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  The Magic Princess of Black Dragon Island


  There exists a place called Black Dragon Island.


  Forest covered eighty percent of the island, and the remaining twenty percent was occupied by a huge volcano that pierced the sky. Crops were difficult to grow here, and game was scarce—it was not a comfortable place for humans to live in.


  And in the mountains, there lived a dragon that invoked calamities.


  Despite all this, there were people living on the island. Or perhaps they lived there precisely because of the dragon.


  Dragons were sacred creatures. Majestic, fierce, and beautiful, they lived in harsh environments.


  In the era before the Church, before men worshipped God, people worshipped dragons. People marooned criminals on the island where the dragon lived so they could be judged for their sins.


  It was said that Black Dragon Island started as a place of exile for criminals. However, the dragon only woke up once every hundred years, and when it did, it did not appear before humans.


  The criminals marooned on the island survived without being judged by the dragon. As their numbers grew, they joined forces to hunt animals and cultivate fields, and eventually they built a village. After a few hundred years, a country was born.


  When it got to that point, the island could no longer be used as a place of exile. Once a nation was founded, the Church built a place of worship and deployed priests.


  But the only church in the island was now in complete ruins. The walls were peeling, the roof crumbling, the statues of saints all smashed to pieces. Wild animals had ravaged every inch of the sacred temple, and ivy covered the whole place.


  A priest stepped inside the ruins. He was young, with bright-green hair cut just under his chin, and a leather patch covering his eyes. He sauntered around the chapel, checking his path with his staff. Suddenly he stopped and knelt on one knee.


  He ran his finger on the floor and put it to his mouth. Immediately he spat out. “Blood,” he whispered, then stood up. “Suspected of rebellion against the Church, huh?”


  He looked up at the sky through the windows. He felt signs of a storm approaching.
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Chapter 1: Black Dragon Island


  The sound of high waves crashing against the ship echoed in the hold. The ship creaked and the floor tilted with a deafening screech. Something fell and rolled in the corner of the room. Perhaps the cargo wasn’t secured properly, or maybe the repeated jolting loosened the ropes.


  All the noise woke me up from my slumber. Then, I felt a powerful blow to the back of my defenseless head. For a while I was knocked down from the intense pain.


  I jumped to my feet. “That fuckin hurts, you son of a bitch! Who did that just now?!” I grabbed my sword, but there was no one there.


  Rubbing my aching head, I looked around. A young woman’s chuckle came from above.


  “It is only a barrel, Mercenary. Not an enemy.”


  “A barrel?”


  I shifted my gaze and sure enough, there was a heavy barrel full of liquor lying around. If it started rolling with momentum, it would have the power to crush the bones of several people running to stop it.


  “I see. That was a little too painful.”


  Letting out a sigh, I lifted my head. A black figure was lying on the hammock, their long and slender legs swaying off to the side.


  It was a woman clad in a baggy black cloak with a hood covering her face. Even though half of her face was hidden, her long silver hair extending out of the hood, and her lips, red and glossy as an apple dripping with honey, were enough to take one’s breath away.


  On top of that, she wore incredibly short trousers, thigh-high socks, and knee-high boots. Frankly, this was not the way a proper lady would dress.


  Of course, this woman was anything but a proper lady. Her name was Zero, a witch and a prodigy who authored the Grimoire of Zero, a magical tome that contained instructions on how to use Magic, which, she said, could destroy the world.


  And I was a mercenary hired to be her bodyguard. Right now, we were on a ship sailing across the seas.


  To be more specific, we were in the hold of a large cargo ship that was heading from the port of Ideaverna, located right around the middle of the continent’s coastline, to Lutra, the largest port in the southern part of the continent.


  We needed to obtain information on Cestum, a group of shady people who created copies of the Grimoire of Zero and scattered them throughout the world.


  Our general plan was to travel by land from Lutra to Zero’s hometown, the Moonsbow Forest, and extract information from a man there named Thirteenth.


  “You need not worry,” Zero said. “There is no sailor on board brave enough to kill you in your sleep.” She lifted her hood, narrowing her mystic, bluish purple eyes. “You are, after all, the governor’s precious cargo.”


  “If I was such a precious cargo, they should’ve placed me somewhere more secure. An ordinary person would’ve died from what just happened.”


  Zero cackled. “That is true. You should be grateful you are not human, then.” Leaning out from the hammock, she gave my entire body a cursory, teasing glance.


  A large bipedal carnivore covered in white fur—that would be the simplest way to describe my appearance. I was a half-human, half-beast creature known as a Beastfallen. Normal humans feared and despised my kind.


  How, then, do I travel by ship? Our only option was to get crammed into the ship’s hold as livestock.


  Normally, I would be shackled and thrown into a sturdy cage, but the owner of the ship—the Governor of Ideaverna—made special arrangements to turn a section of the hold into a guest room.


  The small hold was suffocating, and sometimes barrels threatened my life, but it was much more comfortable than being in a cage.


  I was asked to stay in the hold as much as possible to not scare the sailors, but I wasn’t locked up. I could even sneak out onto deck at night for some fresh air.


  “It’s wobbling a little too much, isn’t it?” I wondered.


  “There was a lot of ruckus on deck earlier about an approaching storm. I heard something about being off-course.”


  “Whoa. This ship better not sink.”


  “Lord Torres said that unless they were shattered to pieces, the ships in Ideaverna would never sink.”


  “Then let’s just pray it doesn’t get ripped apart by the storm.”


  I opened a small window in the hold to check the situation outside. The sea was black as far as the eye could see. High waves rocked the ship. It looked like seawater was about to come in through the window.


  “A storm with no rain, huh?” Zero muttered suddenly.


  She was right. While the winds were strong, there were no signs of rain.


  “Now that’s rare,” I said.


  “Indeed. The outside world is fascinating.”


  “You seem to be implying something.”


  She didn’t answer. She simply lifted the corner of her red lips.


  Not that it matters, I guess.


  “Oh, I see an island.”


  I strained my eyes and spotted a small island beneath the gray and cloudy sky.


  A mountain, so high it almost reached the clouds, stood in the middle, surrounded by green all around that seemed to spread out like a fan.


  “Are we stopping by over there?” I muttered to myself.


  Zero jumped down from the hammock and came running over to me. “I want to see it as well,” she said.


  She wasn’t tall enough to reach the window, so I lifted her up to my shoulder.


  Zero’s expression stiffened in an instant. “Mercenary, do you see that?”


  “See what?”


  “There is a bird flying around the mountain.”


  I could indeed see a bird circling the mountain. The island should still be quite far away, which meant the bird was huge.


  The door in the ship hold’s ceiling suddenly opened and a sailor peeked in.


  “You guys!” he shouted. “It doesn’t look like we can outrun the storm! It’s gonna be quite bumpy for a while. A Beastfallen should be fine, but I suggest tying the lady up to a post! I mean, if you don’t wanna hit your head hard on something and die.” They apparently decided to fold the sails and wait for the storm to pass.


  “I don’t mean to interfere with your work,” I said before the man could leave, “but can’t we just go to the island and wait for the storm to pass there?”


  “Island? Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no island around these parts where a ship can safely drop anchor.”


  “But I can see it right there.” I pointed to the window.


  The sailor turned pale. “No way!”


  Normally, he didn’t even want to be in the same space as me, but this time, he swooped in close to me and used a crate as a foothold to peer out the window.


  “Look. It’s over there,” I said. “There’s an island.”


  His throat tightened. “You’ve got to be kidding me! We drifted this far?!” He practically rolled down the crate and bolted out of the hold in a flash.


  “Captain!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. “Black Dragon Island spotted! Dragon inbound!”


  I frowned. “Did he just say dragon?”


  “He did,” Zero said, frowning as well. “He also said dragon inbound.”


  I had never in my entire life seen a dragon. I had heard rumors of these terrifying creatures, and I thought they existed somewhere.


  “Do dragons just come out like that?” I asked.


  “No,” Zero replied. “Dragons’ slumbers are long and deep. I have heard that they are extremely tame creatures. They rarely wake up, and even when they do wake up from their hundred-year sleep, they sleep again after a few meals.”


  “Yeah, figures.”


  “A dragon flying portends calamities” was a well-known superstition, but few people had actually seen a dragon.


  However, the sailor’s alarming behavior just now was not so much a fear of myths as a sense of danger of a real problem.


  “Unfurl the sails!” The captain’s orders echoed on the deck. “We’re getting the hell out of here!”


  The ship tilted heavily again, turning starboard at full speed. It was a terribly urgent situation.


  I dropped Zero down and set a foot on the stairs that led to the deck.


  “Where are you going?” Zero asked.


  “I’ll go help them. I don’t know about this dragon thing, but with a storm coming, they’re going to need as many people as they can get to unfurl the sails.”


  “Should I offer my assistance?”


  “Can you stop the storm with Magic?” I asked jokingly.


  Zero smiled. “If that is what you wish.”


  I stopped in my tracks. I turned around to see Zero smiling nonchalantly as usual, despite the urgency of the situation.


  “You have decided to stay in that form for a while so you could avenge Theo, yes?”


  “Where’d that come from? I don’t see how that has anything to do with the storm.”


  My expression turned bitter as soon as she mentioned the name Theo—a kid who called me his friend.


  Gramps.


  His freckled face as he smiled at me came to mind. The kid who said he wanted to travel with me died in my arms coughing blood, falling victim to the nefarious plans of Cestum, a group of people who misused Magic.


  “It means I am free to use Magic since I do not have to keep storing up my magical power to make you human again. There is a spell to manipulate weather, though it requires a bit of effort. I can stop this storm.”


  In exchange for me guarding Zero, she would turn me human as soon as she regained her magical powers. That was our agreement.


  But if I became human, I would lose my power as a Beastfallen. All this time, I thought I wouldn’t mind that. I’d dreamt of becoming human my entire life.


  I gripped the knife on my waist tight—the same knife that Theo had kept as a memento of his father.


  Now it had become my memento of Theo, a proof of my vow to tear apart those who killed him. To fulfill my oath, I couldn’t part with my monstrous strength just yet.


  I saw my face reflected in the small window. I wore a terrifying look that seemed like I could devour a human at any moment. Heaving a deep sigh, I softened my expression. Not that it changed much. I still looked like a horrifying monster to ordinary people.


  “You don’t have to do anything unnecessary,” I said. “Sure, the prejudice against witches has diminished after the Wenias incident, but the world still sees witches as threats. There’s no need to call attention to yourself. Besides, it’s my job to play the part of the villain.” I went up to the deck.


   


  As I stepped out onto the deck, a tremendous gale caused my body to stagger for a moment. High, raging waves swooped in on the deck, threatening to swallow the sailors into the water.


  “This is worse than I thought.”


  One of the sailors was swept by the waves and thrown overboard. Quickly, I leaned off the deck, grabbed his legs, and pulled him up to the deck. He was about to mouth a thank you, but when he saw my appearance, he froze.


  “It’s you!”


  “Yes. As you can see, I’m a Beastfallen. Now I know what you’re gonna say, but I also don’t want this ship to sink. I can only do manual labor, though, so just tell me what to do.”


  The sailor hesitated for a moment. Then he immediately gave me instructions. Following his orders, I ran around the deck. As a Beastfallen, I boasted the strength of several large men. Carrying cargo or securing ropes, tasks that would normally take a few people to accomplish, I could do all by myself.


  The sails caught wind, and the ship started sailing at a high speed away from the island. The mast creaked loudly, as though it was about to break, while the sail itself looked like it would burst to shreds at any moment.


  “Setting sail in this wind is just plain crazy!” I yelled over the raging tempest.


  “We know that!” the sailor yelled back. “But the dragon of Black Dragon Island attacks and sinks ships! If it sees us, we’re screwed!”


  “Why would a dragon attack ships?”


  “How should I know?! But it’s a fact that the dragon attacked two ships about a year ago! The first was a merchant ship, and the second one was a rescue ship! They both sank!”


  The survivors then testified to the existence of the dragon.


  “After the incidents, we always go all the way around the island! Now the storm’s dragging us to it. The Goddess sure is cruel!”


  I looked at Black Dragon Island fading away in the distance and the bird circling the mountain.


  “What’s wrong with that bird?”


  Feeling something off, I strained my eyes.


  The island should have been moving away, but the bird appeared to be bigger than before.


  “It’s getting closer?”


  The closer it got, the more I realized just how gigantic it was.


  “No, that’s not a bird.”


  Black rocks covered its entire body, not feathers. Its wings, flapping slowly, whipped up winds stronger than a storm, stirring up the raging sea even more violently. It had four limbs with sharp claws and a long tail. A reptilian head rested at the end of the long, slender neck extending from its body. Two huge, twisted horns protruded out of its head.


  The sailor grunted in despair. “It’s the dragon!”


  Screams filled the deck. The whole place was in an uproar, as if someone had stirred up a hornet’s nest.


  “Captain! We can’t outrun it!”


  “Get the cannons ready! Shoot it down at all costs!”


  No. We’re not gonna make it. The dragon would catch up to the ship before the sailors could even load the cannons.


  Overawed by the presence of a dragon, I stood there dumbfounded. Then finally I put my hand to the sword hanging on my waist. If that thing rammed into the ship, it would definitely sink. Then my journey with Zero would end here.


  I drew my sword and ran up to the bow.


  “Chapter of Hunting, Verse Four: Kudra! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”


  A familiar woman’s voice pierced through the sailors’ shouts. At the same time, an explosion erupted around the approaching dragon, causing the dragon’s massive body to recoil wildly in the air. The creature let out a deafening shriek.


  Covering my ears, I looked around the deck in search of Zero. Then I saw a woman in a black cloak standing atop the ship’s yard, her long silver hair fluttering in the air.


  “Look!” a sailor shouted.


  The dragon regained its position in the air and slowly shook its head. Its black outer shell had partially peeled off, revealing glistening silver scales.


  The dragon quietly looked at Zero. Its eyes were on her, yet all the hair on my body was standing on end.


  It was furious. The dragon realized that it was Zero who attacked it. After a moment of silence, an earth-shaking roar erupted from the dragon’s massive body.


  The distance between the dragon and the ship was the length of its body. Its wings produced powerful gusts that rocked the ship. Zero staggered.


  “Over here!” I yelled.


  Zero looked down at me and leapt off the yard. Immediately after, the dragon’s long tail swooped down, calming the sky and snapping the mast down the middle. The huge wooden pillar fell, crushing part of the deck. Ropes snapped everywhere, and shattered pieces of wood rained down.


  I somehow managed to catch Zero amidst all the chaos, then dropped down to protect her from the debris.


  “Mercenary, the dragon looked at me with malice! It wants to kill me!”


  “I mean, it makes sense. You kinda used Magic on it the moment it showed up.”


  “That is not what I meant!”


  “Do we really have to discuss this right now?”


  “It is aware of Magic.”


  What?


  Before I could say anything, a nearby explosion and a flash of light stunned me for a split-second. A loaded cannon must have misfired.


  “Mercenary!” a voice shouted in the distance. No. All sounds felt distant to my ears. The explosion had wrecked my eardrums. My vision was blurry and white.


  “The ship is sinking! All hands, abandon ship! Abandon ship!”


  Zero pulled my hand. Then the floor tilted wildly, tossing us into the raging sea. I quickly spotted Zero underwater, pulled her up and held on to a floating plank. I then paddled endlessly towards Black Dragon Island, and somehow made it to shore. That was where my memory ended.


  I probably ran out of energy the moment we made it to shore and passed out. Zero was definitely in my arms that time.


  But the next time I woke up, I was in a dimly-lit dungeon, chained and alone.


  I woke up and found myself in prison. Not that there was anything unusual with that, but the problem was: Zero was not around.


  “Hey, what the hell is going on?! Chaining up a poor victim in a cage is just plain inhumane! What the hell is this country’s Church doing?! If you want to chain me up, at least toss me into a stable with fresh fodder instead!”


  I tried calling for her, thinking she might be nearby, but there was no answer. In fact, I couldn’t sense anyone else.


  All of my belongings had been taken. The only thing I had with me was the collar around my neck with a chain firmly fixed to the stone wall, severely restricting my movements. The chain was so short that no matter how much I pulled on it, I could only move to the middle of the cell.


  In a fit of rage—well, not really—I started shouting at the top of my lungs, shaking the chains wildly. I even found myself annoying.


  When holding a Beastfallen captive, it was standard practice to tire them out by starving them. If I stayed quiet, they might neglect me for seven days.


  I’m gonna go wild, then if no one shows up, I’ll pretend to be dead.


  If silence immediately followed the ruckus, someone would come to check.


  Okay, I’m getting tired already. Maybe I should just cut it short, and pretend to be dead now.


  “It sure is lively for someone who washed up ashore after their ship sank.”


  I heard a young woman’s voice just as a door creaked open. I stopped flailing about and turned my attention to the sounds out of my vision.


  Three sets of footsteps. One woman, and two men.


  “It’s been like that since it woke up,” the prison guard told the woman. “It’s too scary, I can’t get close.” His tone was humble. “It’s an evil monster. We should starve it and cut off its head. There’s no need to keep a Beastfallen alive.”


  “Keep your mouth shut,” the other man rebuked. “That is for the princess to decide.” His footsteps were firm, like that of a soldier’s.


  But I must say, I did not expect a princess. I could easily guess their relationship without seeing them. I pictured a nicely-dressed princess, her escort, and a pitiful prison guard showing them the way.


  And sure enough, a trio that fit the exact description in my mind appeared in front of my cell. Slight correction. Everything was just as I expected, except for one thing.


  The woman was not wearing a dress, but black armor made to fit her slender body. Even at a distance, I could see the ridiculously intricate design adorning the whole armor. Polished to a shine, it had no scratch on it, which made it look more like an armor-shaped ornament.


  Anyway, it was surprising to see a high-class woman wearing something other than a dress.


  “Whoa, hold up,” I said with a mocking tone. “What’s with the getup? Even a titular knight would wear better armor. Or is that the trending outfit for the royal family?”


  “Watch your mouth, bastard! Do you know who you’re talking to?!”


  “No idea. We haven’t been introduced yet, unfortunately.”


  Enraged, the escort stepped forward. As I surmised from the sound of his footsteps, he was the very picture of a straight-laced man. He looked to be twenty at most. He wasn’t a child, but he was definitely young. An uptight knight obsessed with proper decorum was already stifling in itself, but his short, trimmed red hair simply added to it.
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“Stand back, Gouda,” the woman said. “I will speak to this one.” Contrary to the knight, her voice was refreshing.


  I finally had a good look at her face. Her hair was a lustrous honey color, her long bangs parted into a braid on each side and tied up behind her head. It was an elaborate hairstyle, typical of the nobility. The over-decorated monocle on her right eye made her already stern-looking face even more unpleasant.


  What a shame.


  She was not my type at all. Not that I was in any position to be picky with women, considering my status and appearance. I thought she was beautiful, but not as beautiful as Zero.


  As I studied the woman closely, a smile appeared on her lips. “I’m glad to know you are able to understand human language,” she said.


  “Is this the first time you’ve seen a Beastfallen? If you’re here to see a talking monster, I’d appreciate it if you’d throw some gold coins at me.”


  “You are very articulate. I suppose we have nothing to worry about, then. I’m sure you’re upset about being chained, but it’s not wise to place a Beastfallen like you into custody with the others. You understand that, right?”


  Her imperious tone pissed me off a little, but I felt relieved as well. She mentioned “others.”


  “There are other people who got washed ashore besides me, right?”


  “Dozens of sailors have washed ashore on the island’s beaches. Those we found have been gathered together in one place and are being treated.”


  I felt uneasy earlier, thinking Zero was still lying on the beach alone. I could relax for now, at least.


  I yanked on the chain and leaned forward. “There should be a silver-haired woman among them. She was with me on the beach. Is there a chance you can bring her here? She’s my employer.”


  “Employer?” She lifted an eyebrow.


  “I’m a mercenary, you see. She’s a conspicuous woman, so she should be easy to spot. She will testify that I’m harmless. Oh, and where’s my stuff? There’s a—”


  “Forget about it,” she said, her tone sharp all of a sudden.


  I was about to say I had a permit issued by Wenias that should serve as proof of our identity.


  “I’m sorry?”


  I didn’t quite understand what she meant. Forget what? Was there any part in our conversation that I should forget?


  “Did you spill some kind of confidential info just now? ‘Cause I don’t think I caught it. Anyway, if you’ll let me out, I’ll gladly forget it. Actually, I already did.”


  “I’m saying you should forget about your employer.”


  “What?”


  “She’s dead. You belong to me from this day onward. That is your best choice.”


  Wait. No, no, no.


  She just made it sound like she found a puppy and decided to take it home. Actually, that was probably what it felt like to her.


  Zero is dead? No way. She was definitely breathing when I dragged her on the beach. I was sure of it.


  I shook my head. “You should get your head checked, idiot.” I put on my best smile.


  Her escort turned pale, the prison guard was speechless, but the woman still wore the same look.


  Glaring at the lady, I decided to provoke her. “I think too much power’s gotten into your head that your brain’s not getting enough oxygen, little lady. Did you think that if you told me she was dead, I would just say, ‘Okay, I guess I’ll work for you now’? Go peddle your bullshit somewhere else ’cause I ain’t buying it.”


  “Do you think I’m lying? How can you be so certain?”


  “Because I swam desperately to shore with her in my arms. She was definitely alive then. If she was dead, she’d be lying on the beach now. You can bring her corpse to me, then I’ll believe you. Oh, don’t get me wrong, though. Even if she was actually dead, it doesn’t mean I’m gonna become your property. I have a right to choose my employer.”


  “Lowly monster!” the escort hissed. “I will make you understand the situation you’re in!” Drawing his sword, he snatched the key from the jailer and rushed towards the cell.


  “Gouda,” the princess said sharply. “I told you to stand back.”


  “But Princess!”


  “It wants either of us to get near the cell so it can take us hostage and demand to be released. How can you not see that?”


  The man’s eyes widened. He then cast his eyes down bitterly, thrust the keys back to the jailer, and turned around.


  “I will excuse myself,” he said. “I need to check on the survivors.”


  “I’m counting on you,” the woman replied.


  “As you wish.” The man climbed up the stairs with heavy steps and left the dungeon.


  “What was he even doing here?” I wondered.


  He came here, yelled, got reprimanded, then left. What an idiot.


  “He was probably trying to protect me,” the woman said without a hint of a smile. “Your appearance is so terrifying that someone timid would faint at the sight of you.”


  “Beastfallen are probably not a common sight on this island. Nevertheless, I’m not gonna be your property.”


  “You are already mine, whether you agree to it or not. And I am not the type to flaunt my property.”


  “What?” I turned pale.


  “If you want to live in this cell for the rest of your life, I won’t stop you. You can do whatever you want. I’m a busy person, so I don’t know when I’ll be able to visit you next, but don’t worry. I will make sure you receive food three times a day. I just hope the jailer won’t poison your food out of fear, though.” She turned around.


  “Hey, wait a minute! You’re bluffing, right? If you think I’m gonna fall for it, think again!” She kept walking without looking back, her steps firm. “Are you even listening, you arrogant bitch!”


  She’s serious. She actually plans to leave me here.


  If I let her go, it could be a year before I get the next opportunity to get out of my cell. The only thing I could look forward to would be my meals, which would probably just be leftovers.


  “Fine! You win!” I screamed. “You can do whatever you want with me. Make me your slave, or pet, or overcoat. Just get me out of here!”


  She never stopped walking. It’s no use. The only way to stop her was to submit myself completely. Farewell, my pride and dignity.


  “I apologize for my rudeness! I offer you my loyalty! I will do as you command, so please let me out of here and allow me to serve you!” I was only pretending, of course, but it was still utterly humiliating.


  After playing hard to get, the woman finally stopped and sauntered back to my cell, wearing a smug look. Never before had a woman’s smile made me want to punch her face so badly.


  “Very well, if you insist. I will allow you to serve me,” she said. “I am the princess of Nordis, the kingdom that rules over Black Dragon Island. You have my permission to call me ‘Princess.’ I have always wanted to own a rare Beastfallen like you.”


  Interlude: Nation of Magic


  When Zero woke up, she found herself alone.


  Amidst all the noise—the crashing waves, murmur of people, pained grunts, and shouts—she lifted her body up, and realized she was on a sandy beach surrounded by cliffs. She turned her head up and saw forests and mountains on top of the cliffs. Houses and castles were clustered together along the slopes.


  “Mercenary?”


  Shaking her head a little, Zero looked for her companion. She should be able to spot his huge body if he was nearby, but she couldn’t find him anywhere on the beach.


  Zero scowled. He left me alone again, she thought. Unfortunately, the person she wanted to grumble to was not around.


  “Fine. I will search for him,” she said. “Did someone take him away? What a troublesome mercenary.” Zero stood up and snapped her fingers. For a moment, a wind rose, drying her hair and cloak completely. All she needed to do then was brush the salt off.


  It feels a little chilly without that mass of heat nearby. I can not relax. I need to find him quickly.


  “For that, my best option is to follow those people.”


  People started gathering in droves on the beach. One didn’t need to be a seasoned mercenary to know that they were from this island. Judging by their matching outfits, they were probably members of some public organization, rather than farmers or corpse-scavenging bandits.


  “Search for survivors!” a man yelled. “Put those who can’t move in the wagons!”


  Zero approached them and then climbed onto the wagon without a word.


  “Hey, you!” another man barked at her. “Only those who can’t move. If you can walk, then follow the soldiers over there—”


  Zero lifted her hood, revealing half her face. “I cannot move,” she said with a pained look.


  “You may take a ride!”


  His decision was quick. The only one who could resist Zero’s good looks was Mercenary.


  After receiving approval, Zero lay down on the wagon. A sailor was moaning in pain next to her, bleeding profusely from his stomach. He would probably not last long.


  What would Mercenary say in this situation? she wondered. After pondering it over for a moment, she placed her hand on the sailor’s wound.


  “Consider this my passenger’s fare,” she said. “I do not take free rides.”


  Smiling, Zero pulled her hand away. Anguish disappeared from the sailor’s face as his wound closed and the blood stopped flowing.


  Zero went back to lying down.


   


  The wagon trudged through the forest and soon reached a city near a castle. The place was far from lively, with burned down and crumbling houses here and there. Zero cocked her head as she spotted people living in such broken buildings.


  It looked like a war ravaged the place. The one thing worth noting was the entrances to underground all over.


  Leaning out of the wagon, Zero tugged on the sleeve of the man pulling the horse. “Where do those entrances lead to?” she asked.


  “Underground tunnels,” he answered. “Here in Nordis, you can get gems of fine quality underground. That’s why there are tunnels.”


  “So the workers use the entrance to go underground.”


  “Yes.” The man shot a glance at Zero’s face, then quickly turned his gaze back to the front. He cleared his throat. “It’s a little different now. They’ve added more entrances so that all of us, not just the workers, can enter the tunnels quickly. You saw the dragon, right?”


  “Yes,” Zero said. “We were attacked by it.”


  “It sometimes descends to town. When it does, everyone hides underground.”


  “I see.” Zero finally understood why the houses were destroyed and the outer wall of the castle towering in front of her was crumbling in places.


  The wagon stopped in front of a crumbling wall. The main gate of the castle was facing a square plaza, where a stone monument stood in the middle. Those who could walk seemed to be gathered around the monument.


  The injured were being transported directly into the castle, so Zero jumped down from the wagon. She didn’t think Mercenary would be severely wounded, and she was interested in the current situation.


  As Zero approached the crowd of people, the sailors opened a path for her. Without saying a word, she strode to the front. She looked around, but when she found out that Mercenary wasn’t here either, she felt disappointed.


  Then, a man who looked to be a knight walked to the platform in front of the monument. Young and masculine, he had bright-red hair trimmed short.


  “Gentlemen!” he bellowed. “As you already know, you are in Nordis, the kingdom that governs Black Dragon Island. You were attacked by a dragon and washed ashore. I would like to explain a few things to you.”


  “First! You can’t leave this island. There are no ships here and no ships come to this place.”


  There was a stir among the crowd.


  “Second! Each person living on the island is assigned a role. That role will be selected by us to fit each person’s aptitude.”


  “So you’re going to decide what job we can take?! Bullshit! We’re sailors!”


  “It’s an absolute requirement for residents of this island. If you don’t like it, then go cut down some trees, build a boat, and set sail! If you’re not afraid of the dragon, that is.”


  The hot-blooded sailors quieted down.


  “Good.” The red-haired man nodded. His next words shocked the crowd. “Three! The Church has no influence in this kingdom, and we value Magic. All of you are no exception! We will now test your aptitude in Magic!”
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Chapter 2: The Princess and Her Horse


  I couldn’t quite wrap my head around how a princess, wearing armor, came to see a Beastfallen directly.


  Don’t princesses usually wear beautiful dresses, spending their day embroidering, reading poetry, giving alms to the poor, and praying in a church?


  Then again, this was the first time a princess honored me with their presence directly. If someone told me all princesses were like this, I would have no counterargument.


  State of affairs differed between different nations. I wouldn’t be surprised if an island with a dragon had some complicated and mysterious issues.


  The first thing the princess made me do was put on the handcuffs and shackles by myself. The chains on them restricted my movements severely. If the chains weren’t thin and made of metal, that is. I could break them if I really wanted to. Although, she didn’t look dumb enough to not have considered that.


  “Are you concerned about the thickness of the chains?” she asked, as if reading my mind. I lowered my ears, and she chuckled. “Those shackles and chains aren’t meant to restrain you. They are accessories to let people know that you are my property.”


  “Now I really want to break them.”


  “Don’t be childish. The chains also serve as your protection. With it, the powerless will acknowledge you. If you tear those chains apart and go on a rampage, you will be killed.”


  “Not if I take the princess hostage.” I bared my fangs to threaten her.


  But not only was she unfazed, she didn’t even look at me. “I suggest you give up the idea,” she said. “I’m more powerful than you. There is not a chance that you can take me hostage.” Her voice was filled with confidence, as if she didn’t doubt her own abilities in the slightest.


  I highly doubt this skinny lady is stronger than me… Then again, she could be an expert swordswoman. The priest from Akdios was a lean man, but he was extremely skilled.


  The princess took me out of my cell and led me through a long corridor and up a narrow flight of stairs.


  Clouds covered the skies outside, but just having left the dimly-lit dungeon, the brightness was dazzling. The air was pleasant and refreshing, and even though I was bound by chains, it felt great to be free.


  As my eyes adjusted to the light, I surveyed my surroundings and found myself in a back yard surrounded by walls on all sides. A stone wall stood in front of me, while a stone-built castle loomed behind. It was old, with only a keep and the rampart.


  There were no guards at the entrance to the dungeon, probably because there were no other prisoners besides me. Although, I wasn’t exactly a prisoner either.


  “First, you should cleanse yourself,” the princess said.


  “Cleanse?”


  I looked around and saw a well nearby. She wanted me to wash off the seawater and dirt with water from the well.


  I guess asking for hot water would be too much. Giving up on the idea, I drew some water and poured it on my head. The underground water was so cold, I felt like crying.


  I couldn’t really extend my arms out, and I could barely walk normally. Overall, it was difficult to move around. Since I couldn’t remove my clothes, I had no other choice but to wash my body over them.


  “Get rid of those filthy clothes,” she said. “I’ll have something more suitable for you later.”


  “You want me to stay naked until then? No way! Where’s my stuff anyway? I’ve got some clothes I can wear in there.”


  “You’re white, so any color should fit you. Accessories would look great on you as well. That makes me so happy.”


  “Why, thank you for ignoring me completely! Come on, princess. You don’t have to give me back all my stuff. Just the knife will do. It’s a memento of a close friend. I’ll give everything else up as long as I get that.”


  “A knife?”


  Oh, we’re communicating now. Good. It didn’t seem like she was going to ignore me completely, after all.


  “I haven’t heard about a knife at all.” Her reply was immediate.


  “Can’t you check on it or give it a little thought before answering?! I’m not joking around. Give me back my knife!” I bellowed.


  The princess, however, simply looked away. “I told you, I haven’t heard about a knife. Anyway, you need to take your clothes off quickly.”


  “I’ll tell you what. If you give me my knife back, I’ll kneel down and kiss your feet. I want to do things peacefully, you know, but if you like things rough, then I might have to resort to a tactic that we mercenaries use.”


  “Hmm? You mean to use force? I thought Beastfallen were sharp creatures, able to gauge others’ power.”


  Man, this bitch is annoying as fuck. She barely reached my chest, but it looked like she was staring down at me from way up high.


  “You’re saying you’re powerful, eh? How about a little demonstration, then? I’m not gonna kill you, but I can’t promise you won’t have nightmares about beasts every night!”


  I poured strength into my arms, ready to break the chains.


  “Princess!”


  Then I heard the sound of hooves. I looked up. For a moment, I was completely speechless.


  “Wh-What the hell is that guy?! A human growing out of a horse?!”


  I wasn’t even sure what I was saying, but it was the only way I could describe its bizarre appearance.


  It was a chestnut-haired horse, and a human body was protruding out of the place where a horse’s head should have been. From that point up, it was completely human, even wearing a fancy, dark-green jacket. At first I thought someone was riding a horse.


  But that wasn’t the case. It can’t be…


  “A horse Beastfallen?!”


  “What are you so surprised about?” the princess said. “He’s a Beastfallen. Same as you.”


  “How exactly are we the same?! I’ve never seen his kind before!”


  There were many types of Beastfallen, but most of them were bipedal, like the wolf Beastfallen in Wenias, and the hawk Beastfallen I met recently in Cleon. Save for the wings on his back, the latter shared the same figure as me. We had the head of our animal half and we were covered in fur or scales.


  But this Beastfallen had two arms and four legs. Rather than an animal and human blended together, he was more like a human attached to an animal.


  “So Beastfallen like him are uncommon even on the mainland. That’s Raul, my beloved horse.”


  “Your what now? Wait, don’t tell me you ride him!”


  She didn’t answer, and instead turned to the Beastfallen coming towards her. “Is there a problem, Raul? I don’t remember calling for you.”


  “I’m sorry, Princess.” Raul reared to a halt, stamped his hooves, then bowed to the princess. “Things looked bad, so… I apologize for being intrusive, but I was worried.” He wore a look of concern.


  His face clearly looked human, but if you lowered your gaze a bit, you would see the body of a horse.


  The princess heaved a sigh. “You’re being overprotective,” she said, shaking her head. “We were just playing around a little. You need not worry.”


  “I understand,” the Beastfallen replied. “Who might that be?”


  “A Beastfallen I found today. He’s going to stay in the same stables as you for the time being. Kindly show him the ropes.”


  Raul turned to me and bowed. “You were aboard the sunken ship, weren’t you? I’m glad you’re safe.”


  “Uh… yeah. Thanks…” I fumbled for words. I just didn’t know how to talk to him.


  “Is something the matter?” He peered at my face with a look of concern.


  “Uh, it’s just…” I scratched the back of my neck, averting my gaze. I wrapped my tail around my leg and waited for the awkward moment to pass. “Sorry,” I finally said. “I know a few Beastfallen, but I’ve never seen one like you before. I just don’t know how to respond.”


  The shock I was feeling right now was probably the same shock that humans felt when they saw me, except the latter was amplified a hundred times. I couldn’t blame them for screaming at the sight of me.


  “Oh, is that all?” Raul breathed a sigh of relief. “I was surprised to see you too. I’ve heard stories of Beastfallen that were mixed with their animal half. I’m the only Beastfallen on the island, you see.”


  “Your existence alone is astonishing. On small islands like this, Beastfallen are either killed as soon as they’re born, or sold on the mainland.”


  “People tried to kill me actually, but I escaped. As you can see, I’m very quick on my feet.” He scratched the ground with his hooves.


  “And you’ve been the princess’s horse ever since?” I asked.


  “I used to run around with her on my back.”


  “You actually gave her a ride? Heh. Like a real animal, I guess.”


  “I am an animal.”


  “I meant to offend you. Can’t you be angry or something?”


  “I don’t get angry at people for telling the truth.”


  What a very mature horse. Does it have something to do with his herbivore nature?


  Smiling, the princess gently brushed Raul’s horse body with her slender fingertips. “Useful animals are sometimes treated with more care than incompetent humans,” she said. “I expect you to be useful to me too. If you are, you will be rewarded.”


  “You’re gonna give me meat or something? That would be an honor.”


  “No. Something like… Yes, the knife you were talking about earlier.”


  Eyes wide open, I leaned forward. “So you do know about it! Give it back, you bitch!”


  “If you want a reward, you will obey me quietly. Now take off your dirty clothes and cleanse yourself.” She flashed an elegant smile.


  She was really getting on my nerves. Fuck. I wanna strangle her so bad. But if I killed a princess, I would never get off this island alive. I could, but I would have to kill everyone else first.


  I decided to be patient until Zero arrived. She pissed me off, but at least she didn’t see me as an enemy or someone who could bring harm.


  Clicking my tongue, I ripped off my shirt and silently poured cold water on my head.


  Raul disappeared somewhere for a moment and came back with a dry cloth. I had never heard of a thoughtful Beastfallen before.


  “Hmm. You look unsightly without clothes,” the princess said. “And the water is ruining your fur.”


  “You told me to take them off.”


  Besides, I’m still wearing trousers. I’m not naked.


  “I was saying that you are better off naked than wearing that rag.”


  “Is that so? I deeply apologize for my lack of knowledge,” I said sarcastically.


  “What do we do?” The princess traced her finger on her chin.


  “Would you like to wear my coat?” Raul interjected. “It’s tailored specifically for me, though, so it might be a bit long.”


  Raul was as tall as a man riding on horseback. His head was a little higher than mine, and considering his cloak reached all the way to his horse legs, I would probably be dragging it across the ground.


  “I appreciate the offer, but it’ll get wet and my fur will stick to it.”


  “I just have to wash it afterwards.”


  Suddenly, Raul raised his head as if noticing something. He put his hand to his pointy ear, and his expression clouded.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I hear something.”


  I strained my ears. I could hear some noise. I didn’t know what it was, but it felt unsettling. A second later, a deafening explosion rocked the area. The princess covered her ears and squared her shoulders in irritation.


  “Was that the square?” she said. “What is Gouda doing?! Raul, give him your cloak. Whitey, you are coming with me.”


  “Whitey?”


  Is she talking about me? Probably. First, the governor of Ideaverna, and now this princess. What is up with people in power giving weird nicknames to Beastfallen?


  Before I could complain, however, the princess had already started running. Without much of a choice, I followed her with limited movement. After running for a while, Raul caught up to me and draped his cloak over my shoulders.


  “It’s a bit long, huh?”


  He cocked his head, a troubled look on his face, while his hooves drummed on the ground. The tremendous sense of discomfort made me quietly avert my eyes and look to the front. It might be a while before I would get used to this guy.


   


  “What is going on?!” the princess said. “Someone, give me a status report! What is Gouda doing? What was that explosion just now?!”


  She led us to a circular plaza just outside the castle gates, where a long monument stood in the middle. There were stores and houses nearby, but all of them were either partially destroyed or completely obliterated.


  I had no idea what just happened. From the clouds of dust and the screams and shouting, it felt like the final stages of a battle.


  Apparently the sailors that washed ashore were gathered there. The men were nestled together, pointing near the monument, panicking.


  “Your Highness!” A guard rushed over and knelt before the princess. “We had just finished gathering the survivors and were about to test them, when a woman—” He was talking fast, clearly hysteric. He pointed at the cloud of dust.


  I lifted my head at the mention of a woman. The cloud of dust cleared, revealing two figures. The moment I saw one of them, I heaved a sigh of relief.


  “I knew you were alive!”


  Only one woman in this world wore a baggy cloak, a ridiculously short pair of trousers, and thigh-high socks.


  But the relief didn’t last long. Something was wrong. Not with Zero, but the situation around her.


  “Did you say you killed him?” she asked, her voice low but clear.


  Her cold gaze bore into the princess’s escort, the man named Gouda. He was lying down on the ground.


  It was a horrific situation in and of itself, but one thing made it worse. Zero’s hood had been pulled back. Her long silver hair fluttered in the wind, her flawless fear-inducing features exposed. She was staring down at Gouda with ruthless eyes.


  Grunting, Gouda struggled to get up on his feet. Zero took a step forward, and the man froze. He looked straight at Zero’s face and swallowed hard, sweat dripping from his chin to the ground.


  “You killed my mercenary,” she said. “You skinned him and turned him into a rug. Is that what you said? Now you want me to forget about him.”


  Aw, shit. I facepalmed. Zero was searching for me. And by some unfortunate coincidence, Gouda told her they killed me.


  His answer infuriated Zero. I reminded her over and over not to get mad at the death of one mercenary, but she didn’t learn.


  Would she stop if I showed myself? She might just burn Gouda to ashes at this rate.


  “He was my one and only friend. If you killed him, then you must be prepared to die yourself. I am extremely vexed at the moment.”


  “W-Wait, Witch!” I yelled, taking a big step forward. “Calm do—”


  “Zahard, lofd, pierce fast and true!”


  An incantation came from right next to me. Shocked, I turned to the princess. She drew an invisible bow, as if she was casting Steim.


  “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”


  “Chapter of Hunting, Page Two: Steim! Grant me power, for my name is Amnil!”


  An arrow of light shot out of her hand. It flew straight to Zero, but before it could hit her, it dissipated without a trace.


  “It can’t be!” The princess was stunned. “My Magic failed?! No, I’m sure I cast it right!”


  “Wh-What do you mean your Magic?” I asked. “Where did you even—”


  Raul pulled me from behind. “I know you’re shocked, but please stand back for now,” he said. “It’s not safe.”


  “What the hell is going on here?!”


  “Raul!” the princess called. “Offering, now!”


  Raul stepped forward as if to protect me. Then suddenly, he slashed his palm with a small knife and offered it to the princess.


  After taking it, the princess turned to the guards scattered about. “Stand your ground! It’s only one woman! Now is the time to show the power of our Magical Corps!”


  Did she just say Magical Corps? My brain couldn’t process the situation fast enough. The princess used Magic, and then mentioned a corps. Does that mean there are others here who can use Magic?


  The moment I reached a conclusion, dozens of guards surrounded Zero and began chanting at once. They were casting the same spell, Steim. Countless arrows of light flew towards Zero.


  Zero, however, showed no signs of panic. “Ludicrous,” she muttered. With a single wave of her arm, the arrows vanished. Magic was a technique created by Zero herself. She mentioned before that her Magic couldn’t harm her.


  “It’s not working…” There was bitterness—or rather, excitement in the princess’s voice. “Where did such a powerful witch even come from?!”


  The princess inscribed some letters in the air with the knife she received from Raul. Then she started chanting rapidly.


  I took a huge step forward and called out to Zero. “Watch out, Witch! She’s using Beastfallen blood!”


  Recognizing my presence, Zero smiled. “Mercenary! I knew you were alive.” Then her expression froze.


  “A collar?” she mouthed.


  I remembered the state I was in. Ah, shit. This is not good.


  I was used to being chained and thrown into cages, but Zero was not used to having her companion treated like an animal.


  “My mercenary…” Zero’s gaze shifted from me to the princess. “Did you put the collar on him?!”


  “Chapter of Harvest, Page Eight: Kudra! Grant me power, for my name is Amnil!” I could feel the concentrated power gathering at the tip of the princess’s sword.


  Without a moment’s delay, Zero held her right hand towards the princess. “Negate! You will not cast Magic!”
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The princess’s spell dissipated. It was the same as when Zero dispelled Albus’ Magic.


  “No way!” The princess was confused.


  Zero flashed a calm smile. “It is my turn,” she said. “I will show you just how foolish you are for using my Magic to harm me! This is how you use Kudra!”


  Zero drew a pattern in the air with her fingertips. It was the exact same motion the princess did earlier, but I could see a difference in the movements alone.


  “Verdiga lum de Garg, O’ earth-shaking seedbed extending far and wide, crush the obstacle standing in my way!”


  “Wait!” I exclaimed. “You’re gonna kill me too!”


  “Cover your ears, Mercenary!”


  “Why?” I quickly followed her order.


  “Chapter of Harvest, Page Eight: Kudra! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”


  An ear-shattering roar echoed, and blinding light rushed towards us, turning my vision white. The impact was so immense I thought the earth would crack. Unable to stay on my feet, I crouched down.


  Several seconds later, the sound dissipated and the shaking stopped. I opened my eyes slowly. Quickly, I surveyed the surroundings, but nothing was destroyed and no one seemed to be injured. Raul and the princess were stunned.


  “Hey, look!” someone in the crowd shouted, pointing behind us.


  I turned around and my jaw dropped. The ruins standing behind us had all been blown to bits, leaving only a vacant lot. Not even a trace of rubble existed, just bare soil. There were no rocks or tree roots in the way. A little plowing could turn it into a nice plantation.


  “Oh, so it’s Magic for farming,” I muttered in realization.


  “Yes,” Zero said. “That is why it is called the Chapter of Harvest.” Her tone was playful.


  I turned around to find Zero standing right behind us, gazing at the field with satisfaction.


  “Come on,” I said. “I thought for sure you were gonna blow me up as well.”


  “I do not kill people with Magic,” Zero replied. “I said I would show you how to use it.”


  “How was I supposed to know how you use it?! I haven’t read the Grimoire of Zero!”


  “Oh, you are right.”


  Coming back to her senses, the princess rose to her feet. “I can’t believe it… The whole square’s turned into a field!”


  The blast had disheveled her hair, and there was a crack on her monocle. Seeing the arrogant princess flustered felt quite good. I’m a jerk? I’m well aware of that, and there’s no fixing it.


  “This is the power of Kudra? Then what was the Kudra I’ve been using all this time?! And why didn’t my Magic cast properly?!” Trembling, the princess glowered at Zero. “Why didn’t Steim work on you? How can you even use Magic?!”


  “How?” Zero cocked her head. “Because I am the one who invented Magic.”


  “Wh-Whaaat?!” Her voice, devoid of any dignity, was unbecoming of a princess.


  I couldn’t blame her. If some random woman who appeared out of nowhere declared she invented Magic, I would assume they were crazy.


  Ignoring the princess’ reaction, Zero turned to her, puffing her chest out arrogantly. “I am a witch of the Murky Darkness. I find meaning in meaninglessness and create something out of nothing. I am the one who created the Magic contained in the Grimoire of Zero.”


  The princess stared at Zero, mouth agape. She then glanced at the Magic Corps who stood no chance against the witch, and turned her gaze back at the perfect field created by Zero’s Magic.


  I guess everything that’s happened is proof enough.


  At the very least, the princess understood that Zero was several times more powerful than them. As if that was more than enough for an explanation, Zero turned to me.


  “Lower your head a little,” she said. “I will remove that collar. It is a sign of ownership, yes? You are my mercenary, yet you are wearing this. Does it not make me look pitiful?”


  “Not me?”


  Zero reached around my neck and snapped her fingers once. The collar, solid and designed for fierce animals, broke easily and fell to the ground. I could finally breathe easily.


  Rubbing my neck, I heaved a deep sigh. “Thanks. That thing was suffocating.”


  “It was nothing.”


  There was no point in staying chained any longer. I ripped the chains around my arms and legs.


  Nodding in satisfaction, Zero turned to the princess. “I am taking back my mercenary,” she said, flashing a smile.


  The princess’s expression hardened, but she could not say no.


   


  Sitting down, leaning against the monument, I watched farmers hoeing and sowing seeds on the field that just appeared out of nowhere in front of the castle, wearing a look of both astonishment and admiration.


  “We’ve got a field here, so why not use it?” the princess said.


  Her bewilderment only lasted a moment. The way she quickly pulled herself together and brought the situation under control almost made her look masculine. As soon as she realized there was a field ready for cultivation in the square, she ordered men to bring the farmers whose fields were destroyed recently. She was not your ordinary lady.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Raul said as he lay down beside me on all fours.


  Zero threw herself on the Beastfallen. “It is my first time riding a horse,” she said.


  “I don’t really mind waiting,” I said. “We’re partly to blame for this. So what is up with that woman?”


  “You mean the princess? Ah, isn’t she beautiful?”


  “I’m not asking about her looks.”


  “Let’s see. She’s a kind person?”


  “I’m not asking about her personality either!”


  Raul laughed softly, like a nice, young lad. I hate to say it, but I couldn’t imitate his laughter.


  “The princess is really a kind person. She’s easily misunderstood, though.”


  I lifted my arms, showing Raul the dangling chains.


  “Did she not tell you that it was to not scare the people?” he asked.


  “So you heard our conversation.”


  “There was just no other reason I could think of.”


  “For someone who’s treated like an animal, you sure understand her well.”


  “She treats me like an animal to protect me.”


  “What?”


  Raul’s smile faded a little. “I killed a person once,” he said.


  “Pretty sure any Beastfallen has killed at least a few people. If anything, it’s surprising how you’ve only killed one.”


  “I suppose… I heard that is how it is on the mainland. In my case, I killed my own mother.” Casting his eyes down, Raul spread out his arms to show me his huge body. “There is no way a normal person can safely give birth to this body. My mother died while she was pregnant of me. My father, wanting to at least save his child, ripped my mother’s belly open. Then he found me inside. I still remember the look of fear on my father’s face back then.”


  Strangely enough, he was already aware of things even before he was born. He remembered the voice of his mother as she spoke softly to him every day while he was still in her belly, and that he was the one who killed her. His own father called him a monster. In the end, Raul ran away soon after he was born.


  Raul knew he was responsible for his mother’s death. He understood why his father would want to kill him. So he ran, hid, and survived alone in the forest, eating fruits and grass while avoiding people. However, when he injured his leg and couldn’t move, a royal company in the middle of a hunt found him. He was about to be killed on the spot, when the princess, who happened to be in the company, saved him.


  “The princess knew I would be killed if she didn’t want me. And if a princess of a kingdom claimed I was hers, no one would kill me.”


  This all happened ten years ago. The princess had just celebrated her eighth birthday at the time. When she said she wanted the horse, crying and whining, her doting father couldn’t say no.


  “Hmm…” Zero mused. A moment ago she was lying on Raul’s back, staring at the sky with sleepy eyes, but now she was sitting, looking at me. “I see. So that is why she claimed my mercenary as her property. I can forgive her for that, I suppose.”


  “Well, I won’t!” I exclaimed. “At least, not until she returns Theo’s knife.”


  “Whether you forgive me or not, I don’t care.”


  As I heard sounds of footsteps and the princess’s indifferent voice, I raised my head. Raul stood up quickly, and I caught Zero as she fell off his back.


  “Princess,” Raul said. “How is Lord Gouda?”


  Zero’s eyes were asking who Gouda was, so I told her he was the princess’s bodyguard.


  “I see,” she mused. “Her bodyguard.” She had no intention of learning his name at all.


  Nodding at Raul, the princess pressed her head. “He’s testing the survivors, as planned. I thought he should get some rest, but he insisted he only had scratches.”


  “You need to get some rest too, Princess. You exhausted a lot of energy with your Magic earlier.”


  “I know that. But there is something I need to do first.”


  “Yes. I wanted to ask about that,” Zero said, slipping out of my arms. “Why is Magic so prevalent on this island? No.” She changed the question. “I will be direct. Where is the Grimoire of Zero?”


  The princess’s reddish brown eyes narrowed. After a moment’s silence, the princess sighed. “What if I told you I don’t know what you’re talking about?”


  “I will find it and take it. After that, I will take Magic away from every single human on this island. That is my intention.”


  “Do you really think I’ll let you do whatever you want in my kingdom?”


  “Allow me to borrow your words. Whether you allow me or not, I do not care.”


  Good, good. Give it to her, you genius witch, you.


  “You have seen my power,” Zero continued. “Your Magic does not work on me. I am making the demands. How you respond to them is up to you, but your actions will determine our actions. You are free to choose, whether or not to make an enemy of me.” She looked haughty and proud as she talked.


  Two arrogant women were glaring at each other. After a moment of silence, the princess sighed. Her lips were trembling upon closer inspection, like she was stifling her laughter.


  What’s wrong with her? Then suddenly she burst into laughter, frowning a little in pain. I couldn’t believe that such a cruel princess could laugh like an actual girl of her age.


  “I-Is there something funny?” Zero asked. “Mercenary, why is this woman laughing? Did my masterful way of speaking break her mind?”


  “No,” the princess said, still laughing. “That is not it. I apologize. It’s just… I’m delighted to find out you were just as I imagined you would be.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “When I was reading the Grimoire of Zero, I imagined what kind of sorcerer wrote it. I thought they must be intelligent, innocent, and ruthless. I wanted to meet them one day.”


  Wiping tears from the corners of her eyes with slender fingers, the princess knelt on the ground and pressed her forehead against the back of Zero’s hand.


  “No fuckin’ way!” I exclaimed. The bossy and stuck-up princess kneeling before someone?


  “It’s obvious that making you an enemy is not wise,” the princess said. “Welcome to my kingdom, Lady Zero. I am Amnil, the first heir to the throne. On behalf of the King of Nordis, its citizens, and the whole kingdom, I welcome you.”


  The princess led us out of the square, through the main gate, and to the inside of the castle. “I will take you somewhere you can relax,” she said.


  “It all started seven years ago when a sorcerer came to this island. He settled in a forest situated in the middle of the two kingdoms and spread Magic to the citizens of both places.”


  She met a servant on the way and told them to prepare some clothes. We then went through a gaping hole in the middle of the courtyard, down a spacious staircase that led underground.


  “Is there another country here besides Nordis?”


  “There was a country, to be precise. It was destroyed because of war involving Magic.”


  “What?” Zero said, her voice low. “So the sorcerer taught Magic as a tool for warfare?”


  “No. The Magic he brought to us was of two kinds. One was for hunting, and the other for agriculture.”


  “The Chapter of Hunting and Chapter of Harvest,” Zero said. “My guess was right. There are two chapters in this kingdom!”


  I blinked repeatedly. “You mean you expected this?” I asked.


  “The spell that the Magic Corps cast earlier was Steim from the Chapter of Hunting. And the spell used by the princess was Kudra. Which means at least two chapters were brought to this kingdom.”


  “Makes sense.”


  After descending a long flight of stairs, we arrived at a square landing. We then turned a corner where the stairs continued further underground. How far do these stairs go? I wondered. We had already gone so deep that I couldn’t hear any sound from above ground.


  “The two countries have always been on bad terms,” Raul said, picking up from where the princess left off. “Originally there was only one country, but for some reason it split into two. They were at war for a hundred years after that, and there was always a shortage of supplies and food.”


  “War is expensive, yes,” I said.


  Equipment and horses were expendable resources. People could not farm or hunt while they were out fighting. Everything you did required manpower, but these men were recruited to war and died, never coming back. Exhausted, the country repeated a cycle of cease-fire and war over and over again.


  “But seven years ago, Magic was imparted to the people, and everyone learned little by little. It made life easier for both countries. I remember those days well too. Everyone forgot about the war and worked hard to learn Magic. Sometimes both countries exchanged crops and game with each other.”


  But peace did not last. As people ran out of space, they began to want more. They thought they would become more prosperous if they had more land.


  Both Magic for hunting and Magic for farming were used the right way, but eventually, it became a tool for war. Both kingdoms fought for territory, dreaming of a more fruitful life.


  In the end, one country perished. I recalled someone once said that war was the most useful way to spread new technology. Humans are creatures of conflict. If a war broke out, they would accomplish a decade’s worth of evolution in just one year.


  “We went into a full-scale war two years ago. A lot of people died in a year. Both countries were exhausted and running out of supplies. It was then that the ruler of the neighboring country set foot into the Forbidden Land where the dragon sleeps, and woke it up.”


  “Was he stupid? Why cause another problem in the middle of war?”


  “They probably thought that if they could get the land occupied by the dragon, they could stop the war. Half of this island is the dragon’s territory, called the Forbidden Land.”


  “It was a foolish thing to do,” the princess said in a condescending tone. “They became too full of themselves. They probably thought that they could kill the dragon with Magic. Since ancient times, that kingdom worshipped the dragon and protected it for ages. Yet they turned on it and were subsequently destroyed. The ruler was devoured by the dragon. With Altaria’s unconditional surrender, the two kingdoms became one. This was a year ago.”


  Finally, the end of the stairs came into view. Beyond the last step stood a huge double door, wide open, with two guards standing in front. As soon as they saw the princess, they clicked their heels and gave a solemn salute.


  “Status report,” the princess said.


  “All clear!”


  They looked to be well-trained soldiers. Nodding with satisfaction, the princess walked through the door. I froze on the spot at what I saw, speechless. A world underground.


  “It’s a city.”


  I thought the door led to narrow tunnels and underground passageways, but what I was standing in now was a bustling town that stretched underground.


  The ceiling was quite high, and judging from the wooden pathway on the upper portion, they seemed to have bore a hole above to turn the place into a huge dome.


  It was no different from your typical city. Stalls were nestled around the public square where streets stretched from and extended to all directions. Crowds of people and sometimes carts came and go. The torch hanging on the walls made it incredibly bright.


  The colorful ores peeking out of the walls and ceiling made me realize something.


  “Is this a mine?!”


  The princess nodded. “Indeed. It’s an underground mining site that took hundreds of years to build, even bigger than the city above ground. This is the heart of Nordis. That is why our kingdom has been able to withstand attacks from the dragon all this time.”


  Crouching, I picked up ores lying around like trash and held them to the light. I could see pale-blue gems inside.


  “It’s fluorite.” Raul said, peering into the same ore.


  “It’s a gemstone, right? Shouldn’t you be taking good care of them?”


  “Well, you can get fluorite all over the island. Anyway, since trading ships stopped coming, there was no point in mining the gems anymore. Now this place has been turned into a shelter.”


  “More like a residential area, if you ask me. The dragon went on a rampage a year ago, right? Can you make all this in such a short period of time?”


  “This has been here for a long time,” the princess said. “Miners spent most of their day underground, so facilities were installed to make sure they had at least the minimum necessities to live. There have been some modifications, of course. With Magic, we can finish a ten-day job in an instant.”


  “Wow. That’s great application of Magic.”


  Zero looked around the square and smiled. “I would love to live here even if there was no dragon. It is just like the cellar I grew up in—the smell of soil, groundwater, and animal.”


  “Let me show you something better,” the princess said. “Come.”


  We walked deeper and deeper into the underground city. Compared to the ruins above ground, the city was full of life. Store merchandise sat on shelves carved into the earthen walls. There were chambers separated by woven textiles.


  I took a peek into a chamber and found a marble water tank filled with water. Many people gathered there to fetch water. Water running down from the ceiling like a waterfall constantly filled the tank. Any water that overflowed went out the chamber through a ditch in the ground. I followed the stream with my eyes to see where it went and apparently it flowed straight towards the cattles for drinking.


  “What is up with this mine?” I muttered with a sigh.


  “The water’s from an underground water vein,” Raul said. “The mining site is located quite deep underground. There’s an underground stream above so if you drill a hole in the ceiling, water flows down like that. Convenient, right? The princess made it so people could live comfortably in these otherwise normal tunnels.”


  “I’m impressed you all managed to carry out her plans. It’s a big construction project, you know. What is the king doing anyway?”


  “His Majesty has been sick for a long time. He expired a few days ago.”


  Expired. So he’s dead. Wait…


  “So she’s no longer just a princess, she’s a queen! How can someone so important just roam around freely like that?!”


  “She has not been crowned yet, so technically she’s still the princess…”


  “Who cares about technicalities?!”


  “Raul, Whitey!” the princess called. “Quit dilly-dallying and get a move on!”


  Apparently we had stopped moving. Raul and I quickly resumed walking.


  “Whitey?” Zero said as I caught up to her. She was looking at me curiously. “Yes, you are indeed white.”


  Zero probably thought that names were just a way to identify an individual. Whether I was called by my profession or by the color of my fur was up to the individual.


  “Shall I call you that too?” she said. “I think it is not a bad name. It ties directly with your features.”


  “Don’t!” I barked.


  The princess raised one eyebrow. “You don’t like the name I gave you?”


  “Of course, not! It sounds like a cat’s name!”


  “Huh?” Raul looked surprised. “I thought you were a feline Beastfallen.”


  “That’s not the point! I have a name that my parents gave me!”


  “And what would that be?” Zero asked.


  “It’s… No, I’m not falling for that one, witch! You’ll never learn my name!”


  “So close,” Zero said. “I almost turned you into my servant.”


  The princess stopped in front of a door at the far end of the tunnel. All other chamber entrances were covered with cloth, but this was the only one with a lock on it.


  “This better not be some kind of a trap,” I said.


  “Are you scared?” the princess asked. “Contrary to your appearance, you sure are quite the coward, Whitey.”


  “No shit! Brave mercenaries die first! And stop calling me that!”


  “I’ll go in first.”


  “Hey, wait!”


  “Stop dawdling, Mercenary,” Zero said. “Resisting at this point is simply shameful. I think you are adorable. You are like a kitten afraid of their first home.” She followed the princess and disappeared beyond the door.


  Raul glanced at me. “I can hold your hand if you’re scared.”


  Silently clenching my fists, I hit his horse body since I couldn’t reach his head.


  “Ouch! Wh-What was that for?!”


  “Shut up! Don’t you ever say shit like that again! It’s gross!”


  “I didn’t say anything gross… That’s just mean.” Raul twisted his upper body to check his horse half.


  “So, what’s inside?”


  “The princess seems to want to keep it a secret, so I’ll keep it a secret too. I think you’ll be surprised.”


  Then, as if affirming his words, Zero shouted. “Come in quickly, Mercenary! I am certain you will love this too!”


  I couldn’t resist at this point. With a big smile on his face, Raul opened the door, and I reluctantly stepped into the room. Pure white steam with a peculiar metallic smell to it smothered me.


  “What the hell is this?! Wait, I know this smell.”


  “Yes, it’s a hot spring.” I heard the princess’s voice coming from beyond the steam.


  I squinted. “Hot spring? Why bring us here—Aaah!”


  As soon as the steam cleared a bit and I could make out Zero and the princess’s figures, I turned my body as fast as I could toward the wall, screaming.


  They were not wearing anything. If my eyes didn’t betray me, both of them were naked.


  “Why? There’s only one thing to do in a hot spring,” the princess said. “To soak yourself, of course.”


  “She is right, Mercenary. You should hurry up and take off your clothes too. This hotspring is exclusively for the princess, but she is giving us special permission.”


  “Like hell I’m taking off anything! And you want me to enter with you?! No!”


  My voice echoed loud in the chamber. I’m a man! An actual, adult man! They want me to take a bath with women?! Am I in hell?! Or wait, maybe this is heaven?


  Well, both were in the afterlife. In this world, men and women bathing together was unheard of.


  “If you’re gonna take a dip, then feel free. I’m outta here. Like right now! Don’t you dare move. Like, for real. Don’t enter my line of sight!


  “Wait, Mercenary. There is no need to be so upset.”


  Suddenly, two pale arms wrapped themselves around my waist from behind, and I stiffened all over. The body heat I felt on my back definitely belonged to a human—Zero. In other words, a completely naked woman.


  “You absolute idiot!’ I pulled Zero’s arms off and put the cloak hanging from my shoulders over her head.


  She struggled to get out of Raul’s coat. “Wh-What are you doing?! I cannot see!”


  “No! What are you doing?! How many times do I have to tell you to show a little more decency?!” I shook her body back and forth, and the princess pulled her away from me.


  I quickly averted my gaze, to the ground or the wall, any spot I could look at safely.


  “What are you so upset about, Whitey? Is a woman’s naked body that unusual to you?”


  “Ah, god damn it! First Zero, and now you! This has nothing to do with what’s unusual or not! Women aren’t supposed to expose themselves to men!”


  “It was the Church that instilled the concept of chastity to the people,” the princess said. “As someone who practices Magic, I don’t concern myself with such trivial matters. I take it that’s the same for Lady Zero.”


  Poking her head out of the cloak, Zero nodded sternly as if nothing happened. “Yes. Being exposed is nothing to fret about. I want to get in with Mercenary.”


  It’s no use. Common sense don’t apply to these two!


  To my surprise, I realized that I agreed with the concepts of common sense, morals, honorable poverty, and chastity that the Church itself advocated. These two witches made me aware of that.


  It felt like I could look eye-to-eye with that creepy priest now. As I was trembling with fear and hopelessness, I heard a rustling sound, like clothes being removed.


  What was that? From what I briefly saw, neither Zero nor the princess wore anything. Cautiously, I opened my eyes and looked at the direction of the sound.


  I met Raul’s gaze. He was smiling. Now that he had taken off his tunic and underwear, I could see clearly the part where his human half and horse half met.


  Oh. It really looks like he was just stitched onto it. Then I quickly remembered something more important and stopped him.


  “Wait, you fuckin’ horse! Why are you entering the hot spring too?!”


  “Huh? Because it’s my job to help the princess with her bath.”


  “Outrageous! Absolutely outrageous! O’ God in heaven, this kingdom indulges in debauchery!”


  “The floor is quite wet,” Raul continued. “If you want to get in, please put your clothes in the basket there so they don’t get wet.”


  Ignoring my agony, Raul made his way to the water, his hoofstomps loud on the ground. I grabbed his body firmly and forced him back towards me.


  “Wh-What are you doing?!”


  “I should be the one asking you that! My employer is in there as well, not just your princess. You can’t look!”


  “I can’t wash her body without looking.”


  “So you’re gonna touch her too?!”


  “You two are free to frolic about, but do it in moderation,” the princess said. “Raul. Since we have guests today, you don’t have to assist me that much. You can keep Whitey company.”


  So there we were, two women soaking in a hot spring, and two men glaring at the wall while standing in attention.


  “Don’t worry,” Raul said. “I’m not going to look at your significant other in an obscene way.” He flashed a gentle smile.


  “Significant other, my ass! That’s not the point. It’s about common sense!”


  I started explaining the concepts of shame, chastity, and the like to Raul. He nodded as he listened. In the end he arrived at the conclusion that if there were people who didn’t like some things, then he would follow them. He clearly didn’t get what I was trying to say. Heaving a sigh, I gave up on trying to make the guy understand.


  “Besides, why are we in a hot spring anyway? Pretty sure there’s plenty of other places where we can relax.”


  “The princess says that this hot spring has the power to restore magical power. So when she gets exhausted after using Magic, she rests here for a while. There’s been too many problems lately that she hasn’t been sleeping well. This is the only place where she can relax.”


  “Was it all right to bring strangers here, then? Wait, we were talking about the Grimoire of Zero. Also give me back my knife!” I made sure the princess heard the last part.


  “I can’t hear you,” the princess said. “Can you come closer?”


  Damn it. She knows I can’t turn around! I can do it if I want to, you know. I don’t care about your slightly red cheeks or your sweaty pale skin… I don’t!


  “I didn’t know you have a lecherous side to you,” Raul said.


  “Shut up and mind your own business!”


  All three of them laughed.


  “All jokes aside,” Zero said, exhaling.


  The steam around me seemed to shimmer, and I gave a start for no reason. Fuck. I’m getting dizzy despite not being in the water.


  “Let me hear about the Grimoire of Zero, princess. As I mentioned before, it has been wrongfully distributed. I am traveling to retrieve it and to obtain information about the sorcerer who spread it to the public.”


  “What are you going to do with that information?”


  “Retrieve the grimoire and kill the sorcerer responsible for the Magical war on this island,” Zero said flatly.


  Since the original Grimoire of Zero was with Albus in Wenias, the one in this kingdom had to be a copy written by the bitch who killed my friend Theo in Cleon. Whoever brought the copy to this kingdom was no doubt Sanare’s accomplice.


  I felt my spine crawl. Sanare vanished with a knife pierced through her heart, blood dripping from her body. I found it hard to believe that she was dead. After all, she managed to perfect Necromancy. If she was dead, then I wouldn’t be able to rest easy until I ripped her corpse to shreds and feed it to dogs.


  “I see,” the princess said. “So you’re trying to get rid of Magic? Do you think inventing Magic was a mistake?”


  “No. But you said a lot of people died in the war caused by Magic. The technique I created left my hands and is being used in a different way than I imagined. I cannot stand it.”


  “But it’s impossible to have complete control over any invention. You should have expected Magic to be used differently the moment you created it. Now that it has happened, shouldn’t you be tolerating it, rather than taking it away?”


  “Tolerance is not an option. Deviating from a path is inevitable. But if it cannot be fixed, I will take away Magic from this world, even if it costs me my life. I do not care if I go down in history as an enemy of the world.”


  “That sounds like despotism.” The princess’ voice was low and criticizing.


  “What is right does not matter to me. I will simply act as I wish. If you want to call it despotism, then so be it.”


  The sound of Zero playing with the hot water with her fingertips echoed in the chamber.


  Raul had been glancing at the hot spring for a while now, a restless expression on his face.


  “If Magic is gone, the residents of this land won’t be able to live their lives anymore,” the Beastfallen finally said. His voice was quiet but clear. “Magic was introduced to this island seven years ago. There are children who do not know about the time when there was no Magic. They use it to plow fields, hunt, start a fire, and even cook!”


  Raul turned to the tub. Drawn by his sudden action, I turned as well. I was relieved to see that the steam was thick. I couldn’t even catch a glimpse of their bodies since they were submerged to their shoulders.


  “There are a lot of people who can’t use Magic, but even they rely on it every day! Even the sorcerer who passed on the knowledge is a very gentle and kind person. How can you think about killing them?”


  He was probably trying to say that taking Magic away at this point was basically oppression.


  But Zero didn’t yield. “If taking Magic away will cause this island’s citizens to perish, if I think it should be done, then I will do so. That is my answer.”


  “But—”


  “That is enough, Raul,” the princess interjected. “This person is a sorcerer by nature. We have fundamentally different ways of thinking. She is extremely logical and pursues what she thinks is best. Just like what I imagined her to be.”


  Even though they were in a tight spot, the princess still flashed a smile. “It is just as he said, Lady Zero. In other words, the outcome will be the same.”


  Zero cocked her head curiously. “What do you mean by the same?”


  “The end of our kingdom. We defy you and be destroyed now, or we agree with you and perish after ten years. The only difference is time.”


  “I see.” Zero laughed. “You have no reason to hand over the copy. There is still hope for you if you oppose me.”


  “Indeed. I said in the square that I would not be so foolish as to oppose you, but I take that back. Now that I know what you have in mind, I cannot say that going along with your plan and giving up everything is the best for our country. Besides…” Her voice sounded gentle and cheerful. “I genuinely don’t want to let it go. The first time I uttered a spell, the first time a little flame appeared on my finger, I was so happy I cried. My dull and stagnant world suddenly became colorful, and everything started to move. That’s how I felt. I just…” There was a pause. Then in a clear voice, as clear as Zero’s when she said she would take Magic away, she said, “I love Magic so much.”


  I glanced at Zero and frowned deeply. What kinda face is that? She was wearing a weird smile, desperately trying to suppress her joy—the joy of a child being complemented by her parent after showing them an awful drawing. It was hard to believe that the ruthless Murky Darkness Witch could make that expression.


  “Wipe that grin off your face,” I cut in.


  Zero’s eyes widened in surprise, and to hide her expression, she sank deeper into the tub so the water was up to her nose.


  No one cherished Magic as much as Zero. Even when Thirteenth warned her that it could destroy the world, she couldn’t bring herself to burn the Grimoire of Zero. She longed for the outside world, dreaming about Magic.


  She always wanted someone to say they loved Magic. Like how I wanted whoever tasted my cooking to smile and say it was delicious.


  The princess stood up, and I quickly turned my gaze back to the wall.


  “If you wish to meet the sorcerer who introduced Magic to us, I will contact them. The sorcerer still lives in the forest located between the two kingdoms. However, it may take some time to get a response from them.”


  “You’re aware that we want to kill them, right?” I said without looking at the princess.


  “Yes. Which is why it should be up to them whether they want to meet you or not.” She turned to the horse Beastfallen. “Raul, towel and a change of clothes.”


  Raul ran up to the princess with a towel in hand.


  “You should take a tour of the city until we receive a reply,” the princess continued. “Fortunately, tonight is the eve of a sacred festival. You should have no trouble killing time.”


  “Festival?” Zero asked.


  “Oh, the coronation,” I said.


  If the king was dead and the princess was the only heir, there should be a ceremony for her to become queen soon. It was a festival to celebrate that.


  “Yes. In conjunction with that, we are reviving an old festival that was abolished by the Church three hundred years ago.”


  “What kind of a festival is it?”


  “The Holy Dragon Festival—a festival where we offer a sacrifice to the dragon and pray for peace.”


  I pulled back a little. “Now that’s really old-fashioned. Are you gonna offer prisoners on death row as sacrifice or something? Wait, you really think that will quell the dragon’s rage?”


  The princess smiled. “I like your straightforwardness. Anyway, with this I will be crowned queen. This is the best way to unite the two kingdoms that have yet to open up with each other.”


  Soon after, the princess was standing by the bathroom door, wearing a loose dress. Looking back at Zero over her shoulder, the princess said, “There are many people in this town who use Magic like you imagined. Wouldn’t it better to make your decision whether to take away Magic or not after you see them? Hopefully, you will help us.” She started walking, but before she was completely out of the bathroom, she added, “After all, you cannot leave the island unless the dragon of the forbidden land is slain.”


   


  There were no ships on Black Dragon Island, and no ships came here either. There was no way to leave the place.


  The solution was simple. If we wanted to call a ship to the island, we needed to kill the dragon first to ensure a safe voyage. The logic was perfect.


  “So if we don’t kill that monster, we’re staying here for the rest of our lives? Fuck that!” I couldn’t hide my horror and shock.


  “Why are you surprised?” Zero asked, still comfortably stretching herself in the tub. There was no hint of tension in her tone. “You knew that when you washed up on the island. There is no point in panicking.”


  “So what? You want to settle down and live on this island permanently?!”


  “That is not a bad idea. I like this underground city. My life will certainly be enjoyable with you around.”


  I glared at Zero instead of answering. I had a goal: to avenge Theo’s death. Until I accomplished that, I would not allow her to end our journey.


  “Do not look at me like that. I was simply making a dull joke.”


  “Well, it’s not funny.”


  “It is a dull joke because it is not funny. There is no need to be so pessimistic. We simply have to slay the dragon.”


  “You’re making it sound easy.”


  Dragons were symbols of power, fear, and death. It was said that a flying dragon presaged a calamity. Some even said that the Church did not eradicate the religious worship of dragons and instead incorporated it into their doctrine because they were too powerful to be taken down.


  “Whether it is difficult or not, it does not change what we need to do.”


  “That’s true, I guess.”


  Before we could do anything, we had to kill the dragon first. I let my shoulders, ears, and tail drop, and shook my head in resignation.


  “Now, then.” I heard the sound of Zero climbing out of the tub, and I quickly averted my gaze. “Towel and clothes, Mercenary.”


  “Don’t you imitate that stuck-up bitch! You can wipe yourself and wear your clothes all on your own!”


  “Why the princess only? Unfair,” she grumbled. “You should treat me more nicely. Thirteenth did so.”


  I reached for a towel nearby and threw it at her with all my might. She yelped, and for a while I heard her squirming about. Then she wiped her body down and put on some clothes.


  “You all dressed up?” I asked.


  “Good question,” Zero replied. “You do not have to ask if you simply turn around.”


  “You keep messing with me and I’ll leave.”


  “There is no need to be so irritated.”


  I jumped as I felt a tap on my back. I turned around to see Zero standing there with a robe wrapped around herself.


  Okay. She’s actually wearing something.


  “Do you want me to take them off?” she asked.


  “I didn’t say that nor am I even thinking about it.”


  “No need to hide it. I have learned that you are a healthy, mature man on the inside.”


  I had said those words countless times myself, but now that she said it, it made me want to deny them.


  After a moment of silence, I pushed the door open. Then an unfamiliar frown greeted me.


  “What the…”


  “You are too close. Step back. You smell like an animal. And you should open doors more gently. Otherwise, you might hit people outside.”


  I couldn’t help but literally take a step back when the man bombarded me with both an insult and an extremely reasonable lecture.


  The man, still wearing his frown, cleared his throat. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Gouda, Captain of the Magic Corps. The princess has ordered me to be your guide. From now on, you will be under my supervision.”


  It was none other than the princess’s bodyguard who got his ass handed to him by Zero. He stood there wearing a full body armor, his hand resting on the sword on his waist.


  “Don’t do anything stupid,” he added. “I do not fear death. I would kill you to protect our people, even if it costs me my life.”


  Interlude: Undelivered Message


  In the middle of the continent lay Wenias, a kingdom that prospered as a transport hub. A civil war between the government and witches caused havoc in recent years, which ended with the kingdom deciding to coexist with the witches. In other words, it was a kingdom that had broken away from the Church. A nation frequented by travelers from all over had separated itself from the very organization that dominated the whole world.


  Wenias, however, didn’t massacre priests. It simply banned witch hunts and publicly acknowledged the existence of witches. Acceptance, tolerance, and the resulting peace. That was the strength of the kingdom of Wenias. Save for its approval of witches, there was nothing worth criticizing the nation for.


  The witches of Wenias were peaceful, disseminating a useful ability to the citizens. The kingdom was showing remarkable progress through new discoveries.


  While the Church vehemently condemned Wenias, it lacked the nerve to launch any attack for fear of the unknown—the great number of witches backed by the kingdom itself. A lone witch already possessed formidable power, but what would happen if they gathered together, conspired, and built a whole nation?


  For now, the kingdom of Wenias was quiet. Every nation was afraid to poke the sleeping lion. They feared that some country might invade Wenias, plunging the transport hub into a state of war.


  One country said no other nation in the world had decided to coexist with witches, so they should wait and observe. Another said Wenias was a den of sickening evil that must be destroyed at all costs. While one said Wenias was the ideal nation. It wanted to form an alliance and learn Magic from the kingdom.


  “They’re all so selfish,” Albus said as she plopped down on the desk where a massive stack of letters sat.


  A Mooncaller witch, she was the head of the Mages in Wenias. Her short, golden hair that glistened under the sun, her outfit, and her tone of speech made her seem boyish, but a closer look would tell you she was a girl.


  Albus reached for a parchment and slowly dragged it towards her. She sighed as she saw the contents.


  “No reply today, either.”


  The parchment was known as a Witch’s Letter, a valuable tool that allowed her to communicate in writing with distant people instantaneously. Its matching pair was with Zero and Mercenary, who were out investigating cases involving Magic. She hadn’t heard back from them for days now.


  “Hurry up and read it already, you idiot. Dummy! Moron!”


  “Now, now, young lady,” came a voice from behind. “They might be too busy. Just be patient.”


  It was Holdem, a white wolf Beastfallen and a servant of the great Solena, Albus’ grandmother. With Solena now gone, he currently served Albus.


  “I want a reply now! How dare they go on a trip while I stay at my desk all day doing work! All I’m getting are neighboring countries sucking up to us and threats from the Church’s followers. I wanna go on a trip too!”


  Here we go again, Holdem thought as he turned his gaze at the ceiling. It looked like he was begging the late Sorena to scold his moody, short-tempered, and young master.


  “What will happen to this kingdom if you leave?” Holdem said. “You’re doing great! The new Mages are improving, and they haven’t caused any problem at all.” He was trying to convince that she was needed in Wenias.


  Albus puffed her cheeks. “I know that! You don’t have to tell me. That’s why I’m here on my desk working!”


  “R-Right… My bad.” Holdem’s ears drooped.


  Glaring at the Beastfallen, Albus plopped down on the desk again. She frowned as she stared at the last two lines of the letter.


   


  Why don’t you come back here for now? I really miss you both.


   


  The text on the Witch’s Letter could be erased by blowing on it a little. Erasing from this side would mean the words on the other pair would vanish as well.


  “I know they’re not coming back. They’ve forgotten about me. They’re not even responding to my letters. I’m sure they’re having fun in their trip.”


  Albus blew out the last line in anger. I will not show weakness. I’m never going to write “come back” again.


  “I can do everything on my own even without those two!”
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Chapter 3: Eve of the Festival


  “First, have this.” Gouda held out a a goblet filled with a cloudy, orange-colored drink. While I was hesitating to accept it, Zero snatched the cup from me.


  “Hey!”


  Zero gulped down an unidentified drink that could potentially be poisonous and breathed a sigh of contentment.


  “Hmm, a familiar sweetness and a fresh aroma,” Zero said. “A rich yet refreshing taste. Yes, this is an extremely delicious cow’s milk. Am I wrong?” She shot Gouda a provoking look.


  The man nodded, shrinking back a little. He didn’t expect Zero to just drink it all without hesitation.


  “It’s fruit-flavored cow’s milk,” he said. “Drinking this chilled beverage after taking a bath is common practice here in our kingdom.”


  “Y-You mix fruit juice with cow milk? ” I asked. “I’ve never heard of that before.”


  Gouda picked up another goblet and held it out to me. I inched my nose closer. It smelled like fruit and milk mixed together. Mustering my courage, I put the cup to my mouth. The milk slid down my throat so easily that I found it hard to believe it was even milk. The sweetness of the fruit and the mild flavor of cow’s milk were perfectly balanced. I couldn’t help but drink it all down in one gulp.


  Still wearing a frown, Gouda nodded a few times. “Come with me,” he said, as though some kind of ritual had just ended.


  Zero and I exchanged glances, then followed the man.


  “So the princess asked you to be our guide,” I said. “But aren’t you a big-shot? You know, being the captain of the Magic Corps and all. You should let your subordinates do it.”


  “The others have their own work to do.”


  “And you don’t have one?”


  “My job is to follow orders from the princess.” Gouda looked away grumpily.


  Wow. He really doesn’t like me. It was like he got a stick up his ass. He should take it a little easier. He was still young, yet he always wore a frown on his face. He keeps that up and his face might never return to normal.


  “I mean, I’m honored to have a bigshot as our guide. So when am I getting my stuff back?”


  “We’re gathering them at the moment.”


  “What?”


  Gouda let out a huge sigh of annoyance. “The prison guard took them all,” he said. “Here in Nordis, the jailer is free to do whatever they want with a prisoner’s belongings. And he either sold or traded your things. We are in the process of retrieving them all.”


  “A-Are you serious?! How can you do that to other people’s stuff?! I wasn’t even a prisoner!”


  “To the prison guard, everyone thrown into jail are prisoners!”


  “I mean, I get that, but still.”


  It was too outrageous. Why was he even yelling at me when they were the ones who took my stuff? It didn’t make any sense. My thoughts might’ve shown on my face—of course Gouda couldn’t possibly read my expression when I had the face of an animal—because he awkwardly softened his tone.


  “This is all that was left.” Gouda held out a somewhat big, familiar knife to me.


  “It’s Theo’s knife!” I shouted despite myself.


  I grabbed it and pulled it from its sheath to check for chips on its blade. It was in good condition as always, neither chipped nor dulled.


  I felt relieved. Just having the knife returned to me decreased my antagonism towards the princess and Gouda by about eighty percent.


  “All of your gear was too big for a normal person, but this was normal-sized, so the guard didn’t sell it, opting to keep it for himself. I asked him and found it easily. If I didn’t, a blacksmith could’ve melted it already.”


  A chill went down my spine.


  “You must be glad to have it back.”


  “Huh?”


  “It’s a memento of a close friend, isn’t it? The princess told me.” Gouda resumed walking down a path that led to who-knows-where.


  “Intriguing,” Zero murmured.


  “Agreed,” I said.


  He could’ve easily ignored my demand, like how the princess feigned ignorance when I asked for my stuff back in the underground cell. But Gouda said he prioritized the search for the knife.


  “I might not dislike that man as much as I first thought,” Zero said.


  “But we don’t know how he feels about us. First impressions are definitely the worst.”


  After all, Zero wiped the floor with the captain of the Magic Corps in front of the public eye. Zero, not caring about such complicated human relationship matters, quickened her pace and walked alongside Gouda.


  “I thought you were going to show us around?” Zero said. “You have been walking in silence for a while now.”


  Gouda gave a jerk, and distanced himself from Zero, as if an animal he hated just approached him.


  “We’re simply walking towards our destination. I have nothing to talk about, and please stay away from me.”


  “Then answer my question. I am interested in this kingdom.”


  “Why?”


  “There was a magical warfare, was there not?”


  Gouda’s expression hardened. His frown deepened even further.


  “I heard that Nordis won and the other kingdom lost. I also heard that the two kingdoms were taught different kinds of Magic. So which was which? From what chapter did Nordis’ spells come from?”


  Gouda pursed his lips. “Hunting,” he said curtly.


  “So Magic from the Chapters of Hunting and Harvest clashed, and the former won.”


  “No, which chapter had nothing to do with it. It was purely a matter of the power that the kingdom possessed. Which side was more skilled with Magic. Look.” Gouda stopped and eyed a textile used to partition rooms.


  The image of a dragon, its protectors, and warriors being chased by the protectors were woven into the fabric.


  “Here on Black Dragon Island, dragons have been worshipped since the days before the Church. The dragon living in the volcano was thought to suppress eruptions, and people prayed for peace by offering sacrifices to the holy creature.”


  The princess mentioned something similar earlier. When the Church extended its influence on this island three hundred years ago, the ritual was abolished. Sometimes the Church did good things.


  “The Church also treated dragons as sacred creatures, but not as much as before. In those days, there was a famine. Crops didn’t grow, food supply was depleted, and the people were starving, so some people decided to look for food in the Forbidden Land. But the royal family opposed the idea.”


  “So that is what sparked the civil war.”


  The textiles showed those who tried to enter the Forbidden Land defeated in the civil war and driven out of the kingdom.


  A dragon was depicted on top of a volcano of boiling lava, and a kingdom lay at the foot of the sacred mountain. The people who were driven out of the kingdom were building a new kingdom on the coast.


  “Nordis was built by those who plotted to kill the dragon and were subsequently banished from the kingdom,” Zero concluded.


  Gouda nodded. “The people of Nordis are the descendants of hot-blooded warriors. The princess possessed outstanding smarts, while her men were warriors to the core, knights who preferred to fight with swords. In contrast, Altaria’s Magic Corps far surpassed Nordis in terms of aptitude in Magic, probably due to their scholarly nature.”


  “Then how did Nordis win?” I asked.


  “Did you hear the story about the king of Altaria being killed by the dragon in the Forbidden Land?”


  “I did,” Zero said.


  “The king had only one child, but his only heir could not use any Magic.”


  “Oof.” It was truly unfortunate.


  War is a battle of formations with the king at the top, giving orders to his pieces, the soldiers. If the king was incompetent, he wouldn’t win a war no matter how superior his soldiers were. Victory would be impossible unless the soldiers ignored the king and took the best course of action, or if they were so invincible that the king’s stupid plans would not even matter.


  In a war where Magic was key, the side whose leader could not use Magic would inevitably lose.


  “Well, they gave their unconditional surrender, so maybe he’s not as incompetent,” I said.


  “Where is this successor now?” Zero asked.


  “I…” Gouda paused, then took a deep breath. “I killed him. He was a worthless man who didn’t deserve to live. If he was capable, the king wouldn’t have died. They could’ve won the war even.”


  “What about the Church?” Zero’s question was completely different from the topic of discussion so far.


  “What?” Gouda said dubiously, unable to immediately comprehend the change in topic.


  “There should be a church on this island. The priest… No, the priest does not matter in this case. Were there no devout Church followers on this island who opposed Magic?”


  “There were.” Gouda sighed. “I was one.” He gave a dry laugh.


  My expression stiffened. “A devout follower becoming the commander of the Magic Corps?”


  “It was the princess’s orders. I have no right to refuse.”


  “That so. Must be tough having the gift even though you don’t like it.”


  Zero eyed me curiously. “It is the strength of your desires and emotions that determine Magic aptitude,” she said. “One would not have the gift if they did not like it. It is unthinkable.”


  “So, the captain of the Magic Corps over here is a devout Church follower, but loves Magic?”


  “That is not what I am saying.”


  “Captain!” a man called.


  Gouda stopped in his tracks. We had walked a long way from the bathroom. I didn’t even realize there were more people now. It was quite bustling all around.


  There were stalls with their wares lying on the ground and tables, performers controlling puppets to dance to some music, and stores that seemed to be selling honey-coated fruits on sticks.


  Now this is a festival, I thought.


  “Are you here for some sightseeing as well?” the man asked. Judging by his uniform, he was a member of the Magic Corps.


  “No,” Gouda replied, glancing at us.


  The man immediately understood and shook his head in annoyance. “I see. Another order from Her Highness. What does that little—”


  “Keep your mouth shut, soldier. Insulting the princess will result in punishment.”


  “But…”


  The man looked even younger than Gouda, like he just graduated from being a kid.


  “The princess thinks I need a break,” Gouda said. “I believe she pushed this task to me so I can enjoy the festivities as well.”


  “I call that being pushy. She just says “this is the best choice” every chance she gets and wears this look like she knows everything. What’s for the best is not for her to decide.”


  Now that I think about, she does say that a lot. Must be her pet phrase. I couldn’t help but laugh at the man for perfectly imitating the princess’ manner of speaking and even her arrogant expression.


  The young man eyed me curiously. “That guy can understand human language?” he asked.


  “Of course I can,” I answered before Gouda could say anything. “What do you think Beastfallen are?”


  The soldier looked amazed. “Wow,” he said. “Just like Raul!”


  “That’s enough, Guy,” Gouda interrupted. “What do you want?”


  Guy must be a nickname. I see. He’s quite close with Mr. Frowny Face here. That’s why he called out to him.


  “Nothing in particular,” the guy said. “It’s just we didn’t expect to see you here, so the guys told me to talk to you.”


  The young soldier shot a glance at the group of uniformed men gathered a short distance away. They waved at our direction.


  “If it’s not too much trouble, why don’t we all go around?” the soldier said. “Oh, I guess that’s a no, since you’re on duty.”


  “I do not mind,” Zero said as she stepped forward. “I quite like being around many people.”


  “No!” Gouda scowled, pushing Zero back. “Mixing up work and personal matters is unacceptable.”


  “But you were given this job so you can take a break, right?” the soldier said. “In that case, it would be more fun hanging out with everyone.”


  “Fun? Are you telling me to enjoy the festival?”


  Surprised by his own remark, the soldier lowered his head and said, “I’m sorry. I don’t think anyone would criticize you for enjoying the festival. Even my father.”


  Gouda heaved a sigh, but before he could say anything, the soldier raised his head. Delight returned to his face.


  “I’m going back to the guys. They’ll probably get mad at me for failing to invite you. See you later, Captain.” The man bowed and ran back to his friends.


  “Would you look at that? Your subordinates like you,” I said.


  “He just feels sorry for me,” Gouda replied.


  “I take it that boy does not like the princess,” Zero said. “Is he from the kingdom that lost the war?”


  For a moment, Gouda hesitated to answer, but realized there was no point in hiding it, so he nodded.


  Since they’re close, that means Gouda is from the same place as well.


  A young man who killed his own kingdom’s successor and became the head of the Magic Corps despite being a Church follower could not possibly enjoy the festival.


  “He’s the son of the previous commander of the Magic Corps. His father went with the king to slay the dragon and died. If we’re talking abilities, he would have been the next head of the corps, but the princess chose me.”


  “Why?” Zero asked. “You do not seem perfect for the position.”


  “It’s simple,” Gouda replied, his face filled with dismal resignation. “To set an example to the defeated kingdom. More than half of the corps’ members come from Altaria, and she chose the most unsuitable person as its leader.”


  It sounded like a depressing topic, so I decided not to poke any deeper and just enjoy the festival instead.


  The world is full of misfortune and absurdity. No amount of compassion could matter for all of them.


  Gouda’s kingdom fell to Nordis, and he killed his own useless prince. A devout follower of the Church, he was then selected as head of Nordis’ Magic Corps.


  What an unremarkable, commonplace tragedy. If you simply looked at the facts, you would think Gouda was being favored. I had no idea what he used to do, but he probably had the status to become captain of the Magic Corps, at least.


  Zero’s quickness in moving on from one thing to another was nothing short of impressive. As soon as she learned she could buy anything as long as Gouda was with her, she started reaching for all kinds of rare delicacies.


  She was currently holding a honey-coated apple on a stick, the one that I saw earlier. The fact that the honey didn’t drip suggested that it had been cooled and hardened with ground water.


  Zero deftly put the food into her mouth, not even smearing the area around her lips. She seemed to find it delectable.


  “Apples are on the sour side,” she said. “The sourness combined with the rich sweetness of the honey is marvelous.”


  “Oh. I thought it was some crappy food, but I guess not.”


  “Its simplicity is what makes it delicious. Let me tell you something, Mercenary. I will not tell you to take a bite ever again.”
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She was wary of me. Twice before when she told me I could take a bite out of her food, I devoured it all in one bite.


  I didn’t really want any, but her words made me want to try it. As I stared at the honeyed apple, Zero, sensing my intentions, opened her mouth wide and shoved the whole apple in.


  “Whoa, slow down! What if the great Murky Darkness Witch died by choking from an apple?! That’s just too sad!”


  She was savoring the apple while wearing a straight face. Well, as long as she doesn’t die. The picture of an incredibly beautiful woman with her mouth full of apples was disconcerting.


  For some reason, Gouda offered an apple on a stick to me. I stared at it in silence.


  “You want some, don’t you?” he said in a grumpy tone. “Take it.”


  “I’m not a kid, you know.”


  “No shit! It’s uncomfortable watching a grown man get depressed because he’s not getting his treat.”


  “I’m not depressed! I was just—”


  “Stop yelling. You’re too loud. And you stink.”


  Reluctantly, I accepted the food. It was small for my mouth, so I shoved the whole apple in. “Damn, that’s sweet.”


  “It’s honey, after all. It’s sweets made to look like a jewel and is a traditional Nordis food.”


  “What is this black egg, Captain?” Zero asked.


  “Are you sure that’s safe to eat?” I said. “Looks like some demon might just pop out of it or something.”


  “Demons do not lay eggs, Mercenary.” Zero eyed me affectionately.


  “I’m talking about what it looks like! Stop looking at me like I’m some dumb kid!”


  “It’s an egg boiled in a hot spring,” Gouda said. “They turn black for some reason.”


  “I don’t think a hot spring is hot enough to harden an egg,” I said.


  “No, it hardens over time. Just not completely.”


  Gouda took the egg from Zero and cracked open its top. Then a little of the still-soft white flesh overflowed, dripping to the ground.


  “The white is soft, while the yolk is hard,” he said.


  “I see. The yolk requires a lower temperature for it to change state,” Zero said. “So when you boil it at a low temperature, the white does not harden, only the yolk.”


  Zero sometimes spoke some kind of foreign language. Temperature to change state? What the hell does that mean? I stood there with a look that said I was completely lost. Zero seemed like she was going to start explaining, so I immediately changed the topic.


  “How do you eat it? Just gulp it down?”


  “Up to you. Some put salt on it.”


  “I will eat is as it is.” Zero put her mouth on the egg and slurped it down through the open hole.


  She trembled in delight as she chewed on the food. With the egg still in her mouth, she dashed towards the stall and grabbed a basket full of eggs.


  “You’ll get sick if you eat that much,” I said.


  “I will eat them one at a time, saving some for tomorrow.”


  “They can always make more tomorrow,” Gouda said.


  Zero’s face lit up. “Then I can eat these all today.”


  I picked one softboiled egg from the basket and cracked it open over my wide mouth. The white of the egg was not completely raw, nor was it hard. The yolk, on the other hand, was perfectly hardened and thickened. Mixing together in my mouth, they slid down my throat, leaving behind a rich egg sweetness.


  “Ah, I might have some of this tomorrow as well,” I said. “Actually I’ll have more today.” I quickly reached for a second one.


  “I understand how you feel,” Zero said, cracking the shell of another egg.


  “I’m glad you’re having fun,” Gouda said, with nary a trace of delight on his face.


  We then spent some time wandering around the underground city, checking out the stalls and performances. The city was much larger than I had imagined, with passageways stretching in all directions from the central square.


  “How far do these underground tunnels go?” I asked. “Actually, how big is this place?”


  “Almost as big as the city above ground. There’s one path that leads to the border with Altaria. They tried to invade the Nordis from underground, but gave up when they came across a huge underground lake.”


  “Underground lake? They were lucky they didn’t hit the bottom of the lake. One wrong move and this whole place would have been submerged.”


  Digging underground tunnels was a dangerous job. If you hit an underground water vein or lake, the water would rush into the narrow tunnel. I had even heard of toxic air killing people.


  “They struck a limestone cave at first. As they went through it, they found an underground lake. I went there once, and it was magnificent, like I could feel the will of God. The cave’s ceiling was much higher than a cathedral, and the lake was as big as the castle’s reception hall.”


  Feel the will of God, eh? Sounds like something a Church follower would say, all right. From how he uttered the words subconsciously, the Church’s teachings must’ve been drilled deep into him.


  “Can we see it? I am interested,” Zero said.


  “We can, but it’ll take about half a day to get there. It’ll be nighttime by the time we return. The festival will be over then.”


  Zero lost all interest in the underground lake immediately. She once again visited various stalls and clapped her hands in joy at the plays and skills entertainers showed.


  What surprised me was the number of people who used Magic like it was nothing. Seeing a performer use several floating blobs of light to direct his play, Zero muttered, “That is a basic spell from the Chapter of Harvest,” as if she had seen something incredible.


  I saw a cook using Magic to strangle several chickens at once, and I was shocked to see a child using Magic to light a torch.


  It had been seven years since the Grimoire of Zero was brought to this kingdom. There were children who didn’t know what it was like when there was no Magic.


  Zero nodded repeatedly as she paused to watch every single one of them, a gentle smile on her lips that I had never seen before.


  But Gouda’s face was hard. “Children are forbidden to use Magic,” he said. “What are their parents doing?!” He glared around with a terrifying expression.


  “If it’s forbidden, then I doubt they taught them,” I said. “How come there are kids who can use Magic?”


  “They learn it on their own from watching adults. Just by imitating the words and gestures, a gifted child can use Magic.”


  Hmm, okay. In Wenias, no one could use Magic unless Albus specifically gave them permission, but that was not how it worked outside the kingdom.


  “That sounds dreadful,” I said. “Kids who can use Magic could be stronger than most adults.”


  “Exactly,” Gouda affirmed. “A fight between Magic-wielding children could lead to disaster.”


  “Did someone die?”


  “No. Fortunately, in the early stages of learning Magic, spells don’t seem to be powerful enough to kill people. A direct hit from a Steim would only result in a small burn, but it would still be dangerous nonetheless.”


  “Speaking of which,” I said, glancing at Zero, “You said something about messing with the grimoire so that someone who’s not good at Magic can’t produce high power.”


  “The erroneous incantations,” Zero replied, nodding. “You can use Magic if you have the aptitude, but unless you have the training, you can not produce much power. I created Magic for the people. I assumed children would learn it as well.”


  “Magic for the people. Well, they’re teaching others, so I guess it worked out.”


  Gouda said that the sorcerer residing in the middle of the two kingdoms passed on Magic to the lowest class of people, not to the powerful. He made it rain in front of farmers who needed rain, and he shot arrows of light in front of hunters who had run out of arrows. He then carefully taught them Magic, saying they could use it too.


  The lower classes were not familiar with the teachings of the Church. Putting food on the table was more important to them than keeping their faith.


  As harvest and catch increased rapidly, the country realized that something was wrong. But how could you deny a technique that had spread to the people and was beneficial to the kingdom?
 What’s more, most of the citizens had already acquired an unknown power that could be used as weapons.


  “The royal family began to learn Magic somewhat later than the people,” Gouda said. “However, it was not so easy for the higher-ups to manage a technique that had already spread. A Magic Corps was formed, Magic administrators were deployed in the neighboring farming villages, and a list of people who could use Magic was created. Then a war broke out and now we’re here. But there are still too many problems. The complaints of those who can’t use Magic, the inevitable battle against the Church, and now a dragon is threatening to destroy the kingdom. It’s all a huge headache.” Gouda shook his head.


  “This kingdom is filled with problems, it seems,” Zero said, letting out a small sigh. “But…” Her voice took in a tone of sweetness, like she was watching a child fall and cry. “I think I still love this place.” Zero looked at me. “Mercenary, if I said I would gladly slay the dragon for this kingdom, would you laugh?”


  I thought about it for a moment then said, “Not really.”


  Citizens of this kingdom used Magic the way she intended. I could understand her happiness. It was nothing to laugh about.


  “I’m not gonna laugh, but Cestum is definitely involved here. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten that.”


  “I am not as inexperienced as to let my personal feelings get the better of me and forget my purpose. If I deem it necessary, I will destroy this kingdom no matter how much I love it.”


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  “Well, I’m not,” Gouda cut in, frowning.


  Shouts of joy suddenly erupted, echoing loud throughout the underground city. I lowered my ears.


  “What’s going on?”


  “It is coming from the square,” Zero said. “Is there a fascinating performance being held?”


  Gouda pondered over it for a while, then raised his head. “It must be the Magic tournament,” he said.


  “A-A Magic tournament? Are people killing each other using Magic?!” I exclaimed.


  “No, it’s a kind of mock battle that only members of the Magic Corps can participate in. People place bets on who wins. It was the princess’s idea, to make the people who can’t use Magic be more familiar with it. The first match is supposed to be at sunset. I see. So the sun’s already set.”


  “Aren’t you the captain? Why do you sound like it’s none of your concern?”


  “Because it’s none of my business.” Gouda didn’t sound the least bit interested.


  Zero, of course, couldn’t miss it. She bolted off, then turned to us. “What are you two doing? We will miss the entertainment. Show us to the best seats, Captain.”


  A stone-walled arena about the height of an adult’s shoulders lay in the middle of the square. When we came down from the castle, it was plain and hardly noticeable, but while we were away visiting the hot springs and stalls, it was decorated with brightly-colored cloth, flowers, and even large jewels. It looked dazzling now.


  In the arena, two soldiers were unleashing their Magic one after another, as if responding to the cheers of the crowd. The two sides had their own color, one red and the other blue.


  The red guy cast Steim. Using Steim as well to cancel it out, the blue side then created a gust of wind and sent his opponent tumbling. He followed it up with a dazzling light to keep his opponent in check.


  It looked like they were fighting while protecting the flags behind them.


  “Captain,” Zero said. “What kind of a competition is this? It seems to me like they are trying not to hit their opponent.”


  “It’s a mock battle. If you hit the caster with Magic, you’re out. If you injure someone with a bouncing rock or cause collateral damage with Magic, you’re also out. You can’t hurt the spectators either. Basically, they need to destroy the three flags on the opponent’s side while making sure no one is hurt.”


  As Zero requested, we were standing in the best spot—the special seats open only to staff. We were very close to the wall, and we could see every corner of the arena.


  There were two red flags and one blue flag standing. If the one from the blue side had his last flag destroyed, he would immediately lose.


  Then out of nowhere, the last flag of the blue camp was struck by Steim. The spectators cheered and booed. Blue cloths were thrown all over, blanketing the whole area in blue.


  If I had to guess, the cloths were probably used for betting. The bettor would convert their winning cloth to coin. Those with the losing cloth tossed theirs like garbage.


  “That sounds interesting,” Zero said. “I wish to try it.”


  “Are you serious?!” I exclaimed. “You can’t join them!”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you’re gonna destroy them! A grownup can’t just participate in a kids’ game.”


  “A kids’ game? Now I can’t let that slide, Whitey.”


  I heard hooves clopping on the ground, and the familiar, arrogant voice of a woman.


  “Our Magic Corps is composed of Mages who train every single day. In terms of pure power, they would not win, but this is a competition of skill, not power. It’s not about destroying everything with powerful Magic.”


  Her words were clearly a challenge to Zero. She seemed to be a little salty of the witch for blowing everything up with her Magic earlier at noon.


  Zero took the opportunity and accepted the challenge. “Are you saying that I am a fool who only uses force, Princess? I did not hurt a single person when I cast Kudra earlier today.”


  “I am not saying that at all. But this is a small, densely populated underground city. The environment is a little bit different from above ground. Surely even you cannot be certain of your victory?”


  I could almost see sparks flying between the two ladies.


  “This doesn’t sound good,” I said.


  Raul smiled next to me. “Her Highness looks like she’s having fun,” he remarked.


  Soon after, Zero and the princess were given gold and silver armbands. The arena’s decor were also changed from red and blue to gold and silver, and the spectators were clutching yellow and white cloths—to represent gold and silver, most likely. The whole place was abuzz.


  “I hear Princess Amnil is gonna fight.”


  “She’s up against that mysterious pretty lady.”


  “I heard she’s the one who created Magic.”


  Zero and the princess stood back to back in the middle of the arena. The witch whirled her head around and waved at me.


  “Well, aren’t you calm?” I said.


  “You two sure are close,” Raul said. “That’s nice.”


  “Huh?”


  “I heard that Beastfallen are shunned on the mainland. So I’m glad you’re not lonely.”


  “What are you, my mother?”


  “Do I look like her?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Figures.” Raul laughed. His gaze darted at the knife in my hand. “That knife is a memento of a close friend, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Can I ask what kind of person he was? I’ve never been deeply involved with anyone but the princess since I was born.”


  “You want me to tell you how my friend died because of me?”


  “Uh, sorry if I offended you.


  “It’s fine.”


  As I lifted the knife right in front of my eyes, I heard Theo’s voice echo in my head.


  “What are you looking at, Gramps? The match is about to start!”


  I gave a start and looked at the arena. A huge bell was sounded, signaling the start of the match. Zero and the princess, facing each other at a distance of ten paces, unleashed their Magic at the same time.


  The princess immediately took the initiative. Without giving Zero time to raise her arms, she cast Steim, piercing one of the flags easily.


  Blinking, Zero turned around. “Not bad,” she muttered.


  The princess fired another Steim. An arrow of light slipped past Zero and went straight for the second flag.


  Zero finally made her move. She turned around and thrust her arm towards her flag, then raised it up towards the ceiling with great intensity.


  “Chapter of Capture, Page Three: Etrach. Grant me power, for I am Zero!”


  The ground rose up around Zero’s flag until it was completely covered by a wall of rock. It all happened in an instant. The rock wall deflected the princess’s Steim. The arena went silent.


  “What…?” The princess’s mouth hung open. “Whaaaaat?! Wh-What was that Magic just now?! That wasn’t in the Grimoire of Zero!”


  “Oh, were you not aware?” Zero said. “The Grimoire of Zero consists of four chapters. The only chapters that have been handed down to this kingdom are Hunting and Harvest, but there are also chapters on Capture and Protection. The one I just cast is from the Chapter of Capture. What do you think? Your Steim cannot possibly destroy it.” Zero flashed a smug grin. Hers was the face of a witch tormenting the weak.


  “Aaah! I wanna learn that too!”


  What an optimistic princess.


  Zero pointed her index finger at the princess, then flicked it. There was a cracking sound, followed by the flag behind the princess flying away. The audience stirred. Zero’s expression became more and more evil-looking.


  “And this is how you cast a spell without chanting,” Zero said. “Well? Do you still think you can defeat me?”


  “I see…” the princess muttered. Raising her arm, she snapped her finger just like Zero did.


  Part of the rock wall that surrounded the flag behind Zero burst open. Another one of her flag went down.


  Eyes wide open, Zero glanced behind her and then the princess.


  “Chantless spellcasting, huh?” the princess said. “I never thought you could cast Magic without the incantation. Thank you for teaching me.”


  It sounded like she quite literally just learned it. She learned what Zero did after seeing it just once.


  “She’s a natural,” I said.


  “She is,” Raul replied. “She even surprised the sorcerer who taught us Magic.”


  “Come on.” The princess smiled triumphantly. Her gaudy monocle gleamed, pressuring the Murky Darkness Witch. “Now it’s two versus one. I’m ending this now!”


  “Do not get carried away, little girl.”


  The princess unleashed a blade of wind. It was a spell I had never seen before. Since the princess cast it, it probably belonged to either the Chapter of Hunting or Harvest.


  Zero nullified it using the same spell, and followed up with her next Magic spell.


  “Oh no, you don’t!” The princess, out of nowhere, tackled Zero.


  Zero fell on her backside, shocked. “What are you doing?” she said, rubbing her bottom.


  “Is that allowed?” I asked.


  “The rule states that if you harm someone using Magic, you are disqualified, so physical contact is valid. A caster tends to focus on casting Magic. They become vulnerable to physical attacks.”


  It reminded me of something that Zero said before. When performing Sorcery, witches were vulnerable, so they would let their servants guard the lair. While Magic was more easy-to-use, its fundamental flaws still remained.


  “They look like they’re having fun,” I said.


  “Right?”


  Zero and the princess were slugging it out. The dignity of a Murky Darkness Witch and pride of a noble princess were nowhere to be found.


  But still, this was a battle between Mages. Even when they were grappling with each other, they fired spells at each other, sometimes exchanging blows. Then finally Zero cast three Steim towards the ceiling.


  I followed the arrows with my eyes.


  “You messed up,” the princess said. “Where are you even aiming?”


  “Your flag, of course,” Zero said.


  “What?!”


  “Turn!”


  The arrows of light that had been heading straight for the ceiling quickly changed direction and rained down on the princess’s flags. With the last flag destroyed, the match was over.


  Zero won. A loud cheer rose from the crowd.


  The princess slumped down on the ground. “I had no idea Steim can change directions…” She burst into laughter.


  “Hey, Raul,” I said. “I think the frustration from losing just broke your princess.”


  “No, she’s not frustrated. She’s having fun.”


  “That was fascinating!” the princess said. “I never had so much fun before.”


  Raul was right. Even though the princess lost, none of the spectators tossed their white cloths, waving them instead as they cheered.


  “That’s our princess! That was a hell of a match! ”


  “Her opponent is the one who invented Magic, right? They were almost evenly matched!”


  “No doubt. The princess will definitely make the Holy Dragon Festival a success!”


  “I wish I could use Magic too, so I could fight the dragon with the princess. Why don’t I have the gift for it?”


  The sight of so much white and yellow cloths being waved around looked spectacular. Who emerged victorious didn’t matter.


  “Excuse me, but look over there.” Raul raised his hand and pointed towards Zero’s flag.


  The witch’s flag had fallen.


  “Impossible!” Zero exclaimed. “How?! Did the princess cast a spell without me noticing?!””


  “I-I didn’t do anything!”


  I climbed over the wall and rushed towards Zero’s flag. A close examination suggested it fell on its own rather than toppled down with Magic.


  “Oh, it must have happened when you used Etrach,” I told Zero.


  “Y-Yes. I used the topsoil to create a wall to block the princess’s Steim.”


  “Your spell caused the ground to loosen. The pole couldn’t stand steady, so it fell on its own. Or shockwaves from the princess’s spells could’ve caused it to topple as well.”


  “Are you saying it was my fault?”


  “Yes.”


  Zero sank down on the spot. The witch and the princess looked at each other, and they burst into laughter.


  After a while, the princess stood up wearing a bright smile. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you something important,” she said. Tidying her messy hair with her fingers, she looked at Zero with a stern expression. “The sorcerer wants to see you. It’s already late, so we’re leaving tomorrow. I have a room prepared for you. Please have a good night’s rest.”


   


  “Sorry you have to share a room with me.”


  Zero was given a guest room, while I had to stay at the stables where Raul lived. Zero insisted on sharing a room with me, but the princess wouldn’t budge, saying that she didn’t want to bother the laundry staff by having the sheets covered in fur, or that it was best for a Beastfallen to stay in the stables.


  It looked like their back and forth would take a while, so I took the liberty of asking Raul to take me to the stables. If Zero wanted to, she would come to the stables anyway.


  Raul’s stables were apparently located at the back of the castle. We climbed back up the grand stairs to the surface, then walked around to the backyard where I spotted a house made of logs. It didn’t look like a stable at first glance.


  “Is that it?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Raul replied.


  It had a door like a normal house, with the knob positioned high enough for Raul. As I stepped into the room, my mouth dropped.


  “It’s an actual house,” I muttered.


  Raul chuckled. “Why yes, it’s my house.” He took out a pot from the cupboard, filled it with water, and put it on the fire.


  His place had a cupboard and a kitchen. Curtains hung on the windows, and there was even a wardrobe.


  There was a separate room that looked like a bedroom, and when I peeked into it, I saw a pile of straws covered with a fine silk sheet. It must be Raul’s bed. Armor and spear stood on display beside it.


  “They treat you very well,” I said. “Definitely not like an animal.”


  “As soon as the princess picked me up, she asked His Majesty the King to make it for me. Until then, I slept in the same stables as other horses. The princess said since I was half-horse and half-human, I needed a place that was half human house and half stable. I live comfortably, thanks to her.”


  Raul placed a steaming cup on the table. It seemed to be boiled herbs that added aroma to the water. When I took a sip, a refreshing fragrance went straight to my nose.


  “Are you a spear user?” I asked.


  “Huh?”


  “I saw one in your bedroom.”


  “Oh.” Raul smiled. “That’s just for decor. Do I look like I can fight?”


  “Who knows? I’ve never seen a Beastfallen like you, so I can’t say for sure. You don’t have to worry about falling off a horse, and you look fast on your legs.”


  “Please sit down. I have chairs here.”


  There was indeed a chair for guests near the table. I took his offer and sat down. I removed the cloak I borrowed from him and put it over the chair.


  “You’ve had a rough day,” Raul said. “You were attacked by a dragon, and your ship sank.”


  “I was thrown into jail and chained by a tyrannical princess.”


  It was meant to be a joke, but Raul’s expression clouded. “Please don’t think too badly of the princess. She tends to focus on what is correct or efficient, but she always does what’s best for someone.”


  “I know that already. She put me in chains so I wouldn’t frighten the townspeople.”


  And that also protected me. A person driven by fear could be extremely aggressive. Ignoring my feelings, the best option was to put me in chains and treat me like an animal.


  “But what’s best means choosing to kill one person in order to save a hundred. There would definitely be people against it. It’s the same with this festival. The Holy Dragon Festival, was it? I heard there’s gonna be a sacrifice.”


  “The princess is the sacrifice.”


  “What?!” I leaned forward. “Sh-She’s the only successor, isn’t she? She said the Holy Dragon Festival was also for her coronation!”


  “She said she would revive an ancient ritual, but she didn’t mention actually offering sacrifices. For the sake of convenience, we call it the ‘Holy Dragon Festival’, but the purpose of this festival is not to offer sacrifices to the dragon to appease it.”


  “Then what the hell is it for?”


  “We use a sacrifice as bait to lure the dragon and kill it. It’s the Dragon Slaying Festival. The king of Altaria used Magic to attack the dragon. Now it attacks people with high magical power. The princess believes that the best option is for her to be the bait and kill the dragon.”


  “That’s ridiculous… If she fails, she’s dead! Hell, there’s a huge chance of her failing!”


  “That’s why she’s the one who took the role. If one person has to die to save a hundred, the princess will always choose herself. Isn’t she just softhearted?” Raul cocked his head, as though asking for an agreement. There was sorrow in his eyes, not pride.


  “She’s the only heir. She must’ve thought about what would happen after she died. She’s not stupid.”


  “If the princess dies, there will surely be chaos for a time. But it will only be temporary. There have been many great rulers throughout history. They live and die, but the kingdom still survives. The princess has read plenty of books about the history of various nations since she was a child. She realized that there were many who could take her place.”


  She knows just how insignificant a person can be. That’s a genius for you, I guess.


  “Besides, if we don’t kill the dragon, the kingdom will fall anyway. She said there’s no point in saving herself. Right after the king passed away, the princess gathered all citizens, and said, ‘I will give you my life, so please give me yours.”


  I thought the princess was an arrogant, ruthless, and nasty woman. My opinion was still the same. But perhaps that arrogance and ruthlessness was also directed at herself.


  “I see. She doesn’t sound so bad, I guess.”


  Raul’s expression softened. He drank the contents of his cup. “I’m glad you’re a nice person,” he said.


  “What did you say?! That’s an insult for us mercenaries!”


  “Oh, my bad! Then you’re a good guy?”


  “They both mean the same thing! I’m neither nice nor good! I’m a cold-blooded mercenary hired with coin to fight wars!”


  “Uhm… Is this the part where I act scared?”


  “No. No need to be weird about it. And stop looking at me like you’re sorry. You don’t have to say anything else. I’m hitting the sack.”


  Great. An herbivore, half-assed Beastfallen who was pretty much just an effeminate man from waist up made me, a carnivorous Beastfallen, feel miserable.


  “Wait!”


  “What is it now?!”


  “You never told me what happened to the owner of the knife.”


  My brows furrowed. “You wanna hear it now?”


  “We might not be alive tomorrow.”


  “How about you not smile while saying something so disturbing?”


  Letting out a deep sigh, I settled back down my chair.


  “Why do you even want to know?”


  “Because it’s inspiring.”


  “Inspiring? What? How?”


  Smiling, Raul sat down on the cloth laid out by the window. He rested his elbow on the sill, which was just at the right height.


  “I’ve been by the princess’s side for a long time under her protection. I want to know what life is like out there for Beastfallen. Normal humans despise our kind, yet you somehow made a friend. I want to know how. Is that strange?”


  I didn’t know how to answer his question. “Do you want to run away from here?” I asked.


  “Absolutely not!” Raul shook his head. “They treat me so well here. Why would I run away? I belong by the princess’s side, and I’m happy with that. But it’s not like I’m not interested in the outside world. It’s just that… Sometimes I wish I could travel one day. I know it will never come true, though.”


  “Travel with the princess?”


  “Yes.”


  “I see.” I looked up at the ceiling. My expression loosened, but not in a mocking way.


  That night, I told Raul the story of my journey until the sky turned white.


  Interlude: A Dream of Dolls


  In the darkness, a doll was hanging by its neck. A knife was sticking out of its chest, crimson blood dripping on the floor. Then suddenly, the blood stopped flowing. The doll slowly looked up.


  Its mouth was sewn with thread, and one of its eyes was missing its button. It had a gaudy purple dress, with hair that was a mismatched string of different colors and thickness.


  “Ah, what a misshapen doll,” it said. “I hate it. Oh, what a poor little thing I am.”


  The doll wiggled its stocky arms and leg, bemoaning its situation.


  “Look at me. I’m hanging by my neck! I can’t even go for a walk like this. And what is this disgusting dress?! Oh, how I hate it. You think so too, right?”


  Something creaked, like a branch snapping after someone hung themselves. It was only a doll, but it was too dark and graphic.


  “Hey, I want a princess doll. And a brown horse. Grandpa has very nice dolls, but he never gives me one. I try to be a good girl every day, but I get nothing. It’s so unfair.” The doll tilted its head. “But if Grandpa dies, all his dolls will be mine, right?”


  Amnil jumped out of bed, screaming. She was sweating profusely, her hair sticking to her forehead. Her breath came in gasps, and her chest felt tight.


  “The same dream again…”


  A swaying, bleeding doll. It wanted a doll of a princess and a horse. What an unpleasant coincidence. After learning of Magic and Sorcery, Amnil found it hard to believe that her dream held no meaning.


  “Oh, right,” Amnil said, as though she just realized something. “People pray to God in times like this, don’t they?”


  Amnil chose to renounce her faith and employ demons. She no longer had any right to pray. Letting out a self-depreciating laugh, she got out of bed.


  I don’t think I can go back to sleep. I have to read a book or something to take my mind off of it.


  She felt just a little lonely not having a god to turn to.
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Chapter 4: The Stargazer Sorcerer


  It was morning in an instant. Not that it was surprising, considering we talked until dawn.


  To be clear, I love sleeping. I wasn’t sure if it was because of my feline half, but if possible, I would sleep all day. I was also not a morning person.


  Raul, on the other hand, looked lively. “One hour of sleep is enough for me,” he said.


  Raul prepared a breakfast of raw meat, so I had to cook it first. As I was eating, Zero showed up to the stables.


  “It appears you had a good time last night,” she said.


  She peered into the contents of the pot, picked up the remaining meat with her bare hands, and shoved it in her mouth. Thank goodness I made extra for her. She would’ve grumbled if she found the pot empty.


  “You’re going to see the sorcerer, right?” I said. “When are you leaving?”


  “Now,” Zero replied, chewing on her food. “But first, the captain said to come to the forge. He wants to return your equipment.”


  “What? Why can’t he just bring my stuff here? Or wait, are they gonna make me some new gear?”


  “Enough talk and let us go.” Zero turned to Raul. “Kindly lead the way, Horse.”


  Raul, who had been lounging by the window, rose quickly.


  The forge was apparently located in a section of the underground mine. Raul led the way down underground from the grand staircase inside the castle. As we walked through the bustling traffic to the end of the main street, my ears caught the satisfying sound of metal clanking.


  It was the sound of blacksmiths forging swords and armor, a familiar music in fields of battle. I could almost feel the heat of burning iron from the clanging alone. I could even imagine the water hissing as the blacksmith plunged the iron into water.


  A huge furnace for melting down ores soon came into view. At first glance, it looked like a humongous structure of stone and bricks, but most of the furnace was actually just a long, thin chimney towering over the small and wide fire chamber. The tip almost reached the ceiling.


  “Is this where they make iron too?” I muttered, looking up at the furnace.


  Raul turned his gaze to me. “Are you familiar with forging?”


  “Not much, but I’ve seen furnaces before. You put coal and ore inside, light them on fire, and use bellows to blow air around to raise the temperature, right?” Molten iron then flowed out from the bottom of the furnace.


  Zero’s eyes lit up. She rushed over to the furnace and began circling around it, studying its structure with great interest. Underground water streamed down to the waterwheel, causing it to spin, powering the bellow that blew air into the furnace.


  “Oh, it is powered by a waterwheel that automatically moves the bellows,” the witch said. “Did the princess think of this too?”


  “I was told that the master blacksmith from four generations ago came up with the idea. The princess saw it and thought it could be used here.”


  Zero regarded the melted iron, the waterwheel, and the bellow. I had no idea if she was even listening to Raul. She glanced at the ores in a crate, picked one up, and held it to the light.


  “Fluorite,” she muttered.


  “Oh, that’s…”


  “I see, a melting agent.” Zero interrupted Raul.


  Raul blinked a few times and smiled in admiration. “Impressive,” he said. “Are you familiar with it?”


  “I do not know much, but I do know how catalysts work.”


  Zero pretty much gave the same answer as me.


  “What’s a catalyst?” I asked.


  “A substance that accelerates reaction,” Zero said, frowning. “To put it simply, it is similar to how salt rusts metal. You can, however, hasten the rusting process by using saltwater than plain salt. Similarly, fluorite has the property of making ores easier to melt. When burned with fluorite, the iron melts at a lower temperature.”


  “So stone makes stone easier to melt.”


  I had no idea what she was talking about, but seeing there was fluorite here and iron was actually melting, it must be true. The molten iron constantly flowing out from the bottom of the furnace spread over the sand before cooling and hardening.


  The hardened lumps of iron were taken to another, smaller furnace, where they were pounded with a mallet and processed into knives, scissors, pots, swords, and armor.


  As I watched the whole process, Gouda appeared from behind the furnace, wearing the same frown on his face. It didn’t even look like he wanted to see us, but I already knew that this was his normal face, so I didn’t really feel offended.


  “What are you doing hanging around the furnace?” he said. “Over here.” He still had the same attitude. Good thing I was already used to it.


  I followed the man some distance away from the forge and found my sword and armor all laid out. My clothes and bag were also there.


  “I’ve missed you, my gear! My lifelong buddies!”


  I was about to run over to them with joy, when Gouda cleared his throat, stopping me in my tracks.


  “What? Did you break something?” I asked.


  “No, umm… Well actually, yes, some of them. More like melted, really.”


  “You melted my stuff down?!”


  “I couldn’t get them in time! The blacksmith said that your equipment was too big to be reused, that it was battered and useless, so he immediately tossed it into the furnace. Besides, it already started becoming rusty because of the seawater. What was I supposed to do?” Grimacing, Gouda crossed his arms. “So we had to remake the gear they melted. But they didn’t have your measurements, so I called you here to do some fine-tuning.”


  “Remake?”


  Overnight? Before I could ask, several apprentices held shin guards and shoulder pads to my body, jotted something down on paper, then left.


  A little further away, a skilled blacksmith, who seemed to be the master, began to adjust the shape of the equipment with his hammer. After all this work, I couldn’t possibly complain. That would be immature.


  “My gear aside, did you gather all my belongings?” I asked.


  “That is the biggest problem,” Zero cut in, crossing her arms. “They were able to recover most of it, and it appears like they will replace the rest, just like your equipment. They have also recovered our pass from the kingdom of Wenias. But it seems that they mistook the Witch Letter for a scrap of paper and threw it away with other old parchments.”


  “What?!”


  A valuable witch’s tool that could be used to communicate with people in faraway places instantaneously was thrown away like trash?!


  I was shocked, but Zero seemed to have given up.


  “They have not burned it yet, so they are working on finding it in the trash pile.”


  “Well, I can totally understand, since it does look like trash, but why are you so calm?”


  “I am concerned as well. But being angry will not solve anything. When the captain found out what happened, he knelt down and apologized to me. He begged me not to ask who threw it away. He was like a knight protecting the weak. So I decided to be a magnanimous witch.”


  Frowning, I wagged my tail and glared at Gouda. “You didn’t even apologize to me,” I said.


  “I had your equipment replaced. I have nothing to apologize for.”


  “Providing replacements doesn’t change the fact that you made a mistake!”


  “You want an apology for your low self-respect that badly?”


  “Why, you! You really want me to devour you whole, huh?!”


  “I’d love to see you try. If you want people to know that you’re foolish enough to kill someone for your self-esteem, then go ahead.” Gouda snorted.


  For a while, we glared at each other.


  “Now, now.” Raul wedged himself between us. Gouda and I turned our heads away.


  Zero cleared her throat to gather our attention. “Now that we have settled the matter, can we move on? I wish to see this sorcerer who taught Magic to the people of this island.”


  “The princess is waiting at the castle gates,” Gouda said. “Once you’re fully equipped, head there immediately.” The man then left the forge in a hurry.


  After meeting up with the princess, we cut across the city still scarred from the dragon attack, and out into the main road. A little bit of walking and we were surrounded by woods.


  Both sides of the road sloped upwards, and the trees growing from the slope slanted towards the road, forming a sort of canopy that blocked the sky.


  “I doubt you can see anything after dark,” I said. “You should cut the trees down to get some visibility. Managing roads is an important job for people in power.”


  “There is no need for it,” the princess replied flatly. She was walking in front. “People rarely traverse this path, and they only travel during the day.”


  “Didn’t you unite the two kingdoms after the war? There should be a lot of traffic.”


  “No,” Raul interjected. “The citizens of the two kingdoms are all gathered in Nordis. No one lives in Altaria’s royal capital now. The dragon attacks have reduced the population, and all the government institutions have been moved to Nordis.”


  “A war that started because of land ended with excess land. Talk about ironic.”


  “Yes,” Raul agreed, breathing a sigh. “A lot of people died because of the war and the dragon. There are some who are happy about the shipwreck.”


  “Because the survivors will add to the population?”


  There must be some serious shortage of manpower, then.


  “I’m sorry,” Raul said. “That was not proper. The festival was partly to lift everyone’s spirits up a little as well.”


  “That reminds me,” Zero said. “The captain mentioned assigning roles to those who do not have the ability to cast Magic.”


  “If that isn’t slavery, I don’t know what is,” I said with spite.


  The princess, who had been silent for a while, gave me a cold stare from under her monocle. “We assign them jobs after assessing their capabilities. That is our best option at the moment. Some may not like it, but if they show they are capable for other jobs, we allow changing occupations.”


  “I see. So amidst all this mess, the princess personally guides us to the sorcerer’s lair. We don’t really need a guide, though.”


  “Master also called for me.”


  Master? Oh, her mentor in Magic.


  “Besides, you might kill my master. If that happens, I’m going to fight to protect them.”


  “Fight me?” Zero said. “Have you forgotten your overwhelming defeat last night?” She grinned.


  The princess also lifted an eyebrow and looked at Zero, smiling back. “If I remember correctly, it was a draw.”


  Zero and the princess stared at each other, like two kids who just wanted to play.


  Raul watched them like an older brother and said, “Settle down, now.” Zero was riding on his back, chomping on some fruit she picked along the way.


  The princess told her to get off countless times, but of course Zero wouldn’t listen to her.


  “If you wish to take a ride, I will dismount,” Zero said.


  “M-Me? Riding a Beastfallen? I-I would never do something so immodest.”


  “Then I do not see why I have to get off.” Zero turned to Raul. “Or am I heavy?”


  “Hmm…” Raul scratched his cheek, examining the princess’s expression. “Not heavy at all. I think you and the princess weigh almost the same.” He turned to Amnil. “You can ride too if you want, Princess.”


  “I will not!”


  “But you don’t look so good. You haven’t slept much, have you?”


  “I told you, you’re being overprotective. I’m an adult now!” The princess quickly walked to the front.


  After a while on the road, the canopy of trees disappeared, giving way to the clear sky. However, the slopes on both sides were now replaced with sheer cliffs, with no noteworthy scenery in sight.


  It was a straight road. There was absolutely no need to worry about getting lost, but there was no road more boring to travel on.


  Just as I was getting tired of it, the cliffs suddenly ended, and trees surrounded us once more. But the forest was different than the one before. There were more species of plants here, and more abundant. The cliffs blocking the sea breeze probably made it easier for the local flora to thrive.


  “This is the border,” the princess said. “In the forest near here, there is a lake called the Dragon’s Blue Tears. That’s where the sorcerer lives.”


  We followed the princess into the forest and walked along a narrow animal path. My nose caught the smell of water, then all sorts of herbs.


  There’s gotta be a house nearby, I thought. The trees that blocked my view suddenly ended.


  The princess stopped and said, “It’s over here.”


  There was a huge circular clearing inside the woods the size of a city block. Grass covered the whole place and there was a lake right in the middle. It looked like something straight out of a kid’s drawing. The lake was clear and blue, reflecting the clouds in the sky like a mirror. There was a field of herbs nearby that had been meticulously divided into sections.


  It was like a different world. Before entering the clearing, I was suffocating, but now I felt cozy and sleepy.


  The most eye-catching thing of all, however, was the large tree towering in the center of the lake.


  “A tree,” I muttered.


  Two huge trees intertwined and formed a house. There were walls, door, and windows, but they were all molded from the trees. To make it more astounding, it was a two-storey house.


  “What the hell… How do you even build that?”


  “This is brilliant,” Zero said. “A skilled witch can turn a natural object into a dwelling place, but this is not the work of any ordinary sorcerer.”


  “Why do witches and sorcerers gotta make their houses weird too?”


  “You cannot blame them,” Zero replied. “Do you think a witch can simply waltz into town and ask a carpenter to build her a house?”


  “Yeah, I don’t think they can.”


  “This barrier is superb. Even I did not feel any sign of the sorcerer until I stepped into this space.”


  “Hmm,” the princess mused, sounding impressed. “They said that they put up the barrier because the dragon can detect Magic. It must be a flawless barrier if even you can not sense it. I thought I was inexperienced.”


  “Compared to me, you are indeed still an amateur, but this is a different matter. This sorcerer is proficient.”


  There was enthusiasm in Zero’s voice, as if she couldn’t wait to meet the skilled sorcerer who put up such a perfect warding.


  “I’ll be waiting outside,” Raul said. “If it’s small inside, I’ll only take up space.”


  I didn’t think a sorcerer’s house would have space for a horse either. I lifted Zero off Raul. The Beastfallen then walked towards the edge of the lake and sat down on four legs.


  Zero, the princess, and I crossed a narrow bridge over the lake and proceeded to the front of the house.


  “Mercenary,” Zero said. “I know you are already aware of this.”


  I lowered my gaze to the woman standing right beside me. “You don’t have to remind me,” I said. “I know what to do. This sorcerer is an important source of information. I’m not gonna kill them on sight.”


  “A mercenary indeed,” she said. I had no idea if she meant it as an insult or a compliment.


  The princess raised her eyebrows nervously at our conversation. “I will stop you if you try anything. Mind your manners, Whitey.”


  “Seriously? We may or may not kill your master here. Who cares about manners at this point?”


  “Hush. Master likes silence.”


  As always, she didn’t listen to me. She was also adamant on calling me Whitey, apparently.


  The princess stood in front of the door. Before she could even knock, the door opened by itself. I was the only one surprised. Zero and the princess both walked in as if there was nothing odd about this.


  I hesitated for a moment before stepping into the sorcerer’s residence.


  “Ooh,” I said despite myself.


  There were a lot of books inside, parchment piled up haphazardly, and glassware that I had no idea what to use for. It looked like a typical sorcerer’s room, I supposed. However, there was one item that didn’t fit the atmosphere of the room.


  A doll. It was wearing a fancy purple dress, but its body was ragged, its hair made of strings of uneven color and length. Its eyes, made of buttons, were missing.


  The doll was hanging from the ceiling, a string tied around its neck.


  “I don’t think I’ll ever understand how sorcerers’ minds work,” I muttered.


  Zero cast me a sidelong glance. “This is morbid, even for me,” she said quietly.


  “What are you looking at?” the princess asked. “Is there something on the ceiling?” Following my gaze, she looked up and let out a shriek.


  Yeah, I feel you. It’s definitely creepy.


  “I think you’re overreacting, though. It’s just a doll. Are you okay?”


  “No, it’s nothing.” The princess shook her head and turned her face away from the doll. “Why here?” she muttered.


  “Welcome, Murky Darkness Witch,” said a hoarse voice. “Thank you for coming all the way to this old man’s lair.”


  Surprised, I lifted my head.


  “I apologize, but could you please inside? I can’t move my legs very well, so I can’t get to you.”


  We followed the voice deeper inside. There, among the piles of papers and books, was an old man sitting deep in a chair.


  Just as I had imagined from the voice, he was a thin old man. Unlike Zero and Thirteenth, whose age could not be discerned from their appearance alone, I could tell at a glance that this man was extremely old.


  “It’s been a long time, Master.” The princess stepped forward and greeted the old man in a surprisingly gentle voice. I glanced at her face, and even her expression was soft.


  What are you, some granddaughter who saw her beloved grandfather? It sure doesn’t fit your image.


  “Shut up, Whitey. You’re being very rude.”


  “I didn’t even say anything!”


  “They say the eyes speak louder than the mouth. I know exactly what you’re thinking.”


  “It is easy to read Mercenary’s mind,” Zero agreed.


  “How am I supposed to shut my expression up?! You want me to wear a mask or something?”


  The old man let out an amused laugh. “Well, well. You are an unexpectedly pleasant guest. I had heard that the witch who inherited the Murky Darkness title is a ruthless beauty that even demons would prostrate to. I suppose one had to see them in person to understand.”


  “You know me?” Zero asked.


  “Of course I do,” the old man answered. “There are no witches or sorcerers who do not know of you. I have known of your existence since the day you were born. I had heard that you left the cellar, but I never imagined that we would meet like this. What do you think of the outside world? Delightful, is it not? There are many things in this world that you cannot know simply by thinking about it.” He gave Zero a wrinkled smile.


  Zero was staring at the old man. Then suddenly her expression brightened as if she just realized something.


  “Are you perhaps Argentum? From the Stargazer school?!”


  “Oh. You know me? It is an honor. Unlike the Murky Darkness witch, I’m not very famous.”


  “There is no need to be modest. Argentum, the short-lived observer who craves for knowledge because he ages. Many witches have read the books you have written, including me.”


  “Is he a celebrity in the witch community?” I cut in.


  “Yes,” Zero affirmed without hesitation. “Do you remember what I told you before? That there are several schools of witches. I am of the Murky Darkness, and the lass from Wenias is a Mooncaller witch.”


  “Yeah, I kinda recall you saying something like that.”


  “Stargazer is yet another school. Unlike the Murky Darkness, which seeks inner knowledge, Stargazers seek knowledge from the external world. And Argentum is a renowned sorcerer who belongs to that school.”


  “Sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Inner knowledge this, knowledge from the external world that. It sounded like she was talking in some ancient language to me.


  Zero thought about it for a moment, then said, “Stargazer witches study things and document their findings, while the Murky Darkness witch search for truth from those findings.”


  That made things easier to understand.


  “So, what does becoming old have anything to do with coveting knowledge?” the princess asked anxiously. “What does short-lived mean?”


  Zero and I turned to look at her, and she gave an awkward shrug.


  “Master doesn’t talk about himself,” she said. “He said there’s no need to know.”


  “I will answer your questions today,” the old man said. “That is why I called you here too, Amnil.”


  The princess’s face lit up.


  “I am going to die here today.”


  Amnil’s face went from bright to grim. “No. What are you saying, Master?! I—”


  “Ssh.” Argentum raised his forefinger slowly and pressed it to his lips.


  The princess pursed her lips tight.


  “Amnil. The witch of the Murky Darkness is young and beautiful, while I am old.”


  “Y-Yes.”


  “This is because of the difference in our magical power. I have very little and can only devote a small amount to preserve my flesh. That is why I age faster than most gifted witches and sorcerers.”


  Holding up his wrinkled, callous hands to the light streaming in through the window, Argentum narrowed his eyes.


  “I do not have much time. I do not know how much longer this body can last. So I frantically gathered knowledge and wrote them down to leave behind proof of my existence. That is Argentum the sorcerer.”


  “Proof of one’s existence,” Zero repeated. “Do you mean propagating Magic to this island?”


  “Calm down, Murky Darkness Witch. I called you here so I could talk to you. You don’t have to rush me. I will tell you everything. But first, I need to make some preparations.”


  Argentum lifted his finger, and the pot on the table floated up, pouring warm tea into the cup, which then drifted towards the old man.


  “Record,” Argentum commanded as he flicked his finger. Several pens floated up and began to spell out words on a blank piece of parchment.


  “What kind of Magic is this?” I said. “Looks really useful.”


  “It is not Magic,” Zero said. “He is using Sorcery to command invisible demons. You cannot see them, but there are countless demons in this house. I suppose it would be easier for you to understand if I called them fairies.”


  “Indeed. I’m old, as you can see. I can’t move quickly or go very far. Therefore, I borrow the ears and eyes of demons. Take a peek.” Argentum held out a cup to us.


  I peered into it and spotted something reflected in the surface of the light green tea.


  “Is this the castle?” I asked.


  Argentum nodded. “I sit here in my chair and observe other places. I use Sorcery for that reason alone. A Stargazer’s proof of existence lies with what they have observed.”


  “What are you going to do with your observations?”


  “Nothing.” Argentum smiled. “Genuine curiosity is what drives us, beast warrior. A curiosity so intense that it can take a person off the right path. Have you ever thought about what would happen to you if a loved one died in front of your eyes? The curiosity causes one to carry out the act and observe the aftermath. That is what it means to be a Stargazer.”


  “Did you actually try it?”


  “I probably have a record of it somewhere.”


  “I see what you mean by straying off the right path.”


  One could only be so curious. Stargazer witches probably pushed the limits even further to the realm of madness.


  “Magic was so full of unknown possibilities that it made me decide to make a long journey. My heart trembled with the joy of new knowledge, and I even cursed my old age. Ten years ago, when I found out about the formation of the Coven of Zero, I gave up everything to go to the kingdom of Wenias and consume everything that is to know about Magic.”


  “But you did not stay in Wenias,” Zero said.


  Argenthum lifted his sleepy, downcast eyelids slightly and looked at Zero.


  “You obtained the copy of the Grimoire of Zero, taught Magic in Black Dragon Island, and caused a war.”


  “That, I did. As a member of Cestum.” Argentum dropped the name readily as if he knew that was what we wanted to know.


  So this old man’s a member of Cestum, I thought. A friend of that bitch who killed Theo.


  My hand subconsciously reached for my sword. The princess moved between me and Argentum.


  “Move!” I roared.


  “Wait, Mercenary,” Zero said, pushing my hand back. “Calm down.”


  “I know! I won’t kill him. Not yet.”


  We needed information from him. I knew that.


  “Step aside, Amnil,” the old man said.


  “I can’t!”


  “I can’t talk with you in the way. I am having fun. Please.”


  The princess had no choice but to obey. Watching me warily, she moved quietly to the wall.


  “Why?” Zero asked. There was a tinge of sadness in her tone. “Surely you have realized that what you are doing is not observation, but intervention. Why would a sorcerer of your caliber do something so foolish? Who urged you?”


  “I don’t think it’s foolish, and I am, no doubt, doing this of my own volition. This was a necessary intervention for observation. For me, for Magic, and for the world.”


  “The world? Very grand,” I said.


  “It might sound like I’m exaggerating, but it’s true. Cestum is trying to spread Magic throughout the world to make the world you dreamed of a reality, witch of the Murky Darkness.”


  “The world I dreamed of? What do you know about me? Do not talk as if you know anything, Stargazer. I am a little vexed.” Zero lowered her voice.


  Argentum, however, remained calm. “I have read the Grimoire of Zero, every inch of it. One can not call themselves a witch or a sorcerer if they didn’t know what kind of face you had when you wrote that book, or what kind of thoughts ran through your mind when you created Magic.”


  Zero’s shoulders trembled slightly. She pulled her hood down to hide her bitter expression.


  “Your dream was also the dream of many witches,” the old man continued. “But its realization would lead to the end of the Church’s rule. The Church defeated witches in the past. But with Magic, witches can stand victorious.”


  “I did not create Magic to be used for conflict!”


  “But it had the possibility to be used as such. Just like how a knife for cutting fish can stab a person, or an axe for chopping wood can cleave a man’s head. No one can prohibit others from using Magic in other ways. Not even you, the witch who invented it.” The chair creaked as Argentum leaned back on it. “Nothing ever works out the way you want it to, witch of the Murky Darkness. It does not matter how gifted you are. The more meticulous your plans are, the more likely they are to fall apart at the slightest wobble. You created Magic, but from the moment it was transferred from your mind onto paper, it was no longer in your control. That is how technology works. I will observe and record, so I can predict, if only a little, how this world will change. Then future generations will be able to respond as accurately as possible.”


  “This whole island,” Argentum continued, motioning one arm to indicate the entire island, “is an experimental place for the observation of Magic. A small space where two forces exist. There is no other place more suitable for propagating Magic. You can say that Magic simply expedited the events that would have transpired fifty years from now. That includes your arrival, witch of the Murky Darkness.”


  Argentum pointed at Zero with an ink-stained fingertip. “I taught Magic the way you meant it to be used. I taught Magic to the people as a hunting and harvesting tool. Magic would eventually be accepted by the nations—your dream come true. But priests would naturally resist the spread of Magic. People would then see priests as their enemies and kill them. As Magic became more widespread and prosperous, wars would break out. Discrimination against those who could not use Magic would also be rampant. What would’ve happened in the next century, this island experienced in only seven years.”


  Argentum let out a forlorn sigh as he gazed at the ceiling. “This old body of mine can only survive for ten more years at most. Even if the dragon did not wake up, I would not be able to leave this island. I was hasty. I wished to observe Magic as much as possible before I passed. That is why I accepted their invitation and imparted Magic to this island.”


  “Who is this person you are referring to?” Zero asked. “Have you ever met them before?”


  “No. They never show themselves. I have never even heard their voice. They’re unobservable. They come to me in dreams in the form of nightmares. That is why I don’t know how many members Cestum has, or who they are. Nor am I interested.”


  “Then who gave you the copy of the grimoire?”


  “I’m certain you know. A miserable woman named Sanare wrote the copy.”


  At the mention of her name, I felt every hair on my body stand on end in hatred and disgust. Argentum looked at me and sighed as if he knew everything that happened.


  “Like me, Sanare received an invitation from them in a dream. She had no gift for Magic, yet she tried more than anyone else to understand it. It took her a year to make a perfect copy of the Chapter of Hunting, and another year to write down the Chapter of Harvest, both of which she entrusted to me. She told me it was the Boss’s instructions. She was frustrated.”


  Argentum looked up at the doll hanging from the ceiling. It swayed with the wind blowing in through the window. Before I knew it, it was looking at us.


  “She worked hard for two years to write down two chapters and ended up handing them to a stranger. One can only imagine how she felt. I then took the copies to Black Dragon Island, while Sanare finished transcribing the remaining two chapters and traveled to the Republic of Cleon. She obtained funds by selling the last chapter.”


  Apparently the rumor about a book of Magic circulating in the market was true. Albus mentioned that in her letter before. When we learned of the existence of the copies, we assumed the rumor was real. Now that we have actual confirmation, a sense of gloom filled my heart.


  “Sanare stabbed her own heart in Akdios and invoked a spell from the Chapter of Death,” Zero said. “Her body was then forcibly summoned somewhere else. Where did she go? Is she even dead? Those are my final questions, Argentum.”


  Letting out a long sigh, Argentum poured water into his goblet and quenched his throat. “Her body was sent to a place I cannot observe,” he said. “But her soul has not perished. It is wandering, searching for a new vessel.”


  “So she’s not dead!” I exclaimed.


  That’s great news. I would thank God if I could kill her with my own hands.


  “That is all I have to say,” the old man said. “There is nothing more you can get out of me.” He turned to the princess. “Amnil, you should leave.”


  The princess’s eyes opened wide. She must have understood the meaning behind Argentum’s words. In fact, the old man told us everything knowing that we would kill him.


  “I don’t want to,” the princess said. “This is the one order I can’t follow. I don’t understand. Why do you have to die?”


  “That is what it means to be an administrator. A teacher mediates and judges between a children’s quarrel. I spread the knowledge of Magic and now the Murky Darkness Witch has come to judge me. I will accept whatever punishment I receive.”


  “But—”


  “My dear pupil. Since joining the Coven of Zero, I have been dreaming of the day when I would be able to argue with the witch of the Murky Darkness. If she wants to kill me, I welcome it. You would understand. You’re just as fascinated by Magic as I am.”


  Argentum clasped his ink-stained, blackened fingers together to his chest. He then closed his eyes silently.


  The princess’s face twisted, and she bit her lips so hard that they turned pale. Suddenly she clung to Argentum’s neck then left the room in a hurry.


  “Murky Darkness Witch.”


  “Yes?”


  “I have one last request before I die. It might be shameless of me, but please take care of that girl. She’s been smarter than anyone else since she was a child. She is gifted, but that in turn made her lonely. Until I came to this island, the only one she could talk to as an equal was Raul.”


  “I can imagine.”


  “I can’t protect her anymore. She will need help soon, and you will be involved.”


  Zero cocked her head. “You speak as if your death is certain. Do you really wish to be killed by me that badly?”


  “The future is set in stone. It is a prophecy resulting from observing many phenomena. I’m going to die here today.”


  “I see.” Zero Nodded. “I give you my word, Argentum. I will take your pupil under my wing.” She then turned to me. “Mercenary.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I leave the rest to you. I am heading out.” Zero turned her back on us, her cloak flaring behind her.


  “What? Hey, wait! This guy’s a member of Cestum!”


  “Was, but not anymore. He is nothing but a half-dead sorcerer who has been expelled from his circle. Killing him now will not change anything. The rest is up to you. This is a personal matter.” She then left.


  I stared at the old man sitting in his chair. He said his death here today had been predetermined. But if Zero didn’t kill him, that would leave only me.


  I put my hand on my sword and gripped the hilt. Suddenly, I felt a tug on my arm, like someone was trying to pull my hand away from the sword. Theo’s face flashed in my mind. He was saying that this old man wasn’t the one who killed him.


  I felt laughter welling up within me. Unable to hold myself back, I chuckled.


  “Are you sure about this?” Argentum asked in a hoarse voice. “You have a grudge against Cestum, don’t you? I was a member of the organization. My actions might have resulted in deaths as well. There’s no need to seek meaning or intent in revenge. If it makes you feel better, go ahead and behead me.”


  His philosophical blabbering was starting to annoy me. “Unfortunately, my goal is revenge, not venting out anger,” I said. “Sorry about this, gramps. I guess your prediction was off. You’re not dying here today.”


  I thought about killing Sanare. I wanted to crush Cestum. But Argentum was not Sanare. Killing him would not change anything.


  I was a mercenary, and killing was my job. The thought of working for nothing was more horrifying than I imagined.


   


  I stepped out of the house to find Zero standing right by the door.


  “Are you certain about this?” she asked.


  “You’re just copying the geezer!” I barked. “Certain about what? I didn’t have any reason to kill him. Besides…” I touched Theo’s knife. I wondered if she would laugh if I told her.


  “Besides?” Zero urged.


  “Promise me you won’t laugh.”


  “I swear to God, I will not laugh.”


  How was I supposed to believe a witch’s words sworn in the name of God? I didn’t really mind if she laughed, though.


  “It felt like Theo was there watching,” I said. “I, uhh… didn’t want to kill a defenseless old man in front of him, you know.”


  Zero chuckled.


  “You fucking laughed! I know, it sounds silly! A bloodthirsty mercenary like me talking nonsense!”


  “No, you misunderstand,” Zero said. “I was simply reminded of why I like you.”


  “Okay, you’re just making fun of me now!”


  “Why can you not take my word as it is? When I say I like you, there is no other meaning behind it. If I do not like something, I say so. Or do you think that I am a tender-hearted witch?”


  “Not in the least,” I said flatly.


  “You could have hesitated a little. I am somewhat kindhearted, if I do say so myself. Far more so than Thirteenth or any other witch.”


  I looked around. “So where’s the princess?”


  Zero gestured with her chin to the back of the house. “She is at the back, crying like a child.”


  Weaving through the knee-high grass, we made our way around the lake to the back of the house. Raul turned around. He was the only one who noticed us.


  His expression was calm. He seemed to have already guessed that I didn’t kill Argentum.


  “Princess.” Raul said, placing his hand on her shoulder.


  Hiding her face from us, Amnil rubbed her eyes. She then washed her face in the lake and stood up. “So, how did it go?” she asked.


  Despite her arrogant tone, her face was haggard. I wanted to mess with her by saying I killed the old man, but I immediately lost interest.


  “I don’t kill for free,” I said.


  “And I avoid killing as much as possible,” Zero added. “It is too bothersome.”


  The princess blinked a few times. The next moment, tears streamed down her eyes.


  “Of course you didn’t kill him! You had no reason to. If you killed Master, I would never have forgiven you. You’re lucky.”


  Her words would’ve had more impact if she said them in her usual cold voice, but there was no trace of the ironhearted princess when she was bawling out like this.


  Raul stroked the princess’s hair, but she brushed his hand away.


  “How many times do I have to tell you to stop treating me like a child?!” she bellowed. “Let’s head back. We have some preparations to do for the festival. I have a duty to slay the dragon.”


  Interlude: End of Work


  Leaning back in his chair, Argentum smiled to himself as he thought of the Murky Darkness witch, the Beastfallen, and his student.


  I was able to observe something nice in the end. It’s been almost a hundred years since I was born into this world.


  “Or perhaps more than a hundred years had already passed? I don’t remember.”


  Ever since he came across the concept of knowledge, he had devoted all his life to observing. He wished to know, to understand. It was a hunger. A craving.


  He was willing to do anything, no matter how outrageous, in order to observe. To compensate for the reduced population of the island caused by the dragon attacks, he triggered storms to lure in ships like some evil sorcerer of old.


  But now, that hunger and craving had vanished, replaced by extreme satisfaction. Ever since he started observing Magic, every day had been a thrilling day. He couldn’t keep up with the series of new events. Documenting them all frustrated him even.


  Today he reached a stopping point. With the arrival of the “administrator,” the Witch of the Murky Darkness, the kingdom would be at a standstill for a while.


  What would happen after was foreseeable. No. There was no such thing as a flawless prediction. Maybe something so surprising might happen, one that even he couldn’t imagine.


  “Oh, how I wish I could have seen that.”


  Argentum exhaled. His was the voice of someone who spoke of dreams that would never be fulfilled.


  A silver blade flashed, and Argentum’s head flew. The severed head rolled on the floor, staring blankly at its decapitated body.


  He knew this would happen.


  The countless information that Argentum observed all pointed to this day. Even if the beast warrior spared him, he was still destined to die today.


  Behind the decapitated body, the silhouette of a man stirred. He had bright, jade-green hair, and he wore a jet-black priest’s attire. His hand held a scythe, the kind farmers used to reap wheat.
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Fresh blood dripped from the scythe. Argentum knew it belonged to him.


  An adjudicator from the infamous Dea Ignis. Executors dispatched by the Church to kill witches and sorcerers.


  “Argentum the sorcerer. The sins you have committed are far too grave. Propagating unholy witchcraft on the island, brainwashing the people, leading them, and taking the life of the virtuous priest living in the church. You will atone for your transgressions…” Argentum thought his voice held a tone of gentleness. “…with your life.”


  The man took a swing of his scythe, and it immediately transformed into an ordinary staff.


  That is an interesting contraption, the sorcerer thought. Even on the verge of death, he was glad to have seen something unusual.


  The adjudicator turned his back to Argentum, no longer interested in his corpse, then lit up a cloth in the fireplace and dropped it on the floor. Before the scorching flames could reach Argentum’s body, the adjudicator solemnly strode of the room.


  Argentum’s mind, however, was calm and satisfied.


  Perhaps I no longer have any regrets.


  He encountered Magic, observed it for years, and today met its creator. He had learned everything he wanted to know, seen everything he wished to see. He had written down everything that needed to be documented. Even the fires of hell would not be able to burn them down.


  Argentum had completed all the work he had assigned to himself.


  If he closed his eyes, he would surely see a limitless future. The many pasts that he had observed would converge and become a single, clear path.


  I’m taking a nap…


  He felt comfortable as his consciousness slowly faded. The flames were pleasantly warm.


  I don’t think I’ve had a good sleep in a long time. I’m certain I’ll have a good dream.


  Slowly closing his eyes, Argentum began to dream, a dream from which he would never wake up from. Was his dream a prophecy of the future? Or perhaps…
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Chapter 5: Counterattack


  After leaving Argentum’s lair, we did not return to Nordis, and instead headed for the neighboring kingdom of Altaria.


  “The ritual will take place in Altaria,” the princess said. “Summoning the dragon in Nordis where the citizens are is far from the best option.”


  We had decided to leave Argentum alone. Our goal now was to retrieve the copies of the Grimoire of Zero, kill the dragon, and leave the island safely. For that, the success of the Dragon Slaying Festival was necessary. So for the time being, we decided to watch how things played out rather than make a fuss about the copies.


  The Magic Corps left for Altaria last night, and they were already preparing for the ritual at Altaria’s royal castle.


  Raul explained Altaria’s geography and history to me on the way. “Altaria is located at the foot of the mountain where the dragon lives. On Black Dragon Island, the closer you get to the mountain where the dragon lives, the richer the soil becomes and the easier it is for plants to grow, so the people who washed up on this island a long time ago started growing fields there.”


  “Okay, sure, crops grow there, but would you normally cultivate fields at the foot of a mountain where a dragon lives?”


  “At first, no one believed that a dragon lived on island. You know, dragons rarely show themselves.”


  It was said dragons woke up only once every hundred years, and even when it did, it would go into a deep slumber again after a short meal.


  This meant that the people who washed up on the island built a village which eventually became a kingdom over the course of a century. It was only then that they realized the existence of the dragon.


  “Apparently it appeared with the lava from the fire-breathing mountain and devoured half of the people living near the royal castle. Unlike other animals, humans were gathered in one place, which made them an easy target. But the people of Altaria were originally exiled criminals, and they didn’t have the technology to build a ship. They had no choice but to stay on the island.”


  They couldn’t get off the island, and no matter where they went, the dragon would follow. As a result, the Holy Dragon Festival was created to coexist with the creature.


  “The festival is held once every hundred years. They offer as many sacrifices as possible, and as indication of non-resistance, they also offer one virgin to the altar. I learned all that from an old book.”


  “A nation that endured by offering sacrifices to a dragon?” Zero muttered. “That explains the name Altaria, from altar.”


  I looked at the princess walking in front of us. “So the princess’s plan is to lure the dragon by playing the role of the virgin, show nonresistance, then kill it.”


  “That is our best option.”


  “That again… Will this really work?”


  “If it doesn’t work, that’s it. There’s nothing else we can do.”


  “You’ve got a lot of guts…”


  I was beyond impressed. I was shocked. Argentum asked us to protect the princess, but I had no idea what Zero’s plans were.


  At any rate, I couldn’t do anything against the dragon. Just remembering the creature I saw on the ship made me feel like I’d die three times.


  “I see the castle!” Raul exclaimed, pointing to a hill beyond the main road. At the top of the gentle slope lay a city with red roofs, a cylindrical tower sticking out from it.


  “Wow… That castle is ancient,” I said.


  “Oh. You can tell just by looking at the tower?”


  “Pretty much.”


  Castles were said to have started as towers built on top of a heap of earth. You could almost guess when it was built from the shape of the castle keep alone.


  “If it’s plain and simple, it’s usually old. If it’s rectangular, it’s even older.”


  “That’s a rather loose criteria.”


  As time went on, the towers became the living quarters of the royal family, more houses were built around the towers for the soldiers to live in, and castles became bigger and more complex.


  In recent times, there were even castles built solely to show-off, with a lot of money spent on places that had no defensive significance.


  In this respect, cathedrals were similar. The Church shared the same mentality with people of power, building huge, flashy, expensive buildings as a show of their authority.


  We reached Altaria before nightfall and met up with Gouda, who was waiting in front of the open city gate.


  It wasn’t just the castle that was old, but the city as well. The walls surrounding it was made of wood.


  “Either the arrival of technology here was delayed because of the island’s remote location, or materials were not available to begin with,” I muttered as I surveyed the city.


  “Both,” Gouda replied sharply, his back turned. “Moreover, Altaria is far from the sea. Unlike Nordis, it couldn’t engage in large-scale trades.”


  “I’m surprised it didn’t fall.”


  “Well, we managed somehow. We built a modest port far from the castle and invited merchant ships. Rare medicinal herbs and plants grow in the Forbidden Land so people would stop by while trading with Nordis.”


  War was not just about killing, but also about how you could procure resources. The reason why the two kingdoms stayed in a state of war for so long on this small island was probably because it was difficult for them to obtain materials, preventing them from launching large-scale battles.


  “Are you done with the preparations?” the princess asked in an imperative voice, as if telling Gouda to drop the idle talk.


  “Yes,” he replied flatly. He didn’t even look fazed by her tone—though he pretty much always wore a frown.


  “In keeping with tradition, we have placed all the offerings we could on the altar on the cliff.”


  “And the whistle that calls the dragon?”


  “Here.” Gouda pulled out a black vertical flute from his pocket. It had fine carvings and was ornamented with gold and gems.


  “That looks like a very expensive flute.” I gave my honest impression.


  “Hush, brute!” Gouda shouted, looking extremely offended. “No one asked for a sleazebag’s opinion.”


  I gave a shrug.


  “This is a flute passed down in the royal family of Altaria. Its timbre can summon the dragon, apparently.”


  “Apparently?”


  Gouda averted his gaze. “I-I don’t know, okay?! The ritual is old. Those who had summoned the dragon are all dead. The last ritual was performed three hundred years ago!”


  It had been passed down as a legendary tradition, but no one really knew about it. All the more so when Altaria’s king and prince were dead.


  “Do you know the melody?” the princess asked.


  “Yes. I found a sheet. It’s not a complicated tune.”


  “Good. We will begin preparations for the ritual immediately.”


   


  Following the path that led from the back of the royal castle, we came to a sheer precipice. Clinging to the edge of the cliff was an old stone altar, large enough for a giant dragon to land on.


  All in all, there were thirteen sets of stairs leading up to the top of the altar, and right in front of it stood the mountain where the dragon lived.


  On the sides of the stairs were sculptures of dragons, standing out eerily in the darkness as the bonfire illuminated them.


  “I’m not really comfortable about this,” I said. “I know it’s a trap to lure the dragon, but still.”


  Various offerings—deers, boars, and fruits—lay on the altar. In the center was a chair with a silk finish where the princess sat alone.


  She had undone her hair, taken off her monocle and armor, and was wearing only a simple white dress, which from a distance made her look like a helpless sacrificial woman.


  The princess was holding a knife with Raul’s blood in her hand. She said that she would use the strongest spell in her arsenal. I wondered what kind of spell it was.


  “Are you worried about the princess?” Zero asked.


  I frowned. “I’m more worried about myself, really. If the princess fails, the dragon will go ballistic.”


  “There is no need for concern. I am here.”


  “Then why don’t you just take her spot?”


  “The princess is the ruler of this country. Her heroic deed, acting as bait to slay the dragon, will be the key to uniting the kingdoms. That is probably what she is thinking. In that case, it is best for me to stay in the sidelines.”


  “Maybe.” Leaning back against a tree trunk, I looked around at the altar. The Magic Corps were on standby below, nervously preparing for what was to come. I wrinkled my nose and twitched my whiskers. “Looks like it’s gonna rain.”


  A high-pitched, clear sound echoed in the night. It was coming from Gouda, playing the flute from under the altar. There were three types of melody— high, low, and in-between. He blew one note at a time, carefully and prolonged, as if to verify each note.


  There was a momentary pause. A melody so gentle and pleasant to the ear began to drift through the night.


  The wind was blowing from the cliff towards the mountain. Perhaps it would carry the sound of the flute with it. The tune made me sleepy in a good way. I stifled a yawn.


  A roar coming from the mountain rocked the air. I pricked up my ears and quickly shifted my body to full alert.


  A moment later, my ears caught the sound of wings flapping. In the darkness of the night, I could see the silhouette of a dragon flying in from the distance.


  Glowing scarlet streaks ran like cracks across its black body. The closer the dragon got, the hotter the air became. It was probably bringing with it the hot air from the volcano.


  “The dragon’s coming!” someone from the Magic Corps shouted.


  Gouda was still blowing his flute, while the princess remained motionless in her chair. Under the altar, soldiers were shouting, waiting for the right moment to unleash their Magic on the incoming dragon.


  The dragon arrived at the front of the altar and landed in what seemed like a routine manner. It gazed at the princess and the offerings, sniffed them, tilted its head slightly and slowly opened its mouth.


  “Whoa, whoa. We’re not just gonna sit here and watch her die, are we?” I leaned forward, anxious.


  The princess stood up and brandished her dagger.


  Gouda stopped playing the flute. “Pin it down!” he ordered. “Don’t let it move from the altar!”


  The dragon was about to devour the princess when the Magic Corps surrounding the dragon unleashed Steim all at once. Groaning, the creature retreated. It lost its footing and fell from the altar, but regained its balance mid-air and soared up.


  It tried to turn and leave, but the Magic Corps didn’t allow it. The soldiers were using Magic to restrain the dragon and keep it near the altar.


  “Now that’s a kingdom who fought in a Magical war for you.”


  They were expert in using Magic in fighting. The dragon’s furious roar rang out, but none of them faltered at the presence of the creature, whose claws were as big as an adult-sized human.


  The princess opened her mouth and began chanting. “Hectseid nedfrad ista tum di haria.” She drew a diagram in the air with her dagger and raised it to the sky.


  “What’s going on with the clouds?”


  They were gathering above, as if answering to the princess’s call. A thunderclap, loud as the roar of a ferocious beast, rumbled from the clouds, shaking the very air.


  “That is Adwecris, from page ten of the Chapter of Hunting!” Zero exclaimed. “That is highly-advanced Magic!”


  “Is it really that incredible?” I asked.


  “I have explained before that the Magic contained in the Grimoire of Zero becomes more powerful and more difficult to control the further you go into the pages. The most powerful Magic that the lass back at Wenias can cast is Flagis, a spell from the sixth page. Now do you realize how reckless the princess is being?”


  “Will she be all right, then?”


  “I do not know.” Zero’s voice quavered, and she gave an unusually tight smile. “Latent ability is a terrifying thing. I can see why Argentum wished to entrust her to me. She is dangerous.” There was terror in her voice.


  A sudden scream ripped through the darkness, and a person fell. What’s going on? More screams followed.


  “Mercenary, what was that?”


  “I don’t know, but something’s wrong. Sounds like they were attacked.”


  Would bandits come out in this situation? Or was it wild animals? I peered into the darkness. A white blade flashed. Black cloak. Jade hair.


  “It’s the adjudicator from Dea Ignis!”


  “What?! Why would the priest appear here now?! Incantations for advanced spells are long. The princess is defenseless while she chants!”


  It was the worst possible combination. The Church treated dragons as sacred creatures, and the princess was trying to kill one. There was no way Dea Ignis would not interfere.


  “From the throne of turbulent dark clouds, come, O’ King of Thunder wrapped in lightning!”


  As I listened to the princess’s chant through the strong wind, I drew my sword and started running.


  “What are you planning to do?!” Zero asked.


  “He’s gonna kill her!” I shouted back.


  There was one member of the Magic Corps who noticed the unusual situation. He was watching the priest closely. Captain Gouda.


  Gouda leaped forward, protecting one of the panicking soldiers attempting to flee. In one fluid motion, he drew the sword at his waist and parried the priest’s scythe. Despite being the commander of a Magic Corps, his skill with the sword was remarkable.


  The tip of the scythe pierced the ground, and the priest staggered. But he had more than one weapon. If anything, the thin strings extending from his scythe was more troublesome.


  The creaking of the string shook the air. Several threads danced and glimmered in the light of the bonfire, aiming for Gouda’s neck.


  Twisting my knife in the air, I entwined the strings around it, pushed Gouda away to safety, then pulled on the strings.


  “Wh-What?!” The priest staggered as I pulled hard.


  I put on my best smile. “Fancy meeting you here, Father. It’s been a while. You should think about the situation before you show up, you pesky priest!”


  His eyes, usually hidden by his eyepatch, widened in astonishment. “Y-You’re that Beastfallen! Why are you here? Don’t tell me you followed me here!”


  “Of course not! We were washed ashore after a dragon sank our ship!”


  “If only you drowned to death.”


  “Why you…!”


  The priest loosened the strings and took a leap backwards. I rushed forward, swinging my sword down as hard as I could at him. Knees bent low, the priest blocked my attack with the grip of his scythe. I pushed my sword deeper into him. With a click of his tongue, the priest rolled to the ground.


  “You monster,” he said. “My hands went numb! I don’t have time to play games with you right now!”


  “And we need you to stay put until we slay the dragon!”


  With a single click of his tongue, the priest spun around, heading straight to the princess. I grabbed him by the collar and pulled him down, pinning his body down with my knees. He could no longer move.


  “Too bad. Time is up,” I said triumphantly.


  The princess’s chanting ended.


  “O’ bearer of the lightning that burns all creation! The kiss of the spear that pierces the earth! Chapter of Hunting, Page Ten: Adwecris! Grant me power, for my name is Amnil!” She brought the dagger down and pointed it towards the dragon.


  A pause.
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With a deafening thunderclap, lightning struck the dragon. The creature let out a shriek, like a bird being strangled, then flipped over and fell off the cliff.


  There was a loud thud, followed by a momentary silence.


  “Mercenary!” Zero, realizing that things had calmed down, came rushing towards me.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. The princess did a great job as well. The dragon’s dead. Everything’s perfect.”


  “Not yet!” Zero said. “The clouds are not dispersing!”


  I looked up. The clouds were not dissipating. In fact, they were more massive now, spreading over a large area.


  “What’s going on—”


  An inhuman scream escaped the princess’s lips. As if answering to her shrieks, countless thunderbolts began striking down from above. One struck a nearby tree. I grabbed the priest and put some distance from it as it toppled down.


  “What the hell is going on?! Why is the princess attacking us?”


  “She is not!” Zero shouted, covering her ears from the deafening thunder. “She has no control of the spell! She is much too inexperienced to handle such highly-advanced Magic!”


  “What does that mean?!”


  “The spell is out of control. Someone has to stop it, or the Magic will continue to be active until she completely exhausts her magical power!”


  “And who would that someone be?”


  “Who else but me?”


  Of course. Makes sense.


  “All right, then. Hey, Captain!”


  While everyone was confused by the lightning pouring down, Gouda alone heard my voice and immediately ran over to me.


  “What is going on here?” he said. “This Magic wasn’t in the grimoire!”


  “You can complain later! My employer is gonna take care of this situation, so hold this homicidal priest until then. You can tie him up if you want!”


  I shoved the priest towards Gouda, picked Zero up, and dashed to the altar.


  “So what exactly are you going to do?!” I yelled as loud as I could over the thunder.


  “The only option is to negate the princess’s Magic!” Zero yelled back.


  Zero feared that someone with high magical power might lose control of her Magic due to inexperience. To counter this, she placed two traps in the Grimoire of Zero. One was writing down inaccurate incantations so amateur witches couldn’t cast advanced spells.


  The caster could also use some eerie offerings like the head or blood of a Beastfallen to give themselves a boost and cast Magic way beyond their capabilities. If it went out of control, Zero could negate it, forcing the cancellation of the spell.


  The thunderclouds were spreading rapidly, threatening to engulf the entire island. As I set my foot on the stairs leading to the altar, I found Raul collapsed.


  Quickly, I ran over to him. His clothes were burnt black from his shoulders to his torso. When he noticed the spell going out of control, he tried running to the princess, but was struck by lightning.


  “He is breathing, but it is not safe here,” Zero said. “Mercenary, take him back down. Only you can move this behemoth.”


  “What about you?!”


  “I am heading straight for the altar to stop the princess! Do not worry about me. Go!” Zero ran up the stairs.


  I hesitated for a moment. Should I follow her or help Raul? Ultimately I decided to pick the Beastfallen up. Given his weight and overall form, I couldn’t carry him, but I somehow managed to drag him all the way down to the bottom of the altar. Soldiers from the Magic Corps came over to assist me.


  “Where are you taking him?!” I asked.


  “Guy put up a barrier,” Gouda said. “It’s not much, but it’ll keep the lightnings out. What about the princess? Don’t tell me you’re gonna kill her!”


  Worst case scenario, it was certainly possible, but I didn’t dare answer. Gouda cursed. An emergency situation like this was best left to Zero, unfortunately.


  Even now, the rumbling of the thunder and the princess’s screams continued to reverberate to the skies, fueling our anxiety. I left Raul with the Magic Corps before rushing towards the altar.


  “Hey, where are you going?!”


  “To the witch! She’s my employer!”


  “You’re insane!” Gouda yelled. “She’s on the altar! Don’t you know lightning strikes in higher places?!”


  I know that! I had no idea what I could do, but I couldn’t just sit idly by inside the barrier while Zero was putting herself in danger.


  Gouda’s eyes were also saying, “What can you even do?” I wouldn’t know unless I actually got there.


  The lightnings were getting more fierce. Several trees near the altar were on fire from the lightning strikes. One tree had fallen onto the middle of the stairs, blocking the way, and a piece of Zero’s cloak was caught in a branch.


  As I grabbed the branch and climbed up the tree trunk, a drop of rain fell on my nose. I looked up at the sky, my ears perked up.


  “Lightning… and now rain. Damn it!”


  We might just die here. Chuckling, I climbed over the fallen tree and ran up the last step. The moment my vision opened up, I saw Zero’s back. Further ahead I could see the princess crouching down, screeching and writhing in agony.


  “What the hell is that?”


  A cage of lightning seemed to be holding the princess captive. Thunderbolts rained down all around her randomly, intertwining with each other, preventing me from getting closer.


  “King of Thunder, I command you!” Zero bit her finger. She then thrust her hand into her bag and produced a cloth stained with blackened blood. My blood.


  Zero soaked the cloth in her own blood as well then tossed it in the air. Blue flames engulfed the cloth, reducing it to ashes, which then surrounded the smoke drifting towards the princess.


  Lightning flashed above.


  “Shit! Witch, get down!”


  The moment I thought the lightning would strike, I quickly unsheathed my sword, pulled Zero from the altar, and threw the weapon towards the sky. With a loud boom that shook even the earth, lightning hit the sword directly before being deflected to the altar.


  With a low grunt, Zero opened her eyes. “Mercenary? What are you doing?”


  “We’ll talk later. Just finish it!”


  Zero rose to her feet and glowered at the princess. “By way of blood sacrifice, I hereby negate all Magic performed by the witch Amnil! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”


  A flash of light enveloped the altar. The lightning that seized the princess burst, and the ear-splitting thunder abruptly stopped.


  “The lightning subsided?”


  As I looked up at the sky, the rain suddenly intensified. The heavy downpour would’ve been loud to my ears, but right now it felt awfully quiet.


  “You did it—” The moment I dropped my shoulders, the dragon soared from below the cliff.


  It’s still alive.


  The creature was glaring at us with bloodshot eyes. Steam rose as the rain touched its scorching hot body.


  Should we run or fight? No, we can’t win against that thing. Time to bail.


  I grabbed the princess and pulled her towards me. Twisting its body, the dragon let out a threatening roar.


  I braced myself, prepared to die. But for some reason, the dragon did not attack us. Instead it flew away into the mountains, leaving behind a resentful grunt.


  We brought the unconscious princess, Raul, and the injured members of the Magic Corps to Altaria’s royal castle. Partly by some miracle and partly thanks to Zero’s healing Magic, no one died.


  But we failed nonetheless—that was all that mattered right now. We couldn’t slay the dragon, and Zero had disabled all of the princess’s Magic.


  As Zero explained what happened to the princess, Gouda lashed out at her. “Why did you suppress all her Magic?! Couldn’t you have just disabled her abilities temporarily?! You people have no idea how important the princess’s Magic is for this kingdom!”


  “You do not have the slightest idea what it means for Magic to be out of control,” Zero replied. “When Magic runs amok, it means that the power to control it has been broken. A Mage that once failed is highly likely to cause a similar incident in the future.”


  “So you’ve witnessed this many times before? Did their spells go berserk over and over again?”


  “No. The princess is probably the first person who has used such highly advanced Magic and lost control of it. But there are countless stories of witches who have died or countries that have been destroyed because the caster lost control of their Sorcery rituals.”


  “Sorcery and Magic are two different things!”


  “Fundamentally, they are the same. The only difference is that Sorcery summons demons while Magic only draws their power. But they both employ the power of demons, Captain. If Magic goes out of control, the world will be in danger. Did you see the dark clouds blanketing the whole island? What would happen if the princess lets her Magic run wild again after I left this place? It would have been more than this island’s problem.”


  “How are we supposed to fight the dragon now, then?! After all I did—”


  “I told you from the beginning that I intend to take Magic away from this island if necessary. I simply postponed it so you can slay the dragon. But that ended in failure. That is all there is to it. I will take it from here. I will do everything, including slaying the dragon. After that, you can tell the people that the princess succeeded.”


  “It’s not that simple!”


  “It is. Extremely simple, in fact.”


  With nothing more to say, Zero ended the conversation and turned her back to Gouda. I followed her out into the hallway, walking a little behind her. Silently she continued onward at a brisk pace.


  When we were far enough away from Gouda, Zero slowed down. After a few more steps, she stopped and let her shoulders drop.


  “The princess said she loved Magic,” she said. It sounded like a soliloquy.


  I opened my mouth, nevertheless. “She did say that.”


  “She will never forgive me for taking that away from her.”


  “Maybe.”


  “I…” Zero paused and stared at the floor. She seemed to be searching for the right words to say.


  I stood there in silence, waiting for her to speak. After a while, Zero sighed in resignation and looked at me.


  “I am not sure,” she said. She then resumed walking down the long corridor.


  Altaria’s royal castle was abandoned immediately after the kingdom’s defeat, and no one had lived there since. A deserted castle was gloomy, but the scratches left by the dragon’s attacks made the atmosphere even more heavy.


  Collapsed ceilings. Shattered walls. A portrait hung by the corridor, torn to pieces by a sword. It was probably a portrait of the prince.


  The royalty of a defeated country is often treated as criminals by the victor. It’s not uncommon for the execution of a royal family to be used as a bargaining condition for peace. This is especially true for brainless royalties.


  We decided to rest in the desolate castle until morning. We were told that we could use any room, so Zero and I took the stables. To be honest, I felt much more at home in the stables than luxurious rooms, and I couldn’t get a good sleep if there were too many people nearby.


  There were three stables in total, and Raul was supposedly resting in the one in front of us. The horse Beastfallen suffered the gravest injury, so having Zero nearby was reassuring.


  Zero spared no effort in improving her sleeping quarters. She piled up a thick layer of straw that had been dried with Magic, and covered it with cloth that she had procured from somewhere.


  For me, I just lay down on the straw and that was it. I didn’t really care much about anything else. Still I decided to help her, so I picked up the folded sheets on the floor.


  “Hey, witch! This is silk!”


  Where did she even get this? Definitely from the room of some nobleman.


  “I found it in a room I passed by. It had a nice texture to it. It is thick enough that you will not feel the straws prickling. I have also brought some pillows.”


  “This may as well be a high-class inn.”


  “What is wrong with sleeping in a high-class stable? Raul’s house was similar, was it not?”


  Zero threw her self onto the improvised luxury bed, still wearing her cloak. She rolled around, enjoying the feel of the silk on her skin, then suddenly rose.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “It is much more wonderful than I imagined that it terrified me. This could a trap by a dangerous demon, where you fall asleep and never wake up. I have read about it.” She looked serious and pale, but it was just her usual silly joke.


  Ignoring her, I lay down next to her, covering my head with a top-quality blanket that Zero also brought.


  “Why are you heading to sleep on your own? You forgot to let me in.”


  “Why? You have a blanket.”


  “Of course,” she said, exasperation in her voice. “So I can have two layers.”


  Reluctantly I lifted the blanket to let her in.


  “Oh, it is already incredibly warm. My sleeping quarters would not be complete without you.” Zero chuckled with satisfaction.


  It was the usual Zero. In fact she acted too normal that it drove me crazy.


  “I thought you were feeling down,” I said.


  “Why would I be feeling down?”


  “If you’re not, then I guess that’s fine.”


  “Because I negated the princess’s Magic?”


  “Is there anything else besides that?”


  “None.” Zero smiled. She seemed to be aware that she was a little dejected. “I think it is a little different. When my foolish brother Thirteenth slaughtered my colleagues, I did not feel depressed. But perhaps what I am feeling is something similar.”


  “Similar how?”


  Zero paused, then clicked her tongue in annoyance. “Ah, it is useless. Emotions are difficult to explain.”


  “True that.” Even I knew that there were certain emotions that couldn’t be put into words.


  “I see,” Zero finally said, sounding relieved. She seemed to have found the words. “Our match was delightful. When I took her Magic away, I felt disappointed that we could not do that again. That is all.” Zero closed her eyes, and sleep came fast.


  Rain poured down all night. Morning came and it was still drizzling, leaving the ground wet.


  Stirring in my bed, I got up and twitched my whiskers at the neverending downpour. Zero apparently woke up before me. She was munching on a loaf of bread, looking out the window. When she saw me rise, she threw me a piece of bread from the pouch she was holding.


  Biting into the bread, I stood behind Zero and peered outside.


  “Do you see something?” I asked—or at least I thought I did, but all that came out of my mouth was a mumbling sound.


  Zero looked at me as if she was watching a child. She mumbled something back, frowned, then washed the bread down with some milk.


  “Apparently the princess is awake,” she reiterated, pointing toward the castle.


  I spotted the princess staggering to the stables, with Gouda chasing her, his face pale.


  “Where is Raul?!” she cried.


  “I told you, he’s resting in the stables! Princess! Please go back to your room. You’re in no condition to be out and about.”


  “Raul was struck by lightning right in front of me. By my own Magic! How can I rest when he’s suffering?!”


  She was so distraught that it was hard to believe she was the same calm and collected princess. She must have woken up and bolted out of the room without changing her clothes, searching for Raul. The princess was wearing only a thin nightgown in this rain.


  Face pale from anxiety and confusion, the princess reached the stables where Raul was resting. She looked like a lost child crying for her parents. She burst into the stables.


  Zero and I also went outside, following Gouda into Raul’s room.


  “Raul!” the princess called.


  “I’m here,” the Beastfallen answered. He was lying down at the far back of the stable.


  The princess’s expression quickly softened. She rushed over to Raul and fell to her knees. Cupping Raul’s cheeks, she brought their foreheads together.


  “Thank goodness you’re alive… I thought I killed you!”


  “I’m fine, Princess.”


  “But my Magic—”


  “I healed him,” Zero cut in. “No need to worry. Not even a scar remained.”


  Startled, the princess turned around. Then realizing what she was wearing, she turned to Gouda. “Coat,” she said.


  Heaving a deep sigh, Gouda took off his coat and put it over the princess’s shoulders. Pulling the coat around her chest, the princess gathered what little dignity she had left and looked straight at Zero. But her expression quickly loosened. Wearing a weak smile, she sighed.


  “No. I can’t even put on a bold front,” she said. “Raul—no, not just him. All of us would’ve died if it weren’t for you.”


  “There is no need to thank me,” Zero replied. “I did it for my own benefit. I would have been in danger had I not stopped the spell, and I could use the help of Horse over there and the soldiers to slay the dragon, which is a top priority at the moment. As such, letting you die would have been a loss—”


  I tapped Zero’s head to shut her up.


  “Why would you hit me? I did nothing to warrant it.”


  “Pro tip: times like this, just say ‘You’re welcome.’ You helped them, and they’re just thanking you.”


  Rubbing her head, Zero muttered, “Yes,” and turned to the princess. “You are welcome.”


  The princess’s expression softened.


  “But it may be too soon to thank me,” Zero added. “I have taken Magic from you.”


  “You negated it. Don’t worry, I remember.”


  “Oh? And you are fine with that?”


  “It’s probably for the best.”


  Well that was surprising. I thought she’d be pissed.


  “Back then, I lost control of my body. I was conscious, but the spell wouldn’t stop no matter how much I tried. Raul was struck by lightning as he came to me, and I couldn’t do anything. I…” The princess frowned, distressed. “I finally realized how terrifying Magic is. It was childish of me to think I could have perfect control of it. I firmly believed that Magic was a wonderful power that could save the world. But now…”


  “Do you regret learning Magic?” Zero asked.


  The princess’s face tightened. Zero’s expression was cold as ice from start to finish, but in my eyes she looked dismayed.


  The princess’s gaze shifted from Zero to her hands. “Remember what I told you before? The first time a magical flame appeared in my hand, color came to my world. I said I loved Magic.”


  “I remember.”


  “My feelings haven’t changed. After what I did, after hurting someone important to me, I still love Magic. Sounds silly, right?”


  “That it does.”


  “I can no longer use Magic. Even if you didn’t block my ability to cast Magic, I would have done it myself.”


  “Bullshit!” A low, furious voice suddenly rose. My hand went to my sword. I realized that it came from Gouda. “Losing your Magic is for the best? You would’ve forbidden yourself from using it? How can you say that, Princess Amnil? How dare you say that in front of me, right here in Altaria’s royal castle?!”


  I understood why he snapped. Altaria lost the war because its heir had no aptitude for Magic. After surrendering unconditionally to Nordis, the kingdom was absorbed. But Nordis’ heir said she was glad she lost her ability to use Magic. I couldn’t blame him for lashing out.


  “What do you think will happen if you lose your Magic? People surrendered to you because you have the gift. What do you think they will do?”


  “I told you many times before, Gouda. I don’t think a leader needs to have the gift for Magic.”


  “But some people don’t share the same sentiment. If they find out you’ve lost your ability to cast Magic, there will be an uprising. Another war will break out! How can you be so calm?!”


  “You’re here to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


  “You know I don’t have that kind of power!” Gouda slammed his fist on the wall.


  For a moment, I thought about defending the princess, but it didn’t seem like the kind of conversation that allowed an outsider to butt in.


  “I’ve been wondering about this for a while, Captain,” Zero interjected. She didn’t care about the mood at all. Ignoring Gouda’s irritated look, she cocked her head to the side. “Why are you, someone who can not use Magic, the head of the Magic Corps?”


  What?


  “Wait, whaaat?!” The revelation came out of the blue.


  Zero grimaced. “I do not mind you screaming, but you need to learn to read the situation more.”


  Damn it. I couldn’t say anything back.


  “But he’s the captain of the Magic Corps! How can he not use Magic?!”


  “Have you ever seen him cast Magic?”


  Come to think of it, no. He disappeared in the middle of the Magic match, and he used a sword when he fought the priest.


  In fact, Gouda looked like a swordsman from the start. He always had a sword at his waist, and while the members of the Magic Corps donned loose robes, the captain wore armor over his body. He also said that there was no one more unfit to be the captain of the Magic Corps than him.


  “Wh-Why are you the head of the Magic Corps then?” I repeated Zero’s question.


  Gouda clammed up. He clearly didn’t want to be probed, but Zero pressed him regardless.


  “If I am right, you are the king of Altaria. The kingdom’s heir. Am I wrong?”


  “Whaaat?!” I had no idea what was what anymore. Who cares about the mood at this point?


  Gouda said he killed Altaria’s heir. Thinking back, when I asked him where the heir was, he paused after saying “I…” Perhaps he meant to say, “I am the heir.”


  However, he was so ashamed of his position that he lied about killing him. Or did he mean to say that by surrendering to the princess of Nordis, he effectively killed the king?


  “You are right,” the princess answered. Gouda’s face contorted bitterly. “Gouda lamented the fact that he had no aptitude for Magic. Going against the will of his people, he proposed an end to the war. It was the best thing he could have done. It wasn’t because Altaria couldn’t win with Gouda as king. We didn’t have the time or luxury to be fighting each other when we had a common enemy before us—the dragon. Ending hostilities was the best option.”


  The princess gave an exhausted sigh. “I treated my own people and the people of Altaria equally. If you have the gift for Magic, you can join the Magic Corps. I deemed Gouda to be the perfect person for the position of captain. After all, majority of the corps’ members were from Altaria.”


  “Enough with the bullshit!” Gouda raised his voice once more. He glared at the princess. “I asked to be executed. That is the final duty of a ruler of a fallen nation. I wished to keep my pride as king. But you told me to live in shame, or else my people will be treated as slaves. You threatened me! Don’t tell me you forgot!”


  “I said that if I executed you, my people would treat your people as slaves. You offered me a truce, which I accepted. And I put you in a position of power. Can’t you imagine how miserable the people of your kingdom would’ve been if I didn’t do that? I told you before, you don’t think things through! You are capable. Why do yo undervalue yourself?!”


  “Because in this kingdom, Magic is everything! You don’t get that because you have the gift! Had it. You’re about to find out what it’s like to not be able to use Magic in this kingdom.” Gouda stomped out of the stables.


  I watched him go, then turned to the princess. “Sounds like a complicated situation,” I said.


  “There’s nothing complicated about it,” the princess replied. “Everything is quite simple and clear. As long as you don’t take emotions into account.”


  “Emotions,” Zero said, looking up at the ceiling. “That is the most troublesome part.”


  “Yes. Too irrational to prioritize, yet too significant to ignore.”


  “Lord Gouda witnessed his father and many of his men get devoured by the dragon,” Raul said, sorrow on his face. “He probably thinks he could’ve saved them if he could use Magic.” He cast a glance outside.


  “I know that Gouda vehemently opposed his father’s plan to slay the dragon,” the princess said. “He was ridiculed, called a coward. They said he was afraid because he couldn’t use Magic. Perhaps it’s one of the harmful effects that Magic brought. Gouda has a point.” She hung her head low, fiddling the buttons of Gouda’s coat.


  “But even if Gouda was able to use Magic,” she continued, “the result would have been the same. Altaria awakened the dragon, and many lives were lost. An additional Mage would not have made a difference. They still wouldn’t be able to kill the dragon. I couldn’t, in fact.”


  Despite going out of control, the princess’s Magic did pierce the dragon. Yet the creature still lived.


  The princess looked at Zero with bitter eyes. “Perhaps you are able to slay it.”


  “Who knows?” Zero said. “I have never slain a dragon before.” She turned around. “But we have no other choice. You should return to Nordis with those who cannot fight and prepare the copy of the grimoire. Once the dragon is defeated, you will return the two chapters to me.”


  “I see. You think Magic is too advanced for us.”


  “That is up to you.”


  “What?”


  “I will decide what to do with the copies after they are returned to me. I suggest you think about how you can manage, propagate, and control Magic from now on. You can try to convince then.”


   


  We left the stables and followed Gouda to the entrance of the dungeon. He was holding a basket full of food in his hand.


  “Oh, the priest’s food.”


  The priest we captured last night should have been tied up and thrown into the dungeon. Gouda jerked to a halt and turned around, giving me a blatantly disgusted look.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked.


  “I’m here to make fun of the Magic Corps Captain who can’t use Magic,” I said.


  “Go away!”


  Zero silently wedged her way between us. “That is not why we are here, Captain.” She turned to me. “You are taking things too far, Mercenary.”


  “He said I smelled bad. Just a little payback.”


  Gouda clicked his tongue. “You’re ugly both on the outside and the inside, apparently.”


  I put my hand on my sword. “Okay, now you’ve said it. Wanna go, you little shit?!”


  “That is enough playing around, Mercenary,” Zero said. “We are getting off topic.” She looked at Gouda. “We are here to talk about slaying the dragon. You have not given up on it, yes?”


  Gouda frowned. “Of course not. Either we slay the dragon or we’ll be destroyed.”


  “Good. I will work you hard.”


  “You mean you’ll help us?”


  “Do not get me wrong, Captain. You will help me. You are visiting the priest, yes? Let us go. We are actually acquainted with him.”


  Prisons are basically built with small entrances and exits to make it difficult for criminals to escape.


  We climbed down the stairs, cramped for my huge body, passed through a door so small that it almost caught my shoulder, and stood in front of a row of cells. The priest was in the very first one.


  “I thought you were going to let me starve to death, but I guess not.” As soon as we stood in front of his cell, the first thing that came out of the priest’s mouth was a snide remark.


  Chains should have bound his hands and feet, yet he was sitting comfortably in a corner. He had apparently unchained himself.


  Light poured into the dungeon as we entered, and the priest turned his face away from the dazzling brightness.


  The priest could see well in the dark, but not when it was bright. The light seemed to hurt his eyes, so he took out a leather eye patch from somewhere in his black robe and covered both eyes tightly.


  “I’m sorry, Father,” Gouda apologized. “I told someone to bring you food and water, but with all the stuff going on, they apparently forgot.”


  “You’re lying,” the priest said flatly. “The person who threw me in jail didn’t leave a single light on. I was thankful for it, because I could see in the dark, but anyone can imagine how it feels to be left in the dark, not knowing when someone will come for you. If the person who received the order to give me water and food was the same person who put me here, there is only one conclusion. It was on purpose.” He talked a lot, as always.


  Gouda gently pressed his brows, as if suppressing a headache, and pushed the basket of bread, fruit, and water through the small window at the bottom of the bars and into the cell.


  “You are right. It was on purpose,” the captain said. “I received a report earlier that they did not deliver the food. Members of the corps despise you.”


  “Just because you despise someone doesn’t mean you should keep them in the dark without food and water. That is hardly humane. It’s something that parents teach their children even without the guidance of the Church. Or does this book of Magic say you should starve your captives to death? Perhaps.” He pulled the basket of food closer with his staff—his weapon.


  It looked like a completely ordinary staff now, but it concealed a blade inside, allowing it to transform into a scythe in battle. Normally it would’ve been confiscated, but the staff was connected to the priest’s rings by sturdy strings, and the rings themselves were fixed tightly around his fingers.


  “You have not changed, priest,” Zero said in a soft, emotionless voice.


  “So you’re here as well, young lady.” His voice softened a little. “I take it you’re still traveling with the brute?”


  “Of course. I am always with Mercenary. And I will continue to travel with him in the future.”


  The priest tilted his head, as if to say, “You’re hopeless.” Then, without any caution or hesitation, he bit into the fruit from the basket.


  “Shouldn’t you be worried about poison or something?” I asked.


  “I can tell if someone is the kind of person who serves poisoned food.”


  Come to think of it, he did mention that he was an adjudicator who was good at lying and at detecting lies. Bearing the title of Secrecy, he often blended in with townspeople in a normal getup and gathered information about witches.


  I knew the Church wouldn’t ignore an island where a priest was murdered, Magic spread, and a dragon was on a rampage, but I didn’t expect them to dispatch this guy.


  When the Church received information that a dragon had appeared on Black Dragon Island, he was probably the closest adjudicator to a harbor.


  Something was up, though. The air around Zero felt cold. Witches and the Church are enemies, so it was only natural for her to be wary of the priest, but there seemed to be more to it.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  Zero cast me a glance. “There is an adjudicator here. A sorcerer lived on this island, and now they are gone.” Her voice was low.


  Argentum—the Stargazer sorcerer who lived in the forest. A shiver ran down my spine. No way, I thought. It wasn’t denial, but conviction.


  Argentum had predicted his own death. He told us that he was destined to die that day, and he wanted me to behead him.


  I thought his prediction was off when I didn’t kill him, but now that we knew the priest was here… What if he went to the sorcerer’s house after we left?


  “Yes. There are no more sorcerers on this island.” The priest flashed a smile so gentle it was almost revolting, as if he was saying, “I killed the vermin.”


  He was saying he killed the defenseless old man, and he firmly believed that he did a good thing.


  Gouda swallowed hard. “You killed the great sorcerer?!” He stepped forward in rage.


  “Calm down, Captain,” Zero said, putting her hand to his chest. “He is a priest. It is the way of the Church—and the world—for priests to kill sorcerers. Just as the people of this island killed a priest as well.” Gouda wanted to say something more, but she pushed him back.


  The priest gave a smile. “The young lady is right,” he said. “And a man of your rank should not refer to a sorcerer as some noble person. I may be locked up in here, but I am still an adjudicator from Dea Ignis.”


  “Adjudicator? Ha! Good one! You’ve already witnessed the humans on this island use Magic. You’ve already made your judgement! To you, everyone on this island is already a heretic. Who cares about what I say at this point?”


  “You shouldn’t be so quick to judge. I have no intention of executing everyone on this island. People often forget that the job of an adjudicator is not only to kill witches, but also to save their victims.”


  “Victims?”


  “I’m referring to you.” Licking the fruit juice from his fingers, the priest pointed at Gouda with his staff. “It’s obvious that the people of this island have been manipulated by that sorcerer. It is a common tactic of heretics to mislead suffering people with smooth talk. But the root of the evil was defeated by the Church. I’m certain you will all regain your faith soon. Including you.”


  Gouda stepped away from the cell, his face pale. “M-Me? I abandoned my faith long ago…”


  “The emotions you’re directing at me are the emotions of a believer who committed sins—regret, guilt, repentance, and a desire for salvation. You may pretend to have abandoned your faith in order to survive, but the Goddess has never disappeared from the depths of your heart. It must have been very difficult for you.” His voice took in a note of sympathy.


  I didn’t like where the conversation was going, so I grabbed Gouda by the arm and pulled him back. Gouda was currently the princess’s representative. If he were to say something stupid, it would be taken as the will of Nordis. But I was a mercenary and an outsider. Whatever I said could be taken as simple drivel.


  “Sure, this guy was a pious believer,” I said. “He can’t even use Magic. I’m surprised you could tell. Nothing less from an adjudicator, I guess.”


  “That is my job, after all. Well, most of the information I gathered was from the believers in town. On the outside, they follow the kingdom’s policies, but they all fear and hate Magic. They say that ever since Magic came, they couldn’t choose their own jobs.”


  “Oh, you mean the people who have no aptitude for Magic.”


  Those who could use Magic were given preferential treatment. I could understand why those who couldn’t would feel unhappy with that. It was more comforting to think that “I can’t use demonic witchcraft because I’m a devout believer, not because I don’t have the gift for it.”


  I could easily imagine those people voicing their complaints when they met the priest, even when they themselves benefited from Magic.


  “Believers are being oppressed by Magic. It’s unacceptable. Didn’t the sorcerer induce the princess to slay the holy dragon?”


  “Can you blame her? The dragon wants to devour everyone on the island. It’s kill or be killed.”


  “Then they should surrender the island to the dragon. Call a ship, load up the citizens, and move to the mainland. It’s that simple.”


  “No, it’s not! They wouldn’t be in this mess if they could do that! The dragon will sink any ship that comes near the island, so they can’t leave.” Realizing something, I drew closer to the priest. “How the hell did you even get to this island?! You didn’t get attacked by the dragon?”


  “Why, by normal means, of course. I came here by a ship.”


  “By a ship?!” Gouda and I exclaimed at the same time.


  “Impossible!” Gouda exclaimed. “The dragon is smart! It knows that ships carry supplies and people, so it attacks them to exhaust our resources.”


  “Yes,” the priest said. “That’s why I came by a ship halfway, then rowed a small boat to shore with a sea chart and compass to guide me.”


  That hardly qualifies as normal. Far from it, even.


  It wasn’t unusual to take a small boat ashore from a large mother ship, but it was dangerous and odd to sail a long distance in a small boat towards an island you couldn’t see.


  “Did you row the boat by yourself?” I asked.


  “Yes. Sailors don’t want to get near the island. What of it?”


  I thought he was blind. Oh, wait. He just can’t see when it’s bright out. He can see just fine at night, I guess.


  Basically the priest rowed a small boat across the sea at night, alone. Definitely not normal. Although there really was no point in talking about normalcy when it came to Dea Ignis.


  “You may have been able to come to the island,” Zero said, “but it is currently impossible for the citizens to evacuate. The dragon will sink the ship the moment it gets close.”


  “Then we should just transport them little by little in small boats. The mother ship has a few boats for evacuation, so if we can get them to come here, it’s possible.”


  “That is not very practical. I doubt there are that many boats. We will have to make several round trips to transport all the citizens. There is also no guarantee that the dragon will stay quiet while they are being transported, and if it were to notice the evacuation while the people were out at sea, they will be annihilated.”


  “True. It sounds like a real challenge,” the priest grunted as he chewed on some bread.


  I might not be in a position to say this, but he was awfully calm even when we were talking about people’s lives.


  “It is now or never, priest,” Zero continued. “The princess’s Magic has weakened the dragon. If we give it time to recover, the dragon will be more eager than ever to exterminate humans. Or it may leave the island, fly to another place and kill people there.”


  “Oh, right,” I said. “It could also fly away from here, huh?”


  That’s bad news. The people of this island sort of deserved the dragon’s wrath, but not others. A dragon flying portends disasters. It wasn’t just mere superstition. People of the past actually meant it literally.


  Stay away from dragons. Don’t ever wake one up.


  The priest showed some signs of distress, but he did not give in. “I cannot allow you to slay the dragon. The wrath of the dragon is the wrath of God. If you can’t escape it, a believer should resign to their fate and accept death.”


  I scoffed. “That’s the Church for you, all right. Bunch of deranged lunatics.”


  “You think your words bother me? You’re a Beastfallen. Your existence alone is deranged.”


  If my words don’t bother you, then don’t say anything back. The priest and I glared at each other, and Zero let out an exasperated sigh. Why do you look like a mother sick of her kids fighting?


  “I understand the Church’s sentiments,” she said. “But I do not plan to die here. And the thought of everyone on the island dying makes me feel a little vexed.”


  “I feel the same,” the priest said.


  “Then let us find a compromise. All we have to do is not kill the dragon, yes?”


  “But if we don’t kill it,” I cut in, “we can’t leave—”


  Zero pressed her forefinger to my nose. “Do not interrupt.”


  It was humiliating, and it hurt a little.


  “I understand the situation very well. You do not need to tell me. The priest has a ship off the coast. We simply need to buy enough time for the ship to come to the island, pick up the citizens and leave. Ships fear this island. We cannot wait for help that might not arrive.”


  “Buy time?” I asked. “You mean keeping the dragon busy while the citizens evacuate?!”


  “It is not that absurd, is it? Rather than killing it, it would probably be much easier to lock the dragon up somewhere and force it to sleep.”


  Gouda couldn’t keep his mouth shut any longer. “Stop making plans without consulting us! You talk about leaving the island like it’s nothing, but where are we supposed to go?! We’ve lived here for centuries. We can’t just abandon everything we’ve built!”


  “So you wish to perish here?”


  Gouda became silent.


  “If we kill the dragon and the Church finds out, every single person on the island will be mercilessly burned at the stake. If we kill the priest to silence him, the Church will think it strange that the adjudicator they sent had not returned. They will then dispatch the Knights Templar. Am I right, priest?”


  “Yes, you are. Normally, imprisoning me would be treason against the Church, but if you change your heart and decide to walk the path of God once more, then I will overlook this transgression. Unlike other adjudicators, I am not a person who is satisfied with simply killing as many witches as possible.”


  Do nothing and get killed by the dragon, kill the dragon and get killed by the Church, or escape the island. We could kill the priest, but then the Church would realize something was wrong if no report came, prompting them to send the Knights Templar.


  The only way to survive was to flee.


  “You can make the choice, Captain. Or should I call you king of Altaria? You decided on a ceasefire, fully prepared to be executed, to keep casualties at a minimum.”


  “I can’t. I can’t make a decision on my own. I have to ask the princess.”


  “Then you may ask her. Either you take your people with you and perish, or you abandon this island and seek a new life in a new land. Which one is the best option?”


  The options were laid out before him, but he might as well have no other options.


  “Shit! We need the princess to convince the people to evacuate Nordis. Slay the dragon, or keep it busy—either way, I have a duty to fight alongside the Magic Corps.”


  It’s decided, then. Zero and I nodded at each other.


  Zero turned to the priest. He had already emptied the contents of the basket. “You heard him,” she said. “Some are no longer able to fight because of your attack. You will cover for them, yes?


  “Of course,” the priest replied. “Protecting believers is also a duty of Dea Ignis.”
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Chapter 6: The Dragon’s Intention


  Later that day, the princess returned to Nordis with a handful of members of the Magic Corps. Lacking any ability to fight, she would only be a liability in facing the dragon. Above all, it was best to have the princess take command in the preparations for the citizens’ evacuation.


  After Gouda explained the situation to her, the princess had only one thing to say.


  “That is our best option.”


  After the priest was released from prison, Gouda urgently assembled the Magic Corps in the courtyard of the castle, and personally ordered them not to use Magic again.


  Naturally, there was backlash. Guy in particular, the son of the former Captain of the Magic Corps, was so upset that he lashed out at Gouda, grabbed him by collar, and even hit him.


  “I respected you,” the young man said. “Even though you couldn’t use Magic, you understood it. You memorized all the incantations, understood the effects and properties of various spells. We counted on your orders! Now you’re bowing down to a priest and telling us to abandon Magic?!”


  “It’s to protect the people. We need the Church’s help in order to escape from the dragon and survive. Fortunately, the priest here is willing to overlook the fact that we were using Magic. Complying is our best—”


  The young soldier clenched his fist tight and punched Gouda in the face once more. Fresh blood splattered on the ground, but Gouda didn’t even bother wiping the blood from his lips.


  “The Church, my foot. You haven’t forgotten what the priest on this island did to us, have you?! He took food from the starving people, saying it was an offering to God, and when Magic began to spread, he captured and killed children! Children who simply repeated the incantations of grown-ups. He whipped them all night and left them tied up out in the cold! The fucking coward! He was too scared to get close to those who can actually use Magic.”


  It wasn’t uncommon for a priest assigned to a remote area to do whatever they wanted, taking advantage of the lack of supervision from headquarters. A lone priest might be powerless, but he had a powerful organization behind him. Peasants and poor land owners would have no choice but to follow his demands.


  “How could you follow their orders?! Is this what you wanted all along? To forbid the use of Magic? Did you always see His Majesty, my father, all of us, as heretics?!”


  “That is not true, Guy.”


  “Then why?!”


  “I believed I was the heretic. Ever since Magic came to this island, there was no place for me.”


  The young soldier’s face tightened, looking like someone betrayed by his older brother. He bolted out of the courtyard.


  “Ah, to be young,” the priest said.


  “This is your fault, you know,” I remarked.


  “Please don’t blame me for this. This is the sorcerer’s fault. The existence of Magic is a mistake to begin with.”


  I glanced at Zero’s face to see her expression, but she was watching the meeting between Gouda and the Magic Corps with a calmness that seemed to indicate she hadn’t heard anything.


  Breathing a deep sigh, Gouda looked up at the sky. “Our destination is the Forbidden Land where the dragon lives. The princess’s Magic had wounded it, so it will stay in the volcano for a while to heal its wounds. We will use this opportunity to blow up the crater and trap the dragon in the volcano. This is a dangerous mission with little chance of success, and without Magic, you are all powerless.” The soldiers stirred.


  Gouda’s gaze took in all of them. “Therefore, I hereby disband the Magic Corps!” he declared. “Only I, the Beastfallen, and the priest will head to the Forbidden Land!”


  “This is absurd, Captain! What can three people even do?!”


  “We are up against a dragon. Whether there’s a hundred of us or only three won’t make a difference. As your last mission, I want you all to be witness to our task. If we succeed in stopping the dragon, we will light a signal fire. Once you see the smoke, hurry back to Nordis and tell the princess to call for the ship.”


  “Are you saying that you don’t need our help because we can’t use Magic? That we’re useless?”


  “Then let me ask you this. Without Magic, what do you have left? What can a Magic Corps, assembled solely for their magical gifts, do when they’re not allowed to cast spells?”


  Silence descended. Gouda let his gaze drift to the ground, as if he didn’t want to ask this question.


  Then from the dispirited soldiers came a voice. “I can handle gunpowder.”


  Gouda blinked and looked at the man. “What?”


  “I-I can cook!” said a middle-aged woman. “I can make a meal for a hundred people in one go, anywhere. I was born in Nordis, so the captain might not know, but I used to cook food for miners before I joined the Magic Corps!”


  It didn’t matter if they were male, female, young, or old. The only requirement to join the Magic Corps was the ability to use Magic. Without the uniforms, it would be hard to tell that they all belonged to the same organization.


  A lanky man stepped forward. He didn’t seem the type to be joining any military organization. “I am familiar with medicinal herbs,” he said. “If you get injured in the Forbidden Land, I might be able to help.”


  “I… I can follow the captain’s orders!”


  The last person’s words elicited a round of laughter. They all began talking about what they could do.


  Gouda was watching them blankly. He bit his lips, his brows pulled down to a scowl.


  “I can tell you that’s Lord Gouda’s face when he’s trying to hold back a smile.”


  “I get it. Enough fooling around!” Gouda barked. “You guys are staying here. There’s no need for you to go to your death.”


  “See, I knew it,” said someone, his tone both playful and reproachful. “You’re trying to carry the burden on your own again. When you decided to make peace with Nordis, you offered your own life without consulting anyone!”


  “You always sacrifice yourself first. When we made mistakes, you told the princess that you gave the wrong orders. Did you think we didn’t realize how much you looked out for us? Otherwise, there’s no way we’d follow a scary, grumpy, blunt, and antisocial person like you. Besides, we’re much stronger if we use Magic.”


  “We’d like you to consider our feelings as well. If you succeed in stopping the dragon, you’ll be a hero, while the Magic Corps under your command will go down in history as heartless dimwits who did nothing.”


  Gouda’s subordinates nodded at each other. He was starting to get flustered. “But the danger…” he said, but the people who followed Gouda’s orders faithfully last night were not listening to him now.


  “If you fail, the dragon will kill us all anyway. So we want to help out and contribute to the operation, even if it’s just a little. I joined the Magic Corps to protect my family. I want to protect them until the end, and the only person who can lead us is you, Lord Gouda.”


  Distressed, Gouda clenched his fists tight.


  Zero tapped the captain’s back. “More resources is better than less, Captain,” she said. “Especially if they are motivated, trained soldiers.”


  “A group that acts swiftly without questioning the captain’s orders is strong, even if they’re weak individually,” I added. “Plus the more people we have, the more gunpowder we can carry, making it easier for me.”


  “I’d like to point out that you just expressed your true, foul intentions at the end there,” the priest said.


  And you should quit butting in every single chance you get, you fucking priest.


  As if he lost all interest in me, the priest turned to Gouda, pointing his well-shaped chin towards the direction Guy ran off to. “While it looks like things are going well here, as a priest who values harmony, I think you should go after him. He probably provoked you so you wouldn’t march to the Forbidden Land, but now he’s going to be left out.”


  “Right,” Gouda said. Cursing, he took off. Then, as if he just suddenly remembered, he turned around and gave orders. “There should be gunpowder in the castle’s basement storage! It’s old and damp, so sort out the usable stuff and take them out of there. We ride at dawn!”


  “Yes, Sir!” answered the Magic Corps. They rushed into the basement storage, and a moment later, people already found the gunpowder.


  Watching their perfect coordination, the priest muttered, “It seems like things will indeed be easier with them around.”


  It took them all day to bring out the gunpowder. After laying it out in the hall, we realized we had quite a lot.


  “We can blow up a whole mountain with this,” I said.


  “An explosion too powerful might trigger an eruption, so we have to be careful,” Zero added. “Although volcanoes with dragons are not supposed to erupt.”


  “Really now? Why not?”


  “Hmm. Dragons are more within the Church’s territory. There is little information about them available to the public. In addition, the Church forbids trespassing into a dragon’s domain, so there is very little documentation about them.”


  Apparently even a witch of the Murky Darkness couldn’t step into the Church’s domain that easily.


  “Perhaps the priest here knows something.”


  “I’m a priest, yes, but I am a member of Dea Ignis. I’m afraid I don’t have any in-depth knowledge.”


  “Whatever you know is fine.”


  The priest gave a troubled frown. “Let’s see… I heard some talk about dragons before I came here. They live in places humans find uninhabitable, such as volcanoes, snowy mountains, and the bottom of the sea.”


  “So I heard.”


  “Those places never see any calamities while the dragon is there. No volcanic eruptions, no avalanches, and the sea is always calm. They’re protecting their own beds, so to speak.”


  “Beds, huh? I suppose it is only natural to make one’s sleeping chambers comfortable,” Zero said.


  “Makes sense if they’re gonna sleep there for a hundred years,” I agreed.


  The dragon would not be able to sleep well if there were frequent eruptions and avalanches.


  “In that case, a little miscalculation in the amount of gunpowder will be fine,” Zero said. “The dragon will do something about it.” She chuckled.


  “No, no, no! We have to be careful! If the dragon doesn’t do anything, we’ll get caught in an eruption!”


  I spotted Gouda entering the hall. I raised my hand at him, and he walked towards us with a frown on his face.


  “So, how’d it go?” I asked.


  “No idea. I just told him the same thing I told the Magic Corps.”


  “That you’re disbanding the group?”


  “Yes.”


  “Stay here and wait for the smoke signal?”


  “Yes.”


  “That you have no use for him since you forbade Magic?”


  There was a pause. “Yes.”


  “You’re an idiot,” I said.


  “Stupid,” the priest added.


  “A fool,” Zero chimed in.


  “What was I supposed to say then?! I don’t want him to die. We grew up together. He’s like a brother to me. There’s no need to take him to the Forbidden Land when he can’t use Magic.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell him that?”


  “He’s not the type to listen. He looks up to his late father. He wants to die a heroic death.”


  “A heroic death… Oh, you mean like die protecting you?”


  “Exactly,” Gouda said, pressing a hand to his forehead. “His father died protecting me from the dragon. I was about to get killed, when he used Magic to distract the creature. It killed him instead of me. To Guy, I’m someone his father risked his life to protect.”


  “Sounds honorable, if you ask me,” the priest said. “Inheriting his father’s will to protect the king. That could make for a touching play.”


  “Honor doesn’t mean anything when you’re dead.”


  “Really. That’s coming from you?” I said.


  “What do you mean?” Gouda raised one eyebrow, apparently not realizing that he was the one honorably hurrying to death himself. “Anyway, the fewer people that accompany us, the better. But these people don’t want to follow orders at all.” Gouda grumbled for a while, then let out a deep sigh. “We’ll take it from here. You three should rest.” He then left to give instructions to his subordinates.


  “I really don’t get that guy,” I mumbled. “The boy wants to die for him, so just let him.”


  The priest heaved a sigh. “I suppose Beastfallen don’t understand what it means to have someone more important than yourself. How pitiful.”


  “Unlike some people, I stay true to myself. If I had to choose between the world and myself, I would choose the latter.”


  “How can one be so shameless? You have no worth to anyone in this world.”


  “I am here,” Zero countered.


  The priest gave a jerk, and turned to face Zero.


  “Mercenary is precious to me, at least. It is a bit irrational to deem him worthless to the world simply because he is worthless to you.”


  “Hmm, yes. Logical as always.” Smiling, the priest patted me on the shoulder and walked away. “You should thank God for bringing this lady to you.”


  “Mind your own business! Where are you even going?”


  “I spent the night in a dungeon. I’m going to wash myself and sleep in a soft bed. Apparently we can choose whatever room we want.”


  Easygoing as always. He left without letting us say a word.


  “Witch,” I said the moment the priest was completely out of sight.


  “What is the matter? You look serious.”


  “Well, this is a serious matter.”


  “Oh? Then I will listen seriously.” She seemed to be enjoying the conversation.


  “Why are you working with the priest? Don’t you hate him?”


  Her expression turned a little solemn, her gaze fixed on me. “Are you talking about Argentum?”


  “You liked that geezer, didn’t you?”


  “I thought he was a respectable sorcerer. But I am a ruthless witch. I do not hold a grudge over the murder of a single sorcerer.”


  I tilted my head, “Is that how it works?”


  “Yes.” Zero nodded. “Allow me to ask you a question. In a war, do you keep track of the enemies that kill an ally of yours?”


  “Of course not. I’d be adding a hundred people to the list every day. I won’t be able to keep up.”


  “Exactly. The Church’s witch hunts are seen as common practice. Five hundred years have passed and we are still at war.”


  A war broke out between the Church and witches five hundred years ago. The Church emerged victorious, resulting in witches being driven to remote lands. Since then, there had been an endless hunt for the survivors, commonly known as witch hunts. Perhaps only outsiders thought that the war between them was over.


  “I created Magic in the hopes that it would end the war and give witches and ordinary humans a chance to live in peace. Things never work out the way you want them to.” Zero turned her eyes to the ceiling. “Besides, that priest is merely a tool.”


  “A tool? You mean the Church’s?”


  “Yes. He acts not on his own will. He is a machine who goes where the Church tells him to go, does what it tells him to do, and waits for new orders when his job is done.” Zero’s eyes were apathetic, almost bordering on pity.


  “He does not know what witches are. He only believes in the information provided by the Church and mindlessly hunts witches. He is not stupid, however. When he makes a ruling, like the one involving the saint, he shows a glimpse of individuality, but it does not extend to those who are already confirmed to be a witch or a sorcerer.”


  “A glimpse of individuality… You mean his hypocritical courtesy and offensive good looks?”


  “I fail to see how his features matter in this case.”


  “Good-looking people have nasty personalities!”


  “That is simply your prejudice speaking. You have noticed it too, have you not? He possesses the ideal benevolence of a clergyman. As proof, he knows I am a witch.”


  “Pardon?”


  What did this woman just say?


  Zero raised one eyebrow. “You did not notice? I am knowledgeable about Magic. He must think I know a little too much, even. I also negated the princess’s ability to cast Magic. The priest is not obtuse as to not see my connection with it.”


  “But if he’s aware of it, why hasn’t he attacked you?!”


  “Because he came to know me before he realized I was a witch. It seems that I differ from his image of a witch.”


  To the Church, witches are absolute evil that brought chaos to the world. They kill people, kidnap children, cause storms, and destroy crops.


  In front of the priest, however, Zero had done nothing but help people.


  “You’re saying that because you’re not exactly a bad person, he’s turning a blind eye?”


  “I am not certain he is completely aware of that. I think what the priest wants is to hunt evildoers, not witches. But since I am not evil, the priest will have to fight against the conflict emerging within him. Is that not pitiful?” Zero flashed me a smile. “That is why I do not dislike the man that much. Well? Are you jealous?” She sounded playful.


  Shrugging, I turned my back to her. “A little,” I replied.


  Zero’s eyes grew wide in surprise. I left the hall, pretending to not notice her reaction.


   


  As planned, we left Altaria Castle before sunrise and set foot into the Forbidden Land. The rain that had been pouring down had completely stopped, giving way to clear skies.


  However, the road was still muddy and slippery. We plodded along the steep mountain path surrounded by forest, brushing off tree branches and vines as we went.


  “My father paved this road to slay the dragon,” Gouda said. “I didn’t expect it to become this eroded in just a year.”


  “Well, it’s better than no road at all,” I said. “Hey, priest. It’s a good thing you have the right tools. Scythes are perfect for weed control.”


  “This is my soul. It’s not like those cheap farming tools!”


  “Farming tools are farming tools.”


  “That they are. It is a tool to cut off one’s head along with their filthy soul. I don’t mind beheading you right here and now!” The priest glared at me, his handsome face tight.


  “Stop it, both of you,” Zero said. “I am riding on Mercenary’s shoulder. If the priest cuts his head off now, I will get covered in blood.”


  “You’re more worried about bloodstains than me?! Then get off me!”


  “No. This is my special seat. You cannot move me.” Zero clutched at my neck, determined not to go down.


  “Hey, loosen your grip a little! I can’t breathe!”


  “I can remove bloodstains better than the average laundrywoman. I will wash your clothes nice and clean.”


  “I think you got the issue all mixed up. It sounds like you’re assuming I’m gonna lose my head!”


  “Keep it down!” Gouda snapped. “Stop acting like kids and walk properly!”


  I jumped. The priest and I then put some distance between us and resumed walking.


  “Like children fighting,” Zero muttered.


  So what?


  We trudged through the Forbidden Land in silence for a while. The further we went, the steeper the path became, making even walking a strenuous effort. We had difficulty just getting to the foot of the mountain.


  Countless large boulders began rolling down from the slope. Some tripped and fell. Since we were pulling a cart full of gunpowder, we had to proceed with more caution. At the rate we were going, it would take us all night just to reach the mountainside.


  I looked up at the sky, and my eyes widened. Something was soaring at a tremendous speed.


  “The dragon…” I muttered.


  Astonished, Gouda looked up at the sky. He immediately understood the situation and shouted instructions in a voice so loud that it reached the entire troop stretching long into the road.


  “Get off the road and head into the woods! Hide under the trees and stay low!”


  The dragon descended from the summit to just right above our heads in the blink of an eye. A suffocating hot wind swept through the area. Some of the trees that the dragon touched burned in an instant.


  The dragon zipped past our heads, then soared back up once more before flying away somewhere, leaving behind a single roar.


  No, it’s not just somewhere.


  “Hey, Captain! The dragon’s heading for Nordis!”


  “What?!” Gouda, who had been lying on the ground, stood up and clicked his tongue as he watched the dragon fly away. “Only the princess and a few members of the Magic Corps are there right now. If the dragon attacks now, we won’t be able to buy enough time to evacuate the citizens!”


  “That is not all,” Zero said, her voice unusually tense. “The dragon noticed us. I have heard that dragons are very territorial and will never allow any threat to invade their sleeping chambers. And yet, the dragon ignored us. Do you know what this means?”


  “Wait… the dragon no longer cares about its territory? It’s abandoning the island… but not after killing everyone as revenge?!”


  “Whaaat?!” I exclaimed. “I thought the princess’s Magic weakened it. Sounds like it’s completely fine!”


  “I do not know,” Zero said bitterly. “If it was not deeply wounded from the princess’s attack, it would have annihilated us back then. But it retreated. If it wished to retaliate, why did it not make any move yesterday?”


  “There’s no time for discussions,” Gouda said. “We need to get back to the city right away. Everyone, abandon your luggage! We’re hurrying back to Nordis!”


  Interlude: A New Doll


  It was early in the morning after Princess Amnil’s return to the castle that the dragon flew to Nordis.


  Raul, as always, was the first one to hear the roar that echoed across the entire island. The Beastfallen immediately reported to Amnil, and on her orders, woke up the guards and instructed them to evacuate the citizens.


  Even without the support of the Magic Corps, the evacuation went swiftly. The citizens were already familiar with the dragon attacks and knew the entrance to the underground tunnels.


  They couldn’t fight off the dragon without the Magic Corps, but they were equipped to hole up and wait until reinforcements arrived.


  That is, if the dragon hadn’t already wiped out Gouda and his team.


  “There’s no way that man would die so easily.”


  They had no means to confirm either way, so their only choice was to wait hopefully.


  There’s nothing I can do without my Magic, Amnil thought as she hugged her knees tight in the warm water.


  After the citizens were evacuated and all gates were shut, Amnil took a bath in the hot spring. Now that she could no longer use Magic, there was no point in taking a dip in the hot water to recover her magical power, but this bathroom was the only place that could calm her down.


  She dreamt of the doll again last night. It should’ve been hanging from the ceiling, but this time it moved around freely, looked at Amnil, and said, “I found you.” Amnil shivered despite the warm water.


  The dragon’s rampage and roars above reverberated all the way underground. The creature was furious, going on a frenzy like never before. Every step it took shook the entire underground shelter a little, and small fragments of rocks fell from the ceiling.


  “Ah, the water will get muddy,” she muttered.


  Then Amnil heard a banging on the bathroom door. She frowned.


  “The princess is bathing,” Raul said, stomping his hooves.


  “I apologize for my rudeness, but there’s a woman begging to go above ground!”


  “What? But the dragon’s out there.” Looking confused, Raul turned to look at Amnil, as if asking for a decision.


  The princess took one deep breath and got to her feet. “Wait. I’m coming.”


  When she got out of the bathtub, she felt a little calmer. After Raul helped her dress up, they returned to the castle together with the soldiers.


  Amnil could hear the commotion even before they reached the square. It was completely out of control. Everyone was yelling at each other. There were only a few members of the Magic Corps here, and guards who couldn’t use Magic alone were not enough to quell the unrest.


  Shaking her head, Amnil walked up to the Magic match venue, still set up in the center of the square, and rang the bell as loud as she could. The sound echoed through every corner of the underground tunnels, silencing the citizens in an instant.


  “What started this?” Amnil asked.


  All eyes darted to one woman. She stared boldly at the princess, her face wet with tears.


  “The entrance was blocked while my child was still outside! I asked them to at least let me out, but these people don’t care! They want to let my child die to protect themselves!”


  “…A child.”


  The evacuation was terribly chaotic. Amnil herself hadn’t recovered from the shock of losing her Magic, and in their haste to take shelter, all entrances and exits were blocked immediately.


  “It’s too late!” one shouted.


  “The kid’s already dead anyway! If you leave now, you’ll die as well, and you’ll put us all in danger!”


  “That’s right! The best thing to do is to hide until the Magic Corps arrives!”


  Best, the princess mouthed. It felt like someone planned this situation.


  “God… are you testing me?”


  Was it best to put her people in danger for the sake of one child? No. Was it just to tell a mother to abandon her only child? No.


  Amnil could no longer use Magic.


  “I will draw the dragon’s attention,” she said. “Find the child while it’s distracted and take them to safety.”


  But she had to do it.


  Some smiled in relief, while some—members of the Magic Corps—looked anxious. They knew Amnil had lost the ability to cast Magic.


  “Princess, it’s…!”


  Too dangerous! Pressing a finger to her lips, Amnil cut the soldier off with a “Ssh,” and cast him a gentle gaze.


  Whether she could use Magic or not was of no concern to the people. The only thing they cared about was whether or not their ruler would protect them.


  “Raul! Get me my armor, and the fastest horse you can find!”


  The Beastfallen neither argued nor hesitated. He simply followed Amnil’s orders and galloped away. He would no doubt bring exactly what the princess wanted, and swiftly.


  But the Magic Corps still wore disapproving looks. “How are you going to draw the dragon’s attention?!” one said. “A horse won’t make it to Altaria’s royal castle. You can use the fastest horse around, but once it slows down, the dragon will catch up!”


  “You’re right. Getting to Altaria is impossible,” the princess replied. “But I can make it to the sorcerer’s lair, at least.”


  Argentum’s lair was warded to prevent the dragon from finding it. Once she was in the forest, the dense trees would block the dragon’s vision and attacks. She had a good chance to outrun it.


  “Your armor, princess,” Raul said.


  Nodding, Amnil spun around. What she saw made her speechless. The Beastfallen indeed brought what she wanted, but that wasn’t all. Raul himself was donning a silver armor, a full set that was forged for a jousting tournament from way back.


  “Why are you dressed like that?” the princess asked.


  “What? You said you wanted the fastest horse,” Raul replied.


  “You’re more than just a horse! This is no time for jokes.”


  “This is our best option, Princess. Unlike an ordinary horse, I can use weapons. I can handle a little injury, and I won’t flinch at the slightest problem. I will never drop you.”


  The only time Raul had ever picked up a weapon was in a jousting match he had participated in for fun in the past. He was predicted to lose early, but he defied all expectations, winning and advancing to the following rounds with ease. He even had to lose on purpose in the final match so his opponent could save face.


  “You have been protecting me all this time,” Raul said. “Even if we stopped you, I know you will go anyway, so at least take me with you. You can’t stop me. If you take a different horse, I will follow you anyway.” Raul flashed a smile that lifted Amnil’s heart.


  If she could ignore the fact that she didn’t want Raul to die, this was indeed the best option.


  “Someone, saddle up Raul,” Amnil ordered. “We’re leaving through the main gate!”


  The door opened a little on cue, and Raul raced out with Amnil on his back.


  Territorial and wary of intruders, dragons basically preferred high places. And in the city of Nordis, sprawling along the slopes of a mountain, the castle was in the highest position.


  The dragon had destroyed part of the castle. It lay coiled in the rubble, watching for any sort of movement.


  When Raul and Amnil emerged, the dragon immediately gave chase. There was no way it wouldn’t pursue them. Purring with the delight of slaughter, the dragon flapped its gigantic wings and soared into the sky.


  Waiting for this exact moment, the Magic Corps attacked all at once, blocking the dragon as it swooped down. In addition, they fired a cannon as well, a relic from the age before Magic. Fewer and fewer people were able to man it due to the frequent dragon onslaughts, but the sailors who washed ashore the other day could operate the powerful gun with no problem.


  However, they could only stop the dragon for about ten seconds. They had to end their attack before the dragon changed its target, and closed the door to the underground tunnels immediately.


  “Raul! It’s coming!”


  “Don’t worry. We’ll make it.”


  Raul kicked the ground with his horseshoes. A natural wooden canopy covered the road between Nordis and Altaria. Once they went in, the dragon lost track of them from above. Hoping to mow down Amnil and Raul, the dragon descended several times, toppling trees, swinging its legs and tail, but the Beastfallen dashed past all of the attacks, leaving the dragon behind.


  Amnil swallowed at how fast Raul was going. He wasn’t lying when he said he was the fastest horse around.


  “We’ll be leaving the forest soon and entering the valley,” Raul said. “I’m going faster, so please hold on tight!”


  With his armor on, weapon in hand, and Amnil on his back, Raul accelerated even more. The sky opened up and rock walls loomed on either side.


  The dragon’s huge body prevented it from landing in the valley, but it continued its assault, tenaciously thrusting its neck and legs towards Amnil.


  Raul snickered. “It looks like it really hates you.”


  “Raul…”


  The Beastfallen’s calmness said he wasn’t afraid of anything. His comfortable breathing even suggested that he was enjoying galloping at full speed.


  “I wouldn’t let you go if I wasn’t sure I could protect you,” Raul said. “We’re almost through the valley. Don’t worry. It’ll never catch up to me.”


  It was as if the Beastfallen had already taken everything into account—what lay on the road between Nordis’s castle to Argentum’s lair, how fast he could run, how fast the dragon could fly.


  They made it through the valley. Argentum’s lair was just past the woods on the left. With nothing in its way now, the dragon once again charged forward, but Raul seemed to be toying with the creature as he raced through the forest, deftly avoiding the trees that lined the path.


  Their vision widened, and a lake came into view.


  “We made it!” Amnil said, but what she saw left her shocked. “No…”


  The tree standing in the middle of the lake had burned down, the lush foliage reduced to ashes, leaving only scorched branches. There was no trace of the narrow bridge that spanned the lake.


  “Master!”


  “Princess! Please stay put!”


  Ignoring Raul’s words, Amnil jumped off his back, heedless of the dragon’s roar and the sound of its flapping wings.


  Without thinking, Raul jumped into the lake, still wearing his armor, and grabbed Amnil’s arm.


  “We can’t stay here!” he protested. “We have to get to Altaria’s royal castle! The dragon—” Raul looked up and frowned. The dragon was only circling in the sky, not descending. He thought the barrier was still up, but he realized there was another reason.


  The lake.


  “I get it… It doesn’t like water!”


  Immediately after Amnil’s spell went out of control, it started raining. That was the reason why the dragon retreated. Rain continued to fall the next day, so the creature did not come down from the volcano.


  Raul immediately took off his armor, picked up Amnil, and dove into the lake. As the princess gasped for air, Raul pressed his lips to Amnil’s to share his breath. He peered beyond the crystal clear. The dragon roared furiously then flew away in search of another prey. The Beastfallen stayed underwater for a while just in case before crawling back up with Amnil in his arms.


  Raul lowered Amnil, who was having a coughing fit. Raul gave her back a rubbing, but Amnil shook off his hand, staggered to her feet, then ran into the burned lair of the sorcerer.


  Raul followed, his eyes downcast at the harrowing scene. Even charred, he could tell. He could see a head detached from its body.


  “Master… No…” Amnil fell to her knees. She tried to pick the skull up, but the old man’s brittle bones crumbled through her fingers. With a grief-stricken moan, Amnil plopped down on the spot.


  “They said they didn’t kill him,” she muttered.


  “What?” Raul looked confused. Immediately realizing Amnil’s misunderstanding, he exclaimed, “No! It wasn’t Mercenary! He was still alive back then.”


  “Then who else killed him?!”


  “It was a priest,” said a shrill voice. It sounded like a girl. “A priest from the Church came.”


  Taken aback, Raul and Amnil looked around, searching for the source of the voice. And there it was, in the fireplace. No, it was there.


  Letting out a shriek, Amnil rose to her feet. “The doll’s moving!”


  It crawled out of the fireplace and patted its soot-stained purple dress. “Oh, thank goodness,” it said. “I almost burned to ashes. This is the first time we’ve met each other outside of a dream, Princess. Do you remember me?” The dirty doll gave a curtsy.


  Amnil took a step back. “Wh-Who are you?”


  “Me? I’m a friend of Argentum’s. My name is Sanare.” Its expression was unmoving, but its mouth split all the way to its ears. “Pleased to meet you, my new doll.”
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Chapter 7: Dragon Slayer King


  We chased after the dragon, mobilizing all the horses and wagons that we had left at Altaria’s castle, and raced down the road at full speed.


  Gouda led the party, and I was running alongside him, Zero on my shoulders. Behind us were horse-drawn wagons carrying the priest and the Magic Corps.


  What can they even do against the dragon without Magic? They didn’t even have a plan, let alone a chance at winning. They were simply charging blindly to Nordis.


  I didn’t dare voice my thoughts. A look at Gouda’s face and I could tell he was more distressed than I was.


  If the worst happened, I’d be fine as long as Zero and I survived. But Gouda had the lives of the citizens on his shoulders. Power was definitely not something I would want. A king or a commander bore too much responsibility for their privilege. Especially a man like Gouda, who had such a stern personality.


  As I shot a glance at Gouda, my nose caught a whiff of blood. Somewhere nearby, someone was injured.


  “Halt!” Gouda roared, stopping us in our tracks.


  We were on the border between Nordis and Altaria, just before the narrow road between cliffs. I looked closely and spotted a bloody person down on the ground. I could see the uniform of the Magic Corps even from a distance.


  “Hey, isn’t that…”


  “Guy!”


  Right. I believe that was his name. After arguing with Gouda, he stayed behind in Altaria’s castle, but we didn’t find him there. I didn’t expect to see him collapsed here, though.


  Jumping off his horse, Gouda ran over to the young Mage. Zero climbed down from my shoulder as well and crouched down beside the boy.


  “Thank goodness. He’s breathing.” Gouda breathed out a sigh of relief.


  He was alive, but he suffered severe injuries. Even through his pants, I could tell that his bones were shattered to pieces.


  “Hang in there. We’ll—”


  Zero cut Gouda off. “Step back. I will do it.” She pushed the captain away and chanted briefly, casting a healing spell on Guy’s leg.


  For a moment Gouda’s expression hardened at Zero’s use of Magic, but after weighing it against the life of his subordinate, he decided to turn a blind eye. Fortunately, the priest was still a little ways behind us.


  “That should do it,” Zero said. “You should be able to walk now.”


  The young Mage’s expression softened, and he opened his eyes. All of a sudden, he grabbed Gouda’s clothes.


  “Lord Gouda?! It’s not safe here!” he cried. “Please get out of here! Hurry! The dragon’s still around. He used me as bait!”


  “What?!”


  An ear-splitting roar shook the air. Covering my ears, I looked up to see the huge dragon glaring at us from atop the cliff.


  “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” I mumbled.


  Baring the sharp fangs lining its jaw, the dragon lunged at us. Quickly I picked Zero and Guy up, pulled Gouda, and leapt into the woods.


  The dragon stopped our advance by drawing our attention to an injured person. I couldn’t believe it came up with such a smart strategy.


  I spotted the people behind us fast approaching. Gouda leaned out of the tree and shouted, “Everybody, spread out! Get to the woods and hide in the trees! We’re being ambushed by the dragon!”


  A horse’s neigh ripped the air. The dragon had swallowed Gouda’s horse whole, spitting out the saddle and the reins.


  “What a skillful use of the tongue,” Zero said. “I must learn from it.”


  “What are you, some kid who spits out her vegetables?”


  “How can you be so calm?!” Gouda said in a tight voice.


  “It’s not that we’re calm.”


  There are some situations where you have to crack a joke or two, or the hopelessness will crush you, and this is one of them.


  The dragon was right in front of us, but pressure from the Church prevented the Magic Corps from using their Magic.


  What could we do in this situation? I didn’t even need to think. There was only one thing for me to do. I rose to my feet and drew my sword.


  Gouda pulled on my clothes. “What are you doing?! You can’t just—”


  “Shut up! I’m gonna buy us some time. With its size, it can’t go deep into the valley. While I’m distracting the dragon, gather up your useless men and head into the valley.”


  “Are you stupid?! You’ll die!”


  “It’s not like I want to do this either! But if we just stay here quietly, we’re dead. I’m trying to act cool here, so just let me go. Or are you tougher than me? Didn’t think so. You need to think things through!” I dashed out onto the road.


  “Mercenary!” Zero called from behind. “You look cool.” She flashed the most devastating smile I had ever seen. She might just kill me before the dragon did.


  I nearly fainted, but the dragon’s tail whipping inches from my head brought me back to my senses. It was not an enemy I could toy around with. In any case, I had to draw its attention and get it away from this place as far as possible.


  Reaching into my bag, I pulled out some gunpowder, lit the fuse, and threw it at the dragon. It exploded near its face, making it turn its head in surprise.


  Then it noticed me.


  “Good… Now follow me!”


  The dragon lowered its body and kicked the ground with its thick, pillar-sized limbs. It seemed to be an expert in both aerial and ground battles.


  I charged straight into the creature, slipping right under its wings, and went right behind it. I parried its swinging tail then jumped into the trees. I heard Gouda gathering up the Magic Corps and leading them into the valley. All right. Sounds like things are going well over there.


  The dragon plunged into the woods to chase after me.


  I screamed. “No fuckin’ way I’m fighting this guy! I’m gonna die! What do I do? What do I do?!”


  I didn’t think I could win. Hell, I didn’t think I’d survive.


  “Wha—”


  I tripped over something and fell flat on the ground. I steeled myself, prepared to die, but the dragon’s jaw missed my head, its teeth clattering. The creature zipped past me.


  I would’ve been dinner for the dragon had I not tripped.


  “Should I thank God for this?”


  “You should thank me,” the priest said.


  His sweet voice was grating to my ears. I couldn’t help but scowl at his patronizing words.


  “So it was your staff that tripped me.”


  “A filthy Beastfallen is not appropriate for tribute to a sacred dragon. You’re buying time for them, yes? I won’t let you take the spotlight alone. I am an adjudicator from Dea Ignis.”


  Okay, that was pretty cool. But now was not the time to be acting like a hotshot.


  The fallen dragon rose back up and glowered at us, its eyes burning with fury. I grabbed the priest’s arm firmly and swung it as hard as he could.


  “What…?” The priest looked at me.


  Even though he couldn’t see my expression through his eye patch, I gave him my best smile. “No hard feelings. We just need a decoy!”


  I threw the priest right into the air, and the dragon turned to follow him. I quickly ran up a tree branch and jumped on the dragon’s back, which was big enough to hold a whole house.


  I almost fell from the momentum, but I managed to hook my claws on its rugged body and hold on. I clambered up the dragon’s back and clung to its neck in one breath.


  You think I wouldn’t kill the dragon? Sorry, Father, but I care more about my life than my faith. He wouldn’t be able to find fault with the Magic Corps if I decided to slay it myself.


  I stroke the dragon’s neck, looking for a gap in its scales.


  “What the hell?”


  I searched all over its body, but couldn’t find a single seam that a knife could penetrate through.


  “Feels like stone… Wh-Whoa…!”


  The dragon wriggled and flapped its wings to get rid of the insect—me—on its back. Losing my balance, I fell and rolled around on the ground. A huge foot threatened to crush me, but I quickly scurried away and slid behind some tree roots.


  The dragon swung its tail, knocking down trees all around, then spread its wings and soared into the sky. I felt relieved that it didn’t pursue me. Then I spotted Zero and Gouda rushing towards me.


  “Mercenary, are you all right?”


  “All my limbs are intact, so I’m good. What about the Magic Corps?”


  “I led them all to the valley,” Gouda replied firmly. “If we stay here and make a ruckus, it shouldn’t chase them into the valley where it’s difficult to attack.”


  “That sounds too good to be true. Ouch!”


  A sharp pain jolted through my head. Profanity followed.


  “You useless bastard!”


  It was the priest. The dragon didn’t devour him, unfortunately. As soon as he ran up to me, he smacked my head with his staff.


  “How could you use a priest as bait?! You’re worse than a demon! If you’re going to throw someone, at least make it worth it!”


  “Shut up! It’s better to use useless people like you as bait! Besides, that thing’s body is covered in stone. There’s no gaps at all.”


  “Stone?” Zero blinked. “Not scales?”


  “Yup. It was hard stone.”


  For a moment, Zero was lost in thought. Then realizing something, she jumped to her feet. “I understand now! Its body is covered in hardened lava. The dragon retreated back then even though it was not seriously injured because it started raining!”


  “Rain?” Gouda leaned forward. “So it doesn’t like water because it lives in lava?”


  “No. You could say that, but it is not that simple. To be more precise, there is a time when it hates water.” Zero looked up at the sky and clicked her tongue. The dragon circling above was descending towards the valley. “There is no time to explain. All you need to know for now is that we have a chance to defeat it. There is one problem, however.” Zero gazed at the priest.


  Noticing her stare, the priest tilted his head curiously. “Me?”


  “It is time you stop pretending, priest.” Zero gave a sweet smile.


  The priest’s expression tightened. Zero made a motion of drawing a bow towards the sky. An arrow of light shot out from her hand, hitting the dragon’s body, then bounced.


  The dragon, ready to pounce on the Magic Corps that fled into the valley, turned its attention to us again. Zero and the dragon glared at each other, their eyes filled with murderous intent. It reminded me of the moment when they exchanged glances when the ship was attacked. But unlike that time, Zero wasn’t the least bit intimidated by the dragon.


  “We are taking the offensive,” Zero declared with a smile. “It is time for a fun dragon extermination.”


   


  “This is foolish!” the priest shouted. “I thought the dragon can’t be injured! And what are you thinking, using Magic in front of me?! I spared you because I had no concrete evidence, but now… Don’t you value your life?!”


  “I do not,” Zero replied. “But I do not plan to give it up either.” She turned to me. “Mercenary!”


  I grabbed the priest’s neck from the front as he was about to take a step forward, then slammed him against a nearby tree and lifted him up so that his feet were in the air. He groaned.


  “Roger that,” I said. “I’ll keep this guy in check. Go! Captain, you assist the witch!”


  “Got it!” Gouda replied, and started running with Zero.


  “S-Stop! Y-You bastard!”


  The priest poured his strength into his staff. But before it could transform into a scythe, I stabbed his wrist with a knife and pinned it to the tree. Biting his lips and grunting in pain, he twisted the strings from his staff around my neck.


  Sensing the danger, I grabbed the strings directly and shook them off my neck. Blood sputtered from my palms, but it was better than being beheaded. In the meantime, Zero and Gouda were already gone.


  I distanced myself from the priest. Immediately he pulled the knife out his wrist without so much as a scream, and entwined a string around it to stop the bleeding. The strings were quite handy, usable both for attacking and first-aid. I wondered if he’d cut his wrist off by mistake, but I couldn’t really ask him anything in this situation.


  The sun was still high in the sky, shining bright. It was an unfavorable situation for the priest, but he transformed his staff to a scythe and charged straight at me without any hesitation.


  Zero and Gouda jumped out into the road, arguing about the dragon circling in the sky. The occasional flickering from above—probably Zero’s Steim to keep the dragon in check—distracted me for a split-second. I might have completely underestimated the priest. The moment I raised my sword to catch the priest’s scythe, he suddenly changed course.


  “Huh? Wait, where are you going?!”


  “I’m not stupid enough to go head-to-head with a Beastfallen during daytime!”


  The priest slipped past me and headed for Zero. Spinning around, I quickly followed him. The priest ran up a tree, kicked the trunk and jumped over my head. Considering the unusual distance he flew, he must have hooked a string to a branch. As soon as he landed, he started running towards Zero.


  If it was a straight chase, I’d have the advantage, but with dense trees blocking the way, I wouldn’t be able to catch up with my size once he put some distance between us.


  Cursing, I shouted, “Hey, Captain! The priest’s headed your way! Protect the witch!”


  I leapt out into the road. The priest was already closing in on Zero and Gouda. Pushing the witch behind him, Gouda drew his sword.


  A metallic clank rang out, the sound of Gouda blocking the priest’s scythe. The dragon was swooping in from above, its claws closing in quick. Zero’s barrage of Steim was interrupted for a moment when the captain pushed her, and the dragon didn’t let the opportunity slide.


  “Oh, shit… Above you! Watch out!”


  Gouda quickly looked up. He stayed put, however. He knew that if he backed down, Zero would be vulnerable. To make matters worse, the priest wasn’t retreating either. They were both morons who put duty first before their own safety.


  I won’t make it.


  There was a sudden flash, followed by an explosion. I looked away from the blinding light. Letting out a surprised shriek, the dragon soared back up, zipping just past Gouda and Zero’s heads.


  “That was Redaest!” I exclaimed.


  A spell from the Chapter of Hunting, Page Four. I remembered it because it was the same Magic Zero used when she confronted the dragon on the ship.


  I lifted my head and glanced at Zero. That was definitely Magic just now. But Zero was also looking away from the light, which meant it wasn’t her that cast it.


  My gaze darted towards the valley. People in their matching uniform were standing there—the Magic Corps.


  “I thought they esca—”


  Before I could finish my sentence, Gouda shouted, “You idiots! What are you thinking?! I ordered you to escape!”


  “We can’t comply with that order!” Guy shouted back.


  His injured leg seemed to be completely healed, as both his feet were planted firmly on the ground. He looked determined to stay in his spot even if it meant death. He was as stubborn as the priest and Gouda, apparently.


  “You always risked your life for the people!” Guy continued. “You protected us! We all decided that now is our turn to put our lives on the line!” His face was that of a warrior prepared to die. Right now he couldn’t care less about the dragon’s threat or the wrath of the Church. Running away from this battlefield was the one thing he couldn’t stand.


  The priest turned pale. He brushed Gouda’s sword aside with his scythe, grabbed the captain by the collar, and pulled him close. “Tell them to retreat, now! The sorcerer is dead. If they still want to use Magic themselves, I will have no choice but to condemn them to death!” His voice was stiff, as if saying, “Please don’t make me kill them.”


  If Gouda ordered the Magic Corps to use Magic, the Church would burn them at the stake, the captain included.


  The young Mage, however, dismissed the priest’s words. “Forget it, adjudicator! We don’t care about Lord Gouda’s orders. We will use Magic on our own will and give everything to protect him and the people! Lord Gouda is our king! Is it righteous to abandon him to save ourselves? Is that what God teaches? If it is, then screw that! We will gladly become enemies of the Church!”


  “You fools!” The priest clicked his tongue in annoyance.


  Gouda had two options. Order them to not use Magic even though he knew it was pointless, saving himself, or share the Magic Corps’s fate and become an enemy of the Church.


  Gouda frowned even deeper than before and gritted his teeth. Gripping his sword tight, he opened his pursed lips. “Indeed. They’re fools. I disbanded them, but they grouped up, told them not to come with us, but followed us to the Forbidden Land. I ordered them to escape, but they stayed. Now they decided to oppose the Church, fully prepared to die.” Gouda fixed his gaze on the priest, and smiled a warrior’s smile. “Foolish subordinates fit for a foolish king.”


  Gouda pulled his head back as far as he could and slammed his forehead into the priest’s face. He then drove the sole of his foot to the priest’s chest to push him away. The priest grunted.


  A cheer erupted from the Magic Corps. They asked Gouda to give them orders, to which the captain responded, “If you want to use Magic that badly, then so be it! Use it to your heart’s content! Altaria’s soldiers, get ready with your Weinkeid. Nordis, Kudra! Steel yourselves. We’re going to take down that dragon even if it costs us our lives!”


  “Fools, all of you!” Wiping the blood that flowed from his nose with his arm, the priest held up his scythe and leapt forward.


  I quickly grabbed his collar from behind. “Don’t you forget about me!” I tossed him into the woods.


  The priest hung in the air for a while before rolling on the ground. Then with a perfect stance, he rose back to his feet. I closed the gap in an instant, bringing my sword down. I knew he would block it with his scythe’s handle. I also expected him to move behind me to escape the impact. When I turned around and tried to slam my fist into the side of his face, my arm stopped.


  “Damn it. The strings!” The string dug deeper into my arm, causing blood to spurt out.


  “You really want me to play with you, huh? Fine. I’ll take you out first!”


  The priest swung his scythe. Just before the blade touched my neck, I bent low, avoiding the scythe, then grabbed the string entwined around my arm and pulled the priest closer. Unraveling the string, the priest spun his weapon and thrust its tip at my stomach. As I leapt backwards to lessen the impact, a barrage of attacks struck me. He showed no mercy. He was out to kill me.


  “You homicidal priest! Why would you charge at us in this situation?! Do you really wanna see all the people on the island wiped out?!”


  I lunged into the priest’s body in one breath, tackling his slim body with my shoulder. I intended to break a few of his ribs, but he twisted his body to minimize the impact.


  With a click of the tongue, I spun around and gave him a kick. He deftly caught the blow with his scythe’s handle, but the force sent him flying. He landed gracefully, brushing off the cuffs of his robe.


  “If God so wishes,” he replied.


  “God, eh? Cool story.” I grinned.


  He called me an animal before, a cattle who didn’t think, and put all blame and responsibility for his actions on others, while he claimed he was acting on his beliefs.


  Riiight. I think you had it backwards, my man.


  A priest who put all the blame and reason for his actions on the Church and God had no right to criticize me for following my client’s orders as a mercenary. And right now I was acting on my own will. Whether Zero ordered me to or not didn’t matter.


  “What’s so funny?” the priest asked.


  “Nothing,” I replied. “I was just thinking how pathetic it is to be the Church’s pet animal!”


  The priest’s scythe hissed sharply through the air. As if to push the weapon back along with its sound, I swung my sword upwards, whipping up dust in the process. Our blades clashed, and the priest’s scythe ricocheted wildly. I then grabbed him by the chest, pushed him down to the ground, and immediately mounted him, not allowing him a chance to get up.


  Pressing a knife at his slender neck, I declared, “It’s over, priest. I won.”


  “It’s not over yet!”


  “It is. You don’t stand a chance at daytime.”


  The fact that he could fight normally even without his vision was astonishing. He was no doubt more terrifying at night. I ripped his eye patch off, and sunlight pierced through the priest’s eyelids. He winced in pain.


  “Chapter of Capture, Page Three: Etrach! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”


  A familiar rumbling and tremor occurred. Keeping my focus on the priest so he wouldn’t escape, I looked over at the road. The ground swelled rapidly, wrapping the dragon hovering at a lower altitude.


  The result was not the usual square box, but an imposing furnace with a long chimney. It had the exact same shape as the one in the underground forge, but it was so big that it could enclose a huge dragon, and just looking up at it made me feel like I was going to break my neck.


  Zero cast a follow-up spell. “Chapter of Hunting, Page Six: Flagis!”


  It appeared as if the dragon was being roasted inside. For a moment flames spewed out of the chimney. Black smoke billowed towards the sky.


  Gouda gave orders to the Magic Corps. “Nordis squad, cast Redaest! Make a hole below the furnace!”


  “Sir!” Several troops simultaneously began chanting the spell. A tremendous roar echoed, and a gaping hole appeared at the bottom of the furnace, hot air leaking out. I squinted.


  “Altaria squad, cast Wenkeid! Send in wind through the hole! We’re gonna increase the heat!”


  A strong wind blew into the furnace, and bright red flames rose from the chimney.


  It was then that I finally realized that Zero and the others were trying to burn the dragon in the furnace. But they were dealing with a dragon that lived in lava, which was basically molten rock.


  The box of earth started glowing red from the heat. Slowly the chimney tilted, melted from the inside, then collapsed.


  It didn’t take long for the dragon to fly out from the inside. Flapping wings scattered the pieces of the melted furnace everywhere. Following Gouda’s orders, the Magic Corps rushed into the woods.


  The dragon glared at Zero with bloodshot eyes, molten rock dripping from its body. Zero, however, calmly cast her eyes downward. She was looking at the hollowed ground underneath the dragon.


  “Nice and fragile.” She took a stance and began chanting. “Verdiga lum de Garg, O’ earth-shaking seedbed extending far and wide, crush the obstacle standing in my way!” Zero smiled. “This is the end, Black Dragon. Fall to the depths of the earth!” Her voice sounded somewhat cheerful, a voice that was certain of victory.


  “Chapter of Harvest, Page Eight: Kudra! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”
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The ground collapsed with a deafening rumble. It was almost like the earth was hollow underneath.


  Memory stirred within me. “The underground lake!” I cried. “Located on the border between Nordis and Altaria!”


  Gouda told us earlier that they dug through the underground tunnels of Nordis and came across a huge underground lake on the border with Altaria. We were right at the border at the moment, which meant the lake was right underneath.


  The red-hot dragon’s body fell into the cold underground lake. Tremendous amount of steam surged upwards, pushing countless rocks into the air, which then rained back down.


  I tossed the priest aside and ran towards Zero. “Get down, you idiot!”


  Zero, however, neither ran away nor lay down. Calmly she turned to me and waved her hand gracefully. “I did it, Mercenary,” she said. “Am I not good?”


  “Not the time for it! Are you blind or something?!”


  I knocked away a rock falling towards Zero then lay down on the ground, covering her. Rocks dropped on my head and back. It hurt like hell. The Magic Corps had taken shelter from the falling rocks in the woods.


  I squinted at the thick steam billowing out of the hole, peering down into the underground lake. The dragon, submerged up to its head, was flailing in the water. The rocks peeled away from its body, revealing its silvery white scales.


  The subterranean lake was more than large and deep enough to swallow the dragon whole. The creature sank helplessly to the bottom of the lake, like a lizard that couldn’t swim.


  A while later, the rocks stopped falling, the steam dissipated, and the sound of the dragon screeching and struggling stopped.


  Complete silenced descended.


  “We did it,” someone uttered. “We did it! We defeated the dragon!”


  Everyone started cheering.


  Members of the Magic Corps embraced each other, overjoyed by their victory. Some patted the others’ shoulders.


  Gouda staggered towards us. A rock probably hit him, as his head was bleeding.


  “Do you need medical attention?” Zero asked.


  Gouda gave an unusual gentle smile. “It’s an honorable injury received in battle. I’ll let it scar. How’s the priest?”


  “He is lying there without his eye patch.”


  “Eye patch?”


  “That guy’s eyes hurt from the light,” I said. “If you remove his eye patch when it’s bright out, he won’t be able to move properly.”


  Gouda frowned, and said, “Absolutely inhuman.”


  “He’s not an easy guy to deal with, okay?! You have to hit his weak spot! Heck, we mercenaries do that all the time—”


  “I’m just joking. Don’t take it seriously.”


  I stiffened. Can you smile a little more when you’re joking? I kept the thoughts to myself.


  I turned to Zero. “Impressive stuff melting the rock with Flagis. It’s a spell you created for roasting a whole pig, right? How’d it even get that hot without fuel?”


  “Good question. A normal Flagis would not be hot enough to melt rocks.” Zero brushed the ground with her foot and picked up a stone. “But the island has this.”


  “Fluorite? Oh, like the ones in the forge!”


  “Yes. It is the same catalyst that blacksmiths use to melt ore. Fluorite is not that rare, and there are plenty of it in the mountains around here. So I made a furnace with Etrach, and used the heat together with the fluorite to melt the rock covering the dragon’s body. Etrach also hollowed out the ground.”


  Since it was a Magic spell that gathered rocks from the ground to create a box, using it would hollow out the earth. The same thing happened during the match between Zero and the princess.


  Zero used Magic to blow up the ground, revealing a cave beneath. The dragon then fell to its demise.


  “I get it now,” I said, wagging my tail.


  I picked up hostility from somewhere. Sensing a scythe and cold strings, I grabbed Zero and Gouda to my side and quickly distanced myself from the approaching foe.


  The blade of the scythe barely missed my nose before sticking deep into the ground.


  I didn’t even need to wonder what was going on. It was the priest we left lying in the woods. Scythe in hand, he turned to face us, his back to the hole the dragon fell into.


  “You’re quite stubborn, you know that?”


  “Did you think I would just stay put after that? I’m going to make you regret you didn’t finish me off!”


  A cloth was wrapped around his eyes instead of an eye patch, probably torn from the hem of his robe. I doubted it could block light as good as the leather patch, but it was probably enough to give him some comfort.


  “Don’t bother,” I said. “You’re up against a Beastfallen, a witch, and a Magic army. You couldn’t win against me alone. This is just suicidal. I suggest you return to your headquarters and come back with a plan to kill everyone on this island.”


  “Shut up, you filthy brute! I’m an adjudicator from Dea Ignis. I will not back down in the face of a witch! I condemn you all to death right here and now!”


  The dragon roared from deep in the hole. It wasn’t dead yet. Astonished, the priest turned around. The creature’s claws grabbed the edge of the hole. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel its breathing. The dragon stuck its neck out and opened its mouth, ready to devour the priest.


  In the face of countless gleaming teeth, the priest reflexively readied his scythe, and lowered it. He wouldn’t hurt a dragon no matter what, it seemed.


  Before I could draw my sword and take a step forward, something zipped past me.


  “Captain! What are you—”


  Sword in both hands, Gouda charged straight at the dragon with a battle cry that emanated from deep within him. He set his foot on the dragon’s lower jaw, then with all his strength slammed his sword into its upper jaw as it tried to close its mouth.


  A large amount of blood spurted out of the dragon’s mouth, raining down on Gouda and the nearby priest. The captain jumped down from the dragon’s mouth, his whole body stained red with blood, and grabbed the priest’s clothes, forcing him to retreat.


  With a shrill cry, the dragon clawed at the edge of the hole and slowly fell. There was a splash, followed by complete silence, not even the sound of the dragon struggling.


  “Why did you save me?” the priest asked.


  If Gouda had just let the dragon devour the priest, he wouldn’t be able to cause trouble, or return to the Church and give a report about the heretics on Black Dragon Island. They could have some time to prepare for the Knights Templar.


  Gouda glanced at the priest and let out a deep sigh. “It’s only natural for a believer to protect a priest.”


  “Nonsense! How can you call yourself a follower of the Church—”


  An applause interrupted the priest. I looked around, searching for the source of the sound, and was startled when I spotted a figure on the cliff.


  She had long, lustrous, honey-colored hair, and armor over her dress. A pair of delicately crafted monocle glinted over her right eye.


  “Is that the princess?” I said.


  Gouda wiped away the blood from his sword and peered at the cliff. “Why would the princess be here?”


  “Wait!” Zero said. “Something is not right.” She glowered straight at the figure.
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She was right. It was strange for the princess to be up there, looking down on us and clapping arrogantly. The earnest princess would not act so pompous.


  With all eyes on her, the princess finally spoke up. “Well done! Splendid! You really killed a dragon. Very impressive! Mind-blowing!”


  All the fur on my body stirred. My heart ached, and an unpleasant bitterness surged from the back of my throat. It was anger. And hatred.


  She looked like the princess, she sounded like the princess, but the way she spoke was eerily similar to the woman who killed Theo.


  “What a lovely charade,” she said. “The bond between a king who can’t use Magic and the Magic Corps’s determination to rebel against the Church. Ah, that was fascinating, like a fancy play. I’ve never actually seen a play before, but I’m sure it’s something like that. But you have me to thank for that. This was only possible because of the spread of Magic. And I was the one who wrote the copy of the grimoire!” A jarring laughter rang out.


  Gouda and the Magic Corps were baffled.


  “Sanare,” Zero said in a tight voice.


  The princess smiled, the same smile that Sanare displayed. “Yes. It’s me, Zero.”


  Argentum’s words suddenly popped into my mind. When Zero asked if Sanare was dead, the sorcerer said in a gentle tone, “But her soul has not perished. It is wandering, searching for a new vessel.”


  “Look,” the princess said, spinning around on the spot. “Isn’t this doll great? I picked it up back at Argentum’s place. Don’t you think it’s the perfect body for me?”


   


  Without so much as a thought, my body dashed forward, clawing at the vertical cliff. I stretched out my arm, stabbed a knife as high as I could, and pulled myself up. Using the knife as a foothold, I took another leap, slammed a second knife, then used it as a foothold, and I was able to reach the edge of the cliff.


  “Unbelievable,” Sanare said. “Climbing a cliff? Talk about tenacious.”


  “You better be ready, cause I’m gonna rip you to shreds!” Climbing over the cliff, I pounced on Sanare.


  “But unfortunately for you, I’m not exactly defenseless.”


  A knight on horseback jumped out from behind her. No.


  “Raul!”


  It was a horse Beastfallen donning a full-body armor. I couldn’t see his face because of the helmet, but it could only be him.


  He thrust a spear forward, but I grabbed the tip just before it could reach me. Raul, however, didn’t halt his charge. The spear broke through my grip and gored deep into my shoulder.


  The force of the thrust pushed me off the cliff. I was dangling in the air, and my weight caused the spear do dig deeper into my wound. I screamed in pain.


  “What the fuck are you doing, man?!”


  “What do you mean?” His tone was as tender as always. “I’m just protecting the princess, Mercenary.” He then tilted his head and added, “It must hurt. I’m sorry.”


  A mix of horror and disgust rushed through my whole being, and my mouth tightened. “Princess? Look at her. Can’t you hear her degenerate laughter? She’s not the princess! Wake up, you idiot!”


  “It’s pointless, Mercenary.” Sanare giggled. “He knows that I’m not her precious princess. But this body belongs to her. If this body gets injured, the princess might die along with me. He has no other choice but to protect me. Who knows? Maybe I’ll return her body in the future.”


  “You fuckin’ bitch!”


  “Please refrain from using vulgar language, or you might make that boy cry. What was his name again? Mio?”


  “Don’t you dare utter Theo’s name with what filthy mouth of yours!”


  “Oh, right. Theo. My, you sure are passionate. Why are you so obsessed with a kid you’ve only been with for a few days? Are you stupid?” She cast me a condescending look. “Let me tell you something, Mercenary. You’re obsessed with that boy because he’s dead. You think he’s special because he’s no longer in this world. You think you could have gotten to know him better, that you could have traveled with him. You only see what could’ve been a bright future. You only remember the good things about him. If he were still alive, you’d probably ditch him somewhere for being a nuisance.”


  “Shut up. Shut up. Shut the fuck up! I don’t care about your speech!”


  “Then don’t listen. You can cover your ears. Oops, I guess you can’t do that in your current position.” She turned to Raul. “Can you please let him down?”


  “Wh-What?”


  Raul quickly pulled his spear back, and I plummeted through the air. “You goddamn idiot!” I yelled.


  By falling on my shoulders, I lessened the impact of the fall. I rolled over a few times before crouching. A maniacal laughter came from above. I spit out curses. And blood.


  “How pitiful,” Sanare said. “You only care about the ones you’ve lost, believing they’re special. What a lonely Beastfallen. For you, the only ones who will never betray you are the dead!”


  “Do not listen to her!” Zero cried. “She is merely tormenting you to please herself. Nothing she says holds any meaning at all.”


  “I know that! But she still pisses me off!” I rose to my feet.


  Looking down at me, Sanare put a finger to her lips and smiled. “I only came here today to say hi. Fighting a Beastfallen, an extraordinary witch, a Magic army, and an adjudicator all at once is too dangerous. I could have just disappeared without a word, but I felt sorry. After all, I made you search for this.” She held up two books she had hidden behind her back to her chest.


  “You’re kidding,” I mumbled.


  I could tell at a glance that what she was holding were copies of the Grimoire of Zero.


  “I lent them to Argentum for a while now, and I finally retrieved them. I have the right to collect them. I wrote the copies, after all.”


  A familiar light enveloped Sanare and Raul, leaving only their voices echoing in the area. A forced summoning. I’d seen it too many times, I wasn’t even surprised anymore.


  “Where should I take the book next? What should I do there? Maybe something’s already happening. If you’re curious, come after me.”


  The light vanished, along with Sanare and Raul.


  Zero gritted her teeth. “Mercenary,” she said.


  “What? I’m kinda pissed right now.”


  “What a coincidence. I am too.”


  Shuddering, I looked at her. On her face was an ice-cold sneer that sent a shiver down my spine.


  “I will kill that woman. I swear it.”
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Chapter 8: The Adjudicator’s Decision


  When we returned to Nordis, we learned that the princess had gone with Raul to Argentum’s lair to draw the dragon away from the city.


  The princess didn’t know that her mentor was already dead. She returned to Nordis before we came across the information. She must have found Argentum’s corpse in his lair, and the shock gave Sanare the opening to steal her body.


  “That is most likely what happened,” Zero concluded in a tired tone.


  She was floating in the hot spring, the same one that the princess invited us to. According to Amnil, it had the special property of restoring one’s magical power.


  Since the princess was now gone, Gouda said we were free to use it. Zero had been using Magic frequently ever since we drifted to Black Dragon Island, so it was a welcome offer.


  As for me, I was standing there staring at the wall just like last time—or so I’d like to say, but I abandoned all reservations and joined Zero in the tub.


  I was leaning wearily at the edge, while Zero was floating in the middle.


  “So, is the princess dead?” I asked.


  “No, she is not. She is probably just sleeping. If two souls residing in a single body fought each other, the more strong-willed one would win.”


  “So, if we take care of Sanare…”


  “We can save the princess. Sanare must have told Horse the same. On the other hand, killing the princess will not kill Sanare. She is no longer human. Besides, I made a promise. Argentum entrusted her to me and I accepted. I am a witch, and witches do not break contracts.”


  So Zero let her go.


  “If you’re curious, come after me, was it? She’s really playing you. So, what’s the plan? Keep heading to Moonsbow Forest? Or are we going to follow that woman and retrieve the copies?”


  “Let me think.” Holding her breath, Zero let her body sink into the water. After an uncomfortably long time, she quickly rose back up. “Honestly, I have no idea.”


  “You took your time, and that’s your answer?”


  Cackling, Zero stood up. I caught a glimpse of her body from the corner of my eye. Her curves were as perfect as always—extraordinary, like something out a devil’s painting.


  “But our route is still the same. I am familiar with the princess’s magical power, and I sense it at the southern port we are currently heading to—Lutra. It is as if she is inviting us.”


  I leapt to my feet. “An ambush right after declaring war?! She’s really making a fool out of us, huh?”


  “I suppose. If she keeps on making a fool of me, it would tarnish the name of the Murky Darkness. But first we need to get off this island. The priest should have the ship ready by now. Let us go. To the Dragon Slayer King.”


   


  The Dragon Slayer King—that was Gouda’s new title as the head of the Magic Corps. The previous king had already passed, and the princess who was scheduled to be crowned disappeared. With no other blood relatives, Gouda, as the king of the allied kingdom, would inevitably become king. He would become ruler of a country that killed a dragon, accepted Magic, and was destined to be destroyed by the Church.


  “I’m not sure if the dragon’s dead, or it was just born…” I muttered with a frown as I studied the silver-colored lizard clinging to Gouda’s shoulders.


  As big as a human baby, it had wings on its back and tiny horns on its head. The fact that it emerged from the underground lake where the dragon fell suggested that it was the creature’s child.


  As soon as it appeared, it found Gouda and rushed straight at him. It had stuck to the captain since then, never letting go.


  I wondered if that dragon had conceived a child, but considering that we never found the dragon’s corpse, I could only assume that the black dragon had shrunk.


  “I have heard of legends that dragons are immortal, and that they sometimes serve those whose strength they recognize. I never expected to see it with my own eyes, though.”


  Zero poked the little dragon several times. It opened its small mouth wide and threatened her. When Gouda made it close its mouth, it quieted down, purring. It even seemed as if it thought the captain was its parent.


  “It thinks he’s protecting me,” the Captain said. “I bumped my foot on a shelf earlier, and it hissed at the shelf.”


  “It sounds dependable,” Zero said. “I am a little jealous. Ah, I regret not finishing the dragon myself. It would have served me instead.”


  “Oh, give me a break,” I cut in, frowning. “A witch alone is trouble enough. Traveling with a baby dragon will just make it worse. We would have to disguise ourselves as traveling entertainers.”


  “That sounds like fun.”


  “No, it’s not!” I breathed a deep sigh.


  Nothing made any sense. Even the priest had never seen anything like this before, as he seemed to be in complete loss. He was so troubled that he lost the will to judge us on the spot and went to call a ship off the coast without saying a word.


  Gouda professed to be a devout believer of the Church, but killed a dragon to save the priest. Then the dragon itself turned to like Gouda. The Magic Corps also risked their lives for the people. The priest’s mind should be in a state of chaos right now, the Church’s teachings and definition of justice all a jumbled mess.


  Honestly, I felt sorry for him, to the point that I thought it would be better to just kill him.


  “Lord Gouda!” A young man’s voice echoed in the crowded royal castle square.


  Guy, a young Mage, was running down the grand staircase leading to the castle. He immediately rushed to Gouda.


  “Ship!” he said.


  “It’s here?”


  “Yes! I don’t know why, but there are four big ones!”


  “What?!”


  Zero and I exchanged glances. I had an idea why.


  “It must be the governor of Ideaverna,” Zero said.


  “Probably,” I replied.


  And sure enough, three of the four ships were arranged by the governor of Ideaverna. When he learned that the ship we were on had gone missing near Black Dragon Island, he immediately organized a search.


  The search party couldn’t get close to the island, but when the priest told them that there was no danger, they set course here. The other ship was the one that the priest came on.


  The priest didn’t have to return, since we had the governor’s ships anyway. Then again, we needed to transport the citizens of the island, so more ships was better.


  Overall things went smoothly, but not without problems. I had no idea how this would turn out, but Gouda and his men were major criminals who killed a dragon with Magic. No ship could take them on board, and even if they could, they would have nowhere to go without the support of the Church. Gouda and the Magic Corps were inevitably forced to remain on the island.


  No one would want to stay at a place fated to get burned down by the Knights Templar—or so I thought, but I was completely wrong.


  Aside from the sailors who washed ashore with us, and merchants who were originally from outside the island but couldn’t leave, only a few people boarded the ship—devoted believers of the Church who despised Magic and the people who killed the island’s priest. However, a few people out of a thousand was still an unusual number.


  “We would’ve boarded if all of us left,” said one guy. “But we can’t leave if the king and the Magic Corps are staying behind.”


  “We can’t use Magic, but we can’t imagine a life without it,” said another. “The dragon still hasn’t abandoned this place. Not to sound like the princess, but I have a feeling that staying here is the best option.”


  Even one of the sailors decided to stay. For one reason—Magic. He had the aptitude for it. Apparently there was a certain fascination to the technique that they couldn’t shake off even when they knew the Church would kill them for it.


  The priest tried his best to persuade the people to board the ships, but none would listen to him.


   


  The next morning, the ships were ready to set sail. Zero and I were able to leave the island without delay.


  Gouda and the Magic Corps saw us off at the port. Exposing the dragon to the public seemed unwise, so the captain locked it up in his room.


  “You’re a mess,” I said.


  “It wouldn’t let go, okay?!” Gouda yelled. The baby dragon’s claws had made a mess of his face and clothes. “The future looks grim. There’s no way I can raise a dragon. The princess is also gone. I’m just really worried, you know? But I can’t ask you guys to stay either.” He heaved a sigh.


  Zero tapped his chest with a fist. “Be strong, Dragon Slayer King. You will make a fine ruler. You can be thoughtless, though.”


  Frowning a little, Gouda shifted uncomfortably. Then as if remembering something, he dug into his pocket and produced a sheet of parchment.


  “I almost forgot. Here. We finally found it yesterday.”


  “It’s the Witch’s Letter!”


  I had completely forgotten about it. I immediately unfolded the letter to find it filled with new contents written by Albus. She must have been waiting for a reply for a while now. Imagining Albus yelling with her ear-piercing voice made my ears and tail drop.


  “We owe you a lot,” Gouda said. “I wish I could give you something.”


  “I acted without expecting anything in return,” Zero said. “You and this island simply happened to be in our route.”


  “We’re setting sail!” the sailors yelled from onboard the ship.


  Gouda and I gave each other one last tap on the shoulder.


  “I suggest you put on some perfume, Beastfallen.”


  “And I suggest some ointment for your forehead, Mr. Frowny Face.”


  Zero turned around, cloak flaring. “If you feel like it, you may write to me about the dragon’s growth,” she said. “If you send a letter to the governor of Ideaverna, it will reach me eventually.” She then boarded the ship without looking back.


   


  “What the hell are you doing here?”


  The priest was waiting for us on the deck, standing still, hands on the staff in front of him.


  “This ain’t the ship you were on!”


  “I paid the full fare, giving me permission to board this ship. You have no reason to meddle in my affairs.”


  “Unfortunately, I’m a Beastfallen, and as you know, I’m escorting a witch. I think I have every reason to complain about you being here.”


  “Stop it, Mercenary,” Zero said. “That is why the priest is here.” She looked at the priest. “Isn’t that right?”


  The priest no longer smiled back at Zero. “I have decided that from now on, in the name of Dea Ignis, you will be under my supervision. Magic is a powerful force that could slay even a dragon, and it could no longer be overlooked. If you are willing to disclose any information about Magic and be of use to the Church, I will defer your execution to some extent.”
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