soon as Albus stood up, the horse neighed loudly and the carriage suddenly stopped. The momentum rocked the vehicle, and Albus staggered, hitting her head hard on the wall before falling to her seat.

“Shit. We’re surrounded.”

“Bandits?”

“I’d very much prefer bandits, to be honest. Get under the seats, quick!”

It was an elaborate ambush, and the driver was in on it. It must be the letter’s sender. In which case, he would not do something absurd like setting the carriage on fire until he got what he wanted from Albus.

I pushed Albus into the space under the seat, grabbed my sword, and jumped out of the carriage.

“Don’t show yourself,” I said sharply. “There could be archers out there.” I closed the door behind me.

The lantern hanging from the carriage illuminated several shapes in the darkness. I sensed six people, but I could only see five, all of them armed. They were probably in the same line of work as me—mercenaries.

“A white Beastfallen. Just like the intel said. This one’s no pushover.”

“The more dreadful the information, the more accurate it is, I guess. Should we have gathered more people?”

I pricked up my ears. “Oh? You got intel on me, eh? That’s strange. I’m pretty sure only a few people in the castle know that I’m staying at the kid’s place.”

Since the driver was in on it, the assailants were probably aware of the goings-on inside the castle.

But I woke up four days ago, and I was only able to leave my room two days later. No one outside the castle could have known that I would be Albus’s bodyguard—which meant that the person who wrote the letter must be someone close to Albus, someone who held a considerable position.

A man with a sword at the ready spoke. “Hey, whitey.” His tone was friendly, but his guard was still up. “Let’s keep this civil, shall we? We don’t want to fight a Beastfallen if possible. All we want is for the Mage you’re guarding to hand over the item that they promised to our client.”

“See, that’s the problem,” I replied. “The Mage I’m guarding doesn’t remember anything about a promised item. Did your client tell you anything?”

No answer came. There was only a stifled laughter. A foolish question, it seemed.

Mercenaries were handy tools that did what the client ordered. Most of the time, they did what they were asked and received their pay without knowing what exactly they were doing or why. Sometimes all the order they would get is, “Attack this person here, and take the goods,” and they would finish the job without even knowing who the client was.

In other words, they didn’t know what their client wanted exactly. And since we couldn’t hand it over, a battle was inevitable if we wanted to get past this place.

I shouldered my blade. “Well, this is tricky. You want the goods, but we don’t have them. What now?”

“Get ‘im!” His answer was a shout that signaled the start of the fight.

If the goods were not available, standard practice among mercenaries was to capture the person who had the goods.

But I couldn’t just hand Albus over without a fight.

I caught the sound of arrows zipping through the air, and I quickly rolled under the carriage. “I fucking knew it! One of them’s hiding in a tree.”

People planning to fight a Beastfallen would definitely have an archer with them.

Should I take care of the archer first? But leaving the carriage will put Albus at risk.

“Hah! Pathetic animal. He’s actually hiding!”

“You idiot!” his companion shouted. “Stay away from it!”

“Don’t worry. I’ll drive it out from under the carriage with my sword, then the archer can kill it.”

Ignoring his companion’s warning, the man ran up to the carriage, sneering. I grabbed his legs and dragged him under the carriage.

“Welcome to the pen, human.”

I flashed a friendly smile, but my fangs gleaming in the darkness were too terrifying that he let out a shrill scream. I strangled him just enough to knock him out without killing him, took his sword, and kicked him out from underneath.

“Stupid amateur,” one cursed.

Apparently they were a ragtag group of mercenaries, and I couldn’t be more glad about it.

But I couldn’t stay under the carriage forever.

My eyes darted to the lanterns hanging from the carriage. It was nighttime. Without their light, the surroundings would be plunged into darkness, and the archers would not be able to take their aim.

I reached out my arm from under the carriage and smashed all the lanterns.

“He turned out the lights. Keep your eyes peeled! He’s gonna come at us. Let’s huddle together! Don’t get scared and turn off the lanterns now. He can see us even in the dark anyway.” There was a clatter of metal against metal as the four men gathered around.

I pulled my black cloak over my head to blend in with the darkness, and jumped out from under the carriage. As I expected, the archer didn’t move.

I pulled out one of my throwing knives and hurled it at one of their lanterns. The glass shattered, and the light went out. For a moment, their attention was diverted somewhere else.

Taking advantage of the distraction, I closed the distance in one breath, dragged down the one closest to me and stepped on his dominant arm, breaking it.

“My arm!” he screamed.

“Don’t you underestimate us, fuckin’ beast!”

Two of them swung their swords at me. I punched one of them in the face, breaking his nose, and pointed the tip of my sword against the neck of the other.

“Did you say not to underestimate you?” I asked. “I see. Are you sure you want me to go all out, though? I’ll cut off your head. How about that?” I pushed my blade deeper against his skin.

The man dropped his sword, slumped down, and curled up with his head in his hands. Lost the will to fight, huh? Pathetic.

There was only one person left.

“Aaaaahhh!”

“Oh, shit!”

The last guy swung his sword around in desperation, hitting my side. I wanted to dodge his attack, but I was still a little rusty. The man charged at me once more. Clicking my tongue, I grabbed his arm and hoisted him into the air.

“You’re the last one. Let me ask you a question. Do you want to introduce your client to me, or do you want to get your balls crushed?”

“I don’t know them! I really don’t! A servant sent me a letter, and I took the job!”

“Where? What kind of a job is it exactly?”

“In a tavern in Fomicaum. The letter said a carriage carrying a Mage is coming here, and we should take the promised item.”

“And what is this promised item?”

“It wasn’t mentioned in the letter! Apparently it’s something priceless.”

“One last thing: can you drive a carriage?”

“…What?”

“The driver escaped. If you can’t drive one, I’ll have to knock you out.”

“I can! A one-horse carriage should be easy.”

“That’s good to hear. Drive us to Fomicaum. You bastards made us waste precious time.”

I dropped him to the ground and turned toward the carriage. My side hurt a little, but it was a good workout.

The fact that I let my guard down before the fight was even over suggested that it wasn’t only my body that was rusty, but my mind as well.

The moment I got back to the carriage and put my hand on the door, I sensed a murderous aura. I looked up. Someone was on top of the carriage.

“It’s over, you monster!”

The archer! I had completely forgotten about him.

It didn’t matter if he couldn’t see well. He knew that I would eventually return to the carriage. While I was fighting the other four guys, he climbed up on the roof and waited for me.

His gleaming arrow was pointed at me, the bow’s string drawn taut. He was ready to fire at any moment.

I couldn’t dodge it. I regretted leaving one of the mercenaries awake to be our driver. While I faltered in the face of the arrow, he could stab me with his sword. Even a Beastfallen like me would not get out of it unscathed.

The archer fired the arrow, but it slipped past me and stuck to the ground. There was silence.

“…Huh?”

The archer’s body went limp, and he rolled off the carriage. As I stood there confused, Zero peeked out the window.

“Chapter of Capture, Page Two: Snooze,” Zero said. “To put it simply, I put him to sleep. That was a close call, Mercenary.” She grinned.

“D-Did you use Magic?! I thought you were out of magical power!”

“Magical power is like water. It can be taken and given. The lass and I are drained, but if we combine our powers, casting a basic spell is doable. Also, the moon is bright tonight.”

“The moon…” I looked up at the sky and found a full moon sitting above. I believe she mentioned before that moonlight enhanced a witch’s power. “In that case, you could’ve dealt with all of them from the start.”

“Do not be foolish. I cannot possibly recite an incantation while being attacked by six people including an archer.”

I get it. She needed time. Nodding, I took the fallen archer’s lantern off his waist, and handed it to the temporary driver. He would need a source of light to drive through the dark night, and I broke all the carriage’s lanterns earlier.

After watching the man climb up to the driver’s seat, I returned inside the carriage.

Albus yelped. “Mercenary! That blood… Are you wounded?”

Blood was seeping out from my side where I was cut.

“It’s just a scratch. It should heal up by the morning. I’m a Beastfallen, after all.”

“I would love to heal you,” Zero said, “but if I use Magic again, I might cough up blood and collapse.”

“That sounds way worse than me getting hurt. I’m fine. There’s no need to stitch it up even.”

But if my blood kept flowing out, it would stain the carriage. I didn’t want that, so I pressed a cloth against the wound and wrapped it tight.

Albus was watching me with a pale face. It looked like she wanted to say something.

“Hey, kid.”

Albus jumped.

“Listen. Being a bigshot means people will try to kill you for reasons you don’t understand, like what happened just now. As long as you’re leading the Mages of this kingdom, there will be plenty of people who will get hurt because of you.”

“Wh-Where’d that come from?! I don’t need a lecture from a moron! I know all that already.”

“Then don’t freak out just because I’m hurt. Whether the wounds a guard receives from protecting you become a proof of stupidity or a badge of honor is up to the employer. It’s up to you.”

“He is right, lass,” Zero said. “Mercenary did his job. Why do you look dejected? Be proud, and let him take pride as well. When a servant does his job, it is the master’s duty to praise them and give them the reward they deserve.”

“You heard her,” I said. “You’re an expert at being patronizing.”

“Wh-What do you mean by that?! I didn’t mean to be…” She looked at my wound again, then shut up. After a while, she mumbled, “Thank you.”

I got a simple word of thanks instead of a compliment. I guess this is fine for now.

“I expect a generous reward,” I joked.

“Shameless,” she said.

Zero laughed, and the carriage started moving again, this time toward Fomicaum.

The question was: who was after Albus?

I hope we can find the answer in Fomicaum.

“Come one, come all! We got rare fruits from neighboring countries!”

“Any lady who stops by this store will be lucky! This is your only chance to get a rare gemstone necklace mined from the Phantom Ore Forest!”

“Would you like some lanterns? We got the finest lanterns made by the finest craftsmen in Wenias right here! How about one of these beautiful lanterns to celebrate the festival? It’s the kingdom’s specialty!”

Not long after the crowing of the chickens heralded the morning, I started hearing the voices of hawkers.

Fomicaum was the commercial center of the Kingdom of Wenias, attracting many travelers from both home and abroad. Every day the town was in a festive mood, with merchants gathering to take advantage of the travelers, and travelers gathering to take advantage of the large market that the merchants created.

And today there was an actual festival to wish for peace.

“I wonder what it’s gonna be like in the plaza,” I said as I gazed at the street out the window. “Can we even get there?” I shuddered with fear.

The town was deathly quiet when we passed through the gates last night. But when I woke up at the inn this morning, the town was bustling with activity, the streets overflowing with people.

“The sun is not even completely up yet, but there are so many stalls already.” Zero poked her head out from the side and peered down at the street with excitement.

Fomicaum had a circular plaza in the center, with the main street running straight through it, both ends leading to the walls protecting the town.

And along the main street, there were merchant stalls and carts from all over the world. Zero eyed them all.

“I want to go there!” she said. “That looks fun too!” She turned to me. “Let us go enjoy ourselves, Mercenary! I am getting hungry.”

“We don’t have time for fun. Once we get the kid to the venue, we’re finding the culprit. Besides, I don’t like crowds. What’s so fun about a festival, anyway?”

I’m a Beastfallen mercenary. I get paid to kill people, which makes me unlikeable among ordinary people.

Since Wenias was recruiting Beastfallen to fight witches, the discrimination here against my kind was lesser compared to other countries. It didn’t mean they liked Beastfallen, though.

Zero, of course, didn’t care about what the world thought. She was the kind to boldly declare that I was her bed.

“We can escort the lass, check the stalls, and search for the culprit at the same time. Besides, I believe you need to make it up to me.”

“Uh, what?”

What’s she talking about?

Zero stared out the window with a distant look in her eyes. “So you do not remember. I see. You have forgotten about the time that you hurt me deeply.”

“When did I do that?!”

“On the national holiday celebrating the Goddess, you and I were at the royal castle. I had heard that a performer was coming to town, and I was looking forward to watching them with you. However, you trampled all over my heart—”

“All right, all right! I remember now, okay?! My deepest apologies for what I did that day!” Bringing back the memory of my huge mistake that I had sealed away in the depths of my mind made me raise my voice.

Zero laughed. Unable to bear the awkwardness, I moved away from the window, and saw Albus dressed in a plain black robe.

The sight of her gesturing as she recited the speech she planned to deliver to the public, as if chanting an incantation, was eerie. Her serious expression made the scene more terrifying.

“Take it easy, kid,” I said. “Practicing your speech now won’t really change the public’s opinion of you. You should practice how to dodge vegetables instead.”

Up until a few days ago, Mages and humans were at war. The kingdom might have declared the war over, but there were still those who held personal grudges against Albus.

“I’m prepared for a riot to break out and get myself hanged! That’s why I want to make a better impression. Someone I know was too fixated on speeches and performance, and it rubbed off on me. Choice of words is important, they said. Aaah! I hate to say it, but I should’ve asked him to look over it.”

Who…? Ah, that guy. The face of a man I didn’t want to remember suddenly popped into my head, before quickly disappearing again.

He was involved in the major incident that shook the very foundation of the kingdom, and uttering his name was bad luck. It was possible that someone had written a book or a play about the whole incident, but in any case, it’s a story for another time.

As I turned my gaze down to the floor, Zero moved away from the window and turned around, her long cloak flaring, then ran toward the door that led to the hallway.

“The carriage is here! You two, stop dawdling, and let us go!”

 

After accompanying Albus to the venue of the festival, we joined the audience.

“Are you sure you should not be staying by her side?” Zero asked. “You will not be able to respond to a sudden attack from this far.”

I shrugged. “The organizers got guards. Sticking around will only offend them.”

A Mage standing in front of humans without a guard shows trust. It’s a festival to celebrate peace. Having a Beastfallen close to her would definitely be met with criticism.

“You are soft on her, but hard on me,” Zero remarked.

“You’re seriously saying that right now?” I craned my neck to look up at her face.

She was riding on my shoulders, basically. While waiting for Albus’s speech in the crowd, Zero complained that she couldn’t see, so I picked her up.

Chuckling, Zero gave me a pat me on the head. “A beautiful woman is holding your face between her soft, fair thighs. How can you complain? If anything, you should be happy.”

“I’ll seriously drop you.”

“N-No! If you drop me in this crowd, I will be trampled to death! Here, have some sweet and delicious dried fruit to calm your rage.”

“I don’t want any.”

She forced the food into my mouth anyway. It was sweet and tasty, but I didn’t want to admit it, so I swallowed it in silence.

Suddenly I felt a gaze from the crowd. I turned my head and spotted a figure quickly hiding among the people.

“Did you notice that, witch?” I asked.

Stuffing herself with the snack, Zero groaned thoughtfully. “They hid after we noticed them. Clearly suspicious. What do we do, Mercenary? Should we go after them?”

“No, it’s hard to catch them in this crowd. We’ll let them be and wait for them to attack first.”

There was nothing they could do to Albus while she was giving a speech on a stage set up in the middle of the square. The culprit’s goal was to collect the item they wanted. Killing Albus was pointless.

Kidnapping was what we should be wary of. In short, we just needed to make sure that Albus was never alone.

The crowd erupted in cheers. I turned my head toward the stage and saw that Albus had just stepped onto the platform. She looked around the crowd nervously. When she saw me and Zero, she wore a deep frown, and quickly looked away. She probably almost burst into laughter. She pursed her lips and shot us a reproachful look, as if saying, “What are you, kids?”

Don’t look at me. Blame Zero.

“She calmed down after seeing you,” Zero said. “She really trusts you.”

“There’s probably a lot going on in her mind right now. She was kinda in a similar situation before.”

“What do you mean?”

“Burning at the stake,” I replied curtly.

Zero seemed to be satisfied with my answer. Until a few days ago, people in Wenias burned witches and sorcerers whenever they found one. The young Albus had her fair share of the experience.

“Back then, she found me in the crowd, and I ended up saving her, even though I didn’t want to.”

“You always end up saving people.”

“I’ve ended up killing people too.”

“Yet you did not kill a single one of the men who attacked us, did you? Killing them would have been easier.”

“Don’t let my looks deceive you. I’m a coward. Besides, a favor earned will bear profit, while a grudge incurred will result in a loss.”

“I see. Very utilitarian. Just like me.” Zero laughed.

While we were talking about trivial matters, Albus opened her mouth and began her speech. The crowd fell silent as her voice echoed throughout the plaza.

“Murderer!” A sharp cry rang out.

“Yeah! Murderer!” another echoed. “Peace, my ass! Witches have been killing humans with their dubious Magic! Do you know how many towns were destroyed by witches? It’s too late to act like good guys now!”

The crowd stirred. Some agreed with the sentiment, while others opposed it.

Albus, however, stood firm. “My friends were falsely accused and burned at the stake,” she said.

I jumped. The atmosphere was tense. A wrong reaction from Albus, and this crowd would immediately turn into an angry mob, causing a bloody disaster.

Zero must have felt my nerves, as she reached out her arm from above and gently stroked my cheek. “Have faith in her, Mercenary. The lass will be fine. Look at that calm face. She had expected this level of heckling.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Still, Albus was just a kid. I watched the stage anxiously.

“And I killed the one who killed my friends. Who was right—the humans or the witches? We already have an answer. Both were wrong. We were both equally at fault. But we stand here now, together, to fix our mistakes.”

The conflict between humans and witches was caused by misunderstandings, and it escalated because they didn’t know each other. Now was the time to put hatred aside, resolve misunderstandings, and come to a mutual understanding to attain peace.

“I will never allow a witch to be burned ever again. I will never let humans be killed ever again. I swear to you with my life: I will use all my power to make this peace everlasting and bring true harmony to this land in which we live!”

There was no pretense in Albus words. They all came from the heart, so it resonated stronger than a Church sermon full of rhetoric. Her small figure never faltered in front of the crowd watching her with admiration, hatred, and curiosity. I couldn’t help but feel proud.

“Ladies and gentlemen. Let us walk together. As fellow human beings born in the same era, in the same land, with the same desire for peace!”

Her speech was met with a loud cheer. In the midst of the clamor, I gave her a small but sincere applause as well.

 

“Mercenary, Zero!”

After finishing her speech, Albus came running to us with a bright expression on her face.

“That was one hell of a speech,” I said. “You managed not to choke.”

“I have a newfound respect for you,” Zero added. “Everyone listened attentively. Even the ones who looked at you with suspicion at first ended up cheering for you.”

“Do I hear compliments? What’s gotten into you? Y-You’re kinda putting me on the spot here…”

Her eyes reddened and she quickly turned her gaze downwards.

“Aw, look at her getting embarrassed,” Zero said. “How adorable. I could learn a thing or two.”

“Now if only she was like this all the time,” I said. “Also, you can learn from her all you want, but you’ll never pull it off. Forget about it.”

“Ah, shut up!” Albus snapped. “Stop teasing me! Anyway, aren’t you going to check out the festival? Let’s go. I’m hungry.”

Albus removed her black robe and shoved it into the bag hanging from her waist. She wore plain linen clothes and pants underneath. Mixed in with the crowd, she looked like any other blond boy.

After the speeches and salutations, the main part of the festival began. Performers crowded the central square, competing with each other, jumping and leaping around, and there were plays being held on the stage now open to the public.

Zero and Albus’ eyes lit up as they watched dancers dancing with the music played by a band, colorful petals and feathers drifting through the air with their every move.

When we got bored watching the street performers, we left the square and strolled along the main street, letting the mood take over. We bought strange-looking dolls that none of us really wanted and some sweet-looking fruit only to be shocked when it tasted sour.

Albus spotted a shop with a peculiar vibe to it located in a quiet section of the town, and suddenly stopped. A black awning covered the shabby wooden stand, where pebbles and bones were lined up. It didn’t look like an ordinary shop at first glance.

“Wow, I can’t believe it. A fortune teller opening a shop in a big town!” Cheeks flushed, Albus scuttled toward the fortune teller.

Witches were known for their skills in divination, but if you wanted a witch to tell your fortune, you must find their lair first and swear an oath of secrecy before you could have your fortune told. Otherwise, the Church would hunt them down.

But in the Kingdom of Wenias, where witches and humans had made peace, witches no longer needed to hide. That said, opening a fortune telling shop so soon surprised even Albus.

There was a woman under the awning with her hood pulled up tightly over her eyes, and when she saw Albus running up to her, she smiled. She looked young, but her extremely calm demeanor made her feel old.

“Welcome,” she said. “Do you require a witch’s fortune-telling services?”

“I thought you were supposed to be called Mages now,” I said.

The woman gave me the same soft smile. “I can use Sorcery, but I can’t use Magic, beast warrior. So I’m not a Mage, but a witch.”

“That’s a good point. I guess not all witches can use Magic.”

There were still witches and sorcerers out there who couldn’t use Magic at all.

Albus leaned forward. “It’s not too late to learn Magic! If you can use Sorcery, then you can definitely use Magic. Then you can become a Mage and receive support from the government.”

Looking a little distressed, the woman fiddled with the pieces of bones scattered on the table. “That sounds great, but I’m a fortune teller. For a hundred years, I’ve done divinations about the weather, lost items, and love. I don’t think I want to do anything new now.”

“That’s such a waste! If you learn Magic, you’ll be able to help everyone, and then the peace between humans and witches will last even—”

Zero tapped Albus’ head, shaking her head softly. “Forcing change distorts things. Having both old and new is how balance is maintained. People like her are needed.”

“Oh, come on now,” the woman said. “It’s nothing that grand. But it would be nice to have a choice to just be a witch.”

Blinking, Albus pulled herself back and straightened her posture. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry. It’s just weird to force someone to learn Magic just because it’s handy.”

“Oh, don’t look so glum. I’m grateful. I was tired of spending my days deep in the forest waiting for customers that never came. But today, I’ve already had several people come to me to ask for their fortunes. They were a little scared, though. But they left feeling happy, and I love seeing those happy faces.” She looked at us. “What do you wish to know? From what I can tell, you received a terrible letter.”

 

We left the fortune-telling shop and went further into the back streets. It was less crowded here. Albus and I sat down on a pile of crates in front of a closed store to rest our tired feet.

Zero was across the street, buying a peculiar food made by grilling kneaded flour from a poor old man who couldn’t secure a spot for his stall.

Fomicaum, where carriages were the norm, had wide streets, even the ones off the main road. The back streets on the outskirts of town were as wide as the main street of a small town. Zero, happily choosing her food, looked small on the other side.

“Shouldn’t you be by her side?” Albus said.

“You’re the one being targeted at the moment.”

“She said I forgot something.”

Albus asked the fortune-teller about the letter. Albus could divine as well, but apparently you shouldn’t tell your own fortune. The result came out—betrayal. In other words, Albus betrayed someone.

“Too close to notice. Worthless to some people.”

“I have absolutely no idea,” I said. “Maybe it’s something that’s worthless to normal people, but precious to witches. Like my head, for example.”

A Beastfallen’s head was useful for Sorcery and Magic, but to a normal human, it was only a ghastly body part.

“There’s definitely a lot of stuff that fit that criteria. Books on Sorcery and witch’s research materials are very important to me, but they’re worthless to normal people. Even the Grimoire of Zero—” Albus looked up with a start.

Oh, that doesn’t look good.

“Any reason you went quiet there?” I asked. “Don’t tell me you promised the grimoire to someone!”

“O-Of course not! It’s locked away safely. Even I can’t get to it that easily.”

Zero entrusted the Grimoire of Zero to Albus and made her promise to properly manage the spread of Magic. I knew that Albus was not a scumbag who’d break that promise, nor was she an idiot who would slack off on her job.

Albus’s face clouded over. “But when I was trying to quell the rebellion, I told a few people that if they followed me, I would let them use Magic. Maybe they took that as me promising them the Grimoire of Zero.”

“It didn’t look like you were gonna hold your end of the deal, and after a while, they grew impatient.”

It was plausible. The Grimoire of Zero was a perfect example of a priceless item that could not even be mentioned without getting chills.

Just then, I heard a carriage rushing toward us at an incredible speed, and I turned my head. It was a crude, one-horse wagon. There was a driver and one other person in the car. What struck me as odd was that both of them were wearing hoods to hide their faces.

For some reason, the wagon was running by the roadside. Just when I thought it would hit Zero, the vehicle sped past us, and Zero disappeared.

“What the…” I stood up, dumbfounded. I followed the carriage with my eyes as it drove away, then saw Zero struggling in the arms of the man in the wagon. “Are you kidding me? Why is she the one getting kidnapped?!”

“I-I don’t know! Maybe they thought that if they couldn’t get the Grimoire of Zero, they could just take the author instead.”

“There aren’t many people who know that she wrote the grimoire. Anyway, we’re going after her!”

“Right!” I picked Albus up and started running after the wagon.

Three people would slow down the horse, and in a town with many turns, a Beastfallen should be able to catch up.

The wagon disappeared around a corner, and I followed it. The street ahead was long and straight, giving the wagon an advantage. Clicking my tongue, I continued the pursuit.

“Mercenary!” Albus cried. “You can’t catch up with you carrying me. Just leave me, and go get Zero!”

“Are you stupid?! If they’re after the grimoire, then you’re still in danger! If you’re kidnapped while I give chase, there will be bigger trouble.”

Zero was just an unknown witch in this kingdom, but Albus was the Chief Mage. If Albus was kidnapped in Fomicaum on the day of the festival of peace, it might spark another civil war.

Albus clung to my neck tight. “Sorry,” she said, fear in her voice.

She was probably thinking about what might happen to Zero because of her. Had she realized right away that the enemy could be after the grimoire, we would’ve considered Zero a target as well. But in that sense, I was just as guilty as her.

After reaching the end of the long street, the wagon slipped into a back alley. When I entered the same alley a moment later, we found the wagon abandoned, with no one in it. I continued on the straight path and made it out to the main street.

We found ourselves in a crowded slum in the outskirts of town. People that looked like crooks milled about, and there were a lot of buildings to hide into. The kidnappers had blended into the crowd.

I punched the wall in the alleyway. “Shit! They got us!”

“Mercenary, over there!” Albus leaned forward. “I sense Zero’s magical power. Go, I’ll lead the way!”

Zero once told me that if you had any knowledge of Sorcery or Magic, you could track people down by following traces of their magical power. I had no idea how it worked exactly, but I guessed it was similar to how animals followed scents. As a Beastfallen, I had a good nose, but I couldn’t track a specific scent with so many people around.

Following Albus’s directions, I started running. Zero was powerful, but she couldn’t use Magic at the moment, which made her a helpless woman who was just a little smart. Fear and impatience burned in the pit of my stomach.

“That way!” Albus said. “We’re close. We should catch up soon.”

We came to a familiar street located behind the slums. It was an area lined with stores selling looted goods and suspicious items. One of them was a deserted second-hand clothes store.

“Wait a minute…” I muttered, panting.

I’ve seen this place before. No, I’ve been here before.

Albus was stunned too, looking up at the store that stood like a demon’s dwelling place. “I think we bought clothes for Zero from here,” she mumbled.

When I met Zero, she was wearing tattered clothes that even slaves nowadays don’t wear. We needed to buy new clothes for her, so we stopped by this store that allowed even Beastfallen inside.

What if Zero was inside?

“Mercenary, I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Same here. Feels like a horrifying memory is coming back to me.”

“I don’t know what I’m gonna do with my life if you take that!”

A voice rang in my mind.

“You can take whatever you want, but please don’t take that away from me!”

Didn’t we take something from a man while he pleaded? We said we’d give him something else in exchange.

Slowly, I pushed open the door to the store.

“I’m sorry, milady! I had no other choice.”

I heard the husky voice of a drunk man, pleading desperately.

“I’m not gonna do anything to you. I just want to get what I was promised. I just want the meaning of my life back!”

As I stepped into the store, I saw a scene that was playing exactly as I imagined it from the voice alone.

Zero was sitting arrogantly on a soft, cushioned chair. A large, boorish man, who looked like the leader of a bandit gang, was prostrating by her feet.

Zero’s confused eyes turned to us. “Mercenary, lass. You took your time!”

The man, too absorbed in his pleading, turned to us. As soon as I saw his face, memories stuck in the back of my mind rushed to the surface.

To get something important, we struck a deal with the owner of this second-hand clothing store, a middle-aged, bald, boorish man.

“I remember now!” I exclaimed. “We made a deal with this guy!”

“We promised to give him Zero’s socks!” Albus cried.

We sank down to the floor.

“Socks?” Zero wondered. “Why would you promise this man my socks without my knowledge?”

“Uh, we kinda had a deal, you see. Remember? When we bought clothes for you, we gave him your cloak.”

It was the very same cloak that Zero wore over her bare skin. The shopkeeper said we didn’t need to pay as long as we gave it to him.

“We needed it back, so we promised to give him your socks next time.”

The man rose to his feet and stared at us with cold eyes. “Yes, socks. You guys took away my reason for living and promised to give me the lady’s socks in return. But you never did!” He pointed a finger at us.

“We forgot, okay?!” Albus yelled back. “How was I supposed to remember a dumb deal like that?! If you had written that in the letter, I would have asked Zero for her socks and sent them to you. You made it sound like I was supposed to give you a national treasure!”

“You fool! The lady’s socks are far more valuable and precious than any national treasure. If people found out that I’m supposed to get the socks, they’d kill me to get their hands on them!”

“Pretty sure no one would do that,” I remarked.

The owner shot me a wide-eyed glare. “You’re wrong! I would do it, at least. I’d kill a man for the lady’s socks!” His eyes were bloodshot, saliva spilling from his mouth.

“I admire your passion,” Zero said, “but you are creeping me out.” She backed away from the man, stiffening.

But he grabbed her by the leg and clung to it tight, not letting her go anywhere. “P-Please! I beg you! Give me your socks! The same socks wrapped around your milky, smooth, smooth skin! The ultimate treasure that holds your fragrance!”

“Stop being creepy to my employer!” Shivering from his sick behavior, I gave him a merciless kick.

With a grunt, the guy rolled across the floor. Albus then pulled on Zero’s hand and ran behind me.

Undaunted by it all, the shopkeeper crawled on the floor, reaching for Zero. “S-Socks…” After squeezing out that one word, he plopped down to the floor, completely exhausted.

 

No matter how much we hated the idea, no matter how creepy the shopkeeper was, a deal was a deal.

Albus made a promise to have Zero take off her socks in front of the shopkeeper and give them to him. As a Mage, people who valued contracts, she had no other choice but to hold up her end of the bargain.

I tied up the unconscious shopkeeper so that he could never approach or touch Zero, and then splashed him with water to wake him up.

“I feel like a maiden betrayed by her lover who eloped with her with a promise to marry, and then one day sold to an ugly wealthy man,” Zero said as she took off her socks in front of the shopkeeper.

“Stop making it worse than it sounds! B-Besides, I-I’m not your lover… It’s just a pair of socks anyway. It’s no big deal. Also, it wasn’t me who made the deal, it was the kid!”

“What?! You’re blaming me?!”

“Because this is all your fault! I was gonna pay him with money. But then you felt sorry for the guy, and promised him Zero’s socks!”

“Yuck. A grownup putting the blame on a kid. Laaame.”

“You’re lame! Acting like a kid to escape responsibility—”

“Quiet!” the shopkeeper barked. “The lady is graciously doing me a favor. Arguing over something stupid. How pathetic can you get?!”

“Look who’s talking, fuckin’ baldie! You’re the one who threatened a kid over something stupid!”

“Stop it, all three of you,” Zero said, fed up with our exchange. “I have lost hope for society. I might just destroy the world now.” She threw the socks to the shopkeeper. “There. Happy?”

Squealing like a cat given some catnip, the man caught the socks with his mouth.

He then yelled at me with bloodshot eyes. “Cut me loose! I gotta put these socks away in an airtight box to keep them fresh!”

I was probably not the only one wondering what the hell he meant by keeping them fresh.

Albus didn’t even try to hide his disgust as she looked away.

Feeling a little uncomfortable, I turned my back to the guy.

Zero sat down on the floor holding her bare legs. She looked up at me, shivering. “My legs are cold. I feel cold. If I do not bury myself in your fur right now, I will freeze to death.”

“Oh, come on. You’re exagger—” I shut my mouth.

Zero’s pants were terribly short. Without her long, knee-high socks, her skin was exposed. Closing the front of her long cloak should provide a bit of warmth, but in this case, she was the victim.

A man kidnapped her out of nowhere and made her remove her socks. If it were me, I would’ve absolutely refused. It definitely wasn’t my fault, but I decided to make it up to her a little.

Silently I picked Zero up and pulled her into my cloak. She then pulled the cloak over herself and wrapped it around like a blanket.

“Warm, soft, and fluffy,” she said. “I would not mind being naked.”

“I would! Walking around carrying a naked woman is pure torture!”

If a Beastfallen, an embodiment of depravity, did such a thing, they would be put on the wanted list immediately.

“I’m sorry, Zero,” Albus muttered. “If I didn’t forget about the deal, I could have prepared an extra pair of socks. It’s cold outside. We should get you a new one.”

The shopkeeper, who had been repeatedly sniffing Zero’s socks, suddenly got up. “You can pick whatever you want from my shop! And then when you no longer need it, you can give it—”

“Absolutely not, baldie! We’re not buying from a pervert’s store ever again!”

“I saw a stall earlier with a lot of cute clothes for sale,” Albus said. “They’re probably second-hand clothes from noblewomen. Let’s check it out.” She tugged on my cloak.

Zero poked her head out of my cloak. “Are there socks too?” she asked.

“Lots of them,” Albus replied.

The owner, still tied up, crawled over to us, wriggling his body around on the floor. “I can show you to a great store,” he said. “This is my territory, and I’m well-known among the merchants. I can get you good prices. So please let me go shopping with you!”

Persistent and gross.

I might catch his deviance if we stayed for long, so I quickly ran out of the shop with Zero and Albus in tow.

“Wait! I’ll carry your stuff for you!” the shopkeeper cried. “If you want, I can personally pull your carriage. No, I’ll even let the lady ride me directly!”

I tried my best to ignore him. Some customer wandering into his shop should untie him. I don’t know if there were people who would come to a shady-looking store seemingly filled with miasma in the middle of the festival. If there were, they might even just loot the place without helping the man. In which case, I couldn’t care less.

 

By the time we left the slums, the sun had gone down and night had fallen on the town.

Still, the festival showed no signs of ending, and I could hear the faint sounds of cheerful music coming from the square. Lanterns of various colors and shapes were hanging everywhere, brightly illuminating the town as if nighttime was when the real festival started.

“Can I stop by the fortune teller?” Albus said. “I’d like to tell her that our problem’s been solved.” She ran off without waiting for a reply.

She seemed back to her normal self. Maybe it was because her speech was over and the matter with the letter had been resolved.

“All’s well that ends well, I suppose,” Zero said as she watched Albus go. “I cannot believe that a pair of socks could cause such a problem. There are still many things I do not know about the world.”

“Don’t worry. I couldn’t have expected that to happen, either. I was almost killed over a pair of socks.”

The wound on my stomach where the mercenary had cut me still hurt.

“Is that not a badge of honor?” Zero teased.

I didn’t say anything back. Since I didn’t deny it, Zero took it as an affirmation.

“It was only a pair of socks this time, but the Grimoire of Zero might get targeted in the future,” Zero said, suddenly sounding serious. “The lass will find herself in this kind of situation countless times. The book that I wrote will cause her hardship.”

“There’s not much choice, is there? The kid wants to spread Magic, so the grimoire has to stay with her. She knows the risks involved. Have faith in her. Isn’t that what you told me when she was giving her speech?”

“Are you trying to comfort me? Despite your terrifying appearance, you are so nice.”

“I’m just stating a fact.”

“And I love facts.” She smiled. “I have faith in her, of course. Otherwise, I would not have entrusted such a dangerous book to her. Still, I wish I had not written it.”

“Well, it’s too late for that. You’ve written it, it’s gone viral. You can’t erase what already happened.”

“You are so cold,” she said this time.

“I’m just stating facts,” I repeated.

Knowledge of Magic had already spread, not only in Wenias, but also outside the kingdom.

Zero needed to travel the world to make sure that Magic was not used for evil. Albus, on the other hand, would stay here to watch over the Grimoire of Zero on behalf of all the Mages.

Zero invented Magic, but it no longer belonged to her alone. Neither could she keep it in check without help.

“What are you two doing? Hurry up!” Albus called to us from across the street.

The sound of her voice erased the tension in Zero. “Let us not waste time, Mercenary. If we take too long, she might run off and leave us behind.”

Albus turned her back to us as though she heard Zero. She was a little kid who could easily blend in with the crowd. Carrying Zero, I immediately went after Albus.
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The Beast and the Witch’s Mock Wedding

A gorgeous procession passed by on the street, accompanied by the sound of flutes and bells.

The children at the front of the procession scattered colorful petals in the air, while a young man and woman walked arm in arm behind them.

One glance and I realized it was a wedding procession. Shouldering my luggage, I left the road and quickly hid behind a tree in the woods.

For me, weddings were one of the last things I wanted to run into. I just hoped they didn’t notice me.

Suddenly, the luggage I was carrying stirred.

“Why are you carrying me?” it grumbled. “Besides, this is uncomfortable.”

I glanced at it. “It’s quicker this way,” I replied.

The name of my luggage was Zero, and she was my current employer. She might look like a worn-out piece of laundry with her long cloak covering her entire body and her limbs dangling over my shoulders, but she was actually an incredibly beautiful woman—too beautiful to look at directly, in fact—with long silver hair and striking violet eyes.

She was also the most troublesome witch in history, having invented a new technique called Magic, which allowed anyone to cast powerful Sorcery.

We were traveling around to prevent and solve any chaos caused by Magic, in a world where witches were deemed evil by society and burning them at the stake was the norm.

Traveling with a witch under such circumstances was rough, and since Zero had been living in the depths of a cave for decades, she lacked common sense, which added to the difficulty.

Despite all this, I still decided to go with her, for one reason—the payment. It wasn’t because I was worried about letting her go on her own, or because I was captivated by her beauty. Not at all.

“It may be quick, but there is a slight problem,” Zero said. “I am feeling the blood flowing to my head. Sooner or later, blood will go out of my nose, resulting in my death.”

“You won’t get a nosebleed and you won’t die. It takes a long time to die from hanging upside down.”

“You know a lot. As expected from a mercenary.”

“Thanks for the compliment.”

Now that I was safely hidden behind a tree, I didn’t need to carry Zero anymore. Watching the approaching wedding procession, I lowered Zero’s body to the ground.

Zero staggered a little, shook her head, then pulled her hood low. She leaned out from behind the tree as well, squinting at the nearing procession.

“So, what exactly are we hiding from?” she asked. “All I see is a lively and cheerful procession.”

“We’re hiding from said gorgeous and happy procession. Just keep quiet until that thing passes by, okay? I don’t want any trouble.”

“Trouble?” Zero cocked her head. “Is that group worrisome? What happens if they find us? Is it a procession of death where you are forced to walk until you die?”

“You know, sometimes I’m impressed by your horrifying ideas, but unfortunately you’re wrong. That’s a wedding ceremony.”

“A wedding ceremony?” She turned to look at me.

“You don’t know what a wedding is? It’s when a man and a woman swears to spend the rest of their li—”

“I may be out of touch with society, but I know what a wedding is.”

“Okay, then. Sorry ’bout that.” I shrugged.

This was a woman who until recently had never even heard of a kiss. I thought it wouldn’t be surprising if she didn’t know about weddings, but apparently that wasn’t the case.

“It is a contract, yes? The woman gives the man a child and the man protects the child and the woman. They conduct a grand ceremony to inform others that they are already the property of the other.”

“Well, that’s an awfully dull and uninspiring definition. Then again, I guess that’s the gist of it.”

“It is a custom that has existed since time immemorial. Although the style seems to be a little different.” She poked her head out from behind the tree and listened to the sound of the bells. “The procession is done to let many people know about their marriage, yes? It is more spectacular than any wedding I have seen. Why are we hiding? If anything, we should show ourselves and congratulate them. Are you jealous?”

“I’m not gonna run and hide out of jealousy!” I barked. “I would crash their procession instead!”

“I thought we were supposed to be hiding,” she remarked.

I quickly covered my mouth and turned my gaze back to the procession. Fortunately, it was still far away, and they didn’t seem to have heard my voice.

I sighed. “It’s because I’m a Beastfallen.”

A Beastfallen—a half-human, half-beast monster. With the head of a large carnivorous animal, bristles covering my entire body, and sharp claws glinting on my huge hands, I terrorized everyone I met. That’s who I am.

Zero treated me like I was some kind of a kitten, but in the eyes of society, I was an embodiment of depravity. Not much different from how witches were treated.

“Aha.” Zero nodded. “I understand now. If you are caught, they will peel off your white, fluffy fur and turn your meat into a wedding offering.”

“If that’s the case, I’d be long gone from here.” For a moment, I imagined my own corpse being dismembered and placed on a huge platter.

“Am I mistaken?”

“Fortunately.”

“Then what in the world is the problem? I have absolutely no idea.”

“Yeah, you witches wouldn’t know, but basically Beastfallen are considered bad luck. Especially for newlyweds and pregnant women.”

“Because the Church calls you the embodiment of depravity?”

“I guess that’s part of it, but it’s more a matter of feeling. You know how Beastfallen are sometimes born from completely normal parents?”

“Yes.”

“They say that if you see a Beastfallen before having children, they will become one. So the couple’s relatives try to keep Beastfallen as far away as possible from a wedding. Beastfallen themselves keep distance ’cause they don’t want to get shooed away.”

“The baby inside the belly will become a Beastfallen simply by looking at one? That sounds interesting.” Zero smirked.

To the people, however, it was a serious matter. Having a Beastfallen child would make you look bad in the eyes of society, and then the child would be forced to become a mercenary or a bandit.

Of course, just seeing a Beastfallen wouldn’t turn your child into one, but apparently parents become so paranoid that they believe even the most trivial of superstitions. There was even a story of a woman who hanged herself because she saw a Beastfallen shortly after her marriage.

Just as they didn’t want to see me, I didn’t want to be seen by them either.

“Where is that procession headed?” Zero asked.

“From the looks of things, I’m guessing they’re on their way back to their village after having the ceremony in town.”

“In town?” Zero said. “Why not have the ceremony in their own village?”

“You can’t have a wedding ceremony without a priest. So if there’s no priest in the village, you have to go to a village or town that has one. Then on the way back from the ceremony, they hire musicians and entertainers to liven things up. But for poor farmers, there’s only a simply procession with no musicians whatsoever.”

Zero nodded with great interest. “So that procession itself is not the ceremony.”

“I don’t know much about weddings since I’ll never have one, but yes, the procession is just a bonus. The ceremony is when the couple come together in front of a priest to pledge their eternal love to each other before the goddess.”

“Eternal love,” Zero repeated. “But if their love is truly eternal, why bother giving a pledge before God? It sounds as if betrayal is presupposed.”

“Well, whaddaya know? Great minds do think alike. Yeah, the whole thing’s just a farce. It’s just a system the Church came up with to get money out of the people.”

“I see.” Zero nodded. “But that farce sounds fascinating. I would like to try it myself.”

“It’s not something you do casually, you know. Once the Church pronounces a couple husband and wife, they can’t be separated unless there’s a very serious reason, and if you commit adultery, you’ll be punished.”

“What kind of punishment?”

“The death penalty.”

Zero blinked in surprise. “That is one perilous farce.”

“Though I heard they don’t punish people that severely these days. Anyway, disrupting said perilous farce will incur their eternal grudge. That’s why I’m hiding from them. Do you get it now?”

“That was quite a delightful lecture, Mercenary. I have learned another thing about society.” She gave a joyful chuckle.

After that, the topic of weddings was set aside.

Our current destination was the port city of Ideaverna in the Republic of Cleon.

Ideaverna was one of the three major ports on the continent and the center of the sea route where ships from all over the world docked. People, goods, and information gathered there. There was no other city more suitable for gathering info on Magic.

Quite some time had passed since we left the Kingdom of Wenias, located at the center of the continent, and we were barely just halfway through the journey.

Before arriving at Ideaverna, we needed to stop at a number of towns and villages to replenish our food supply and other necessities. The problem was, I was a Beastfallen and Zero was a witch.

Whenever we entered a town, I made sure to cover my entire body with my hooded cloak to hide my features, but when it came to large towns heavily guarded by walls, I was always afraid of guards questioning me.

But the town we were entering at the moment was different. Despite being surrounded by robust walls, the gate was left wide open, letting people come and go as they pleased.

“Must be a festival going on,” I said.

Now that I thought about it, there were a lot of people on the road, and they looked kinda excited.

Since a lot of farmers and travelers from the vicinity came for the festival, they didn’t bother checking for individual passes.

Lucky us.

We stepped through the gates, passed through the narrow street, and made it to the square. There, we were greeted by a scene that made me want to punch myself. Lucky, my foot.

“Mercenary,” Zero said. “I see lots of brides and grooms.”

“Yeah, I can see that. Looks like there’s more priests than usual too.”

Numerous wedding ceremonies were being held. Amid the light-blue flowers dancing in the autumn breeze, I looked up at the sky as if to escape reality.

“Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 

In this region, there was a bright blue flower that bloomed for only three days at the end of autumn.

The blossoming of the flowers marked the end of harvesting season and signaled the coming of winter. And for three days before the flowers fell, a grand festival to pray for a good harvest next year was held.

The name of the festival was “Snowflake Festival”. It was also called “Marriage Festival” because many men and women got married during this time.

This was the information that Zero obtained from the various food stalls that she dropped by.

There were many trees with blue flowers both inside and outside of the town. Every time the wind blew, it scattered countless petals in the air. As the bard singing in the square put it, it was like a blue blizzard.

But in such a beautiful, festive town, all I could do was wrap my cloak tighter around my body, and curl up in the darkness of the alley. If they realized I was a Beastfallen, the whole town would kill me.

“Damn it! If I’d known there was a festival, I would’ve taken a long detour and avoided this place!”

“Cheer up, Mercenary,” Zero said. “I heard that today is the last day of the festival, so the newlyweds will be gone by tomorrow. I say we are lucky. We were able to enter town so easily. Besides, we were out of food.” She dug into the lamb thighs she had just bought.

“And here you are, casually stuffing yourself without caring how I feel.”

“It is not my problem. Now stop cowering over there and let us go find an inn. One that is filthy and rundown that no one in their right mind would go near it. The usual, in other words. Surely no newlyweds would go near such a place.” She tugged on my clothes.

“Don’t pull my cloak, you idiot! You’re gonna remove my hood!”

“If you do not want it removed, stop resisting and follow me. I heard that there is an inn in the old district that fit our criteria.”

“What are you, some rascal? Some bandit who threatens to strip a woman naked in public?”

Ignoring my rambling, she dragged me out of the alleyway and headed for the old district.
 

The town was divided into the new district and the old district. As we entered the old district, traffic suddenly decreased, a far cry from the new district where you could walk a few steps and stumble upon a glamorous wedding. The people we passed by occasionally didn’t look like the nice type. We found a particularly rundown and shabby inn and quickly stepped inside to avoid being seen.

“We do not need food or drinks. The stables will do. Do not let anyone close until morning.” Zero pressed a gold coin on the innkeeper’s hand, no questions asked.

Normally, this would be my job, but given the current situation, we had no other choice. In order to lay as low as possible, it would be better to let Zero interact with people.

In a cheap wooden inn, where people usually huddled together in groups, ten copper coins were enough for a night’s stay. One gold coin was equivalent to a thousand coppers, so when the old man realized what he was holding, his eyes widened in astonishment and he stared at Zero.

“I suppose you have your reasons?” he asked in a suspicious tone.

Zero gave a loud sigh and threw a glance at me standing quietly behind a pillar. “Worry not,” she said. “I do not have a criminal with me. He is a, uhh… a Beastfallen.”

“A Beastfallen?! Why would you bring a Beastfallen in the middle of a wedding festival?!”

“We did not know about the festival until after we entered the town. We figured leaving through the gates where there are many people would be risky.’

“Oh, it’d be a disaster if someone spotted him, all right.”

“Most of the newlyweds will be gone tomorrow, yes? I would like to keep my companion hidden here until then. We do not wish to cause any unnecessary trouble.”

Zero recited the lines we practiced beforehand flawlessly as if it were her own.

“Double it,” the man said.

He probably meant the payment. I expected to get ripped off, but double was a lot. Still within expectations, though. It hurt our pockets, but we had no other choice.

“Oh, only double? You are not very greedy, are you?” With a gentle smile, Zero tossed another gold coin. “Money is no problem, but in return, you will keep your end of the bargain, innkeeper. If anyone gets near the stables, you will regret it.”

The man was momentarily taken back, then he tucked the gold coins into his pocket. “We welcome generous customers in sticky situations,” he said, then led us to the stables.

While it was called the stables, there were actually no horses around. It was just an animal pen, and my roommates were pigs and chickens. It was much worse than the stables of a decent inn.

“Beggars can’t be choosers, I guess.”

After the man left, I finally felt a little more relaxed. I flattened some pile of straws to make space for myself and threw myself onto it. Zero also set her luggage down before leaping on top of me, not the straw. I thought about dodging her, but as courtesy to my employer, I decided to catch her. She buried her cheek in my fur, looking satisfied.

“I’ve been thinking,” I said. “Can you stop climbing on top of me every single time?”

“I feel most comfortable on top of you. When you lie down, I will lie down on top. You may even call it a law of nature at this point.”

“Law of nature, my ass.”

“Let us go see the festival,” she said out of nowhere.

For a moment, I didn’t know how to reply. “What?” was all I could mutter.

“I saw a lot of fascinating stalls on the way, and I would like to get a closer look at the brides. Now that we have a place to stay, there will be no problem if we go out, no?”

“No, no, no. There will be a hell lot of problems. In fact, there will only be problems. Why do you think I’m staying in the stables? You can go alone.”

“Going alone is boring. I want to go with you.” She flailed her legs around like a child throwing a tantrum.

I picked her up and tossed her onto the straw. “I. Don’t. Want. To. Go,” I said with firm determination. Burying my head in the pile of straw, I shooed her away.

Zero pouted and stroked her chin. She was trying to get me out of here somehow. “A thought came to me,” she said.

“Stop thinking, then. I doubt it’s anything good anyway.”

“Hear me out,” she continued, ignoring my protests. “If the brides see you, they would not want others to know about it, would they? They would pretend that they did not see anything.”

“Oh, for the love of god! I knew it wasn’t anything good. You’re just gonna worry the innocent newlyweds. The fact that they can’t tell anyone that they saw me will torment them. I’m gonna ruin the lives of couples with bright futures!”

“Why make a big fuss over a mere superstition? If they give birth to a normal child, they will realize that it is simply that, a superstition.”

“And I’m saying that for good, normal, powerless people, not witches like you, the truth doesn’t matter! They’ll sink into despair before the child is even born. I’ll ruin their life! And then they’ll take it out on me! Get it?!”

I burrowed through the pile of straw and crawled deeper inside. Sure she was a witch, but I wasn’t about to get dragged out by a woman. If she used Magic, I would lose immediately, but it didn’t look like she would resort to such drastic measures.

After a while of fruitless bickering, Zero finally admitted defeat. “For a big fellow, you sure whine a lot like a child,” she said in disbelief.

“Look who’s talking!” I roared from deep within the straws. “Just go see the festival for yourself. For once, nothing you say will make me leave this place.”

“If you say so.” Zero gave a forlorn sigh and slowly rose to her feet. “I will not force you. As I walk the streets alone, I might get kidnapped by a stranger and trafficked, but I will keep you in my heart. You have made your choice.”

“Appealing to pity is not gonna work. There’s not a single chance that a terrifying witch who could blow up an entire town if she wanted to could be kidnapped by a common thug.” I let out a low growl.

“That did not work either, huh?” Zero clicked her tongue. Finally she gave up for real. “I will be back in the evening,” she said curtly, then left the stables.

“Finally gone.” I felt a little relieved to be alone.

With the threat gone, I had time to really think about my behavior. I began to wonder if there was really a need to refuse so stubbornly. Ah, humans sure are simple creatures. I wriggled out of the pile of straw and lay down in the cramped stables filled with the smell of livestock.

It had been a while since I was alone. Ever since I met Zero, I always slept and woke up with her, and I had never taken the risk of letting her go somewhere alone.

Was it really a good idea to let her go out there alone?

I wasn’t the least bit worried about Zero getting kidnapped, but there was always the possibility that she’d do something crazy and get involved in an incident.

Zero, who had lived inside the cellar her whole life, was oblivious to the unspoken rules of society. What’s more, there were as many priests in town as there were couples. If she accidentally did something a witch would do in front of them, she would be arrested immediately and burned at the stake. She wanted to see the ceremonies up close, so she might get too close to a priest.

Maybe I shouldn’t have let her go. Maybe I should’ve gone with her. I paced and forth in the stables. Should I go after her and bring her back? Nah, I won’t make it.

Then it hit me. “I look like a restless animal. Pathetic.” I threw myself back onto the straw. “A wedding, huh?”

The mere mention of the word brought back bitter memories.

It was a long time ago, when I was just starting out as a mercenary.

Having grown up in a closed village until the age of thirteen, and having lived a life without hopes of ever getting married, I had never heard of any superstitions about newlyweds and Beastfallen.

Then, just like today, I came across a wedding procession on a straight road, and I foolishly tried to pass by them. When the procession noticed me, they froze and tried to move the bride away from me, but it was too late. As soon as she saw me, she screamed in despair.

Of course, I could not grasp what was happening, but when I saw the smiles vanish from the faces of the happy bride, her husband, and the many attendees, I knew that I had made a terrible mistake.

Not only were Beastfallen hated, they were also feared. Everyone thought that if you provoked them, they would kill you. Yet a feeble old man came at me with a razor blade in his hand, yelling at me to get lost.

Since then, whenever I spotted a wedding procession, I would hide myself. Zero might call it ridiculous. I thought so too. But since I was merely renting a spot in a human society, I had to take the people’s superstitions seriously.

Maybe I was just a coward.

“Nothing to do,” I mumbled.

Speaking of which, since becoming Zero’s bodyguard, I’d had extremely little time to myself. I couldn’t even remember how I used to spend my alone time. Not like I was doing anything special when I was with her.

I rolled over on the straw. As I lay there for a while, I began to feel sleepy, but as I was about to fall asleep, sounds of commotion came from outside, and I got up.

The old district was not exactly a safe area. A fight could break out at any time and for any reason. But as the sound came closer and closer, I couldn’t just ignore it and go back to sleep. Especially when a woman’s cries were mixed in with the ruckus.

I was sure it wasn’t Zero’s voice. The woman was crying “stop” and “forgive me” over and over, as if she was being dragged against her will.

I opened the window of the stable and listened to the commotion outside. I could hear men’s voices. I didn’t recognize the first man’s voice, but the other was the innkeeper.

“The Beastfallen you want is in the stables,” the innkeeper said.

“If we throw that bitch in there…” the other man chuckled.

“It should serve as an example. I’m sure the master will be pleased. Who would’ve expected to find an inn with a Beastfallen on a day like this? Must be an unruly bitch.”

I backed away from the window and looked at the door in disbelief. No fucking way…

“That fuckin’ bastard!”

I paid gold coins for this shitty inn to hide from newlywed brides. Now he was bringing one here?!

The door flung open, and a woman was thrown in. Sure enough, she was wearing a vibrant bridal gown.

“There you go! Have fun!” The man with the innkeeper spat at the woman. His outfit marked him as a manservant of some manor. “This is what you get for marrying the master’s son, you lowly servant. I hope you learn from this and never come back to town. If you make it out of here alive, that is.”

The stable door closed as hard as it had opened, and they lowered the lock from outside. Screaming, the woman leapt to the door, crying out and slamming it.

“Nooo! Let me out! Please let me out!”

If I had to guess, I’d say that the servant girl and her employer’s son fell in love, married without parental consent, were captured, and the girl was thrown into the stables.

In other words, the innkeeper sold my sinister nature as a Beastfallen to some rich dude as a tool to make an example.

You give me too little credit.

What a daredevil. Didn’t he consider the possibility that I might get furious and kill him and the woman? Or did he think that because I was escorting a woman, I would have some kind of a slave mentality?

Whatever it was, I had to do something about this situation quick. I could dive into the straws and hide, but if the woman realized that I was lurking inside, she would definitely panic. Being locked up in the same room as a Beastfallen could actually drive her insane.

The woman was frantically screaming and clinging to the door that she hadn’t seen me yet. Or maybe she was doing that on purpose so she wouldn’t have to look at me.

In that case, just keep screaming.

I grabbed my sword and bag and quickly rolled out of the stables through the window. Hearing the sound, the woman stopped screaming and turned fearfully to the place I had been a moment ago. There was silence for a moment as she looked around.

“Oh…” She let out a small, shuddering breath. “There’s no Beastfallen.” She then broke down crying as relief took over her.

I ran away from the inn.

I left the inn in a hurry and hid in the back alleys like a vermin driven away from a house, thinking about my future course of action.

What now?

Searching for Zero now would be difficult; I didn’t want to risk heading to the new district. On the other hand, I don’t think it would be wise to stay in the alleyway until morning.

After much thought, I covered myself with my cloak and headed for the outskirts of town, moving from back alley to back alley. Finding an abandoned house would be great, but as luck would have it, I happened upon an abandoned church that looked like it was on the verge of collapse.

It must have been abandoned after a new one was built in the new district. After making sure that no one else was inside, I snuck into the building. The inside was just as rundown as the outside would suggest.

The chapel was in a horrible state, the top half of the once majestic statue of the goddess crumbled, and the stained glasses faded and shattered. Rubble from the collapsed ceiling was scattered everywhere.

It looked like a strong breeze could bring the whole place down. As such, no homeless people made it their home, which was perfect for me.

“Damn it.”

What a complete disaster. No matter how hard I tried to avoid trouble, trouble seemed to find its way to me.

I tossed my bag on the rubble and settled down in a corner of the chapel bathed in the setting sun.

I ended up leaving Zero behind. She said she’d be back by evening, but what would she do if she saw the empty stables? Would she just wait? Or would she search for me?

Either way, I had a terrible situation in my hands. Should I go back to the stables once the sun goes down? I don’t see any other way to meet up with Zero. I kinda want to give the innkeeper a good thrashing as well.

“If I knew this would happen, I would’ve gone with her.”

I didn’t have to insist on staying at the stables. I could have stayed out of sight of the brides by moving from alleys to alleys. In fact, that would’ve been better; I would not have had to worry about being used as a tool to scare people like what happened just now.

Of course, there was also the possibility of accidentally bumping into a happy bride and end up ruining a young couple’s lives.

Either way, there was no place for me from the start. In which case, I should’ve just moved around freely.

I tried to expel the gloom in my chest with a sigh, but it felt like the more I exhaled, the more depressed I became. Times like this, I felt like cursing God. If only I wasn’t born a Beastfallen…

I should have learned the hard way a long time ago that there was nothing I could do about it.

I leaned back, pressing my head against a wall, and looked up at the stained glass windows in the setting sun.

“There you are, Mercenary.”

Suddenly, Zero’s head peeked out from between the stained glass and me.

For a moment, I was completely frozen, then I jumped back reflexively.

“H-How…”

“If you want to ask me how I found this place, my answer is I was looking for you. Going around the festival was boring, so I simply bought food and returned early.” She lowered the stuff that she was carrying in both arms to the floor. “I did not see you in the stables. I asked the innkeeper and he did not know, but when I asked the townspeople if they saw a suspicious big man in all black, with his face covered, I found you sooner than expected. You draw attention even when you are quiet.” She laughed.

“If you want to change camp, you should at least leave a note saying where you are going. Well, I imagined there was some sort of an emergency. What happened?” She sat down between my legs. She rummaged through her bag, grabbed an apple, and took a bite.

Seeing her calm demeanor, I felt my muscles loosen. It was only then that I realized I was tense.

Suddenly feeling hungry, I silently reached into the bag Zero was holding, grabbed an apple and took a bite, just like her. I told her what happened while eating.

She turned her head around and shot me a reproachful stare. “I do not know how to put this.”

“Wh-What is it?”

“I find your kindness a little appalling.”

“Who are you calling kind?! That’s an insult to a coldblooded mercenary!”

“What kind of coldblooded mercenary would run away from his room to protect the mind of a superstitious woman?”

For a second, I was at a loss for words. “I-I didn’t leave for her! Let’s say she sees me and falls into despair. She’ll whine to some guy she knows, or worse, she runs to the Church. I’ll be the bad guy and they’ll kill me. I just wanted to avoid that.”

“There is no need to desperately deny your virtue. I find your character appalling but at the same time charming.” Zero reached for my neck and stroked it gently as if to soothe me.

Feeling ticklish, I brushed her hand away, but she didn’t seem offended in any way.

“Do not be shy,” she said.

I wanted to change the subject, so I decided to ask about the town, even though I wasn’t particularly interested.

“It was bustling,” she said. “There were countless men and women pledging their eternal love. There were all sorts of bridal gowns. It was very beautiful.”

“Heh. So you had fun, after all.”

“Of course. Seeing and hearing new things is fun. But it is even more fun if you have someone beside you to share the moment with. It would have been more fun with you around.”

“You want me to say sorry for letting you go alone?”

“Oh, do you feel sorry for letting me go alone?” she asked in a teasing tone.

“Not at all,” I said curtly. “But I may have wished I went with you.”

“Stop being evasive and just admit it.” She pulled up her hood and regarded me with her violet eyes. “This is a church, yes?”

Took you a while to notice.

“As you can see, it’s an abandoned church.”

“Did you know, Mercenary? Wedding ceremonies are held in churches.”

“Sure I can’t go near weddings, but I know that much.”

Before I could ask what her point was, Zero suddenly stood up and pulled on my hand.

“Let us try it,” she said.

“…Try what?”

“A wedding ceremony.”

“…Whaaat?!”

 

Zero pulled out two small ceramic cups from her bag. She handed me one, which I accepted, and she poured water into it.

“It is said that at weddings in this region, as soon as a couple is wed, all the attendees break their cup at once. Doing so would imprint the memory in their mind that they had been married on that day. I thought the Church had come to manage all wedding ceremonies, but I suppose native customs do not go obsolete that easily.”

Wedding customs varied between countries and regions, and even between neighboring villages, the procedure can be slightly different. The only thing they had in common was the part where they swore their love before God, which was probably the result of the Church forcibly intervening in established wedding ceremonies.

Marriage required a trustworthy witness or notary, and a priest from the Church was a perfect fit. That’s why customs around the world accepted the Church’s intervention.

“But alas, we have no priest and no attendees,” Zero said. “So let us have this game where we play both the role of priest and attendees. I would like to know how great weddings are.”

“You don’t have to do it with me! Beastfallen are taboo to brides.”

“When you put it that way, a witch is a taboo to society. You say the strangest things. Are you going to whine again? Since you did not come to watch the festival, it is only right that you go along with this farce.”

“But this isn’t something you just pretend to do.”

“Then will you marry me for real? Me, an extraordinary witch.” A provocative smile tugged at her lips. Behind the gentle, inviting tone of her voice, she exuded a spine-chilling aura that said my soul would be taken if I nodded.

I shook my head wildly. “Please no,” I said.

“See? If it is only a pretend wedding, it is no big deal. Stand before me, Mercenary. A crumbling church, a smashed statue of a goddess, a witch and a Beastfallen, the light from the setting sun as red as blood. Very unholy, wouldn’t you say? The perfect setting for us.”

True. If the average priest saw us, he might just shout the name of God and faint.

Reluctantly, I stood in front of Zero and restlessly looked back and forth between the cup in my hand and her.

“Mercenary,” Zero said. “Do you swear with your name, your body, and your soul, given to you by God, that you will take Zero, the woman who stands before you, as your eternal companion?”

When I didn’t answer, Zero grabbed me by the collar and pulled me closer. As I bent down, she put her lips to my ear and whispered softly, “Say I do.”

I mustered up every ounce of courage I had. “I do.”

I never thought that I would swear a false love to a witch in front of God. I might not be a devout follower of God, but I felt like I was going straight to hell.

Zero asked the same question to herself, and without hesitation, answered, “I do.”

That’s a witch for you, all right. No hesitation in committing blasphemy.

“In the name of the Most Gracious Goddess, I hereby pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss.” Zero closed her eyes.

I stared at Zero for a while, befuddled, and when I finally understood the meaning of her words, I pulled myself back.

“K-Kiss?! We have to do that too?!”

“Of course. Come on, groom. You do not want to keep your bride waiting.”

“B-But… I, uhh…”

Me? Kiss those lips? I know we’re just pretending, but that’s going too far.

“No way in hell I can do that!” I roared, pushing Zero away and slamming the cup in my hand on the floor.

“You got the order mixed up, Mercenary. You are supposed to break the glass after the kiss.”

“Shut up! I’m done with this bullshit. That should be enough!” I turned to run away.

“No, it is not.” Zero clung to my waist. “We must finish it. We made an agreement. We must see it until the end. The kiss is the most important thing!”

Dragging Zero along with me, I gathered my things and shouldered them. “Let’s go.”

Zero, still clinging to my waist and not letting go, gave me a puzzled look. “Go where?”

“See the festival. The sun will set soon, and it will be nighttime. No bride would catch a glimpse of me from afar. Besides, the last night of the festival is the best. If we miss it, it will be your loss.”

Still not letting go, Zero frowned and pondered over the matter.

“There are some stalls that are only open at night,” I added. “We can always do this farce, but this is the only time we get to see the festival. What do you say, witch? Wanna go?”

Her grip around my waist tightened and she let out short groans. In the end, she gave in to the temptation of the festival.

“I am going,” she said bitterly.

I win.

Freed from the shackles of a horrible pretend wedding, I felt a little better. I carried Zero along with my stuff and left the church.
 

“Wait, Mercenary.”

As we walked toward the new district, Zero suddenly pulled me aside. I found myself right in front of the inn I’d run away from.

“Oh, right. I was thinking of strangling that guy.” My voice sounded strangely cheerful.

Now what do I serve him? I cracked my knuckles.

“Hold on,” Zero said. “Let me take care of this. I need to teach the man a lesson about what happens if you breach an agreement with a witch.” She jumped off my shoulder and looked around.

The residents of the old district were probably all in the new district for the festival. There were no humans, cats, or even rats to be seen around.

Seeing the perfect opportunity, Zero suddenly opened her arms gracefully toward the sky.

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

I shuddered. “Are you stupid?! You can’t use Magic out in the open!”

“But I can.” The corner of her mouth lifted. She gave off a wicked vibe, like a real witch.

Flaming snakes crawled up her body, coiling around, before finally gathering in her outstretched hands, combining into one.

“Chapter of Hunting, Page Six: Flagis! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”

A flaming snake lunged at the inn and burst into flames. There were no signs of anyone being burned alive inside, so I guessed the guests and even the innkeeper were out for the festival.

Zero mentioned a while back that Flagis was a Magic spell that burned only the caster’s target. In that case, the flames would not spread despite the large fire.

I thought maybe she was going too far, but it was the innkeeper’s fault for breaching a contract with a witch.

As I stared at the rundown inn burning red in the dark old district, I promised myself that I would never trick or betray the witch. I’m glad I didn’t pledge my eternal love to her, lie or not. Witches were terrifying beings. If I cheated on one, I would receive a punishment far more dreadful than the Church’s.

Suddenly a figure caught my eyes, and I quickly pulled Zero behind a building to hide. I poked my head out to see what was going on and saw a woman illuminated by the flames of the burning inn.

She was dressed modestly, but she was definitely the bride who was thrown into the stables with me. She was looking up at the burning inn, her mouth hanging open.

And there was a man holding her by the shoulders. He looked to be about the same age as the woman. They were preparing for a trip.

“Are they eloping?!” I gasped.

Zero blinked, her eyes curious. “You said she was a servant who fell in love with her employer’s son. So is that man willing to abandon his family and home to live with his bride?”

“Looks like it. You could say they’re bold, or just young.”

We watched the couple as they left under the cover of darkness. I sighed, feeling somewhat relieved. The woman never saw me, so she never lost hope, and had the courage to run away with the man she loved.

“I see,” Zero muttered. “Eternal, true love. Sounds pleasant.” Her voice sounded endearing. “Now, then.” She turned to me. “Let us go, Mercenary. Or do you want to watch that inn burn to the ground?”

“Uh, no… I’m not that crazy.”

“Then let us go see the festival. Casting Magic made me tired. Carry me.” She thrust her arms out toward me.

I couldn’t muster up the courage to ignore her innocent smile.
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The Master Painter and the Locked Room

Prologue

A demon, I thought.

A woman was standing in the middle of a crystal-clear lake nestled between dense trees. She was undressed, her skin as white as snow.

Her silvery hair fanning out on the water surface was like fine silk threads, and the somber face slightly visible through her wet hair possessed a supernatural charm that could corrupt even a saint with a single glance.

Her beauty was haunting, too sinister for a goddess. One look could rip a man of his life and soul.

Closer. I could not tell which came first: the thought or my body moving.

As I leaned out of the bush I was hiding in, a branch snapped under my feet.

The woman turned around. But who would think of running away when those mysterious violet eyes were gazing at them? I wished to be trapped in her eyes like this for eternity.

The woman opened her mouth.

Smooth and eloquent words slipped from her red lips. Though I could not understand a word she said, the voice that touched my earlobes was pleasantly sweet. It was as if she was reciting a witch’s incantation.

“Chapter of Hunting, Page Four: Redaest! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”

Light flashed, followed by a loud boom. It felt like my body was being ripped apart.

Although I was tormented by pain and the fear of death, my heart was satisfied. If the price for appreciating such beauty was one’s own life, I would gladly give mine.

But I can’t just die and leave them alone.




As I was stewing my lunch of mushroom soup, the quiet forest rumbled.

I didn’t even bother asking what was going on. The only thing that could produce such a boom in a serene forest was either an army with a lot of gunpowder, or a witch with terrifying magical power.

Although one would find it hard to believe, my current employer was the latter, presently bathing in a lake where the sound seemed to have come from.

Putting all the information together, even a dumb guy like could easily guess the source of the commotion.

It was none other than Zero, an extraordinary witch who invented Magic, a technique that brings about supernatural phenomena with a single incantation.

I rushed to the lake, clearing away branches and shrubs in my path. “Hey, witch!” I roared. “Why the hell are you using Magic in broad daylight?! Do you want the Church to find you and burn you at the—Aaaaahh!”

As I gave her a proper scolding, I shrieked and turned my body in the opposite direction—a shameful display, if I do say so myself.

Zero was in the middle of washing herself, which meant she was naked. Looking at the naked body of a woman with captivating beauty would rob me of my sanity.

Even when I had my back turned to her, I closed my eyes, and yelled, “I’ll listen to your excuses later, so put on some clothes first!”

Zero let out an exasperated sigh. “You rushed here and shouted at me without asking for my side first, then told me to get dressed without checking if I am safe. I would appreciate it if you would worry about me even a little.”

“How am I supposed to worry about a walking weapon that can blow up a giant with a single incantation?”

“As far as I am concerned, you are the walking weapon, with your fearsome appearance.”

Frowning, I let my ears droop and wagged my tail. As Zero said, if I had to describe my appearance in a nutshell, I would be a large, bipedal carnivore—a half-human, half-beast called a Beastfallen. Sometimes monsters like me were born from completely ordinary parents.

According to Zero, it was because of some sort of Sorcery called a Beastowal that my ancestors or relatives used in the past.

Zero said she could reverse the spell’s effects. That’s why I’d been traveling as her bodyguard. But things had changed a bit lately, and I’d decided to stay in my monster form for a while.

Zero was on a quest to stop the Magic she created from spreading throughout the world and causing chaos, and I was on a quest to kill a certain witch who abused Magic and killed my friend. For the sake of our mutual interests, staying as a monster with extraordinary physical capabilities was much more beneficial.

But that didn’t mean that she was a helpless woman compared to me. If she were to get serious, she could reduce me to ashes in the blink of an eye.

“Do you prefer a walking ball of insanity, then? If you don’t want to be tortured or burned at the stake, don’t use Magic, even in the woods.”

“Something was lurking in the bushes.”

“What?” I almost turned around. “Are you dressed?” I asked.

“I do not really mind being seen naked.”

“Well, I do! I’m a sound, adult male.!”

“Fret not. You are clearly a sound, adult male. I am saying that I, a kind-hearted witch, am willing to accept your extremely sound desire to see my naked body.”

“Just put your clothes on already!”

“I forgot to mention. I have been dressed for a while now.”

Damn it. I wanna smack her so hard.

Shaking with anger, I finally turned back to the lake, but not before taking a quick glance to make sure she was actually dressed.

“So, who was it that you destroyed?” I asked.

“I have no idea, but he is completely gone now. He came too close that I felt my life was in danger, so I had no choice but to use Magic.”

“No choice, eh?”

“Or do you want me to be attacked by thugs, chained, dressed in beautiful clothes, and auctioned off to the public? A witch as beautiful as I am would fetch a very high price. I would be confined to a room inside a treasure house and spend the rest of my life as part of a strange man’s collec—”

“You’re free to let your imagination run wild, but if there’s a bandit out there capable enough to chain an extraordinary witch, I’d like to see the body to be on the safe side, if that’s okay.”

“I was just getting to the good part,” she grumbled. “While I am locked, you come to rescue me, fully-prepared to die. You regret that you slacked off in your job as a bodyguard, leaving me alone in the lake, and you tearfully beg for my forgiveness, but I, a kind-hearted person, do not blame you. What do you think? A beautiful tale, wouldn’t you say?”

“Slacking off? Who was it that told me to prioritize cooking over protecting you?”

I was her bodyguard, true, but she was the one who ordered me to make some hot soup for her to drink as soon as she was done bathing. In her words, “Forget about guarding me. Just make soup.”

Zero tilted her head a little. “As you can see, I protected myself,” she said, pointing to the bare soil that was once bushes.

She was missing the point, but arguing with a witch who negotiated with demons was simply futile. I only fought battles I could win.

Zero and I strode through the blasted trees and stopped when we spotted a human lying in the middle of the devastation.

“Did you kill them?” I asked.

“No. I was aiming for the trees. They probably fainted from shock.”

“Maybe we should just kill them to avoid future problems.”

“Spoken like a real mercenary. I can see why they called you the Black Beast of Dea—”

“Aaaaah! Stop! Don’t mention that name!”

“Oh, it is fine. I like how ruthless you are.”

“Shut up, and think about what you said!”

I curled my finger and flicked Zero’s forehead hard with my claw. She let out a human-like groan, holding her forehead in pain.

I crouched down beside the unconscious man. He was wearing tattered clothes, and had an unshaven face. His dingy getup made him look like a middle-aged man at first glance, but a closer inspection revealed that he was still young, just over twenty.

“Doesn’t look like a bandit,” I said. “Looks like a thin bean sprout.”

People who fought for a living, no matter how slim they were, usually had some semblance of muscle. But this man was nothing but skin and bones.

The only thing he had with him that qualified as a weapon was a small fruit knife inserted in the waist. Such a small knife, of course, could only be used for peeling fruit.

He looked more like a petty thief than a battle-hardened bandit. That, or a peeping tom.

”U-Ugh…”

The man let out a grunt. He opened his eyes and looked at me. I thought he would scream, but he was surprisingly quiet. A single tear fell from his eye, trickling down his cheek.

“Ah, are you a gatekeeper of hell who will lead me to the afterlife? Terrifying and sinister.”

Is he talking about me? I guess he is, given the situation.

“I have finally fallen into hell. I am too sinful! Ah, my Goddess!” He heaved himself upright. “I was a devout believer! Why did you forsake me?” Arms wide open, he looked up to the heavens, appealing to his god about the hardship he’d been through. The whole thing looked like an act you’d see in a picture.

What is this pretentious tone? Is he an actor or something?

As Zero and I watched the man’s monologue in silence, he finally began to sense something wrong with the situation and his actions. He looked around curiously.

He wasn’t in hell, of course, but a peaceful, yawn-inducing, ordinary forest, with a few toppled trees.

The man put his hand to his chin and cocked his head. “Seems pretty peaceful for hell,” he said. “It looks like the lake I was in a while ago. If God created hell, He should’ve done so after seeing a few masterpieces first.”

He frowned deeply.

“Ah, thank goodness! I’m so glad this isn’t hell. If real hell turned out to be so boring and unremarkable, it would’ve ruined my gruesome, yet solemn image of it. I would love to see the real thing, but I don’t want to if it would only bring disappointment. Why did God create man to be sinful?” He made exaggerated gestures.

When he realized that he was not dead, and in fact completely unharmed, he let out a deep sigh.

He was relieved to find out that I was just a Beastfallen, not a gatekeeper of hell. I don’t know if that was because he once thought he was dead, or maybe he was just stupid.

He said I was better than some hungry beast that chased him around, intending to eat him. He must be talking about a recent experience.

His malnourished figure belied the guts of a fearless warrior.

“It’s an honor to meet a real witch,” he said. “I believe what knocked me out earlier was this thing called Magic. I’ve heard rumors about it from troupers recently. Apparently anyone can create supernatural phenomena like witc—”

I pulled out my sword and pressed the blade against the man’s neck. He blinked repeatedly, glancing back and forth between me and the blade.

A few seconds later, he let out a fake-ass scream. “P-Please wait! Calm down! You got it wrong. I don’t know exactly what you got wrong, but I think you got it wrong!”

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “Like you said, this woman is a witch. And you approached her without her noticing you. What’s more, despite being knocked out by Magic and having a Beastfallen threatening you with his sword, you don’t seem all that frightened. You didn’t cry, scream, or piss yourself. You’re also very perceptive, like a trained assassin.”

He didn’t look like one, but there were people who deliberately acted weak to let their enemy’s guard down.

“So all I have to do is piss myself?” he asked in a serious tone.

As I sighed, Zero tapped me on the shoulder. “That is enough, Mercenary. You are scaring him too much.”

“I’m not just scaring him. His actions suggest that he’s a pretty devout churchgoer. He may not be a bandit or an assassin, but if he snitches to the Church, they’ll come after us.”

As soon as Zero was identified as a witch—or even suspected of being one—we must be prepared to kill the person.

“N-No! It’s a misunderstanding! Yeah, I’m a devout believer, but it’s just a disguise to hide myself.”

“What?”

“I’m an artist! The Church has a soft spot for art, so I pretend to be a devout believer so they keep their eyes off of me and my work. I have proof! It’s in my bag. Oh wait. You don’t look like you can read.” He turned to Zero. “Milady, if you could check my bag for me.”

“Well, sorry for looking illiterate!” I pressed a knife to him.

“I meant no offense! Please, keep that thing away. You’re gonna ruin my face!”

It was surprising how even in this situation, he was more worried about his face than his life.

I didn’t need to shoot Zero a glance. She rummaged through the man’s bag and pulled out a sheaf of parchment. She gave the text a brief scan.

“Oh, is this a poem? Are you a poet?”

“I’m a bard. I can sing your praises here if you want! I can write a song to honor your beauty in a heartbeat.” He looked at me. “I’m sorry, but I can only write songs about beautiful women. Writing a song about your valor is difficult, but if you give me three day—”

“I don’t want it!” I barked.

I pushed the man away and put my sword back in its sheath. Not that I entirely believed the guy, but the over-the-top language and wild gestures made sense if he was a bard.

Still, we couldn’t rule out the possibility of him snitching on us to the Church.

The man breathed a sigh of relief and closed his eyes. “Thank goodness we cleared that up. I felt a lot closer to death now than I did with the explosion earlier. Apologies for the late introduction. My name is Eduardo, a bard who lives in the area.” He extended his hand for a handshake.

I slapped his hand away. “Stop being overly-familiar, you peeping tom!”

“Peeping tom?” Eduardo asked in surprise. “Wait, did you think I was peeping? How rude! An artist like me would never commit such a vulgar act!”

“So you don’t remember peeping.”

“I swear to God!” He denied with confidence.

I was starting to think that maybe Zero was wrong. Did we just wrongly accuse the guy?

“I was simply watching!” he added. “Observing the perfect body of the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen! Her nude figure was like a work of art. Ah, the glow of the clear water sliding over her porcelain skin!”

“I knew it! You fucking peeping maniac!” I gave him a good smacking.

He was absolutely guilty.

“You didn’t have to hit me! As you can see, I’m frail. A punch from a beast like you will kill me.”

“Looks to me like you’re alive and kicking. Maybe I should beat you up for real.”

“Please, no! I’m not made to endure any more pain! I’ve received my punishment. I won’t do it again!”

Shooting him a glance, I turned to Zero. “Did you really not notice this guy?’ I asked. “He came too close, didn’t he?.”

“To be precise, I was only aware of a living being lurking in the bushes. It felt like a wild animal, like a deer or a monkey. I did not expect a human being.”

“Of course, you didn’t,” the bard interjected. “To observe the world, I learned to become one with nature.” His eyes were crystal clear, to the point that it sickened me.

“Wipe that look off your face!” I roared. “What do you mean becoming one with nature?!”

“You live in the woods for a week. You don’t bathe, of course, and the only things you eat are nuts, fruits, and leaves. You don’t even wear clothes unless it’s cold. You get muddy.”

“What are you, an expert hunter?! It’s unbelievable how you can be so passionate about peeping.”

“Not peeping! Observing! I have a duty to compose verses about all the beautiful and unusual things in this world. For that, I don’t care what people say, and I don’t care if I have to commit a little crime.” He looked at Zero. “So please, milady!”

“Why me?”

“Please let me see your naked body up close!”

I grabbed the poet’s head, pulled him back, and threw him at a large nearby tree. His body traced an arc in the air before hitting the tree, sinking to the ground. Did I overdo it? Not that I’d care if he died.

I don’t kill unless it’s part of my job, but this guy was an exception.

But his appearance belied a ballsy and tough nature.

He immediately recovered and tried to convince Zero. “I’m not asking you to make a decision right away. Actually, I want you to be the subject of a painting more than a poem.”

“You paint too?” I asked sharply, hiding Zero behind me.

“No.” The bard shook his head gravely. “There’s someone who paints wonderful paintings based on my poems. They’re famous in their field, and their works are even displayed in churches and lords’ manors. But they haven’t been able to paint anything new for the past two years.”

“Oh, yeah? Really sorry to hear that.” I made my voice sound as disinterested as possible, but the bard smiled.

“Appreciate the sympathy,” he said. “Nowadays, some bigshots are so desperate for paintings that they’re sending in bandits to get them, putting the painter’s life at risk.”

“Now that sounds really serious. Just leave the country, then.”

“The painter has a weak constitution. They can’t handle long journeys.”

The desire of the powerful for works of art can be frightening. In this age, it wasn’t uncommon for people to go to war over the world’s best sculpture or something.

“I bet it’s because my poems suck,” Eduardo continued. “Since their frail body prevents them from going outside, my poems are all they have. I’ve been thinking that rather than composing poems, it might be better to just show them the subject matter directly. I can’t bring them landscapes, but I can bring them things and people.”

“So, you want me to disrobe in front of this painter?” Zero asked.

“Nah, at this point, you can keep your clothes on. You are beautiful even when wearing clothes. I beg you to give it some thought. Can you please take a look at their paintings before making a decision?”

“So you carry around paintings too?” I asked.

“Of course not.” The bard laughed and pointed deeper into the woods. “There’s a house that doubles as a workshop over there. We can get there before nightfall. There’s a vacant room, so you can stay there for the night. Pretty good deal, right?”

He was right. It was a good deal.

If people found out that the painting used a real witch as a subject, they’d both be in trouble. In other words, we could use it to make sure they wouldn’t snitch on us.

Nodding, Zero shot me a look that said, “What is the right thing to do in this case?”

I shrugged. “We won’t lose anything by going. Even if it’s a trap, I’m sure we can handle it.”

“I see.” Zero leaned out from behind me and looked at the bard. “Lead the way, then. If you have a proper kitchen, Mercenary can cook us some food. Besides, it is going to rain tonight.” She pointed at the sky.

It was clear and sunny, but the fast-moving clouds and the humid air suggested that her prediction was right on the money. In which case, camping out would be awful.

I picked Zero up to my shoulder. “Lead the way,” I told the bard.

Like the bard said, after walking through the forest for a while, we came upon a stream, and after a while of more walking down the stream, we spotted a house standing near it.

It was a magnificent log house. From the shed built behind it, I could hear the bleating of goats and the neighing of horses.

“Color me surprised,” I said. “I was expecting a rundown shack.”

“I think you lack imagination,” the bard said. “You can’t live in a forest like this with poor facilities.”

He had a point. Painters just gave this impression that they were broke. Rich artists are taken in by nobles and basically don’t interact with the common folk.

“This house looks cozy,” Zero said. “I like it.”

“It’s actually a great place,” Eduardo said. “I live here with the painter. I basically take care of the animals and stuff, but when I’m away from home for a few days like this time, we hire a servant to help out.”

Apparently, the servant brought in food and firewood from the town every day, and also cooked for the painter.

“He’s also an avid fan of the painter’s work. Says he wants to paint himself. He should be in the pen around this time.” Eduardo peered at the animal pen. “I don’t see him around. Maybe he’s out shopping.”

Suddenly he held his breath. “Crap. Hide!” he said, urging us to back away.

As we hid behind a tree, a well-dressed man came striding from the pen, looking furious. He was mumbling something. His lips seemed to be saying, “You’re really just going to ignore us, huh? Just you wait. We got a plan.” He then punched the door of the house.

“Don’t get too cocky, or you’ll regret it!” the man shouted. “We’re done being soft. I hope you know what’ll happen if you offend the governor!” He mounted his fastened horse and rode away in a gallop.

“What was that?” I asked. “He was really mad.”

After the footsteps had completely disappeared, Zero cocked her head and said, “He mentioned a governor.”

The bard looked at the sky in exasperation. “It was probably a messenger from the governor. He’s a supporter of the painter’s work, and he’s been nagging them to offer him new paintings even though they say they can’t paint anything.”

“A governor?” Zero asked curiously. “Are you referring to the governor of Ideaverna? This area should be within his territory.”

She was about to say that we were acquainted with him, but I quickly covered her mouth. If people learned that the governor of Ideaverna, the most important port city in the Republic of Cleon, was friends with a witch, it would cause a big problem.

Zero was a brilliant woman, but sometimes she doesn’t understand things that even an idiot can, keeping me constantly on edge. Not that I could blame her completely. Having lived inside their lair for a long time, she lacked the common sense of a human being.

“The boundaries in these mountains are not really clear,” the bard said. “Several other territories border this place besides Ideaverna.”

“So it is a different governor.”

“Exactly. Recently they’ve switched from demands to just straight up threats.”

Yeah. The man’s menacing attitude said it was a serious matter.

“That was clearly a threat just now,” I said. “I can’t believe they’d be that mad over paintings.”

“Most of the painter’s supporters have radical personalities.”

Really? It felt like there was more to it. Something serious. Then again, it wasn’t nice to poke too deep into other people’s affairs.

At the poet’s urging, we stepped into the magnificent house. The place was like a high-class inn. There was fire burning in the hearth, providing warmth indoors.

Past the entryway was a large main hall that was filled with the intense smell of paint and wood. To be honest, it wasn’t pleasant. It was suffocating.

But Zero liked it, sniffing the room and saying, “This smells like old times.” Perhaps the lair she had spent so many years in smelled like this. I guess it’s not so bad, after all.

However, there was one thing I found unacceptable. No. It was awesome, in a way, but it also made me awfully restless.

The paintings.

All the paintings displayed all over the place featured voluptuous, almost-nude women. Everywhere I looked, I felt uneasy.

“Mercenary, why are you so restless?” Zero asked.

“What? Uh, well. I-It’s nothing.”

She stared at me. “You are not embarrassed to see female bodies on the paintings, are you?”

“O-Of course not! I’m a battle-worn mercenary… A-A woman’s naked body d-doesn’t bother me at all… E-Especially when it’s just a-an image…!” But with my eyes glued to the floor, there was really no dodging it.

“Sometimes, you look like a fifteen-year-old boy to me,” Zero whispered into my ear.

“Shut the fuck up! Sorry for not being immune to this, okay?!” I shot the bard a glare. “Hey, mister artist. Are all the paintings on display here made by your painter?”

“Yup. Magnificent, wouldn’t you say?”

“I can’t really deny that…”

I could tell that they were magnificent paintings. I don’t know anything about art, but the texture of the women’s skin was so smooth and vibrant that you might even feel their body temperature with a touch.

All of the women’s faces were half-hidden by cloth or veils, which accentuated the texture of their lips, making them inexplicably sexy.

“What beautiful pieces,” Zero muttered. “The painter’s skills are remarkable. I would not mind being a subject of such beautiful paintings.”

“Wh-Whoa, h-hold it right there!” I cut in. “How’d you arrive at that conclusion?! It’s too obscene!”

“Do you dislike obscene things?”

“My preferences don’t matter here!”

“Then I suppose this is about my preferences.”

I couldn’t argue back. But it still bothered me a little.

Ignoring my grumbling, Zero turned to Eduardo. “Bard. Why are all the women hiding their faces?”

“Because it’s easier to fantasize that way.” He replied with a smile.

“Fantasize?” Zero asked in a curious tone.

I pretended to not know. If she did not understand, then explaining it would just be complicated.

“I’m just kidding,” the bard added. “These are all religious paintings. The subjects are the Goddess and their followers, battles between witches and the Church, witch hunts, and so on. By subtly hiding their faces, the paintings take on a mystic quality. Besides, no one really knows what the Goddess looks like.”

“I see. Mystic beauty. I have heard that the more parts of a person that cannot be depicted in reality, the closer they are to the ideal.”

“That’s how the Church interprets it, at least.”

“So which is it, really?” I asked.

“If I told you that all the people who wanted their paintings were men, including Church officials, would you understand? A painting of a beautiful witch being whipped was hotly contested.”

“Okay, I get it now.”

In other words, all the paintings here were materials disguised as works of art.

I had heard of a story somewhere about an ugly prostitute that became popular when she hid her face with a mask. People could let their imagination run wild if they couldn’t see.

“The Church says that obscene paintings are outrageous, but the Goddess in her nude is sacred and worthy of painting, and they don’t denounce paintings of witches as their torture inspires faith. So we artists create what we like while pretending to make what pleases the Church.”

“Oh,” Zero breathed. “I believe that is called worldliness.”

“That way we can receive assistance, and it’s a lot better than disobeying and pissing them off.”

After finishing his explanation, the bard knocked on one of the several doors and announced his return with a sing-song voice.

“I’m home, my talented painter! I’ve brought back a great subject this time. I’m sure you’ll love them!” He pushed a bundle of paper through a gap on the door.

“What’s that?”

“A poem about a witch.”

When did he even write that? Now that I think about it, he was writing something while walking through the forest. So he was composing a poem. Never underestimate an artist.

But despite the bard’s efforts, the room remained quiet and still. Maybe they weren’t home? Before I could ask the question, there was a single slam on the wall.

The bard’s eyes opened wide. “An actual response. That’s rare. It’s proof that they’re in a good mood today! Maybe it’s ‘cause I’m back.” He was overcome with emotion.

“Wait, hold up,” I said. “I thought you guys lived together. A single slam on the wall for a greeting? Is that all? What the hell… Are you sure he doesn’t hate you?”

“How rude! They don’t hate me! The painter is extremely shy. Stays in their room all the time, and because they never come out, the servants call the room the Forbidden Room. I, her brother, can’t even enter.”

“Forbidden Room? Wait, brother?!”

“Didn’t I tell you? The painter is my sister. Step sister, to be precise.”

“Sister?! The painter is a woman?! She paints these lewd images?!”

“Call them sensual!”

“They mean the same thing.”

“Changing the way you call it will leave a different impression on the listener. The painter has a fragile heart. Please choose your words carefully.”

I closed my mouth. Much easier to just shut up than choosing what words to say.

“It started out with a poem about the Goddess that I composed for my sickly sister. She was so happy that she painted a picture of the Goddess. She was ten at the time, and it was a marvelous piece of art. Then she started calling me Master and I called her painter. She’s the only one who can create the perfect painting out of my poems. She’s the greatest gift the heavens have ever sent me!” Upon finishing his passionate speech—bordering on being creepy—more banging on the wall reverberated throughout the room.

“She’s shy, so when she gets compliments, she gets embarrassed and punches the wall. Isn’t she just adorable?”

“Uh, I don’t think she’s embarrassed at all. Probably creeped out and pissed.” I softly pressed my forehead.

“As someone with a problematic brother, I can not help but sympathize with the artist,” Zero said, turning to the ceiling with a distant look in her eyes.

Zero’s brother—Thirteenth. A man who, for the sake of his sister, waged a war that engulfed an entire country based on his wrong assumptions. Excessive familial love was not only annoying, but could also be stressful for the loved one.

“You know, it feels like I’ve heard this story before,” I said.

“Really?” Zero said. “Are there other tales of a painter’s step sister who locks herself up in a Forbidden Room?”

“And the brother’s a poet too, or something… I think it’s a very famous story.” I desperately searched through my memories, but I couldn’t remember anything about it.

“Hmm… Well, the world is a big place. I would not be surprised if there were siblings somewhere in similar circumstances. You have also traveled all over the world.” There was a hint of envy in her voice. “When everything settles down, I would like to travel the world leisurely.”

“For the record, I’m not going with you. Once everything’s over, I’ll become human, open up a tavern, and lead a quiet life.”

“Then I will use your store as a base for my travels. I will depart at the beginning of the year and return at the end. I will bring back many rare ingredients and you will cook them for me. Does that not sound exciting?”

It felt like I lost, because like she said, it did sound exciting.

I turned to the bard. “Has your sister always been like this?”

“No. It was two years ago when she started adamantly refusing to go out.”

“Hmm. So around the same time she stopped being able to paint?”

“Correct.” He laughed bitterly.

The man had made a lot of wild, pompous gestures, but his expression this time seemed genuine.

“Actually,” he said, lowering his voice. He probably didn’t want the painter to hear him. “I have an idea why. Two years ago, she was commissioned to do a portrait of a noblewoman, and my sister went to the manor alone. Apparently, something happened then. She wouldn’t tell me anything, no matter how many times I asked.”

“As the days went by, we started talking less and less,” he continued. “I haven’t heard her voice for a year now. Now she only talks to me by slamming the wall.”

“Just force the door open.”

“No way. I don’t want her to hate me.”

Are you sure she doesn’t already hate you? Deciding it was none of my business, I kept my mouth shut. As long as we had a place to stay, I’m good.

“But if she doesn’t come out, there’s no way she can paint. You’re not going to tell us to wait for her to come out of her room, are you? ‘Cause we don’t have time for that.”

“I won’t make you wait that long,” he said, shaking his head, “About a year ago, a lost traveling troupe came to our house. They had a rare creature with them.”

“Really, now? What kind?”

“It was dreadful and sinister. It had three heads, arms and legs, and the body of a snake. The painter really wanted to paint it, so she came out of her room for a little bit to make a draft.”

“A female painter inspired by a sinister creature, huh? Ugh, whatever. I thought she couldn’t paint anymore.”

“Yes, but then she was able to finish the painting in one go. I don’t have the painting itself, though. Gave it away to the troupe. So anyway, I thought that she simply ran out of subjects for her paintings. A spectacular subject should motivate her to get back into it. That’s why I’m always out there looking for one.”

“So I am like a rare animal,” Zero muttered.

“I think it’s close enough,” I said, holding back the urge to laugh. “Especially the dreadful and sinister part.”

“I can not believe it is not Mercenary being treated like a beast.”

“Please don’t take offense,” the bard said. “I’m sure your beauty will inspire the painter to work. I’ll be happy just to see my sister in good health, if only for a glance. I hope we at least exchange a few words, though.”
 

The artist would be too nervous to come out if we were waiting for her near the door, so we decided to make ourselves at home.

I borrowed the kitchen and prepared a meal for four—me, Zero, the bard, and the artist—while dodging Zero’s constant attempts to taste the food.

Apparently, though the artist never leaves her room, if you just leave the food in front of the door, the plate becomes empty before you know it.

“It’s like feeding a wild animal,” I said. It might sound strange coming from a beast like me, but it felt weird eating at the table while human food was on the floor.

“I usually eat on the floor, too,” the bard said. “And talk while facing the Forbidden Room. But we have guests today, so gotta eat at the table.”

The poet stroked his clean-shaven chin. After shaving, combing his hair, wiping his body, and changing into decent clothes, he was an unquestionably handsome man. I even felt bitter. I thought that with his looks, his exaggerated gestures could be excused.

“I hope one day I get to eat on the table with my sister again.” The way he gave a weary sigh made him look like the perfect lady-killer. For no reason at all, I was tempted to smack him. I knew I was just jealous, so I held myself back.

I shot a glance at the Forbidden Room. I could sense the presence of someone holding their breath and feeling uncomfortable from the other side of the wall.

Looks like this is gonna take a while.

Just as I was biting into a loaf of bread, I heard the sound of horses galloping in the distance. It wasn’t just one or two horses, either. The sound of wheels indicated there was a carriage with them.

While I was wondering what was going on, several people surrounded the house. I tossed my meal aside and stuck to the window.

The sun had gone down, and night was falling outside, but it was still bright enough to see the grass on the ground clearly.

“Whoa, whoa. What’s going on here?” I said. “Those are armed knights!”

The torches in their hands illuminated the area around the house.

“A-Armed knights?!” the bard exclaimed. “Why would they come here?!”

“That’s my line. You got any idea?”

Zero, stuffing a piece of bread into her mouth, rushed to the window to check the situation outside. “Perhaps they are mistaking this place for a bandits’ hideout.”

“A reasonable assumption, but I don’t think that’s the case. See that guy over there?”

The man who left a while ago, cursing, was among their ranks. Clearly their goal was the paintings, or more specifically, the painter herself.

I’d tell them to escape through the back of the house, but it was probably guarded as well.

“This looks bad, bard.”

“H-How bad is it?”

“We could die.”

“We are knights serving the governor!” a knight bellowed. “Refusing to comply with His Grace’s request and instead handing over a painting to lowly entertainers is clearly an act of treason and an insult to His Grace! We have been ordered to arrest the painter and lock them up! There’s no escape. Come out quietly!”

“Treason?! Us?! That’s ridiculous!”

I glanced at the pale, screaming poet.

“I can see why they think that,” I said, frowning. “The painter didn’t paint anything despite the governor requesting it over and over, but you just gave one immediately to a troupe. Of course he’d be furious.”

“Oh, come on… The one we gave away was like a scribbling made in three days!”

“They don’t care about that. Troupers perform in front of a lot of people. If people learned that they had a work of a famous painter, rumor would spread. You should have thought things through.”

That said, I couldn’t just watch while the knights raided the house and kidnapped the painter. There was also the chance of the bard snitching on Zero being a witch out of spite. I would have to fight the knights, which could result in a bounty being put on my head. I wasn’t sure which was better.

“What to do…”

While I was puzzling over the matter, the knights smashed the front door. Combatants who had jumped in with swords at the ready yelped at the sight of me and backed away.

“A-A Beastfallen?! What’s it doing here?!”

“Things happened,” I said. “We’re staying here for the night. Relax. I’m not gonna kill you all or anything.”

No one asked, but I told them anyway. I had not decided yet if I was going to annihilate them all or not, but saying that should get their guards down just in case.

I raised my hands to show I meant no harm, but they couldn’t just ignore me. Several knights surrounded me with swords in their hands. They showed no signs of attacking, so I guessed they were just being cautious.

A man who looked to be the captain cast me a sidelong glance. “Take all the paintings!” he shouted. “Find the painter and tie them up!”

Following the order, the knights immediately began ransacking the house. They opened every door, searched every room. Of course that included the Forbidden Room.

“Please stop!” the bard protested! “We didn’t mean to insult His Grace! The painter… My sister just happened to be in good shape when the troupers came. She really can’t paint anything! You can take her away and lock her up, but it won’t change anything!”

“What if your life was on the line?”

“What?”

“His Grace says that if the painter knows that his brother will be executed if she doesn’t paint, she will be inspired to create. The painter’s in that room! Drag her out!”

“Stop!” the bard lunged forward, but a knight pinned him to the floor.

The knights burst through the door of the Forbidden Room and rushed inside.

A scream rose—the throaty scream of a man.

“What the… What’s going on here?!” one of the knights yelled, confused.

Zero and I looked at each other. There was something wrong. When the person inside was dragged out of the room, the knights’ confusion suddenly made sense.

“No, please! Please don’t kill me!”

It was clearly a man—a middle-aged man with the body of a manual laborer. He looked like a manservant.

“Bard,” Zero said. “Is your sister a man?”

“No,” the bard mumbled.

“What he said!” the man cried. “I’m not the painter! I’m just a servant who comes here to bring food and fire from town.”

Right. The bard did mention something like that. But why was he in the Forbidden Room? Him punching the wall in response to the bard meant he was impersonating the painter.

“What’s going on?!” the knight shouted. “Where’s the painter?!”

A moment of confusion flashed across the bard’s face. The manservant was about to open his mouth, but before he could say anything, the bard cut him off.

“She’s dead,” he said in a clear voice.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but I was sure the knights’ surprise was nothing compared to mine.

“Dead, you say? Better drop the stupid lies, or you’ll regret it!”

“I’m not lying. The painter is dead. I killed her after she finished the painting that she gave to the troupers!”

“What?!”

“That’s why the painter never leaves her room, and why she can’t offer any painting to His Grace. You’ll never find her, and you’ll never get a new painting again!” His shoulders shook as he chuckled. His beautiful face twisted in pain, and he let out a shrill laugh.

“Can you blame me?” he said, still pinned down by a knight. “No matter how many poems I write, if there’s no painting, there’s no money. But she doesn’t paint, and when she finally did, she gave it to some troupers without even consulting me. As if she didn’t need me at all! So I killed her! Killed her in cold blood! Too bad for you, huh? Just take all the paintings and go!”

The knights looked at the captain for instructions. They couldn’t find the painter anywhere, and they couldn’t arrest someone who wasn’t around.

A knight came running from outside. “Captain! There’s something I’d like you to see.” He cast a glance outside.

The captain nodded, took one look at the poet, and turned on his heel. “If the painter is not here, then we have no business in this house. Take all the paintings! Since we don’t have the painter, we’ll take the bard’s head instead as a gift to His Grace.”

One of the knights grabbed the poet by the hair and made him lie down. A swing of a sword would cut his head off clean. It took a lot of skill to do that, but before my gruesome expectations turned to reality, I cleared my throat and gently put a hand on my sword.

Wary knights pointed their swords at me. The captain of the knights stopped to shoot me a glare, but unfortunately I wasn’t the least bit scared.

“If I may say something,” I began, “so far I’ve just been watching from the sidelines, but if you’re gonna kill him, I’m gonna have to draw my sword. It’s not like we have a contractual relationship, but this is his house, and he’s letting us stay here as guests.”

What are you gonna do? Do you wanna fight me? The knight who was about to kill the bard lowered his sword and stepped back without waiting for the captain’s command.

A single Beastfallen versus a bunch of knights. The odds were 50-50, but there was no doubt that several of them would die just to kill me. The question was: do you want the bard’s head that bad?

With a grimace, the captain ordered the knights to stand down. He knew that fighting me would only result in a loss for them.

After taking all the paintings, even the rough sketches, the knights left, overturning household items and breaking vases as they went.

All that was left was me, Zero, the bard, and the manservant. I waited for the sound of hooves to completely vanish before glancing at Zero, and said, “Now what? Where and why did the painter disappear?”

The bard looked up. His face was filled with anger and sorrow a while ago, but while he looked haggard now, he wasn’t in despair. Anyone could tell by the way he doted on his sister and the expression on his face when the servant came out of the Forbidden Room that he didn’t actually kill her.

“That’s right… Where’s the painter?! Where’s Kiara?!” The bard pressed the manservant. “Why were you in that room, and why were you even pretending to be her?!”

“It’s not my fault!” the man screamed back. “The painter asked me to stay in her room! Sometimes she feels like going outside, but she doesn’t want you to know, so she asks me to take her place!”

“And you expect me to believe that?!” His tone was accusatory. “Why would she be sneaking around behind my back?! There’s no need for that!”

“How should I know?!” His voice held a harsh tone. “We’ve been doing this for a year now, yet you didn’t even notice. I doubt you’d know what goes on in her mind.”

“What?” The bard was aghast.

The manservant pushed the bard away. He staggered, before sinking to the floor.

“I don’t deserve any of this!” the manservant said. “Knights tried to kill me, and my employer is criticizing me. I didn’t even do anything wrong. What’s this Beastfallen doing here anyway?! You’re insane for bringing this suspicious bastard into your home. Maybe that’s why the painter is avoiding you. I’m outta here!”

The man stormed out of the house. Thinking about it, the biggest victim was the servant. I couldn’t blame him for snapping when he was criticized. I didn’t mind a bit that he called me a suspicious bastard.

“Kiara is avoiding me?” The one who suffered the greatest psychological trauma was definitely the bard.

For two years, he tried to get his sister out of her room, without knowing that she went in and out freely. Anyone in his shoes would feel down.

“Is it better if I leave?” he mumbled, still sitting on the floor. “Is it because of me that she can’t leave her room?”

I should probably say something, but I couldn’t find the right words to say. “Yeah, I don’t know about this. It’s not even about the subject at this point.”

“I was looking forward to it,” Zero said.

“You want your image painted? Heh. I guess beautiful women think differently.” I frowned.

Given how hideous I was, I would never want to be the subject of a painting.

“I would love your portrait if there was one,” Zero added casually.

Whenever Zero said something like that to me, I didn’t know what to say. At first I thought she was merely teasing me, but after learning that she was serious, the more I couldn’t respond.

As I struggled to find the words, I heard the screams of the manservant from outside.

He came running back to the house. “We got trouble!” he shouted. “I-I found horse tracks on the animal path. They’re headed for the hut where the painter is!”

“What?! Wait, you knew where she was all along?!”

“Well, yeah. I’ve been pretending to be her for a year. She doesn’t tell me anything, but I can guess where she goes. There’s an animal path behind the house that leads to the village, which I use when bringing stuff. There’s a hut along the way, and the painter goes there regularly.”

“So that’s what the knight was referring to earlier!”

“Oh, no.” The bard stood up. “You’re saying those guys went to Kiara?! We have to go after them right away. She’s in danger!”

“Oh, dear.” Zero heaved a sigh. “I did not expect to be invited to a home that invites trouble. Let us go, Mercenary. You can catch up with the horses.” Without waiting for an answer, she climbed up on my shoulder.

Since my employer decided to go, I had no right to refuse.

Leaving the bard and the manservant at the house, I ran into the night-shrouded forest carrying Zero. Like the servant said, there was an animal path that led from the back of the house, just narrow enough for a cart to pass. There were brand-new horse and wheel tracks on it. With it as our guide, we didn’t have to worry about getting lost in the woods.

As Zero predicted earlier during the day, the light drizzle turned into heavy rain as soon as we entered the forest.

I let out a sigh. “And here I thought I’d be able to get a good night’s sleep under a roof. I never thought I’d be running through the forest in the rain, covered in mud.”

“Life sure is unpredictable,” Zero said, not particularly unhappy about it.

Does she really want to be painted that badly? Apparently she’d taken quite a liking to the painter. We could get lost if the rain washed the hoofprints away. Soon after, however, my ears caught a woman’s screams mixed with the sound of rain. I picked up the pace.

I spotted a clearing in the dark forest. I leapt forward, but then realized that I was jumping smack dab in the middle of the knights, so I immediately turned back. I dove right behind a tree and peered at the hut. Luckily, no knight seemed to have noticed me.

The darkness and the heavy rain saved us. The rumbling of thunder and the woman’s screeching could have played a part as well.

Is that the painter’s voice?

The knights were pulling a heavy box-shaped carriage to carry the paintings, probably to shelter them from the rain on the way. Fortunately for us—unfortunate for them—the wheels of the carriage were stuck in a muck and they were having a hard time leaving.

From inside of the same carriage, the painter continued to shout and curse incessantly. “God damn you, let me out! Lock me up if you dare! I’ll paint pictures of you bastards going to hell and slit my throat in front of you. You will become subjects of my cursed paintings, and you will have nightmares for the rest of your lives!”

Okay, that’s just annoying. They might actually get nightmares if it worked.

“I thought she was a feeble, sickly girl,” I said. “Looks like she’s got a lot of spunk.”

“The bard probably sees her that way,” Zero replied. “How do we save her? Kill them all?”

“Nah, let’s take the civil route. We mug ’em. Killing them will cause problems later. When I give you the signal, use your Magic to drop branches at three different locations.”

“At the same time?”

“You can do it, can’t you?”

“Huh. You know me well.” She sounded delighted.

There was a Magic spell called Steim that fires arrows of light without actually having an arrow. Normally, you can only shoot one arrow at a time, but as the creator of Magic, Zero can shoot multiple arrows at the same time.

“I see,” she said. “A bluff.”

“Exactly. We make them think that they’re surrounded by bandits. Let’s move!”

I jumped out into the middle of the knights, who were desperately trying to move the carriage in the darkness of the night. I knocked some of them down, then weaved past the confused ones and climbed up the roof of the carriage.

“This carriage is mine!” I roared. “You can have the other cargo. If you value your life, leave the carriage behind and scram!”

One of the knights held up a lantern that somehow survived the downpour. “It’s the Beastfallen from the bard’s place!”

“You got that right,” I answered. “I had my eyes on those paintings, you see. Figured they’d fetch for a good price. Letting you take them away would ruin the name of my gang of bandits.”

The knights stirred upon hearing the word ‘bandits’. A lone Beastfallen was trouble enough, but what if he had friends with him?

“Calm down! He’s bluffing! There was only one Beastfallen man in the poet’s house. No gang at—”

“You really think so?”

“Wha—?!”

“Do it!” I shouted.

Three arrows of light zipped through the air, cutting off branches in three completely different places. The knights’ stirring turned into fear and tension. “We’re surrounded!” someone shouted.

Cursing, the captain held his lantern up high and looked at me. “All right. You can have the carriage and the cargo. But the woman inside—”

“A woman?”

For bandits, women were the best loot. They could have them for themselves or, depending on their age and looks, they could be sold for a lot of coins.

“Do you really think I’d give her up?”

In the rainy night-shrouded forest, my fierce features illuminated by the lantern must have looked terrifying to the eyes of the knights. I raised my drawn sword and thrust it against the roof of the carriage as if to assert my right.

“Get lost!” I barked.

A thunderclap rang out, and a faint-hearted knight shrieked, scrambling into the woods. Then one by one the others followed, and eventually the captain left the scene, cursing as he fled.

Once they were completely gone, Zero, who had been hiding behind a tree, came out, giving me a big round of applause.

“Brilliant! That was a truly magnificent performance, Mercenary. You have become good at playing the villain. No one would have doubted that you were a battle-worn bandit.”

“I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or not.”

“It is a compliment. I expected nothing less from the Black Beast of—”

“I told you to stop calling me that! I’m gonna give you a stupid nickname too, you fucking witch!”

As I jumped off the roof of the carriage, I sensed someone running towards us, and I put my hand on my sword. But when I realized that it was the bard, I quickly relaxed myself.

“Found you… Where are… the knights… Where’s… my sister…?” The bard was panting heavily.

I jerked my chin toward the carriage. “The painter’s inside.”

It would be more reassuring if the bard came to her aid rather than us, who just called ourselves bandits and caused a commotion.

Looking deeply relieved, the bard pulled the door to the carriage open. “Kiara! My artist! Are you hur—” He flew backwards.

“Wh-What?! Is there a knight inside?!”

When I saw the small woman jumping out of the carriage, everything clicked.

She had pale skin and brown hair tied up in a single bun. Her childlike features suggested she was quite younger than the bard. But there was no doubt that she was the captured painter.

She didn’t think that the man who opened the door was her brother, mistaking him for a bandit and attacking him.

“I don’t give a damn if you’re a knight or a bandit!” she bellowed. “I’m a free artist! No one’s gonna lock me up!”

She was about to run away, when she finally recognized the face of the man lying on his back. She stopped and slowly walked toward the bard.

“Master?! It can’t be… Did the bandits attack you? Someone, please help him!”

Her exaggerated screams put even the bard’s acting skills to shame.

“I’m sorry, Master. I didn’t think my refusal to paint anything would result in an execution or imprisonment.”

I carried the bard, who was unable to move after receiving a full-powered kick from his sister, to the hut, finally taking shelter from the pouring rain.

At first, the painter was wary of me and Zero, but thanks to the bard introducing me as a mercenary who saved her, I didn’t get a kicking.

I thought she was fearless for not getting spooked by a Beastfallen. She didn’t seem timid at all.

The hut was divided into three rooms, one of which was the bedroom. I laid the poet on the bed and went to the living room, leaving him in his sister’s care.

I took off my wet clothes and squeezed the water out of them. Letting Zero’s Magic dry the rain that had soaked my body, I listened to the sibling’s conversation.

“There’s a lot of artists out there, so I thought if I stopped painting, they’d lose interest and forget about me,” the girl began. “Then I would be able to paint whatever I want again, just like old times.”

Burdened by the public’s high opinion of her, she became miserable painting what others wanted.

“Also, they said I was a disappointment,” she continued. “They were expecting a beautiful woman to be behind such beautiful paintings, but apparently I was just some dull girl.”

“A dull girl? Who the hell said that?! Have you seen yourself in the mirror? You’re pretty. That’s an indisputable fact, even without counting my own bias.”

The plain-looking girl was indeed far from breathtaking, but she was pretty like the bard said. Five more years and she would be a beautiful woman.

“I bet it was the daughter of the nobleman who commissioned the portrait that said that. They’re just jealous. They wear dresses and jewelry to hide their ugliness. They were jealous because you were pretty even without the fine accessories.”

“But they said the reason I draw beautiful women is because I want to be one.” Her voice was trembling from frustration. “They said the bard was more beautiful and called me pathetic. Then I just couldn’t paint anymore. I didn’t even want to look at your face.”

“What nonsense!” the bard spat, ice in his voice. “Why didn’t you tell me?! I would’ve composed a poem about them becoming prostitutes and bandits’ comfort women then recited it at the royal palace!”

“Are you stupid? You’ll get hanged! This is exactly why I didn’t tell you anything.”

“But it doesn’t mean you don’t like painting anymore, right? I mean…” There was a pause as he looked around the room. “You can teach kids how to paint. All the pictures here were painted by the children you taught, right?”

“Yes,” the painter replied, embarrassed.

It was the reason why the painter would regularly leave the house. She got sick of staying indoors after a few days, so she slipped out of the house without the bard seeing her. While strolling in the woods, she found a child painting by the lake.

The manservant told us that when she started teaching the child to paint, more children came to her, eventually creating a painting class of some sorts.

“Would you rate children’s paintings based on their physical appearance?” the bard asked in a gentle tone.

“No way!”

“Of course not. Doing that is despicable. You shouldn’t care about looks and the opinion of others. Isn’t that right?”

“Look at me,” he went on. “Do you know what they call me? A man-whore jester who composes worthless poems for his sister’s painting so he could ride on her coattails.”

“That’s not true! I can’t draw without my master’s… my brother’s poems! I’ve always said that my paintings and your poems are one! Damn it. I hate it. I hate that they talk about you like that. Give me a poem right now! Let’s show everyone what we’ve got! That our works are one. We’ll create the best work of art there is and send it to that governor who tried to have me kidnapped!’

“Now that’s my painter! Actually, I already have a subject prepared.”

I sighed and looked at Zero. “There you have it.”

“I cannot wait to see the finished product.”

There was a thud from the room, and the bard and the painter came running out. The painter was wearing a leather apron, her arms folded as she carried a bag of materials slung over her shoulder. She looked as if she was ready to start working right now.

But as soon as she saw me, she let out a very feminine shriek. She jumped, tears in her eyes, and hid behind the bard.

What now? A kinda late reaction, don’t you think?

“It’s a wild dog, Master!” she said. “There’s a gigantic, wild dog in the house!”

“Oh, come on. I carried the bard to the bed just moments ago,” I said. “You didn’t say anything then.”

“She did not see you,” Zero cut in. “It was raining and dark. She was also in a state of confusion after a kidnapping attempt. You had your hood over your head as well. She probably thought you were a man with a big physique.”

I get it. So she wasn’t a fearless girl who’s not afraid of Beastfallen.

But she only screamed for a brief moment. Now she was staring at me with a frown on her face.

“No, wait,” she said. “It’s not a wild dog. It’s got a feline face, so it could be a huge wildcat. It looks bipedal. It’s even wearing clothes.”

“Ah, a master painter indeed,” Zero said with admiration. “You possess a keen eye for observation.”

The painter shot a glance at Zero, and she clung even tighter to the bard. “I don’t like beautiful women,” she mumbled.

The nobleman’s daughter’s words must have hit her deep.

The bard looked at me and Zero. “See? Isn’t she just adorable?”

“It’s okay, Master,” the bard said. “That Beastfallen is a mercenary who saved you, and the lady over there is a real witch. I brought her here to be the subject of your painting. Take a good look. That’s no ordinary human beauty.”

“Ah, you idiot,” the painter said. “I see you got tricked again. There’s no way a witch would wander around these parts.”

Zero snapped her fingers, lighting up a tiny flame on her fingertips. The flame turned into a small snake that crawled up Zero’s arm, then vanished around her shoulder.

“I-It’s a trick!”

“Come examine my hands, then,” Zero said. “If you want, I can blow up this whole forest and create a field for plantation. Though I do not want to do it if possible. It is exhausting.”

The painter’s eyes widened a little. She watched the witch warily.

“But aren’t witches evil? You’re gonna ask for my soul in exchange for painting you, aren’t you?”

“What kind of nonsense is that? It is extremely troublesome to extract and store souls. That is not something I want to do, and I do not have much use for it.”

The painter leaned forward a little and stared at me. “I’ve never seen a Beastfallen before. Do you bite?”

“Good question. I’m kinda hungry right now.”

She was too on edge, so I bared my teeth and roared at her as a joke. The painter screamed again and shrank back behind the bard with teary eyes.

Feeling a sharp gaze from my side, I gave a start.

“Do you like bullying the weak?” Zero asked. “Or do you get excited when you see a helpless lady screaming and scared? I must say, I find that repulsive.”

“No, I was just, uhh… kidding around… I am deeply sorry.”

The painter cautiously stepped out from behind the bard and studied me. “Can I draw him?” She turned to the bard.

My breath caught. I hated my looks. My terrifying appearance made me a mercenary, a job I didn’t want to do.

But before I could say “No,” Zero and the bard agreed without asking for my opinion.

“All right!” the painter exclaimed. “A beautiful witch and a terrifying Beastfallen. Awesome subjects. I can feel the creative juices oozing! Now that’s my master!”

“I know, right? Then let’s get started right away!”

“Whoa there! I thought only the witch would be the subject. Why the hell am I being dragged into this?! I am not doing it!” I stood up, and Zero tapped my shoulder.

“Come now, Mercenary. Would it not be an honor to be in the same painting as me?”

“Hell no! Don’t get too cocky, stupid witch!”

“No, no!” the painter cried in a childish voice. “I want to paint both! I won’t do it otherwise!”

“Stop being selfish, you brat! You were cowering just moments ago!”

“Now, now, Sir Mercenary,” the bard said. “This is all for art. For a piece of work to be truly complete, the beautiful and the hideous must be together. The immoral obscenity of a beast being conquered by a beautiful lady is crucial here!”

I had no idea what he was talking about anymore. I can’t with these people.

I turned around and bolted out of the hut. One night should be enough for them to give up.

Alas, it was hopeful thinking. I heard Zero’s voice coming from behind me. She was reciting an incantation.

“Meeza Ri Qib! Squirm forth and ensnare! Chapter of Capture, Page Eight: Caplata!”

“Damn you! Using Magic is not fair!”

“Say what you will. I am a witch. Grant me power, for I am Zero!”

Ah, there’s no escape.

The moment Zero finished her incantation, countless vines sprang from the ground and wrapped around my body, pulling me down to the ground and rendering me immobile.

“No! I will not be the subject of a painting! Oh, God! Please smite this witch!”

“I did not know you were a devout Church follower,” Zero said with a smile. She sat down gracefully on top of me as I squirmed about.

The bard and the painter efficiently laid out the art materials in front of us, and the arrangement was complete.

“Be quiet, Mercenary. This will be a good memory.”

“Being tied up and turned into a seat makes a good memory?”

“It does,” the bard answered with enthusiasm. “There are countless men in this world who wish for beautiful women to sit on them! Every man out there—me included!”

“You’re too loud, Master,” the painter said. “I can’t concentrate.”

Crestfallen, the bard let his shoulders sag. But he was wearing a soft look on his face, and the way he gazed at the painter, happily watching over the girl, was just like an older brother watching over his younger sister.

Zero chuckled with glee, while I roared, yelled, cursed, and whined with anger, hatred, and sorrow all night.




Epilogue

Thus, a painting of a terrifying beast bound with chains and a bewitching witch sitting comfortably on its back was created.

The graphic obscenity of the piece was praised as a wonderful representation of the corruption of witches and Beastfallen. Everyone deemed it a masterpiece that would be talked about for generations.

The governor who received the painting was so pleased that he gave the siblings an extraordinary reward.

But a perfect work of art can drive a person insane.

The governor was so enchanted by the witch in the painting that he did not want to leave her side even for a moment, so he had many copies made and hung them in every corner of the house.

He also took the painting with him whenever he left his home, and even had it embroidered on his bed sheets.

He commissioned a wide range of derivative works based on the painting, such as sculptures and poems, and even spent his wealth on plays.

The governor lost his ability to love real women. In time, the painting became an object of fear. People said it contained the soul of a wicked witch.

Who the painting’s subjects were, no one will ever know.
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