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Librarian of the Forbidden Library

Just a spoonful of sugar.

With that as their goal, ants crawl out of the safety of their burrows and form a line defenselessly in front of children excited to play their cruel games.

There are plenty of ways to have fun with ants: crush them underfoot, set them on fire, or roast and eat them.

These poor, foolish ants do not stop carrying sugar even when their comrades are killed one by one.

I read in a book that they are called social insects.

Those words came to mind. It’s what the all-knowing Director said while feeding sugar to ants crawling on the ground. Or while watching the sweet golden honey dripping from a destroyed beehive.

So many independent creatures living in groups, each with their own role. Don’t you think they’re similar to humans?

Not even a little, I thought. Not at all.

Humans are more complex, smarter, and more beautiful.

Do you hate insects? They call me a bookworm, by the way.

“We are alike,” the Director said.

She was wrong again. I did not see the slightest resemblance between me and the Director. It was nothing short of an insult.

But the people marching from the Kingdom of Wenias to Knox Cathedral to save their friends, who may or may not be alive at the moment, were like ants lured by sugar.

They were oblivious to the danger, oblivious to the demons contemplating on cruel ways to torment the ants.

We have to protect them. I’m sure it’s what the Director would’ve wanted as well.

Because the Director loves humans.
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Chapter 1: The Demons’ Domain

Witches used the power of demons to cause all kinds of calamities. They could turn the waters of a spring into poison, drive livestock mad, and bring polluted rain that destroyed fields.

What would happen, then, if the source of the witches’ power were summoned in large numbers?

If demons were to walk the world at will, without any orders from witches, satiating their desires?

Would all drinking water turn to poison?

Would grazing sheep devour its shepherd?

Would the pouring rain destroy the fields and starve the young?

The answer now lay in a world that had faded to gray with despair and hopelessness.

“All hands on alert!” a young, dark-skinned knight barked. “Shields up, protect your comrades! Stand your ground, bearers of the Sword of God!” The knight raised axes on both hands. “It’s only a herd of deer! Remember how we hunted in our lands!”

A swing from her first arm crushed the skull of a beast, and the second blow that followed cut off its head. Her slender arms were not to be made light of. She was a solid fighter.

Following her orders, thousands of knights engaged the starving herbivores attacking them. Hooves turned into claws, and sharp fangs for devouring human flesh protruded from their mouths.

“The hunters become the hunted,” the witch said, analyzing the situation while preparing herself. “A nasty joke from the demons.”

“Are these deer edible?” the white Beastfallen beside her asked. “I hope they’re not poisonous.” He sounded carefree despite the situation.

Before the witch and the mercenary, they were only deers. With a yawn, the mercenary repelled a charging deer with his bare hands. The witch let the mercenary do the fighting while she went around looking for injured soldiers to heal.

“Don’t you have some Magic spell that can one-shot them all?” the mercenary asked.

“If you want the knights annihilated as well, then yes,” the witch replied.

“I’m sorry for asking. Whoa!”

The mercenary pulled his head back. An arrow that came from outside his field of vision grazed his nose, zipping through the air in a straight line, and pierced the eyeball of a deer that was about to attack a knight. Only after the creature fell did he realize that it was the dark-skinned knight that was being attacked—the young captain of the northern troops, Gemma. She had been preoccupied with giving orders to the soldiers that she failed to watch her back.

The mercenary looked in the direction the arrow came from, but the archer was already gone. If it was a stray arrow, then the captain was extremely lucky, but if it was shot on purpose, then the archer was surely skilled.

“A blessing from God, I guess,” the mercenary muttered.

A howl of victory rose from somewhere. From one end to the other, the call spread among the ten-thousand-or-so troops, eventually reaching the ears of the captain. There were no longer any beasts around.

“The hunt is over!” the captain declared. “The Sword of God has slain the evil beasts!”

A cry of victory erupted. The nostalgic clamor of the battlefield made the mercenary wag his tail.

The moment Gemma found the witch’s figure among the hubbub, the captain rushed to her. “Lady Witch. Thank you for healing the soldiers,” she said. “Your presence was reassuring.”

“It seemed like I could leave the fighting to you,” the witch replied.

Gemma looked proud. “Many of us are nobles. We’re used to hunting deer. Though it was a little different from what we were used to.” She glanced with horror at the dead deer at her feet, with its claws and fangs.

“Well done, merc.” Gemma regarded the mercenary with a strange look, as if she was suppressing disgust. “We noticed the attack thanks to your warning. I suppose it’s true what they say. Beastfallen are great at sensing danger.”

“Thanks,” the mercenary said.

“I must learn to let go of my prejudices. Most Beastfallen are corrupted, but there are also those like you who have honorable souls—”

“Stop,” the mercenary cut her off sharply. “We’re only working together because we have the same goal. Don’t expect honor from me.” He turned his back to Gemma and walked away.

Gemma was taken aback at the mercenary’s quick dismissal. Wearing an uneasy look, she said, “Wait. I’m sorry if I offended—”

The witch tapped Gemma on the shoulder to stop her. “That is how he is,” she said. “I suggest you go back to your soldiers.”

Still watching the mercenary, Gemma returned to her post.

Gemma’s father was killed by a Beastfallen when she was young. Since then she had developed a deep hatred for them and felt uncomfortable in their presence, much more than the average person.

But she did not want to discriminate against a mercenary who was traveling to Knox Cathedral with the Knights Templar. Despite her pale face, she tried to be fair and friendly to him.

She displayed the magnificent mentality of the Church. She was the ideal leader, one who suppressed her own emotions for the good of the public.

Normally, the mercenary would have welcomed the situation. But there was one problem.

“Against tremendous odds, you actually hit the jackpot, Mercenary.” After watching Gemma go, the witch caught up with the mercenary. “Who would have thought that it was the Black Beast of Death who killed her father?” She chuckled.

The mercenary shot the witch a glare. “It’s not funny! Do you know what’ll happen if she finds out?!”

“What do you think will happen?” she asked.

The mercenary thought about it. He would not get away scot-free. That much was certain.

Ten years ago, people had called him the “Black Beast of Death” with fear and contempt. The witch could not help but laugh at the fact that the mercenary was agonizing over his dark past.

Gemma, the captain of the Northern Expeditionary Force of the Knights Templar, had only recently turned nineteen.

In addition to being fair, upright, and honorable, she was also skilled enough to be chosen by Eudwright, Commander of the Knights Templar, to lead the expedition. Overall, she was a splendid individual.

After her father died thirteen years ago, she followed his footsteps and eventually joined the Knights Templar. It was a tale that would have moved me to tears, but unfortunately I was the one who killed her father. I could not even manage a bitter laugh.

We had to march through the demon-infested northern part of the continent to save a bigshot of the Church in the far north.

Then we needed to kill Zero’s Master, who was apparently hiding somewhere up north, to save the world.

We were supposed to be working together with the knights, but they didn’t seem to trust a witch and a Beastfallen duo in the slightest.

But those issues paled in comparison to my personal problem.

“Be careful what you say and do, Witch,” I said. “If anyone finds out, there will be more than just a little trouble.”

“Worry not,” Zero replied. “No one will approach us.” Stretching, she spread some straws and lay down in the hurriedly-built carriage, covered only by a canvas to keep out the rain. “This precious, shabby carriage does not even have a driver.”

“I know, but still.”

Through the gap in the canvas, I saw a horse without a rider to pull its reins. Common sense told me there was not a single person from the knights who would want to drive a carriage carrying a witch and a Beastfallen.

Gemma tried to use her authority to pick a driver, but Zero refused, saying, “We can handle the horse ourselves.”

Horses are smart. Even without a driver, they plodded along the road on their own, and stopped when there was danger.

Zero, the extraordinary witch, controlled the horse as a familiar, and the carriage moved forward smoothly.

While it was indeed handy, even I, who was used to witches, found it creepy. I could easily imagine the disgust of the knights.

The Knights Templar selected for the expedition to Knox Cathedral numbered more than ten thousand. It was a huge battalion, considering that the other groups headed for the other cathedrals only had around four thousand troops each.

The flag bearer marched ahead of the long column of knights, their flag fluttering in the wind. Our carriage, however, leading all of them, bore no banner.

Maybe we should fly the banner of Wenias? Or create a new crest? But I’m not sure what kind of emblem is appropriate for us.

“And?” Zero said while I was busy mulling over trivial matters.

I shot her a questioning look, and Zero jerked her chin toward the troops.

“Did you do it?” she asked. “Or is it simply a false accusation brought about by your infamy?”

Oh, she’s talking about Gemma’s father.

“I did, unfortunately.” Sighing, I let my ears droop and lay down the straw. “I clearly remember killing a bigshot from the Knights Templar who had the same skin color as the commander.”

“You only have his skin color and position to go on. How can you be so certain?”

“An emblem of a moon and a black cat.”

Joining the Knights Templar required one to abandon their family name and renounce all inheritance rights. The only thing you were allowed to bring was a familiar weapon, which usually bore the family’s crest.

The man I killed wielded a one-handed battle axe with a black cat and moon emblem engraved on it.

Gemma’s weapons were also one-handed axes bearing the same emblem of a moon and a black cat. I couldn’t be mistaken.

“If it happened in the midst of battle, then you are not to blame. Warfare is kill or be killed, is it not?”

“Not when we were on the same side.”

“What?” Leaning on her elbow, Zero straightened up. The fact that I had killed an ally came as quite a surprise to her.

“I’m not gonna spare you the details,” I said. “It’s a sickening story.”

“You are such a bore.”

“Did you think I was fun?”

“Hmm.” Zero crawled across the straw to sidle up to me.

“What?” I said.

“I thought that by becoming closer physically, our hearts would come closer as well, making you more willing to talk.”

“It’s not gonna work.”

“I am on your side. If you have ever killed an ally, don’t you think I have a right to know the details?”

“Unfortunately for you, I’m a mercenary who kills for coin. I also received hush money to keep my mouth shut. Nothing you say can make me talk.” For once, I was unwavering.

“What a bore.” Zero pouted. “Then I will take a wild guess. If you were paid to keep quiet about the matter, that would mean someone hired you to kill the commanding officer. Were you bribed by the enemy? But you are a beast warrior. You are too conspicuous. You would cast suspicion on yourself if you made contact with the enemy. I doubt you are fit to be an assassin either.”

“Shut up. Stop prying into my private life.”

I opened my hand wide and grabbed half of Zero’s face, covering both her nose and mouth. She didn’t struggle, and instead looked at me with reproachful eyes as though saying, “I’m going to suffocate.”

The look on her face suggested I could stay like this for hours and she would not even suffocate. I was tempted to see how long the witch could go without breathing, but a sudden neigh of the horse cleared the mischievous thoughts from my head.

“Did you stop it?” I asked.

“No,” Zero answered. “The horse noticed something.”

Zero and I cut our jabbering and peered through the gap in the canvas. The first thing we saw were three dead bodies hanging from branches. One of them had a signboard hanging from its neck that bore words written in blood.

“Demon territory up ahead,” Zero read. “Welcome, humans.”

I didn’t know whether I should laugh or be scared.

“Hey, Witch. Can demons write?”

“Lesser demons do not even have a sense of self, but demon kings possess knowledge far greater than that of humans.”

“What’s wrong?!” A horse came galloping from the group behind us. “Why did you stop?!”

I pointed to the corpse with the sign and the road that stretched beyond it. The soldier instantly stiffened. He managed to swallow the scream that rose to his throat.

I’ll give him props for that.

The hanging corpses seemed to serve as some sort of a boundary. The scenery beyond it—in the Demons’ Domain—was nothing short of bizarre.

The trees along the road were all gray and dead, their tops plunged into the ground in an eerie arc. They were like ghastly greenery arches. Normally, the wooden frames would be decorated with lush leaves and brightly-colored flowers, but these were a little different.

The endless rows of gates were decorated with human corpses. Intestines hung among the woods like red-dyed cloth, and a human head sat perfectly on each arch. It was beyond gruesome. It was like a scene straight out of fiction, the beginning of a nightmare of an artist who wished to die.

It was only the first day of our expedition, and we were already met with a situation too intense for powerless humans.

“Soldier,” Zero said. “Go get the captain. From here on out, it is quite literally demons’ territory. We need to brace ourselves.”

“You want the Knights Templar to obey a witch?” said a stern-looking old man with a meticulously trimmed white beard.

Zero only called for the captain, Gemma, but two additional people showed up; her attendant and the vice captain, the old man.

A staunch follower of the Church, the old man—why he was not the captain, I had no idea—did not even try to hide his disdain for witches and Beastfallen.

He pushed Gemma to the back and looked down at us from his saddle. He was a mass of spite and enmity to say the least.

He had not even introduced himself to us yet. I wanted to call him out for his lack of manners, but the same could be said about us.

“I did not ask you to obey me, young one,” Zero said as she took a bite of a huge loaf of bread. She was sitting sloppily on the carriage’s driver seat, her legs dangling in the air.

You had dried meat just now. How big is your stomach?

Part of the reason why the second-in-command stubbornly refused to get off his horse was probably because Zero not only did not stand up to greet him, but she also didn’t stop eating.

The witch didn’t show proper manners, so the knight refused to show any either. Since the vice captain stayed on his horse, Gemma could not dismount either. She stirred restlessly on her saddle.

Hierarchy sure is a pain the ass.

Zero tried to speak, but only incomprehensible blabbering came out of her mouth.

“Shut your mouth,” the old man rebuked. “Swallow before you speak.”

Zero did as she was told and closed her mouth, busying herself with chewing the bread.

The old man, veins popping on his wrinkled forehead, waited patiently for Zero to swallow the bread with the help of water.

But a few seconds later, Zero tried to take another bite of bread. The old man finally jumped off his horse, grabbed the bread from Zero, and threw it at me. I caught it, wrapped it in a cloth, and placed it on the driver’s seat.

For a while, the vice captain glared at Zero. “Are you mocking us?”

He seemed like a master of intimidation. Any normal person would have shrunk back. But intimidation did not work on Zero.

“Not as much as you,” the witch said.

Her casual attitude pushed the old man’s patience to its limit. He reached for the sword at his waist. I pulled my sword halfway off its sheath in response.

“Vice Captain, please sheath your sword,” Gemma said. “We’re here to talk to the witch.”

The vice captain clicked his tongue. “Talk to a witch?” he spat.

“I understand how you feel. But Commander Eudwright trusts her. Can’t you please at least listen to what she has to say?”

He didn’t look like the type to listen to a young girl, but the mention of the commander’s name seemed effective. The old man lowered his hand away from his sword.

Zero finally opened her mouth. “If you are willing to listen, then I will be happy to talk. In case you have forgotten, I am here as your escort.”

“Of course.” Gemma nodded and jumped down from her horse. “As the captain, I apologize for the vice captain’s rudeness. I would very much appreciate your advice.”

“First, the demon that created these green archways knows that we are heading north through this road. The archways were made for us.”

Gemma and her companions stirred. The knights who participated in the siege of Wenias had all been attacked by demons. Recalling the horrifying incident, they couldn’t help but be extremely cautious of a demon ambush.

“Then let’s take a detour and find another way,” Gemma said. “The road will be worse, but we can manage.”

“Do not be hasty, Captain. It is not that simple. Demons are beings bound by contracts, and there is a strict hierarchy among them. Lesser demons can never meddle in the affair of high-ranking demons. Moreover, this archway is the demon’s way of claiming territory.”

“So the lesser demons can’t lay a hand on us if we pass through this archway?”

“Very perceptive. That is correct. The fact that the demon could claim this area means there are no higher-ranking demons in this vicinity. However, if we deviate from the road and proceed through the forest, we will not know where and how the demons will appear.”

The old man sneered. “Do you expect us to believe such drivel? You claim to protect us, but you’re probably leading us to a trap.”

Zero shrugged. “There is no merit in doing that.”

“You’ll be one step closer to destroying the world,” the old man said. “Do you think I haven’t noticed? You look just like the witch who declared the destruction of the world and sicked demons at us!” He turned to the captain. “Gemma. It’s not too late. If we really need the witch’s power, we can use an anti-demon chain to enslave her.”

Did he just say chain?

“Watch your tongue, old man,” I growled. For once, I was furious. If Zero granted me permission, I would bite the geezer’s throat right this instant.
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“I dare you to say that again. I’ll cut off both your hands and feet, put a chain around your neck, and drag you around like a dog!”

“Stop, Mercenary,” Zero said. “I do not mind.”

“Well, I do!”

The old man wore a smug look. “You finally revealed your true nature, embodiment of depravity. Possessed Beastfallen killed many of our comrades that night. You might even turn into one of them any moment! In fact, who can prove that you are not a demon now? That witch?”

“That is enough, Vice Captain Leyland!” Gemma barked.

The old man gave a start and shut his mouth. Although, his attitude seemed to say “How dare you tell me to shut up, little girl.” He wasn’t worried that he pissed off the captain.

Gemma looked the seething vice captain straight in the eye. “Commander Eudwright himself agreed to the witch’s company. Why are you complaining about it now? If you’re that scared of the witch, you can go back to Wenias right now and appeal directly to the Commander. I will not stop you.”

Uh, oh. She actually told him to go back.

Even I, an outsider, was shocked by her words. The person the words were directed to probably felt worse. As expected, Leyland turned pale in rage.

“Turn back? You want me to turn back?! How dare you talk to me like that, little girl! Do you think you alone can lead this troop? Get off your high horse!”

“You’re the one who needs to get off his high horse. I may just be a girl, but the Commander appointed me as captain. Know your place, Vice Captain.”

“Why, you…!”

“Now, now. Calm down, you two.” A voice suddenly interrupted them. “We’re not in a tavern, and you’re not drunk. Let us be more constructive here, yes?” Gemma and the vice captain turned to the owner of the voice—the attendant pulling Gemma’s horse.

“If the honorable captain and vice captain of the Knights Templar act like this, the twin Gods of War will be appalled and bring in the God of Death.”

Relief immediately dawned on Gemma’s face.

The vice captain, however, still looked grim. “It is not your place to interfere, attendant.”

“Correction, Vice Captain,” Gemma said. “This man is a knight serving our family, and he was also my late father’s squire. He has a lot of experience on the battlefield and will be able to offer a more meaningful opinion than someone as inexperienced as myself.”

“Please. I’m not that special. I’m only a knight by name.” He took off his sun hat and ruffled his disheveled deep-blue hair.

The bow he was carrying painted him as an archer, but he had an awful stoop to his back, and his pale face made me wonder if he could really do his job as an attendant.

He wore the same hair ornament as Gemma, and his bangs were braided on the right side. I finally had a good look at his face.

He looked to be about thirty years old, maybe mid-thirties, perhaps even older. The point was, he was not young. He had an unshaven face, and his clothes were slightly dirty all over that he didn’t look like a captain’s attendant, but a servant in the kitchen.

Normally, the captain should be mindful about their attendant’s appearance.

Then suddenly, a scream rose to my throat, and I quickly covered my mouth.

Zero, Gemma, and the old man all noticed my strange reaction and shot me questioning looks.

“Is something wrong with Barcel?” Gemma asked.

“Uh, nothing. He just looks like someone I know from way back.”

It wasn’t just a resemblance. He was definitely the guy I knew.

Oh, crap.

If they found out that we were acquaintances, it would be a disaster for the both of us. Yet Barcel looked at me with a smile on his face.

“I’m glad you remember this humble attendant,” he said.

“You idiot!”

“I didn’t know you were acquainted with a Beastfallen, Barcel.” Gemma sounded surprised.

Barcel gave a small nod. “I only met him once on the battlefield a little over ten years ago.” He turned to me. “Isn’t that right, Sir Mercenary?”

After telling them that much, I could no longer insist he got the wrong person.

“Uh, yeah,” was all I could mutter, affirming my reunion with an old friend. Not that we were friends, of course.

“If you’ve met Barcel, then you’ve been on the same battlefield as my father.” Gemma regarded me with bright eyes.

I felt uncomfortable under her gaze. “I’m sure we’ve met at some point,” I said, “but I don’t really remember much of it. I don’t care much for this reunion. Let’s just decide which path to take.”

“You’re right.” Barcel flashed a cheerful smile. “But before we proceed, Vice Captain Leyland, allow us to apologize first. Your help is necessary in this expedition. The Captain is well aware of this as well. She just got a little heated up. It happens when you’re young. I’m sure you understand.”

“Barcel! I—”

“Please apologize, Captain. You are aware that you were appointed captain because Vice Captain Leyland is here to assist you, right?” He smiled.

Gemma bit her lower lip. “I apologize for going too far,” she said. “I need your help.”

“Apology accepted,” the old man replied.

They didn’t seem completely satisfied, but Barcel smiled as if things had been settled, and clapped his hands. He didn’t even care about the awkward atmosphere.

“That’s the vice captain for you. Very magnanimous. While you’re at it, I was wondering if you could listen to the opinions of this attendant. May I?”

The vice captain nodded reluctantly. Apparently, he was the type who could not refuse someone buttering up to him.

“Thank you,” Barcel said. “First of all, the detour. That means we’ll have to take awful routes, right? Like in the forest, or on a winding farm road. It would take much longer than using the main road. But we have just enough food for a round trip. Is that right, Captain?”

“Yes,” Gemma replied. “We don’t have any extra supplies.”

“Also, if we go into a forest, there’s a chance we’ll get lost. Highways, on the other hand, are made for armed troops. Watering holes and campsites are usually located along the road. We could follow the Lady Witch, but it’s still dangerous. Witches are not to be trusted, after all. If both options are dangerous, then I suggest we follow Captain Eudwright’s wishes.”

“I’ve heard enough!” The old man’s roar silenced Barcel.

Gemma regarded Zero with a firm look. “There are many people in the north waiting for help. We can’t afford to waste time. We will follow your advice, Lady Zero.” She turned to the old man. “I trust you are fine with this, Vice Captain?”

“They will welcome the wicked’s false salvation with joy,” the vice captain murmured.

The old man then mounted his horse and disappeared toward the column of troops, leaving a cloud of dust in his wake. He had no intention of listening to Zero himself.

“What did he mean by that?” Zero asked to no one in particular.

“It’s a passage from a famous Church sermon. It means… Well, a snide remark against the captain, I suppose.”

“Are you sure about having a guy like that as vice captain?” I asked.

“Big units inevitably come with disputes. Let’s just make it work.” Barcel gave a friendly smile, but I couldn’t bring myself to smile back.

Gemma seemed to feel the same way. Sighing, she let her gaze wander on the ground. “I’m sorry, Barcel. I lost my temper. Thanks for interceding.”

“Don’t mention it. It’s my job to protect you.”

“Right.”

Status-wise, Gemma was in a higher position, but mentally, Barcel was superior. That would make Barcel the captain, essentially.

“I see dark clouds ahead,” I mumbled.

“Indeed,” Zero agreed. “But before we worry about what is ahead, we must first solve the problems before us. Since we do not know the name of the demon waiting for us, we will have to resort to stopgap measures.”

The downcast captain looked up. “That is more than enough,” she said. “I apologize for my incompetence. Please lend us your strength, Lady Witch.”

Zero laid down three rules while passing through the Demon’s Archway.

One: If anyone calls out to you from outside your field of vision, do not respond.

Two: Never look back even if someone pulls your hair.

Three: No matter what, do not let go of the rope provided for the whole troop.

The rules were too simple that it actually made Gemma worry.

“If we complicate the ritual, some people will not be able to follow, which could result in casualties.”

Convinced by Zero’s explanation, Gemma rushed towards the main troop to prepare the rope.

“Are we really going to be okay?” I asked, uneasiness in my voice.

I wasn’t as straightforward as Gemma, and probably more cowardly than her as well.

Zero giggled and caressed my neck. “I will keep you out of danger. You need not worry. The demon that created this archway is quite fond of humans.”

“How in the world is a demon that hangs human corpses as signboards fond of humans?”

“That in itself is a sign of their affection. The demon has gone to the trouble of claiming a territory for us and encouraging us to take this path. They would not bother to do that if they wished to slaughter us.”

“So they really mean to welcome us?”

“In their own way, yes.”

I grimaced. I don’t want a demon’s welcome, thank you.

“Most demons like entertainment. If I had to guess, I would say the demon of the Green Archway wants to have fun with us.”

“You sound like you’ve hung out with demons before.”

“Would you believe me if I told you that I used to play chase with them with my life on the line when I was a child?”

“Did you even have a childhood?” I tried to sound seriously surprised.

Zero laughed. “Yes, I actually have a past. Just like you. Speaking of the past, about that attendant. He served the captain’s father in the past, yes?”

“Ahuh.”

“And you killed the captain’s father.”

“Let’s talk about that inside the carriage. I don’t want others reading my lips.”

Urging Zero, I returned to the carriage. Zero settled on my lap and began speaking in whispers, her mouth almost touching my ear.

“In short, you killed that attendant’s master,” Zero said. “But the man did not seem to hate you. Does he not know that you killed him? Or that you are the Black Beast of Death?”

“Nah, he knows everything.”

I went silent. Zero arched an eyebrow, urging me to continue.

“He’s the one who asked me to kill the guy,” I said.

Zero froze for a moment, then turned to look at me. “Do you mean the killing of the captain’s father?”

“I’m not telling you why. Anyway, the greeting just now was a warning not to tell the captain anything.”

Zero nodded, but then cocked her head with a puzzled expression immediately after. “But is it not strange? If the captain learned that you killed her father, the attendant would be in a precarious situation as well. Would it not have been better if you both pretended not to know each other?”

“You dumbass.”

“What did you call me?” Zero pulled my whiskers in irritation.

Brushing off her hand, I proceeded to explain to the ignorant witch what difference in status was. “Listen, Witch. The reason why he came along was to show me the level of trust between him and the captain. If I snitched on him and he denied it, the captain would believe him. Like how she dismissed the vice captain’s opinion, and instead followed the attendant’s advice. If she finds out what happened, only I will be killed.”

“You will not die. I will not let it happen.”

“Yeah, yeah. Thanks. Anyway, don’t say anything unnecessary, either.”

“What do you mean?”

“If you can’t make proper judgement, keep your mouth shut.” I flicked her forehead with my claw.

Zero pressed her forehead in pain. “What was that for?” But she did not pursue the matter any further.

 

It was after dark when we received word that everything was ready.

“I’m really sorry it took a while.” Of all people, it was Gemma’s attendant, Barcel, who brought the news. “The captain is currently making sure the witch’s instructions are strictly followed. The vice captain’s faction was grumbling, though.”

“Honest question,” I said. “Why wasn’t the old man appointed as captain?”

He seemed the more reasonable choice. There would have been no discord among the troops.

“It’s probably because he objected to having a witch as an escort,” Barcel answered. “Vice Captain Leyland is such an extremist that even when inside the safety of Wenias’ wards, he kept on screaming about exterminating witches.”

“So he lost the position as captain to a young girl because he had a disagreement with the Commander? No wonder he’s acting out.”

“It was Commander Eudwright’s decision. The Commander wanted him to support the inexperienced captain as the vice captain. He agreed, thinking he was going to essentially assume command.”

“And he was wrong.”

“Seems like it.” Barcel laughed.

It would have been easy to manipulate Gemma alone, but with Barcel on her side, it did not work out.

“But why are they grumbling now?” Zero asked. “The vice captain conceded and decided to follow the captain’s decision.”

“According to him, he only agreed to march onward, not follow the witch’s orders. He wants to go through the archway without following the Lady Witch’s advice.”

“What a pain in the ass,” I said.

“You…” Zero paused, drawing Barcel’s attention to her. “You do not seem to be afraid of witches. Unusual for a member of the Knights Templar.”

“I’m afraid of witches, of course. They’re terrifying. But I’m pragmatic, you see.” He grinned. “Besides, I find ordinary humans are just as scary as witches and Beastfallen.”

“Oh?”

“Aren’t you going to ask me why?” Barcel gave a strained laugh. He pondered over it for a bit and glanced at the archway. “I’ve seen something like this before.”

“Do you mean a demon’s work?”

“No, it was a human who did it. It was horrible. They had children chop up the bodies of adults who opposed them. They wanted to make sure that when the children grew up, they would never consider resisting. People who are called noble and honorable do such things without hesitation. I can’t say it out loud, but I’m much more afraid of evil people who pretend to be saints and revered by the masses than witches and Beastfallen.”

“You have a point,” Zero said. “Someone from Dea Ignis once terrorized ordinary citizens.”

“Ah, Corruption.”

I let out a sigh, remembering the bodies buried alive all over the fields.

Barcel seemed to know about the case. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” he said, nodding happily. “Dea Ignis is a disgrace to the Church. Its origins are inhuman, and their actions are abnormal. Just getting rid of them would remove half of the Church’s dark side.”

“Bold, are we?” I said. “I guess Dea Ignis is hated everywhere.” The homicidal priest whom we parted ways with just the other day came to mind.

I don’t mean to defend him, but at least he wasn’t evil. He killed people, but he didn’t take pleasure in it. If anything, he sought ways to avoid killing.

“There are some good ones from Dea Ignis.” I decided to back him up.

Barcel looked at me with surprise, then smiled. “I’ve never seen one, but that’s probably true. Just like there are witches and Beastfallen that protect the Church. Anyway, I’ve stayed too long. Are we leaving early tomorrow?”

“No,” Zero said. “We are leaving tonight.”

“What?!” Her words shocked me.

“Why are you surprised?” she said. “The time of day does not matter to demons. Humans, however, feel a little more at ease during daytime. But let us say night suddenly came in the morning, you would panic, yes?”

“I’ve never experienced that, but I guess.”

“But if morning came at night, you would feel relieved. Then it is much better to depart at night. This is witch logic.”

“You have a point,” Barcel said in admiration.

“Attendant,” Zero said.

“Yes?”

“Tell the captain that we leave as soon as the vice captain is ready.”

 

Leyland Tanger had served as a Knight Templar for many years, spending his life learning about the Church, witches, and demons.

While the Knights Templar were a secular organization, his knowledge rivaled even that of the Bishops of the Seven Cathedrals.

He commanded twenty thousand troops during the last siege of the Kingdom of Wenias, and used his knowledge of demonology to fight the dreadful horde of demons.

When the dangerous expedition to the north was brought up, Leyland was the first to sign up for it. The number of troops was much larger than the other groups. He was convinced that with his abundant combat experience, he was the right person to lead the expedition.

The Knights Templar were formed to protect the people and the Church from the threat of witches in the first place. Why would they need witches as escorts?

But Captain Eudwright—that youngster whose only asset was his huge body—firmly dismissed Leyland’s opinion.

There’s captain brat as well. She looks like she still sucks her mother’s teats. How dare she defy me!

“Vice Captain,” a voice came from behind.

“Wha—”

Leyland was about to turn around, but managed to stop himself at the last second.

Before they left, the witch insisted that three rules be followed.

 

Do not respond to anyone.

Do not turn around even when you are pulled.

And lastly, never let go of the rope, no matter what.

 

Warily, Leyland scanned his surroundings with only his eyes. He noticed that no one but himself had reacted to the call.

“I see,” he muttered.

What would have happened if he turned around? Leyland was not ignorant about demons. He knew the answer to that.

“Vice Captain? Can you hear me?”

“Stop it. He’s just following the witch’s instructions.”

“You mean not turning around even when someone calls you? You’re kidding, right? What does it matter if I turn around? Nothing will happen. Right, Vice Captain?”

Leyland tightened his grip on the rope.

Thirty years had passed since he joined the Knights Templar as a teenager. Everyone said he was too old to be on the front lines now, but he had decided that the battlefield was where he would draw his last breath.

He had fought witches countless times. Most of them were small-time villains who could not even be called witches, but he had faced a few fearsome witches who could destroy an army of a thousand with only a single whisper.

That’s why he knew. He could tell how powerful and terrifying the witch named Zero was.

The reason why Leyland was against going through this path was because he thought that this Demon Archway was a path prepared by the witch. Apparently, they would die unless they followed the witch’s orders. It seemed too much of a coincidence that they came across such a path on the first day of the expedition.

Nevertheless, Gemma said she would take the path. Leyland suggested they used the Church’s faith to repel the demon and assert dominance over the witch.

But Gemma insisted that they followed the witch’s advice.

If they listened to the witch, there would be no problem. However, by using this path, the souls of more than ten thousand knights would fall under the witch’s servitude.

The rope was a lifeline, a guidepost for their minds so they would not lose their way even if they were misled by the demon. Even if they responded to a call, or turned around carelessly, if they had their grip on the rope, they would be saved.

Leyland took a deep breath. Gently, he let go of the rope.

Suddenly, the darkness thickened and the soldiers around him disappeared from sight. He could hear snickering close to his ears. Countless hands appeared from left to right, pulling on the reins of his horse, telling him to come to them.

He heard sobs coming from below. When he looked down at the familiar voice, he saw his wife, who had long since passed away, prostrate on the ground, weeping. He wondered if the infant in her arms was their first child that died from miscarriage.

“Please, Leyland. Lift me up to the horse. Please.”

He ignored her plea and continued onward. There was a crunch as the horse’s hooves trampled something. The next thing he knew, the ground was filled with blood and corpses, all calling for Leyland. He recognized them—people he had fought with in the past. He remembered their names and faces and how they met their end.

He looked up at the sky, but there were no stars, and the rope he had just let go of could no longer be found.

“Hmph. This is nothing.”

This is not the least bit scary. It is all an illusion.

If they were not illusions, but real beings, then they were enemies of the Church to be vanquished. He did not fear the dead. If the situation allowed, he would have burned the deceased, even if they had taken the form of his wife.

Leyland kept proceeding straight onward. Until the sky turned white and he could no longer hear the demon’s voice.

 

“You can’t find the Vice Captain?”

Early morning, when the sky began to turn white, the last soldier at the rear of the column safely passed through the horrific archway.

Nothing dramatic had happened… or so it seemed.

I was by Zero’s side the whole time, and I didn’t hear the “demon’s call” that the soldiers mentioned. I thought Zero was exaggerating about that, but when we counted the number of soldiers, we found that forty-two soldiers had disappeared.

And the arrogant old man was among them.

While waiting with us for reports from each unit’s commanding officer, Gemma glared at Zero. “Forty-two disappeared just by passing through? How?! You said we’d be safe if we did what you said!”

“If you did what I said, yes. I am not liable for those who did not follow my instructions.”

“So you’re saying that the Vice Captain… that forty-two knights disobeyed my orders?!” The captain was furious.

Barcel cleared his throat, drawing attention to himself. A soldier was standing next to him. The attendant urged the soldier to speak.

“I-I was right behind the Vice Captain,” he said. “Shortly after entering the archway, he let go of the rope and immediately broke ranks, disappearing into the forest alone. He was looking straight ahead.”

“I checked, and the forty-two knights who disappeared are all followers of the Vice Captain. Apparently, some refused to even hold the rope before entering the archway.”

Gemma turned pale and began to chew her gloved fingers in frustration. “We must send out a search party immediately. Barcel! Go gather up some people!”

“Understood, Captain.”

“Stop,” I said. “Forty-two people is a small sacrifice. Looking for them will delay us, and another hundred might die.”

“Silence, Beastfallen! I will never abandon my comrades like an animal!” Immediately after she said that, Gemma’s eyes widened, and her face gradually turned pale. I felt like a parent condemning my child for an inappropriate comment. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that,” she hastily added.

“I don’t really mind. So you don’t abandon your comrades, huh? An honorable attitude. Right, Witch?”

“I find it admirable,” Zero said. “But I am not in favor of sending a search party. It is a waste of time, energy, and manpower.”

“But—”

“It can’t be,” Barcel suddenly muttered.

I followed his gaze and saw a group of people walking from the forest. Leading them was the Vice Captain of the Knights Templar’s Northern Expeditionary Force.

“Vice Captain!” Gemma called.

The old man turned his horse’s head towards us and moved straight ahead. He looked a little tired, but he seemed well and alive.

“I’m glad you’re safe! What in the world happened? How did you end up in the forest? What about the others?”

“I did not do anything special.” The vice captain spoke with an air of importance. “I let go of the rope the witch had provided and proceeded of my own free will. My faith in God shielded me from the demon’s tricks.”

“Y-Your faith?” Gemma asked, dumbfounded.

I looked at Zero. “Does faith actually work or something?”

“You are asking me, a woman of no faith? If witches knew how the Church managed to stand against them, they would not have lost the war.”

“That’s right, Witch.” The vice captain puffed out his chest and looked down at Zero from up his horse. “Do you understand now? The Knights Templar are fully capable of dealing with demons without having to rely on witches.”

“Uh, the knights at the northern tunnel were wiped out, though,” I interjected.

“That’s because their faith wasn’t strong enough.”

When he said it with that much confidence, I couldn’t help but think that maybe he was right. After all, the old man survived even without the rope that Zero provided.

“It was like hell in the forest,” one surviving soldier said in a shaky voice.

“I saw a hallucination of an old comrade. He urged me to commit suicide. I had my sword at my own throat, but then a glowing butterfly appeared and guided me to the Vice Captain.”

“A glowing butterfly?” Zero arched an eyebrow.

One by one, the surviving knights mentioned that they too saw the butterfly.

“That was a messenger of God,” one said. “God has recognized Vice Captain Leyland!”

His eyes were full of admiration for the old man. Word of this incident would probably spread to the whole troops by the end of the day.

It was obvious to everyone that this would put Gemma’s position in jeopardy.

But that did not seem to cross the captain’s mind. “W-Wonderful!” Gemma exclaimed. “You never cease to amaze, Vice Captain! Your experience of serving as God’s sword for so long warded off the demon!”

The vice captain looked uncomfortable from the honest praise.

“There are twenty-seven of them, Captain,” Barcel whispered to Gemma after counting the knights that returned with the vice captain.

“Where are the other fourteen?”

Under Gemma’s expectant gaze, the vice captain softly shook his head. “I did not save them of my own volition. They found me on their own. They saved themselves.”

Gemma hung her head down for a moment, but then quickly looked up. “Then we need to send a search party. They might still be alive.”

“Captain! I have news!” A soldier who was riding at the rear of the column dropped to one knee in front of Gemma, gasping for breath. “We found the soldiers who disappeared from the ranks. Fourteen of them.”

“Really?!” Gemma smiled. It meant that all knights that disappeared had been accounted for. “Are they safe? Injured?”

“No… What we found was their bodies.”

Gemma became speechless. But only she was shocked. Zero, Barcel, the old man, and I were all glad that there were only fourteen casualties.

Then Zero noticed something odd. “Where did you find the bodies?” she asked. “No one went into the forest to check, did they?”

The soldier froze and regarded Gemma with a pale face. The captain nodded, urging him to speak.

Fearfully, the soldier spoke. “Th-Their heads were lined up on the archway we came through. Their bodies were hung like partition cloths, and there was a sign that read ‘No Turning Back’. There was nothing there when the last person passed through! Then all of a sudden, their bodies were there!”

Barcel and the vice captain uttered words of prayer. Gemma bit her lip and somehow managed to keep herself from fainting.

Barely keeping his dignity as captain, she ordered, “Bury the fallen. Barcel! Form an advance party to scout the surrounding area. Don’t let them go too far. Tell them to return immediately if they sense any danger.”


Interlude: A Disjointed Party

The dragon flew through the boundless sky several times faster than a carriage. But it didn’t have infinite endurance. It needed food and rest.

“Plus, in order to land without causing a commotion, we have to make a huge turn instead of going straight. Just because we’re traveling through the skies does not mean we get to do whatever we want.”

“Still, it’s a lot faster than a carriage. We should be able to reach Lutra in seven days.”

As soon as they landed at the bottom of a sheer, secluded ravine, two young men quietly made camp while watching the dragon plunge its head into the waterfall and gulp down water.

One was a green-haired priest with a leather patch over his eyes, and the other was a knight with striking red hair.

A small, white-furred rat Beastfallen swiftly climbed a tall tree and tossed fruits down below.

“Lily, don’t pick too much,” the priest said. “We don’t want more luggage.”

Wagging her hairless tail, Lily pointed at the dragon. “Heath said he wants some.”

The dragon purred in response. Young and covered in silver-colored scales, the dragon had two tiny horns protruding from its forehead. Excluding its tail, it was only as big as two horses, and did not appear very intimidating.

“You heard her, Dragon Slayer King.” The priest picked up a fruit, wiped it with his sleeve, and took a bite.

“I told you not to call me that. I have a name and it’s Gouda.”

The red-haired knight threw a fruit he picked up at the dragon’s mouth, and the dragon happily ate it. Like Lily said, it begged for more, its mouth still wide open.

Lily slid down from the tree and scuttled toward Heath with her hands full of fruits. She began playing with the creature, tossing fruits into its mouth.

“It’s so peaceful around here,” the priest said. “We’ve only been flying south for a day, but the damage is much less than around Wenias.”

“Once we arrive safely at Lutra Cathedral and tell them that demons have overrun Wenias and every place up north, they’ll probably think it’s a joke. I can’t wait.” Gouda’s usual frown deepened. “I must say, I didn’t expect you to come with me. With a Beastfallen, at that. Did you overcome your hatred for witches and Beastfallen?”

Lily’s large ears twitched.

The priest remained silent until he finished the fruit, then discarded the stem. “Not really,” he said. “I still hate both. Especially Beastfallen.”

“Yet you held one at all times so she wouldn’t fall off. You’re an odd one.”

“Sacred duties take precedence over everything else. My feelings are only secondary. Lily can control rats, and I’m taking her because she’s useful. I don’t want her to fall to her death.”

“I’m pretty useful!” Lily perked her tail up and puffed out her chest.

Gouda shot her a quick glance. “She’s a rat,” he said in a low voice.

“I don’t care what kind of animal they are. If we’re talking disgusting, I find foxes more revolting than rats.”

“Foxes? Because they destroy fields?”

“Because they’re good liars.”

Gouda tilted his head, wondering what that meant, but the priest did not speak further. He simply lifted the staff he always held in his hand and thrust its tip against Gouda’s chest.

“A word of advice,” the priest said. “Don’t call her a rat like she’s something disgusting ever again. You can try to keep your voice down, but she’ll still hear you. You don’t want to be killed by countless rats in your sleep, do you?”

Perhaps he actually imagined it, but Gouda nodded with a serious expression on his face. “I don’t.”

“I would never do that!” Lily cried.

“You’ve done it many times before.”

“I only do it to jerks!” Lily flailed around.

Heath purred, as though amused, then pushed Lily to the ground with the tip of its nose.

“Am I a jerk?” Scowling, Gouda turned to Lily, who was playing with the dragon.

“No.” Lily shook her head. “You don’t hit me. You’re a good person.”

“Talk about low standards.”

“Her low self-esteem has made her numb,” the priest said. “But it’s not that she doesn’t care. If she’s offended, her tail stops moving for a moment.”

“What? Really?!” Lily exclaimed.

“It stopped when he called you a rat earlier.”

Lily buried her face in her hands in embarrassment. “I don’t care.”

“You should,” the priest said. “It’s an insult.”

“I didn’t mean to insult her,” Gouda said.

“Did you call her a “rat” in an endearing way?”

“Hmm.” Gouda stroked his chin.

Despite being born into a royal family that specialized in Magic, Gouda had no gift for Magic at all. He knew what it felt like to be insulted about things he could do nothing about.

“I get it,” Gouda said. “I’m apparently a jerk. Still, her being a rat bothers me.”

“The wrinkle on your forehead bothers me too,” the priest remarked. “Don’t worry. Lily won’t trouble you with anything. Just think of her as a handy stuffed animal that can move and talk.”

Gouda massaged his forehead. “I’m quite sure a talking, moving stuffed animal would bother just about anyone.”

“I bet people call you stubborn.”

“Countless times.”

As the two men resumed their preparations for camp like nothing happened, Lily wracked her brains over a certain matter.

“Why does he hate foxes? They’re not good at lying, are they?”

Heath made a low growl.

Then Lily remembered the time when Sanare’s Magic spell caused the priest to lose control of himself. Haunted by his past, he tried to kill Lily.

“You took everything from me. You, who were everything to me!”

Lily let out a groan. It had been on her mind the whole time, but she wasn’t close enough with the priest to ask something personal, and she did not want him to dislike her for asking a strange question.

“This is hard,” Lily mumbled.

Heath licked her cheek with his long tongue, as if to cheer her up.
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Chapter 2: An Invitation From the Demon

“Hey, witch. So about what the old geezer said.”

Evening of the second day of the expedition.

After finishing the funeral of the knights lined up at the archway, we decided to take a rest for the rest of the day.

It was a wise decision, considering the fact that we had spent the night trudging through the Demon’s Archway, and that fourteen men died for no apparent reason.

I could barely keep my eyes open as well, so Zero and I slept like a log in the carriage. When we awoke, an actual camp site complete with tents had been built.

The aroma of bread and roasted meat wafted in the air as troops assigned with preparing food made warm dinner.

It was highly unlikely that they would share food with us, so I asked Barcel, who was wandering around the area, to give me some ingredients so I could prepare our own meal.

Since I had been cooking for the priest’s and Lily’s share until a while ago, it was hard for me to gauge how much food two people needed.

Zero stuck close to me as I leaned forward and tasted the food, spoon and bowl in hand, waiting for the soup to be finished.

“Do you mean about you turning into a demon?” Zero asked.

“Your mind never ceases to amaze me.”

“What he said was purely absurd. If you hold a fish over an extinguished bonfire, will it become a grilled fish?”

“It won’t.”

“In that same sense, you will not become a demon either. Summoning is like opening a gate for a moment and containing the demon in a receptacle.”

“Is that how it works?”

“Yes.” Zero nodded. “I would think someone from the Church would know that. The Vice Captain, in particular, seemed to possess profound knowledge of demons and witches.”

“He probably just wanted to pick a fight.”

The geezer was not actually wary of us. He simply wanted to emphasize that they were not being protected by a witch and a Beastfallen.

As a matter of fact, he got through the Demon’s Archway on his own. He was a formidable old man, and that’s why his remark made me curious.

While one was older than the other, Zero and the witch who wished to destroy the world looked exactly alike, almost as if they were parent and child.

“You mentioned before that you don’t remember your parents’ faces, right?” I said.

“I did.”

“What about Thirteenth? Did he not know his parents too?”

Perhaps it was an unexpected question, but Zero fell silent for a moment, tilting her head as she traced her memories. “I do not know. We never talked about such things.”

“You never talked about the people who brought you into this world?”

“The concept of family was almost nonexistent in the cellar. They might have had knowledge of it, but they did not think about their place in the family specifically. I did not even know that Thirteenth was my older brother until it was explained to me. I also only realized that Master and I looked alike after someone pointed it out.”

“Just how indifferent are you about others?”

“Witches can identify others by their magical powers. Physical appearance do not matter since it can easily be changed using Sorcery.”

So like bands of mercenaries or traveling troupes.

Most of the children born in such groups did not know who their father was. When a child was born, the women took care of it as a group, and the child grew up not knowing who its parents were.

“The geezer thinks you’re the Murky Darkness Witch’s daughter. Even I think the same, ’cause of the resemblance.”

“So I will annihilate the Knights Templar? People of the Church value family too much. There are plenty of tales of children defeating their parents in history and in stories.” Zero pouted in displeasure.

The Church had greatly influenced my opinion in that regard. There were certainly many stories of children fighting their parents, but there were far more who followed their parents’ orders, accepting an absurd life of slavery simply because they were family. Whether they did so because they were family or they were raised that way, I could not tell.

“I am not like my Master, Mercenary.”

“I know that, but the knights don’t think so.”

“As long as you believe in me, that is enough.”

Zero extended a slender finger and poked me on the bridge of my nose. It tickled, so I turned my head away and scratched it.

“Come to think of it, I don’t know much about your past,” I said.

“I know quite a bit about yours,” Zero replied. “You were born in a small village in the south, and left home when you were thirteen. You joined a mercenary group and moved from place to place. You also have a fascinating nickname.” She chuckled.

I’m having problems because of that name. How dare you make fun of it.

As payback, I began serving myself a nice bowl of soup. Zero casually shoved her spoon directly into the pot and started eating.

“You don’t know my name, though,” I said.

“Mercenary.”

“What?”

Zero chuckled again. Realizing why, I wore an exasperated look.

“I keep telling you, Mercenary is not a name.”

“Yet you respond when I call you that.”

“I guess. Man, I should have asked Thirteenth all sorts of stuff. Like what kind of kid you were.”

No. He would not have answered me anyway. He would have killed me the moment I asked.

“Let me tell you something interesting, Mercenary.”

“Huh?”

“You probably know me far better than Thirteenth did.”

While I was caught off guard by her comment, Zero gobbled up the entire contents of the pot. By the time I pulled myself together, it was too late. She rubbed her stomach in satisfaction.

“It’s only been a year since we met,” I said.

“It has been an eventful year. Thirteenth had never seen me jealous. He would have never imagined me crying over the loss of my immediate family. He did not even know what food I like. That is how we spent our lives in the cellar. A year spent with you is better than a hundred years in there.”

I didn’t know about her past, but I knew what kind of person she was right now. I guess that’s not so bad.

“Wait, you’re not fooling me! It’s not fair that you know about my past, and I don’t know anything about yours!”

“All I know is your sinister nickname. In fact, I do not know how you spent your life as a mercenary.”

“I can tell you if you want.”

I looked up, my ears perked. A chuckle and the sound of footsteps was coming closer.

Him again. I grimaced.

Barcel smiled without flinching. “Please don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I brought you a gift.” He tossed me a water bottle that smelled like wine.

I took a sip to taste it. “Wow, that’s quality stuff.”

“Being a captain’s attendant has its merits. She has taken a vow to abstain from alcohol.”

“Give me,” Zero said, reaching her hand out.
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“No way.” I brushed her hand aside and shoved the bottle into my pack.

“Huh? I didn’t know you didn’t offer drinks to women,” Barcel said.

“If you want a drunk, rampaging witch, then I’ll give her some.”

“I won’t bring alcohol as a gift next time,” Barcel said with a straight face. He then sat down near the fire.

“Who invited you to sit down with us?”

“He was a strong warrior,” Barcel began, ignoring me. “He was alone all the time, but you know how he looks. He stands out.”

Once Zero leaned forward to listen, there was no stopping her. I got up and holed up inside the carriage. Still, I could hear their voices.

“He was so powerful that his presence in the enemy ranks was demoralizing. No Beastfallen came close to him in terms of ruthlessness. It was this brutality that caught the attention of the captain, Lady Gemma’s father.”

“But Mercenary is not brutal,” Zero said.

“Exactly!” Barcel slapped his knee. “Rumors tend to be embellished. He was strong, yes, but he didn’t chase and kill fleeing soldiers. He didn’t eat corpses. If he didn’t like his superior’s orders, he ignored it. For example, raping a crying ten-year-old girl in front of her parents’ corpses, or some shit like that.”

“His superiors must have despised him for that.”

“Indeed, they did. Even the captain’s father hated him. But he couldn’t fire him lest he got hired by the enemy. So he decided to kill him. He thought that by killing him and displaying his head, he could show his power to the enemy and to his comrades among the Knights Templar.”

“He could not have killed him. Mercenary is strong.”

Barcel chuckled. “The commander hired ten Beastfallen mercenaries to kill him. He killed four of them and ran away, but a hundred soldiers waited for him. The commander wanted to execute him personally, so the soldiers hurt him so badly until he couldn’t move before throwing him into a cage.”

“Yet Mercenary still lives.”

“I helped him out. On one condition.”

Zero made a sound as if she understood everything. She probably did. In exchange for Barcel’s help, I killed Gemma’s father.

The official story was that the enemy paid me to double-cross the Knights Templar, but I failed and was captured. After I killed Gemma’s father, my infamy spread for hundreds of miles.

Fortunately, my alias as the Black Beast of Death kept me from being recognized by those who didn’t know that my fur was originally white. Nevertheless, I was forced to leave the south where I mostly fought and wandered the whole continent.

“Funnily enough, the commander’s death made him a martyr. He was good towards other people, and he was extremely polite to the nobles and clergy. The bigshots of the Knights Templar then drilled into the young Lady Gemma how brave her father was.”

“So the captain, aspiring to be like her father, joined the Knights Templar.”

“As you may have already guessed, the captain’s father was a scumbag,” Barcel said, smiling. “I was his attendant, so you can take my word for it.”

He was pure scum, all right. Barcel knew that firsthand. I accepted his offer to kill the man after listening to his story. I could have just pretended to accept his commission and ran away, but the meager sense of justice I had could not let vile scum like him live, even if it meant earning a bad rap.

“There are members of the Knights Templar who know about it,” Barcel continued. “Especially Vice Captain Leyland. That old man treated the captain’s father with disdain.”

Hmm? All of a sudden, the story about my past had ended, and he was now talking about Gemma and the vice captain.

I poked my face through the canvas. “What are you really here for?” I shot Barcel a glare.

“To talk about your past.”

“But you’re talking about the captain now.”

“See how you immediately try to get to the point? That’s why people don’t like you. You’re supposed to start with idle chatter when negotiating.” Barcel twirled his long forelocks around his finger. “Besides, I’m negotiating with the lady, not you, so can you please keep quiet? I thought you didn’t like people talking about your past.” He tried to drive me back into the carriage.

He pissed me off, so I got down from the carriage and sat by the fire.

“Were you always like this?” Barcel gave a strained laugh.

“So attendant,” Zero said. “What did you mean by negotiating?”

“I didn’t expect you to get straight to the point as well. Well, in that case, I might as well tell you. You know how the relationship between the captain and vice captain is not that good, right? I wanted to ask you two if you could take the captain’s side.”

“Take her side? You want to drag us into some factional dispute? You’ve gotta be kidding me. No way.” I scowled.

“I’m not kidding you.” Barcel laughed. “I’ve taught the captain a lot about philosophy, justice, morals, and compassion. It’s not fair for the old man to dislike the captain just because her father was a garbage human being.”

“I do not understand.” Zero gave a troubled frown. “Why is there a need to classify friend and foe between members of the same organization? I am fond of the captain’s overly-righteous attitude. I also admire the vice captain for passing through the Demon’s Archway without the lifeline I provided. While it is true that they oppose each other, no one is absolutely right—”

“Wait!” Barcel stopped Zero’s lecture. “I didn’t think things through. Since the vice captain hates witches, while the captain shows appreciation to them, I thought that you would take the captain’s side without question. I didn’t give it enough thought. Shame on me.”

“What do you mean by taking her side anyway?” I asked. “Like backing her up in an argument?”

“No, the other way around. I want you to oppose her, no matter how right she is.”

“I wouldn’t call that ‘taking her side’.”

“Oh,” Zero said, as though realizing something. “You want us to oppose her, argue, and ultimately yield. Am I correct?”

Barcel didn’t say anything, but his expression affirmed it.

As the captain, Gemma had to show to her subordinates that she didn’t serve a witch, and instead employed them. To do this, they had to oppose each other.

Gemma was currently politically moderate; she was trying to get along with us. However, this jeopardized her position, as the knights seemed to think that she was pandering to a witch.

“Is her situation really that bad?”

“After seeing what the vice captain did this morning, yes.” Barcel shrugged.

The old man survived without the lifeline that Zero had prepared, and saved the lives of dozens of knights as well.

“More and more people are starting to think that they can carry out the mission without a witch’s escort.”

“The old man just lucked out, didn’t he?”

“Yes, but the Knights Templar have nothing to show for lately. Demons annihilated them. Then they were saved by the kingdom they were supposed to destroy. Their pride is in shambles. Even if the old man simply lucked out, they would be tempted to turn it into an amazing feat.” Barcel laughed. He seemed to look down on the Knights Templar. “Lady Witch. You seem to be of noble character. You see things impartially, and you don’t choose sides based on emotions. But that’s not the case with ordinary people. If the vice captain’s faction takes over, they will put you in chains sooner or later.” His voice was firm, his gray eyes seemingly devoid of life.

Zero smiled, undaunted by Barcel’s look. “That sounds terrifying. If that happens, the Knights Templar will be annihilated.”

“By demons?”

“It is the threats closer to home that you should be focusing on, attendant. If you try to put a chain on me, Mercenary will go on a rampage.”

Barcel shot me a horrified look. “That sounds terrifying, all right.”

“The real terrifying part comes after that,” I cut in. “If you tried to kill me then, the witch will be so furious, she will burn every single knight to ashes.” I tried to put as much fear in my voice as possible.

Barcel went silent for a while. Then suddenly he burst into laughter for the first time. “I get it. You’re that close. Here I was, seriously concerned about the troops. Anyway, I’ve stayed too long. It’s time the nuisance leaves. You never know what the captain might do if you leave her alone.”

“Like beat up a king?”

Gemma once had a talk with the king of Wenias that ended with her beating him to a pulp.

Barcel chuckled at my remark. “That actually petrified me. Like my body was wrapped in the God of Death’s shroud.”

The idiom intrigued Zero. “The shroud of the God of Death,” she murmured. “I believe it brings a painful death to the wicked, and a peaceful one to the virtuous. You wrap the deceased with cloth to guide their soul. You also give scissors to the sick and injured to cut through the cloth.”

“Impressive,” Barcel said. “So witches study the Church as well.”

“To the same extent that the Church studies witches.”

Barcel gave a forced smile and stood up. “Anyway, the captain is still young. She might screw up, but please be patient with her. Oh, and by the way.” He pointed at me. “The captain thinks that her father was an honorable knight. Don’t tell her the cruel truth, okay? She will never forgive anyone who insults her father.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not stupid enough to poke my nose into someone else’s family affairs.”

“Sounds good. I trust you.” Barcel left.

It was clear that he did not trust me one bit.

Mercenaries and soldiers put their swords to each other’s hearts to somehow maintain balance, but currently, Barcel’s sword was digging into my heart a little deeper than mine did into his. Still, I wasn’t fragile enough to die from it.

“Take the captain’s side, eh? What’s the plan, witch?”

“To keep the captain from being alienated, I, as a witch, would oppose her. Logical, but I find it quite dull.”

“I thought you liked things being logical.”

“There can be more than one logical approach.” Zero stuck out her forefinger and drew a circle in the air. “In short, we must find a way for the knights to support the captain’s—and by extension, Commander Eudwright’s—wish. Resorting to simple yet effective makeshift solution simply because you are having difficulty will not solve anything.”

“Being a perfectionist won’t solve anything either.”

Zero raised an eyebrow and shot me a reproachful look. “So you are saying that we should follow the attendant’s plan and support the captain?”

“Not really.”

“Forget it. Your kindness is a virtue, but showing it here is dangerous. The Knights Templar are not our allies.”

“You don’t need to remind me. Not once in my life did I ever have an ally.”

Zero blinked in surprise, and then suddenly realized something. She must have remembered what Barcel said earlier.

Beastfallen mercenaries get betrayed by their comrades for no particular reason.

“But that was before you met me, right?” Zero said.

My brows furrowed. “You really are so sure of yourself, you know that?”

“Of course. I have never been your enemy since we met. And I never will be.”

 

The advance party brought back info about the hopeless situation in the area known as the demon’s territory.

There were no survivors, crops were dying, and animals had gone berserk, with deer becoming carnivores. We needed to be on the lookout for wild animals while on the road.

As usual, we were in front of the column. We had not encountered any trouble for the past seven days.

By this time, the division between the Knights Templar started to become clear. About a third of them followed the witch-hating vice captain. The rest followed Gemma, but solely because of the Commander’s orders, not because they harbored any loyalty to her.

It said a lot about the Commander’s integrity that even when he was far away, he could basically keep soldiers around Gemma.

It was also interesting to note that although very low in number, there were actually people who belonged to the Zero faction.

Even the knights were only human. It was not surprising that some of them would be fascinated by the sight of Zero walking around, sparing no effort in showing off her terrifying beauty. Her treating the wounded probably contributed to it as well. Moreover, Zero did not care what others thought about her; she approached people and did whatever she pleased.

At first I wondered what would happen if there was a pro-witch among the knights. Since it essentially opposed the vice captain’s stance of being anti-witch, Zero’s faction practically belonged to Gemma’s faction as well.

The question was: how do we distinguish the factions? The answer was simple. Observe them during mealtime.

You would not want to face someone from a different group when eating. That’s why people from the same group naturally gathered together for dinner.

At least, that should have been the case.

“I thought I should bond with my troops a bit,” Gemma said. “It would not set a good example if I distanced myself from the witch I was supposed to be working with.”

The captain appeared out of nowhere while I was preparing food. I almost cut my fingers with the knife.

“That’s why you’re having dinner with us,” I said.

Gemma nodded.

“Where’s your attendant?”

“We’re not together all the time,” she said, seemingly offended.

“Sorry.”

She snatched the knife out of my hand. “I’ll help. There’s no way a Beastfallen can cook. You’ve been making your own food all this time?”

You didn’t even know that? Surprise was written on my face.

Gemma’s brown cheeks flushed, and she asked in a whisper, “You’ve been cooking for a while?”

“Uh, since day one, I guess.”

“Day one?! I had no idea. I didn’t even know how such an important figure in the unit was spending their time. How can I face the Commander like this?” She chewed on her glove.

“That habit of yours.”

“Huh?”

“Chewing your glove. You shouldn’t do it in front of your men. They’ll talk about it behind your back.”

Eyes wide, she quickly lowered her hand and hid it behind her back. Apparently, she was aware of her bad habit.

“I know I have to stop, but whenever I get irritated, I subconsciously end up doing it. I started wearing gloves so I wouldn’t ruin my finger.”

“Why don’t put you some bitter juice on it? That’s how parents discipline their kids.” I intended to make her mad.

“I already tried it,” she replied, feeling even more depressed. “I fell for it many times, but I couldn’t fix it anyway, and eventually I got used to the bitterness. I can’t really apply poison to my glove, so. Shocking, right?”

Gemma took off her gloves and tucked them into her belt, then picked up a knife and started chopping vegetables. I stood in silence.

She shot me a curious look. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m having trouble.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know how to shoo away a noble politely.”

For a moment, Gemma wondered what I meant, then chortled.

“I’m being serious, you know.”

“Sorry about that. But I’m glad you don’t know how to get rid of me. If I went back to the tent, I would be subjected to Barcel’s lecture.”

“I told you not to get close to them, or something?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “Barcel is overprotective. He helps me out with a lot of things because he thinks I’m not capable. But I think it’s wrong to treat the witch and Beastfallen helping us like enemies.”

“Very admirable.”

“Most of the knights don’t see it that way, though.” She looked around. “Where’s Lady Zero?”

“Napping in the carriage.”

“She doesn’t cook?”

“She only eats.”

“So you’ve been the one preparing your meals for the last seven days?”

“I’m good at it.”

Taking it as another joke, Gemma laughed. I took the knife back from her and resumed prepping our dinner.

She regarded my work curiously, fidgeting. “You’re pretty handy. I thought Beastfallen could only do killings and manual labor.”

“If you’re here to pick a fight, I would like to ask you to leave.”

“I-I’m sorry! That was uncalled for.”

“I don’t care what you think, as long as you keep it to yourself. You probably think that food prepared by Beastfallen is disgusting.”

“I, uhh…” Gemma stammered. She seemed awful at lying. When someone pointed out the truth, she could not deny it. Restless, she let her gaze wander to the ground. “I’ll be quiet, so please let me stay until after dinner.” Before I could say no, she sat down by the fire.

Gemma pulled the axe from her belt and placed it where she could grab it at any moment. At the same time, Zero crawled out of the carriage, yawning loudly.

The witch eyed us both. “Are you cheating on me?”

“Don’t even make that joke,” I said. “It’s not funny to normal humans. All the more so to the Knights Templar.”

“I-I don’t really mind!” Gemma said. “I can take a little banter.”

“Taking a little banter doesn’t mean sitting there with your face pale and cold sweat dripping down your back.”

Gemma shrank and covered her face. She was about to start biting her gloves, but clenched her fists instead, probably recalling our earlier conversation.

“You both sound as if it is abnormal for a human to fall in love with a beast warrior,” Zero said.

“It is,” I replied.

“What about Hawk and the Saint of Akdios, then?”

“Those two…”

“Ah, I see,” Gemma cut in. “Her Eminence’s servant is a Beastfallen.”

I was about say they were an exception. Gemma’s revulsion of me seemed to lessen once she realized that the saint herself employed a Beastfallen.

But that was only because she didn’t know that I killed her father. It would not be a good idea to get too familiar with her, considering what would happen if she found out. Not to give in to Barcel’s demands, but I would rather keep Gemma away from us as well.

I quickly finished prepping the ingredients and put them all in a pot over the fire.

Staring at the food, Gemma stirred uncomfortably at the silence. “I’m glad there wasn’t any sort of demon attacks since the first day,” she said.

“Yes,” Zero agreed. “I could relax as well.”

“The soldiers are feeling more and more doubtful about needing the help of a witch, though.”

“Do you feel the same?”

“N-Not at all!” It was a sincere denial. She took a deep breath and exhaled. “The night when hordes of demons swarmed us, Wenias provided us an escape route, even though we were trying to invade them. We would’ve been wiped out if they ignored us. Many from Commander Eudwright’s company survived because they worked with witches. Their wards kept the demons away, saving our lives. It would be terribly foolish not to acknowledge that.”

“But logic and emotion are two different things.” Zero gently placed her own hand on Gemma’s. The commander flinched and pulled herself back, but Zero leaned in.

“Ever since you were a little girl, you believed that witches are evil, yes?” Zero whispered so close to her ear that Gemma could almost feel her breath. “That they are enemies of society. That they are harmful.”

Gemma started feeling restless. Apparently, even from a woman’s point of view, Zero’s beauty was unsettling.

“Even the Commander was nervous around me and Mercenary.”

“R-Really?” Gemma’s eyes widened. Her tense body loosened up, and she leaned a little closer to Zero.

I see what she’s doing. She’s using all sorts of tricks to win her over.

“No one can criticize you for how you feel,” Zero said. “You simply have to be willing to admit them and use them to your advantage.”

“You… talk like a Bishop.”

I choked. “Sorry to interrupt, but that was a bad remark just now.”

Gemma gasped and pressed her hand to her mouth. “Y-You’re right! Please forget what I said. I hope no one else heard me.” She started laughing. “It’s weird. I’m with a witch and a Beastfallen, yet it’s the most peaceful I’ve felt in the past seven days. Is this how witches do things?”

“Yes,” Zero said. “Terrifying, right? Everyone becomes captivated by a witch.”

Gemma, who seemed wary of the whole world around her, relaxed a little. Nevertheless, there was a distance of about one axe swing between her and Zero. She might have opened herself up to the witch a little, but subconsciously she did not completely trust her.

In any case, the captain’s effort to try to understand witches was more than welcome, ignoring my own personal circumstances, of course.

I dropped a piece of butter into the simmering pot. I gave the soup a stir and tasted it. All done. A soup that was not exactly exquisite, but not bad either.

Zero was already waiting with a bowl in her hand, saying, “Hurry up and serve me some.”

Gemma hesitated a bit before asking as well. “Can I have some as well? It smells good.” She held out a bowl gingerly.

 

A member of the Knights Templar eating a dish prepared by a Beastfallen was like a frail child eating a dish prepared by a filthy and poisonous creature with its bare hands.

I told her she didn’t have to force herself to eat, but Gemma stubbornly insisted on my cooking. Might as well go all the way, I suppose.

It took a lot of courage to take the first bite, but Gemma admirably finished my food.

“Surprisingly edible,” she said.

Her modest comment hurt my pride as a cook a little. Nevertheless, her finishing the whole thing was praiseworthy.

With a civil salutation, Gemma returned to her troops. Not even seeing her off, I immediately started cleaning up, when I noticed Zero playing with an axe.

“Where’d you get that?” I asked.

“The captain forgot it.”

I dropped the newly-washed pot. “Why didn’t you tell her?!”

“I noticed it only now. Besides, I thought it would be better for both of us if I did not go after her.”

I took the axe from Zero. The weapon bore the emblem of a wildcat and the sun. It definitely belonged to Gemma.

“You probably don’t know this, but a knight losing their weapon is a huge mistake punishable by whipping. With her personality, she’ll go half-crazy the moment she realizes she lost it.” I turned to go after Gemma.

“I wonder why she forgot,” Zero said.

I stopped and turned around.

Zero changed her confusion into a question. “If the weapon is so important, why do you think the captain forgot it?”

“Who knows? I guess people are just careless sometimes.”

I left the carriage in pursuit of Gemma. It had not been long since she left, so I should be able to catch up to her right away. There were a lot of people in the main troop, but it wasn’t impossible to follow her scent.

Then, a short distance away from the main camp, I found Gemma crouching under a tree. I almost ran over to see what was wrong, but stopped short.

She was throwing up. I almost burst out laughing.

How could Gemma forget the weapon that was more important than her life? The answer lay right in front of me.

Did I use spoiled ingredients? No. Was there something in the food that she did not like? That wasn’t it either.

Her body just couldn’t accept food made by a Beastfallen.

Zero probably didn’t want me to see this. She forced herself to eat the food a Beastfallen had cooked, felt sick, ran away, and threw up. In her desperate attempt to stay calm, she forgot her precious weapon.

Wiping her mouth, Gemma stood up, then turned around. The moment she saw me, she froze.
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I realized one more thing. Zero didn’t want me to see this, and she knew Gemma wouldn’t like me seeing her like this either.

It was not good for both of us. Gemma was trying her best not to show her dislike of Beastfallen, while I was foolish enough to expose it.

“I-It’s not what you think,” she said. “I suddenly felt sick. I didn’t mean to throw up.”

“What are you talking about? You forgot your weapon, so I just came to give it to you.”

Keeping exactly ten paces away from her, I threw the axe to the ground. Gemma hurriedly picked it up, then stopped me as I turned away.

“Can you please not tell Barcel about this?”

“About the axe?”

“That too.”

“Well, that’s all I really know.”

“You’re lying! You saw it! Even if you didn’t see it, you should be able to smell vomit with your nose!”

“A young lady shouldn’t be yelling about her own vomit. Read between the lines, damn it. I’m saying I won’t tell anyone!”

I didn’t mean to stop, but she was so oblivious that I couldn’t help but turn around.

“H-How am I supposed to know if you don’t say it?!”

Wait, you’re mad at me? I had enough sense not to voice my thoughts.

“B-But I’d appreciate it if you’d keep quiet about this to Barcel.” She still cared about what Barcel thought.

“I know it’s none of my business, but why do you care so much about that underling? You’re the captain.”

“I-I don’t really care what he thinks!”

Says the one who told me not to tell Barcel what happened.

Gemma realized it as well, and chewed on her gloves restlessly. “I-I don’t want to disappoint him. After my father died, Barcel took good care of me. Even now, he prevents me from making mistakes.”

“So you just do what you’re told?”

“I came to you of my own free will.” She scowled at me.

“True,” I agreed.

But she always looked to Barcel for advice when making important decisions. Whenever they disagreed with each other, Barcel almost always ended up convincing her.

“It’s true that I rely on him a lot,” she said. “But I don’t have a choice. Everything goes according to what he says. When I was a kid, he told me it was dangerous to climb trees, but I ignored him. Then one day, a branch broke. I might have died if Barcel didn’t notice.”

“Really, now?”

“Not only that! He forbade me to drink, but I ignored him and drank anyway, and the next morning I found myself sleeping in the hallway, naked. I had no memory of what happened, and it was absolutely embarrassing. There was also the time I fell in love with a man in town that Barcel warned me about, and it turned out he was a criminal.”

I could easily picture it in my mind. Barcel cutting into the tree branches a little to make it easier to snap, mixing something into her drink, and giving money to some scoundrel to seduce her.

It was all my imagination, of course. I had no proof. But I was certain of it, strangely enough.

“I approached you despite Barcel’s objections, and this is the result,” she said. “You must have been dejected when I threw up the food you gave me.”

“Nah. I think putting the food to your mouth took some serious guts.”

“I didn’t know Beastfallen offered words of comfort.”

“They don’t.”

Gemma gave a vague smile. She really thought I was trying to cheer her up.

“I know I can’t keep on relying on him,” she continued. “I want to be a captain that he—no, that all my men can be proud of.” She sighed. “But it’s not going so well. Why did Commander Eudwright choose me anyway?”

I was about to say something unnecessary when a soldier shouted, “There she is!” He was pointing at us.

Barcel came running towards us. Gemma straightened her back and met the man like a captain.

“Captain!” Barcel called. “So you were here all along.”

“You seem flustered.” Gemma replied. “Did something happen?”

“You took too long to come back, so I went up to pick you up at the witch’s place. It looked like something happened. Did you throw up?” Barcel glanced at the ground and frowned.

Before Gemma could say anything else, I interjected. “Spoiled vegetables. The witch and I can stomach older ingredients, but apparently it was too much for the captain.”

“I told you eating with a Beastfallen was not a good idea,” Barcel said. “Oh, please don’t take it personally, my good man,” he added, turning to me, then faced the captain again. “Are you all right? Do you still feel sick?”

“No. I felt better after throwing up.”

“That’s good to hear. Anyway, the advance party returned while I was talking to the Lady Witch.” A hint of uneasiness appeared on Barcel’s face.

Tension flashed across Gemma’s eyes as well. “Did something weird happen?”

“Only one of them returned, carrying an invitation.”

The word invitation had never sounded so disturbing to me until now. Barcel handed a letter to Gemma, one sealed with a black wax that bore the image of a burning book.

“This crest… Niedra’s gold coin?”

The Niedra gold coin was famous for its worldwide value, worth as much as ten other gold coins. I had never seen one, nor did I know what kind of emblem it had, but it was familiar to a noble like Gemma.

“How did they get this?”

“I don’t know, but according to the lone survivor, a witch appeared. She asked them to come with her, and when they refused, they were apparently attacked by insects.”

“Insects? What did Lady Zero say?”

“She’s getting the details from the survivor at the moment. I thought I’d show the letter to the captain first before the witch.”

Gemma glared at the letter, her face hard, then with much determination, opened it.

As she read through the letter, her pale face turned even whiter.

“Tell the vice captain to get to the Lady Witch immediately,” Gemma said.

“What did the letter say?”

“It’s an invitation. A very polite one at that.” Gemma pushed the letter to Barcel.

I peered from behind and saw flowery words too difficult for my brain to read, written in gold ink on black paper. If I had to guess, this would be the translation:

 

This is a demon’s domain. If you wish to pass, you must come greet its lord.

Your friends are being treated as guests, but if you ignore the invitation, they will be deemed as trespassers.

 

In short, it was a very polite blackmail.

Sure enough, the vice captain was fuming as he confronted Gemma.

“I told you to use the witch and the Beastfallen to scout!” the old man roared.

“But if the witch left our main force, we would be destroyed if demons attacked!” Gemma rebutted.

Barcel anxiously watched the intense argument—it looked like they would draw their weapons at any moment—while Zero sat on the back of the carriage, studying the letter, her chin resting on her hand. I, on the other hand, was standing next to Zero, watching the situation.

“There has not been a single attack in the past seven days,” the vice captain said. “Weren’t the demons headed north to begin with? This place is still closer to the center of the continent than the north. I highly doubt there are enough demons to attack the Knights Templar.”

“Are you saying that just because there hasn’t been any attacks that our vigilance was futile? We can’t be cautious only after we have casualties. That will only result in more needless sacrifices!”

“Sacrifice, you say? I can’t believe such a word is coming from a captain who sacrificed the precious lives of knights to protect the enemies of God.”

“I have told you many times that enlisting the protection of the witch was Commander Eudwright’s decision! Following his orders is devoting yourself to God.”

“Do you think having a friendly conversation with a witch and a Beastfallen while sharing a meal shows devotion to God?”

Gemma shut her mouth, taken aback.

“You seem to know what I’m talking about,” the old man added. “My men told me that our captain has bowed down to the witch. It’s as if this unit is now led by her. It’s only been seven days. Let’s see what the troops will look like when we get to Knox Cathedral!”

I heaved a sigh, and so did Zero. Barcel shot us a look that said, “I told you not to get close to the captain,” but it was actually her who approached us.

“This is not good,” I said. “What do we do?”

“Hmm.” Zero nodded. “How about I leave the troop?”

Our little conversation caught the attention of both Gemma and the vice captain, and they both turned to us.

Barcel’s jaw dropped. “Please, wait!” he said.

Gemma took a step forward. “Wait, Lady Zero! It takes sixty days to reach Knox Cathedral. We’ve only been traveling for seven days, which means we’re only about a tenth of the way there. We need you!”

“So you’ve shown your true colors, witch,” the vice captain uttered in a low voice meant to intimidate Zero. “The last incident was probably your doing anyway! You must have realized that the need for a witch was being questioned, so you did that. Do you think that if you tell us you’re leaving, the Knights Templar will beg you to stay? That’s not happening, witch. I will not allow you to leave. We’ll chain you up and throw you into a cage!”

“Vice Captain Leyland! You have no authority to detain Lady Zero,” Gemma snapped. “This troop was entrusted to me by Captain Eudwright. It is not yours to command!”

“Shut up, you disgrace of a knight! Sucking up to a witch. Like father, like daughter. It appears that Captain Eudwright doesn’t know what kind of lowlife your father was!”

Her father insulted to her face, Gemma’s hand reflexively went to her axe. Barcel pulled her back in time as she tried to hack the vice captain with clear intent to kill.

“Don’t stop me, Barcel! This man insulted my father!”

“So you’re just going to cut him down here? Right now, the invitation from the demon is more important.”

“This is utterly foolish,” the vice captain spat. “We don’t even need to think about it. We simply ignore the invitation and press on.”

“What about the soldiers taken as captives?!” Gemma barked, baring her teeth.

“For the Knights Templar, martyrdom is an honor. Only four people were taken prisoner. If we stop every time there are a few casualties, we’ll never reach Knox Cathedral.”

Gemma’s anger finally reached its peak. The vice captain just chose to abandon his soldiers without hesitation.

Barcel stepped in between the two. “But Sir,” the attendant said, “if this is an invitation from the demon, ignoring it is too dangerous. We, the Knights Templar, know better than anyone how horrifying demons can be. According to the Lady Witch, the reason why the demon had not attacked us until now was to send this invitation.”

“And you believe that?”

“No, Sir. But we can’t say it’s complete falsehood either. We should play it safe. We need to get Knox Cathedral by any means necessary.”

“Hmm.” The old man made a gesture as though he was giving it some thought. Then with a devilish look, he turned his gaze to Gemma, who was quivering with rage behind Barcel. “You should accept the invitation, then. If it’s from a lord, it is etiquette for the captain to accept.”

I almost whistled despite the mood. I couldn’t believe he could be so ruthless to a young girl. Veterans of the Knights Templar sure say some crazy shit. He must have killed a lot of witches before.

Even Barcel’s mouth twitched, his gaze wandering as if looking for a way out. “Are you telling the captain to sacrifice herself?”

“She’s saying she wants to accept the invitation. She can stomach working with a witch. Accepting a demon’s invitation should be easy for her. I’m not certain I could ever do that.”

“That’s absurd, Sir. If we’re going to accept the invitation, we should send the whole troop. Perhaps we will be treated to a sumptuous feast—”

Gemma tapped Barcel’s shoulder to cut him off, and pushed him aside. The attendant’s face stiffened.

“You’re right, Vice Captain,” she said. “It’s only logical that I should be the one to go out there.”

“What are you saying, Captain?!”

“I’m sorry, Barcel. But if things go well, ten thousand soldiers might be able to march on safely with only a single sacrifice. Either way, I can’t abandon my comrades when they’re still alive.”

“Let’s talk about that later. We can organize a rescue team or something. Anyway, there’s no need for you to go.”

Gemma gave Barcel a small smile. “You taught me that those who stand above others must always be a shield for the ones below. Besides, it was I who lost the trust of the soldiers by ignoring your advice not to get closer to the witch than necessary. I must regain that trust on my own.”

She was righteous to a fault. Right when I thought I should give her an applause, Zero started clapping loudly next to me.

“Wonderful!” she exclaimed. “Your determination to sacrifice your own being is commendable! That is why I decided to escort this troop. I have one question for you, Captain. As a member of the Knights Templar, do you regret showing mercy and magnanimity to a witch? You lost the trust of your soldiers because of me.”

“No.” There was no hesitation in Gemma’s answer. “I know how you came to be the guard of my troops. You—no, the witches of Wenias—showed mercy and benevolence to the Church. You knew it would be an uncomfortable journey, but you came with us anyway. If I regret anything, it would be my inability to ensure that my soldiers showed you the respect you deserved.”

Gemma turned to the vice captain once more. “Don’t get me wrong, Vice Captain Leyland. I also hated witches since I was a child. But I’m not weak. I’m willing to change, even if it means forsaking my past.”

“How dare you talk to me like that,” the vice captain hissed.

Zero seemed satisfied by Gemma’s answer. “In that case, I must make a decision as well,” she said. “I shall accept this invitation.”

“What?” I cut in. “W-Wait a minute! You didn’t say anything about doing that! That means you’re bringing me with you, right? No way I’m accepting a demon’s invitation!”

“So you will let the captain go alone? She made the hard choice of trusting a witch, which will result in a painful betrayal by her comrades.”

I went silent, unable to say anything back.

Zero waved the letter in the air and stared down at the dumbfounded vice captain from below.

“I will offer you a deal, youngster,” Zero said. “If I accept the demon’s invitation and successfully rescue the advance party, you will accept me into your troop without question.”

“The Knights Templar, the Sword of God, would never make a deal with a witch.”

“Are you scared of sending me to the demon? Do you have to chain me up and lock me in a cage so you can sleep at night? Do you have nightmares that make you wet your bed? It seems like the Knight Templar’s faith does not amount to much.”

The vice captain’s mouth tightened, and the wrinkles between his brows deepened. He didn’t seem the type to rise to the bait, but he looked conflicted.

“Use your empty head for a moment, Vice Captain,” Zero continued. “If I returned with the captive knights, their hearts will turn to me. If you do not accept us then, how do you think the troops will be divided? What if the captain takes my side? Let us see what the troops will look like when we get to Knox Cathedral.” She shot the same words that the old man uttered back at him.

After a moment of silence, the vice captain opened his mouth gravely. “I will not stop you from leaving. But either way, the captain will have to accept the invitation. We need to keep an eye on you to make sure you don’t double-cross us.”

“Do not belittle me, Vice Captain,” Gemma said. “I decided from the beginning that I needed to go. I am not the least bit afraid to accept a demon’s invitation.”

“Very admirable,” the old man spat, his tone betraying what he really thought. He turned his back on us. “We’ll continue north with the troops as planned. If you’re lucky enough to survive, come after us. I will wholeheartedly call you captain then.”
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Chapter 3: The Forbidden Library

“Damn, they actually left us behind,” Barcel said as he watched the Knights Templar fading into the distance in a cloud a dust. “How cruel.” He sounded both appalled and dejected.

“They even took my beloved run-down carriage,” Zero mumbled. “I spent seven days turning it into the most comfortable bed.”

“Nothing we can do about it,” I said. “Horses and carriages are too valuable. The vice captain doesn’t want us making a triumphant return.”

We were given some food. Essentially, though, the old man had overthrown Gemma, kicking her out of the squad.

Had Gemma resisted, she would have been able to stay, but the old man might assassinate her for fear of a split among the knights.

In the military, if the commander was deemed harmful to the troops, their subordinates would kill them.

“I’m sorry for dragging you into our mess,” Gemma said.

“You don’t need to apologize,” I replied. “Besides, it wasn’t you who dragged me into this, it’s this witch. Right, Lady Witch?” I meant it as a snide remark.

“Correct.” Zero nodded, not feeling offended. “We are with you because it is more beneficial for us.”

“You too, Barcel,” Gemma added. “You didn’t have to come with us.”

“I’ve been serving the captain my whole life. Even if you told me not to come, I would’ve followed you anyway. Besides, this demon’s domain is creepy, and the safest place is by the Lady Witch’s side.” He chuckled.

Not something you’d expect a knight to say.

“I wouldn’t have agreed to the captain leaving otherwise. If possible, I would take her back to Wenias.”

“I-I’m not running away until I rescue our comrades!”

“Yeah, I know. I understand.”

They wouldn’t even be able to return to Wenias anyway. Going back through the Demon’s Archway was prohibited. I doubt Gemma and Barcel could reach the kingdom safely, and we were not exactly generous enough to escort them back.

“Lady Zero.” Gemma turned to the witch. “I apologize for asking for your help right off the bat, but where should we go? The letter did not mention any specific location.”

“We should simply follow the prints that the horses’ hooves left behind,” I said.

“Oh, right.”

According to Gemma, there were five soldiers in the advance party, all on horseback. Only one of them returned. It would mean that four horses left the main road and headed to an unusual direction.

“Luckily, it doesn’t seem like there’s a lot of traffic around here,” I joked as I looked around the desolate plains.

Traffic? We had not seen a single soul in the past seven days. The villages we passed were burned down, and walled towns were in complete ruins. Either the people up north had been wiped out, or they were hiding somewhere. In any case, it was a horrifying sight.

If we searched the churches of each town, we might be able to find a couple of survivors, but we didn’t have the time nor the manpower. The most we could do was leave a message somewhere conspicuous telling them to go to Wenias. Knights scattered across the continent were all doing the same thing.

There were seven cathedrals on the continent, three of them in the north: Adak Cathedral located in a major port, Sanguis North Cathedral, and the current destination of the old bastard, Knox Cathedral.

The Church’s history began from the north, on an island called the Altar, and with Knox Cathedral as its base, its teachings spread across the world.

That’s what Gemma told us as we split off to both sides of the road, looking for hoofprints.

“It’s ironic, though, that the demons are gathering in the place where the Church originated,” Gemma mumbled softly.

“Found them,” Barcel said. In front of him was a trail of hoofprints leading eastward.

I surveyed the surroundings. There was barely any forest, no rolling terrains, only flat land sparsely dotted with coniferous trees. At the edge of the landscape stood snow-capped mountains. Overall it looked peaceful.

For a place called the Demon’s Domain, there seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary.

“What the hell is that?” I pointed to what looked like a figure standing alone in the middle of the plain.

The hoofprints leading toward it suggested that the advance party noticed it too.

Gemma inclined her head. “It’s not moving, so maybe a signpost?”

“So far away from the road?” Barcel frowned.

As we approached it, we realized that it was a lot farther away than it looked. In other words, it was bigger than we had expected.

What appeared to be a figure turned out to be taller than us. I inched closer to find that it was a guidepost, and it did not take long to figure out what it was made of.

“Apparently, this domain’s ruler likes making things out of human bodies,” I growled.

Five people in clothes of different colors were stacked vertically on top of each other, with a huge stake piercing through from their rear to their heads.

“You can still turn back, Captain,” I said.

“D-Don’t underestimate me. I can handle this.”

I decided that it was a guidepost because the skewered corpses were all pointing in one direction.

“What is over there?” Zero asked.

“Please wait a moment,” Barcel said, unfolding a map. “I took this from our stuff.”

We had been on the road for seven days. Based on the terrain, we were probably somewhere around the Outline Plains. I estimated our current location based on the mountain ridges, and from there I traced a finger at the direction indicated by the human guidepost to a symbol of a fortress about four days’ walk away. The fortress bore the crest of a burning book, the same one used in the letter we received.

I read the words underneath the crest. “Fort… Niedra?”

“Oh!” Barcel exclaimed. “The Forbidden Library at Fort Niedra! It slipped my mind, since the coins are more famous. The crest of a burning book definitely refers to Fort Niedra.”

“The Forbidden Library?” Zero said.

Barcel’s face turned grim. “It’s a well-known story among a few people from the Church. The owner of Fort Niedra is a book lover of unparalleled reputation, collecting all kinds of books from all over the world.”

“What?” Gemma said. “I’ve never heard that before.”

“Like I said, only a few know about it. The owner liked collecting rare books. If the Church bans a book, a messenger will immediately come to fetch at least one copy for the fort. That’s how it got its nickname, the Forbidden Library.”

“I’m surprised the Church didn’t burn it down,” I said. “That’s one step away from treason, isn’t it?”

“Sometimes you just get the urge to read a banned book. But the Church doesn’t want evil books in its libraries.”

I get it. Necessary evil.

Books increased in number by transcribing them by hand. Merchants paid the authors of the original manuscripts to create copies for them, and then sold them for a profit.

If the book was popular, merchants from all over the world would want copies, resulting in fierce competition among tradesmen.

If the book caught the attention of the Church and was judged to be a “work that should be disseminated,” a tremendous number of copies would be produced using a printing machine developed by the Church, which were then distributed across the world. The original author would receive a large sum of money that would allow him to live the rest of his life in stability.

On the other hand, if the Church judged a book to be foul, it would be banned and burned, both original and its copies. Worst case, the author would receive the death sentence.

That would mean that the Forbidden Library was a treasure trove of books with only one copy. Even the Church did not want to burn them to ashes.

“Above all, Fort Niedra has a large gold vein and the technology to produce high-purity gold that has been passed down for generations. The coins produced there are called Niedra gold coins, the most valuable gold coin in the whole world. It’s well-known that the Church pays in Niedra gold coins.”

“Is that so?” Zero looked up at me.

“I’ve heard about it.” I nodded.

“The Church receives a large donation from Fort Niedra every year in exchange for overlooking the Forbidden Library. That’s how it can afford to pay in Niedra coins.”

“I see.”

In other words, the Forbidden Library was like the Church’s obedient treasurer. They probably decided that it was safer to let a harmless bookworm manage the fortress, eliminating the chances of any rebellion, than to attack and destroy it and install an incompetent administrator. The Church also wanted to protect its treasury, so even if the fort itself did not have much military power, it was not destroyed.

“It’s not something the Church can openly admit, though. That’s why the road to Fort Niedra was closed by the Church over fifty years ago, and its location was never put on the map.”

“It is on there, though.” Zero pointed at the map.

“This is a map owned by the Knights Templar. It’s different from the maps out there. However, the closing of the road did not end the fort’s collecting of books. Countless brave people somehow managed to find Fort Niedra and sell their books. According to one theory, the number of Fort Niedra’s banned books alone rivals that of the Church’s whole collection.”

Zero let out an indifferent groan, and her pace suddenly quickened. I grabbed her by the collar, pulled her back, and quietly lifted her to my shoulder.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I didn’t think telling you to slow down would work.”

“Very good eyes you have there. I expected nothing less from a mercenary. If I am not careful, I might be stuck in that Forbidden Library for a hundred years.”

Barcel burst into laughter. “Unfortunately, I don’t think there are many banned books that you can enjoy. Most of the popular books that the Church banned are so-called porno books.”

Gemma coughed, her whole face turning red. “Can you not use such vulgar words?” she rebuked.

Zero, however, did not lose interest in the Forbidden Library, urging me to pick up the pace.

“A demon nesting in a fortress that collects banned books containing narratives of humans’ carnal desires invites the Knights Templar to join them. Is that not poetic? I cannot wait to see what awaits us there.”

Human guideposts were placed at even intervals. Whenever we were about to lose our way, one appeared in front of us with their bizarre presence. The guideposts even led us to a waterhole, which was rather thoughtful of them.

After two days of walking, we camped out for the night, and the next morning, after half a day of trudging across the plains, something white started falling from the sky.

“Snow?” Gemma took off her gloves and stretched out her arm, rubbing the white stuff that had fallen onto her fingers. “Ash.”

“Doesn’t look like there’s a volcano around,” I said.

“It’s a blast furnace,” Barcel said. “It is said that the fire in Fort Niedra’s blast furnaces had never gone out.”

“What do they use for fuel?”

“That I don’t know. Maybe it’s the owner’s burning passion for books.” Barcel laughed to himself.

Ash drifted down incessantly from the sky. Covering our mouths and noses with cloths, we trekked through the falling ash for another day.

Fourth day.

“Hey, look.”

Beside a human guidepost—I had no idea how many we had seen at this point—someone was waiting for us.

“An enemy?” I muttered.

“No,” Zero said. “A witch—no, a Mage.”

“What?!”

So either from the Coven of Zero or Cestum. Both were bad news.

Zero jumped off my shoulder, and gestured Gemma and Barcel to step back. I put my hand on my sword. Barcel had already nocked his bow. A second later, Gemma also gripped her axe.

Zero took the letter out of her pocket and threw it on the ground along with the envelope.

“We rushed here after accepting your invitation,” Zero said. “The Captain of the Knights Templar’s Knox Expeditionary Force, her attendant, Barcel, and escorts, a witch and a beast warrior.”

“I know,” came a reply. “I’ve been watching you.” The invitation on the ground crawled towards the witch’s feet, and she picked it up. “The Director was expecting a lot of guests.”

“Director?” I wondered.

“Apparently, for generations the master of Fort Niedra has been called the Director,” Barcel said. “They seem to like the name Forbidden Library.”

Gemma smiled in relief. “Then is the master still alive?”

“Well… considering the circumstances under which the invitation was sent, I wouldn’t get my hopes up. The wax was sealed with the crest of Fort Niedra.”

Gemma let out a groan. Her face tightened, and she looked at the witch. “We have a mission to fulfill, but I, the captain, accepted the invitation as a sign of courtesy! I trust there are no objections?”

“Thank you for coming all this way.” The witch gave a respectful bow. “Please, call me the Librarian.”

 

I had no idea why I would want to describe a gate made of intricately-intertwined human bones—undamaged skulls, ribs that had red jewels embedded inside instead of hearts, beautifully-curved spines, pure white femur—as magnificent. If a phenomenal artist created a gate out of human bones, it would probably look like this.

I could feel the intense obsession in the work, not born from malice, but love.

Thinking back, the human guideposts were similar. None of the corpses were decomposing, and they were all dressed in fancy clothes. Rather than forcefully skewering them, it felt more like an insect collector carefully fastening insects with a needle.

“C-Can I be honest with you, merc?” Gemma swallowed hard.

I nodded and gave her an awkward smile. “We probably have the same thing in mind. Wanna say it together, Captain?”

“I kinda want to turn back now,” Gemma, I, and incidentally Barcel, said at the same time.

“Say it again,” Zero remarked, feeling alienated. “I want to join you.” It was plain as day, however, that she did not want to leave.

The librarian said nothing as she walked under the falling ash. As they approached the fort, the huge gate opened smoothly without noise.

As soon as we stepped inside, we were stunned.

“Shit… What the hell is going on here?!” It was such an unusual sight that Barcel couldn’t help but curse.

Countless people milled about under the gray sky. Smoke from cooking was rising from houses. I could hear children laughing, blacksmiths hammering iron, and wagon wheels rolling across the dirt. Peaceful was the only word to describe the scene.

Shocked, Gemma grabbed the shoulder of the librarian walking slowly in front of us. “What the hell is going on?! Why are there people here? We didn’t find a single survivor in all the towns and villages we passed by!”

“The Director gathered people who have lost their homes and wandering around, looking for a place to stay.”

“No way. It’s too quick! Even the Knights Templar only made its move recently.”

The librarian gently removed Gemma’s hand. “You will understand when you see the Director. Please, follow me.” She resumed walking. “Rest assured,” she added in a voice devoid of emotion. “The Director loves humans.”

After passing through a street lined with houses on both sides, we came upon a strangely shaped tower that looked like boxes stacked on top of each other, with smoke rising from the top. The size of the boxes became smaller the higher up. It was the source of the ashes raining on the entire town.

“Um, are you still making gold coins?” Barcel asked.

“No. There is no point in making coins if there are no books to collect.”

“What are you burning, then?”

“Corpses.”

I wasn’t the only one who regretted the question. Gemma and Barcel stared at the ash on their shoulders anxiously.

“The Director can’t stand leaving bodies out in the open without proper burial. So while we search for survivors, we bring bodies from nearby villages and towns to the fort for cremation.”

“Then what’s with the artwork outside?”

“It’s only natural to reuse materials in good condition.”

The librarian slipped into the tower. “Please hurry,” she urged.

We followed behind, brushing off the ashes from our bodies as we took a quick look around the tower.

It was a plain chamber made of stone. The floor was covered with a red and blue carpet, and at the center of the room stood a thick pillar—or rather, a chimney that also functioned as a pillar.

Gemma exhaled. “It’s warm.”

“I suppose that huge pillar is a chimney-cum-heater,” Barcel said. “A lot of heaters in the north use fumes from fireplaces. It doesn’t feel cozy, though, considering it uses humans as fuel.”

“The fires of Fort Niedra burn on their own.”

“What?” Barcel gasped.

“The furnaces of Fort Niedra have been burning for the last hundred years without any fuel. Please make no mistake. We are not burning corpses for fuel.”

Barcel blinked in surprise. “I apologize,” he said. He didn’t sound apologetic. “I didn’t mean any offense. You seem to know a lot about the fort. Have you been living here long?”

“Yes. I was born and raised here.”

“So you were also here that night when the demons laid waste to the world!” Gemma cut in, running her hand over the cloth covering her mouth. “Tell me! What happened here—”

Zero grabbed her hand.

“Lady Witch?”

“Do not show your face,” Zero said. “You are beautiful.”

“Wh-Where’d that come from?!” Gemma looked embarrassed. “I-I’m not—”

“It is an objective fact. We are in demon territory, Captain. Demons are attracted to beauty.”

Zero’s words petrified Gemma. She once mentioned that Thirteenth entered into a contract with a demon by offering his beauty.

All the powerful witches I had met were beautiful, and even the inexperienced Albus would become quite the beauty in ten years. Sept had good looks as well.

In other words, demons adored beauty.

While Gemma was flustered, Barcel raised the cloth covering Gemma’s mouth to just below her eyes and pulled the hood of her cloak deeper.

“Do not say anything either,” Zero added. “A beautiful voice will do you no good. Relax. First we have to see what the Director looks like.”

“This way, please,” the librarian said.

We climbed the stone stairs along the inner wall of the tower. Upstairs was a sturdy wooden door with rivets, which also opened almost automatically.

As I observed how it worked, I spotted a small black thing scuttling acrosss the floor. “A bug?” I tried to peek beyond the door.

“Director. Your guests have arrived.”

The librarian’s words startled me. I had relaxed my guard since there was no sign of a human being, but when I looked up, I saw a figure completely covered in rags from head to toe.

I could only describe it as a figure because I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman.

The director was sitting on a desk, surrounded by piles of books. They raised their hand, gesturing us to wait a moment, and softly closed the book they were reading once they reached a good stopping point.

They lifted their head, but I still couldn’t see their face. They were wearing a mask, not an intricately designed one, but more like pieces of leather patched together.

“Pleased… that… you… accepted… invitation.”

Behind the leather mask, the director made a strange, jittery sound. I didn’t want to think that that was their laughter, but I didn’t want to consider any other possibility either.

The director stood up, and something fell to the floor.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Barcel’s throat tightened, and he hugged the wall behind him.

Bugs.

Every step the director took, a bug fell from their body, then crawled up their shoes again and burrowed into their clothes.

Rather than bugs scuttling across their body, it would be more accurate to say that bugs formed their body. In addition to their normal arms and legs, they also had an extra pair of arms protruding out of their sides.

With a total of six limbs, they looked like an actual bug.

It was clear that they were not human, which meant that the real director of Fort Niedra was no longer alive.

“Hey, Witch,” I said. “For the record, I’m really freaked out right now.”

“It is only a bug,” Zero said fearlessly. She looked the same as usual.

Suddenly the mass of bugs stopped moving and looked at Zero. I think they did. Anyway, the masked face turned to her.

The next instant, the director crumbled to the floor, approaching Zero like a crashing wave, and then stopped dead in front of her, taking a human form again. The director’s leather mask was close enough to catch Zero’s breath.

“Ah… How beautiful…” The director’s hand—a glove filled with insects—almost touched Zero’s cheek.

My blood froze. “Back off! Don’t you dare touch her!” Almost unconsciously, I grabbed Zero’s arm and pushed her behind me, drawing my sword.

Then the swarm of bugs composing the director’s body stirred and spread out as if frightened, but quickly compressed together before slowly backing down.

“I see… That beauty… is yours… Then it will… never be mine… You’re scary… when angry… Ah, what a shame… Truly a shame…”

“H-He’s awfully meek,” I muttered.

Zero, who seemed a bit tense as well, let out a small breath. “Perhaps it is not a demon that is well-versed in combat. That was foolish, Mercenary. Do not try to protect me from a demon ever again. You will only put yourself in danger.”

“I didn’t do it because I wanted to. My body just reacted.”

Gemma tugged at my clothes.

“What is it?” I said.

She was trying to keep quiet after Zero warned her. It looked like she wanted to ask something.

“Uh, excuse me, Director. May I speak?” Barcel said, figuring out Gemma’s intention. He seemed to have adapted to the situation.

Silently the director turned their face to Barcel. “Oh… there was… another one…” They turned their heads away, seemingly uninterested.

“That hurts a little,” Barcel said.

“You can not blame them,” Zero said. “If you put a normal human and a witch side by side, the demon would inevitably turn its attention to the latter.”

Barcel looked dejected. “I’m glad it’s not interested in me, but I’d like to ask it to return the advance party he apparently took as guests. I also want it to guarantee the safety of all the knights while on their mission. That’s why we accepted the invitation in the first place.”

“Guests… in town… Gave feed… Gave mate… Surely satisfied…”

Barcel’s expression tensed. “Feed? M-Mate?”

“Humans… who comply… are guests… I protect them… Humans… who don’t comply… I can’t protect…”

“What? P-Please explain!” Barcel stepped forward.

“We gave them rooms, women, and food,” the librarian interjected. “They’re all making themselves at home. You can meet them if you wish, but I’m sure you’re all tired. I will show you to your rooms.”

The director seemed to have lost interest in us. He returned to his desk, dropping bugs with every step.

Suddenly, Gemma screamed. Apparently a bug had gotten into her hood. She quickly took it off, ripped off the covering on her face, and brushed the bug off.

“I-It bit my neck!”

“Do not talk!” Zero put the hood over Gemma’s head again and covered her mouth, but it was too late.

The director leapt towards her. Shit. They grabbed Gemma’s arm and pulled off her hood. The captain let out a shriek as the mass of bugs embraced her.

“Beautiful skin color… Rare black eyes… Black hair…”

A reddish-black tongue slipped out through the leather mask and licked Gemma’s cheek.

The captain snapped. “Monster!”

With a menacing cry that one would not expect from a woman, Gemma swung her axe at the director. It struck the director’s body, but only produced a dull sound, and the sharp blade bounced back.

It was hard. But Gemma did not back down. One of the advantages of using two one-handed axes was you could immediately deliver a second blow even if the first strike failed.

Gemma’s second swing struck the director’s shoulder, and the severed arm fell to the floor. The bugs that fell with the arm crawled across the floor and scattered in all directions.

The tension in the room was palpable. I had my sword drawn, and Barcel had nocked an arrow to his bow.

But the director showed neither anger nor pain. Instead they laughed. “Hihihi… I-It hurts… So this is pain… Ah, brown-skinned woman… I like you.”

While they were laughing, the arm that Gemma had chopped off with her axe grew back in no time. Bugs wrapped themselves around it, and the director was back to normal.

“Rest, my guests… We will talk later… About lots of things… So excited…”

I glanced down at the hand on the floor. Covered in a black shell and many joints, it looked like the leg of an insect.






The librarian led us out of the tower and back into town.

We were provided rooms in what appeared to be an inn, though our room assignments were strange. Zero and I shared a room, but Barcel and Gemma were given separate rooms.

“Who decided on this room assignment?” I wondered after the librarian left.

Zero, pouring hot water into a wooden tub, gave me an incomprehensible answer. “We did.”

“I don’t remember drawing lots or anything.”

“You claimed ownership over me to that demon, to which they acknowledged. To them, you and I are a pair. When they put their hands on the captain, the attendant did not say a word.”

“He was probably frozen in fear.”

“He was frozen because he cared more about himself than the captain.”

I guess.

But Barcel was a fragile, ordinary human being. Protecting the captain from the demon was probably too much to ask.

“The demon wants the captain,” Zero added. “They would not put her in a room with another man.”

“So they picked us rooms based on love or whatnot?”

“They mentioned giving women to the knights, no? That is what they think humans are like. A man and a woman are always a pair. If one is missing, it would not feel right.” Zero took off her clothes and dipped herself into the tub. “Mercenary, help me wash my back.”

“Why would I do that?”

“There is no one else around.”

Just do it on your own. You’ve done it before. How can she even be naked in front of me like it’s nothing? And how can I stay calm looking at her like this? I guess I just got used to it. Habituation sure is scary.

“Hurry up,” Zero urged. “Or the water will get cold. You are my mate, no?”

Sighing, I walked towards her. After rinsing the ash out of her hair and running a lathered-up piece of cloth across her back—it looked perfect, like a work of art—Zero looked over her shoulder.

“Speaking of which, the attendant might be provided a woman soon.”

“Okay,” I mumbled. “Lucky bastard.”

Zero pulled me into the tub. I plunged headfirst, struggling as I gasped for air.

“What the fuck was that for?! Are you trying to kill me?!”

“I thought you wanted to get in with me,” Zero said. “You are jealous of the attendant, no? I have kept this a secret until now, Mercenary, but I am, in fact, a woman.”

“Really? That’s news to me.”

“Aren’t you glad?”

“About what?”

Pouting, Zero splashed water onto me.

“Stop it, you idiot! The room will get wet!”

“So you do not care about getting wet yourself?”

“I took off all my stuff that’s prone to rust. And you can just dry me off anyway.”

Zero looked more and more displeased. “You think of me as nothing more than a handy dryer, huh?”

“Because you think of me as nothing more than a comfortable bed.” I grimaced.

Zero was about to say something, but she gave up on it, and instead stood up. This time she slammed me directly into the tub. Huge splashes of water drenched the room. I was soaking wet as well.

“Hey,” was all I could say.

Completely unconcerned about my annoyance, Zero began lathering up the soap. “I am offering to wash you myself. Did you know? I am actually a dryer and a washer. Very convenient, wouldn’t you say?”

“And I’m your bed, chair, and carriage. Quite handy, right? Now make sure you clean my fur thoroughly.”

I might as well go all out. I took off my clothes in the tub and began washing them.

“Hey, Witch.”

“Yes?”

“That was a demon, right?”

“I suppose so. Since we do not know its name, we do not know what kind of ability it possesses. Based on what happened in the Archway, it is most likely a demon with powers related to human memory. It seems capable of controlling insects, but that is probably the Beastfallen’s ability, not the demon’s.”

“Do demons only have one ability?”

“Yes. Hence, witches summon various demons depending on what they want. A demon that is good at finding people, a demon that turns water into poison, a demon that makes love come to fruition—all sorts of things.”

“So they’re like tools.”

“Yes. Extremely dangerous tools.”

“What about that demon you summoned to my body before?”

“None.”

I turned to Zero. “So it doesn’t have an ability?”

“You could say that. It is, nonetheless, an extremely high-ranking demon. It does not have any abilities of its own, but it can use the powers of any demon of a lower rank than itself. In other words, it has the ability to copy others.”

“Sounds powerful as hell.”

“Indeed. It is called the Nameless Demon King. This demon had not given its name to any witch, and witches can not use demons whose names they do not know. In short, the demon can not be summoned. But one day, for some reason, it made contact with me.”

I let out a gasp of admiration. “I’m not sure I get it, but I guess that means you’re amazing.”

“Good, then. I am glad you understand.”

Chuckling, Zero splashed my head with the cloudy water.

 

While Zero and Mercenary were washing each other like newlyweds—or like a pet and its owner—a girl came to Barcel’s room, just as Zero had expected.

Right after he washed himself and was making himself comfortable, he heard a knock on the door. He opened it to see a pretty girl standing there, hunched over anxiously. She looked to be about half his age.

She had a slender body, fair skin, lovely freckles, and flaxen hair that was tied in two braids. Her well-groomed, soft-looking fingers and nails suggested she came from a well-to-do family. Even when she was just standing there, one could tell that she was raised with care.

“I-I was told that you are my mate,” the girl said in a trembling voice.

For a moment, Barcel’s brain could not process the meaning of the word.




[image: Insert]




“Do you know what ‘mate’ means, young lady?” he asked.

The girl’s cheeks flushed—or no, not really. It would have been fine if she reddened, but she turned pale as she nodded weakly.

Looks like she knows what it means, Barcel thought.

He leaned out of the door and checked both sides of the corridor, wondering if there was a procurer somewhere, but that did not seem to be the case.

“Who told you to come here?”

“The Director.”

“Then please tell the Director that I have dedicated myself to the Knights Templar and have taken a vow of celibacy. I don’t need a woman to take care of me, and if I do, she has to be at least ten years older than you.”

“A-Am I not good enough?” Disappointment filled her eyes.

Uh, oh. Barcel shut his mouth. There were cases in the world where turning someone away was a bad idea. If he let the girl go, she would find herself in a terrible spot. That said, he could not lay a hand on her like the director wanted.

“What’s your name?” Barcel asked.

“Mina.”

“Were you born in this town?”

“Yes.”

“And the others?”

Mina shook her head. “There were hardly any people here. But after that night, more people started coming. The Director is gathering them. What was once a small fort now feels like a castle.”

“I see.” Barcel stroked his stubbly chin.

Mate or not, the girl knew about the fort’s past. She was a great source of information in the current situation where they knew nothing.

Barcel smiled at Mina. “Wanna go someplace nice with me?”

“Barcel?” Gemma’s icy voice came from behind.

He looked up to see Gemma standing there with a look of disappointment on her face, clearly having misunderstood something. Barcel turned pale at her perfect timing.

“It’s not what you think, Captain,” Barcel said. “I was thinking of asking Mina for some information about this town. Captain!”

Ignoring Barcel’s excuses, Gemma spun on her heels and marched back to her room, slamming the door shut behind her.

Barcel pressed his hand to his forehead.

They had decided to meet up in Zero’s room after having their baths. After quickly taking hers, Gemma went to Barcel’s room to pick him up, only to find him trying to invite a young girl into his room.

What she witnessed was too shocking that she ran away in an attempt to somehow forget what she just saw.

For no reason at all, she stood at the window, looking down at the people coming and going below. She found the scene shocking as well. Ever since they left Wenias, all they ever saw were dead bodies and ruins.

She even doubted if there were any survivors in Knox Cathedral, but ironically, the town gave her hope.

“They’re laughing.”

Gemma frowned as she heard a child’s laughter.

The kidnapped advance party. Guideposts made of humans. Gate of bones. The creepy director—a demon. All these combined, the town could only be described as hell.

But no one would call a world where children could frolic and laugh hell. It was a world of undamaged buildings, soft beds, clean water, and hot baths.

“Ah!” Gemma leaned forward, then immediately dashed out into the hallway. She bumped into Barcel, who was just about to knock on her door, and staggered.

“Captain? Why are you in such a hurry?”

“I found someone from the advance party! Follow me!”

Gemma bolted out of the inn. She had seen one of the members of the advance party walking outside. She remembered clearly the faces of the five men she had sent on the dangerous mission.

Recognizing the situation, Barcel followed her.

“This way!” Under the falling ash that hindered vision, Gemma spotted a man walking with his back hunched. “Stop! It’s the Knights Templar!”

The man’s back straightened and he turned around in disbelief.

He was a short, slender young man who had been selected to join the party because of his horse-riding skills. The man’s eyes widened when he saw Gemma. He ran up to her, his ponytail bouncing in the air.

“Captain Gemma!” he called. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to rescue you guys, what else?! Where are the others?”

“They’re all safe. What about Hody?”

Among the five members of the advance party, only one managed to return, a knight named Hody.

“He’s safe,” Gemma replied. “He’s with the main unit now.”

The man pat his chest. “Thank goodness. I was really worried about him. But I can’t believe you’re here to rescue us in person.”

“Of course! I’m the one who picked the members of the advance party. It’s only natural that I come rescue you.”

The man smiled, but his expression quickly turned grim. “Did you meet the Director?”

“We did, just now. We only just arrived.”

“So you don’t have your mate yet?”

Gemma turned to Barcel. “That girl from earlier?”

“She was sent by the Director,” the attendant replied. “I thought we might be able to get some information about this place, so I kept her close for now.”

“Is that so?” Gemma looked relieved. She then recalled that the Director mentioned giving his guests mates. “Do you have one too?”

“Come with me,” the young knight said. “We can’t just stand here outside. I’ll show you to my house.” He turned and started walking.

Gemma hesitated, but at Barcel’s urging, followed the knight.

Down an alley from the main street, three-story houses lined both sides of the street. The man led Gemma and Barcel to one of the houses.

“Dear!” greeted a woman.

Gemma was taken aback. The woman ran up to the young man and kissed him on the cheek, a bit confused.

The captain eyed them both. “Did you two… get married?”

The man nodded. He didn’t look very happy. “The Director sent her to me and I took her as my wife. That was yesterday.”

“Why would you do something so stupid?!”

“I didn’t think help would come! So I had to follow the rules of this place. I didn’t think that the Vice Captain would send a rescue team for just four people.”

“I’m the Captain!” Gemma barked. “I don’t care what the Vice Captain thinks. I won’t leave anyone behind!”

Is this the level of trust they have for me? Gemma chewed her glove in frustration. Did the other three get married as well? Were they living here after receiving houses?

“You didn’t consider running away?” Barcel asked. His tone was not accusing; he was genuinely curious.

The man relaxed a little. He invited both to sit down, but they refused. They did not want to stay long.

“The Director can see through everything,” the young knight said. “He knew where we came from, and where we were going. He even knows the size of our company and the name of the captain. We can’t run away. If we do, my mate will be punished.”

“Punished?” Gemma regarded the woman.

She clung to her husband’s arm with frightened eyes. “In this town, the Director is absolute,” she said. “He uses the librarian to gather people, assigns jobs, and decides on the mates. If my partner runs away, it’ll be my fault! Did you see that gate? If we defy them, they’ll make us a part of it. Even if we escaped that fate, we won’t survive out there.”

With nowhere to go, their only choice would be to wait for death, terrified of demons and wild beasts.

As long as they stayed in this town and listened to the Director, they were guaranteed food, clothing, shelter, and safety.

“It’s the same with the other three. The Director gave them wives. It pains me to say this, since you’ve come all this way to rescue us, but we can’t run away unless we abandon the women.”

“Then why don’t you bring them with you?”

The man shook his head. “My wife has family and friends. I’ve made some friends too in this short time. We can’t leave them, and it’s too dangerous to take them with us. If we leave, the Director won’t protect us from other demons. And I know this might sound strange…” He gave a subtle smile, a smile that seemed to be trying to reassure Gemma, to somehow persuade her. “But the Director loves humans.”

 

We met up with Gemma and Barcel, and they told us what happened.

“The Director loves humans, eh? The librarian said the same thing.” I heaved a sigh.

It felt like a demon had won them over. The knights were taken away by force, but were given women and a safe place to live. After falling in love, they could no longer leave.

“So this kid was sent to the underling in an attempt to win us over as well.”

Under my annoyed gaze, the girl called Mina bowed politely. I thought she possessed nerves of steel, but then again, I clearly looked a lot better than the Director.

“But that is odd,” Zero said. “Considering what happened at the Demon’s Archway, I was certain that the Director’s ability was related to memory. Yet you are saying it can see through everything?”

“Maybe it’s the Beastfallen’s ability,” I said. “Like how the squirt gathered information using rats.”

“No.” Zero shook her head. “I find it hard to believe that understanding the language of insects is enough to know where we came from, what our purpose is, or where we are headed. Suppose a bug hears humans talking about a strategy. Can it comprehend the strategy itself? The same goes for Rat. At best, the information she received was probably along the lines of, ‘the person with this particular smell is here’.” She turned to Mina. “Girl, how much do you know about the Director?”

“Not much… My older sister warns me not to get close to him.”

“You have a clever sister. Where is she now?”

Mina shook her head. “She’s always outside the fort because of a special job.”

“A special job?”

“She gathers people. It’s dangerous outside, so she brings them here where it’s safe.”

“Oh!” I exclaimed. Everyone else seemed to have noticed as well; they all looked at Mina with a start.

“Your sister is that librarian!”

It was Mina’s turn to be surprised. “I see. My sister brought you all here too. Is she back, then?”

“She should be. We only arrived today.”

Mina’s expression brightened, and she jumped to her feet. But after remembering the position she was in, she sat back down helplessly. “Way back then… Before this whole thing happened, my sister traveled across the continent. She was in the business of collecting books. She would return to the fort only once every few months.”

“So that’s why she introduced herself as the librarian,” I said. “But why the change from books to humans?”

“Because the Director told her to. I told her not to go because it’s dangerous out there, but she said it was her job.”

I’m pretty sure gathering humans is not the job of a librarian.

According to Zero, the librarian was a Mage. Only she and the Director could venture out of the fort safely. What a Mage was doing in this fort and why they were serving a demon was a mystery, however.

“I wanted to spend more time with her. When she went outside, the Director came to me. He said that if I bore a child with someone, she wouldn’t have to go far away anymore.”

“What does you bearing a child have anything to do with her retiring from her job?”

“I don’t know, but that’s what the Director said.” Despite looking calm, tears streamed down Mina’s face. She hurriedly wiped her eyes.

Unable to stand the sight of such an innocent girl crying, Gemma hugged Mina. “It’s okay, don’t cry. You don’t have to marry someone you don’t like. Come with us. The Knights Templar will protect you, and you won’t have to worry about being attacked by demons if you go to Wenias. It’s much safer than here.”

Mina’s eyes widened. “There’s a safe place besides Fort Niedra? Really?”

“I swear to God. If you don’t like it here, you can come with us. With your sister, of course.”

Hope filled Mina’s face. But it lasted only for a moment. She shook her head once more. “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“The Director knows everything. I’m sure he’s watching me even now. He knows what I told you. If I said I was going to Wenias, my sister would be punished by the Director. I don’t want that.”

If you ran away, someone you cared about would be punished—the same argument that the knight gave.

Zero stroked her chin. “The Director loves humans… It gathers people who have nowhere to go into the fort to keep them safe, and yet it does not want them to leave. It is not love. It is more like…”

“It’s like a lord and his subjects,” Barcel said. “And an outdated system at that.”

We all expressed our gloom in different ways; some stared at the ceiling, some sighed, and some pinched the bridge of their nose.

Manpower was necessary to run a territory—farmers to plow fields, merchants to collect money, carpenters to build and maintain castles, servants to take care of the lord’s personal needs, and townspeople to pay taxes.

The lord wouldn’t mind people coming in, but he wouldn’t want people to leave. So he would use all kinds of methods to force them to stay, just like what was happening in Fort Niedra.

“Fortunately, the people don’t seem to be mistreated,” Barcel said. “If the Director is trying to manage his territory, we should all send these people to Wenias. But I highly doubt he’ll say yes.”

“I doubt he’ll let us leave even,” I added.

Sensing the heavy atmosphere, Barcel clapped his hands and stood up. “Thinking about it will get us nowhere. Mina, you can stay in my room for now. You can’t go back to your own place, right?”

“But the Director knows everything,” Mina said, trembling from fear.

“All the more reason to stay here. The Knights Templar can’t let you leave like this. I’m fine with sharing a room with the Captain. Right?”

“I’ve been a soldier for a long time,” Gemma said. “Sleeping in the same room with a man is nothing to me.”

Gemma’s words brought a little smile back to Mina’s face. She clung to the captain’s neck and whispered, “Thank you.”

“It seems the captain is the right person to look after the girl,” Zero said. “Take the girl to the attendant’s room. Hold her hand until she falls asleep.”

“Very well.” Gemma pulled Mina’s hand and stood up.

After they had left the room and the sound of their footsteps began to fade, Zero opened her mouth to speak. “I am a little surprised. I did not expect the Director would force people to marry, disregarding their feelings.”

“I was horrified too, to be honest,” Barcel said. “We’re not animals.”

“Animals, huh? Your analogy might be right on target.”

“Well, that’s a target I wish I missed.”

I get it. An archer joke. Under any other circumstances, I would have laughed.

“The Director loves humans,” Zero continued. “That is most likely true. It treats humans with care and seems to be protecting them from other demons. I think he intends to gather living humans into this fort, and make them breed to increase the population.”

“What for?” I asked. “For dinner?”

“To care for them like pets. Like fish in a pond.”

“Shit. I get it now!” Barcel exclaimed, ruffling his hair. “The Captain’s father loved deer. He said their antlers were works of art. He displayed the heads of the deer he killed in the hall, and ate their meat. He also raised them in his garden. That’s what humans are to that demon, isn’t it?”

Because it loved humans, it used humans in its creations. It made me sick, how it had a similar way of thinking as humans.

“That demon is clearly imitating humans,” Zero said. “It gathers humans under the guise of protection, claims to be a lord and keeps them at hand, and sends us invitations, welcoming us as guests. It may seem contradictory, but it makes sense if we consider that it is imitating human beings.” She nodded to herself and rose to her feet. “I think we need to talk to the librarian. From what we heard from her sister, she does not seem to be a witch who worships demons. I highly doubt she would talk in front of the Director, but I think we can use her sister to gain a little bit of advantage.” Zero flashed a wicked smile.

“Please don’t do anything inhumane,” Barcel pleaded.

“Hmm?” The moment I stepped out into the hallway, I froze in place. Something felt off. I wrinkled my nose, and the odd feeling became stronger.

“What is wrong, Mercenary?”

“The captain and the girl’s scent…”

Wearing a frown, I opened the door to the room where they were supposed to be. “They’re not here. In fact, they didn’t even come inside.”

“What?!” Barcel bolted out of the inn.

The falling ashes hampered both vision and sense of smell. Did they go out for a relaxing walk? In that case, we were worried for nothing, but that seemed unlikely. If that wasn’t the case, there was only one place for us to go.

“To the tower.”

We rushed to the tower, where the librarian was waiting for us at the door.

“Stop,” she said. “The Director ordered me not to let you through.”

Barcel stopped in his tracks, readied his bow, and nocked an arrow. “Master Mercenary! I’ll cover you!”

I’m doing it? But I wasn’t stupid enough to let an archer take the front. Sorry about this, librarian, but I’ll have to knock you out a bit. If only she would stay still after that.

However, the librarian didn’t seem concerned about a Beastfallen charging straight at her. Instead she raised her arm to the air.

“Kutor, Zaf, Hecht.”

I stopped dead in my tracks, shocked. “Shit. She can use Magic!”

By the time I remembered, it was too late; the librarian had already finished chanting.

“O’ remnants of thunder, come together and strike the fools! Grant me power, for my name is Madia!”

A blue light flashed through the air, passed by me, and hit Barcel, knocking him away.

I quickly rushed to him and lifted his body up. “Underling! Are you all right?”

Pained groans spilled from his lips.

Thank goodness. The shock knocked him unconscious, but he was still breathing.

The librarian aimed for Barcel because she judged that her spell would not be as effective against me. I would probably only stagger for a moment. Barcel, however, would not be able to walk for a while.

“Hey, Witch!” I yelled. “She’s gotta be a part of Cestum!”

“No,” Zero said, taking a step forward.

It looked like she had no intention to fight. The librarian—I’m guessing her name is Madia, since she proudly declared it—saw Zero’s calm demeanor and relaxed her guard.

“The Magic the librarian used was from the Chapter of Capture, Page Five. She cannot be that proficient with only smattering knowledge. She was born and raised in the fort. She would not have been able to stay outside for years. So unless she had the book in her possession, she would not have been able to learn Magic.”

“What? I thought the book was in Wenias.”

“Yes. And Sanare copied it, releasing the four chapters as separate books. The saint has one, another was burned by the Church, and the last one we recovered from Sanare. So where is the remaining chapter?”

“Oh.”

“Yes. She has a copy of the Chapter of Capture. Sanare sold it to the market. The last of the lost copies—it is only fitting that it would be here in the Forbidden Library.”

It made more sense than her being a member of Cestum or the Coven of Zero.

The Chapter of Protection was in the hands of the saint. The Church burned the Chapter of Hunting. We retrieved the Chapter of Harvest.

The Forbidden Library, which produced Niedra gold coins, bought the Chapter of Capture at a huge sum.

“Am I right, Librarian?”

“Five years ago, I heard a rumor that a magical book had hit the market, so I immediately collected it. I knew it was real. I didn’t care how much I would pay for it.”

“I see.”

“This way, please. You want to see the real thing, yes?”

“Wait,” groaned Barcel. “I don’t care about the book! Where’s the Captain?!”

He grabbed my shoulders and tried to get up, but he still couldn’t move properly.

Madia shot Barcel a glance and shook her head. “The Director would never hurt anyone beautiful. He really wants Lady Gemma too. He would probably entertain her kindly.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“The Director does not like using pressure. He prefers making deals, and he offered Lady Gemma one. If she refuses, then that’s it.”

“A deal?” Zero’s eyebrow arched.

Madia hesitated for a moment before speaking. “The Director has always wanted a mate of his own. If Lady Gemma demanded something from him, he would want her in return.”


Interlude: The Price of Pride

They say humans are born sinners.

Young children steal things from people even before they learn the concept of thievery. They establish dominance over the weak through violence. The human mind is weak, and that is why it needs God.

A young child who sins is punished, and learns discipline, self-sacrifice, patience, and love.

But villains, their minds tainted by evil, learn justice to evade it.

Despite their good fortune, they take everything from the hungry, and with a sharp sword in hand, oppress the weak and unarmed.

Neither parental love nor God’s morals can reach their hearts.

They step on people like it’s nothing, use them, and even take their lives, all with a smile on their faces, as if it’s their God-given right.

Their souls are tainted, and that taint is passed down through generations. A worm’s child is a worm. A beast’s parent is a beast.

Thus they learn how to hide their filthy, ugly soul with flowery words.

Like the daughter of a brute who pretended to be a knight—Gemma.

Or the witch who successfully infiltrated the Knights Templar’s ranks.

Demons flooded the world. Countless innocent people were dying, waiting for God’s salvation from the pits of despair.

They will welcome the wicked’s false salvation with joy.

On that day, the wicked will become the saviors, plunging the world to real hell.

He could not stand by and watch that happen. Leyland Tanger knew he had a mission to fulfill, even if it meant branding himself an insurgent by expelling the person whom the Commander appointed as captain.

“Oh lord of the seven guardian deities, merciful God who loves the people. Give me power to protect the masses. Power to see evil. Power to vanquish the enemy. With my body, my life, and my soul, I am one who wields the sword of God.”

It seemed as if God answered Leyland’s prayer. For the next few days, they marched on without any problem.

The journey was so peaceful that he almost forgot that demons ran rampant in the north. He even thought that they would make it to Knox Cathedral in one piece.

But God always puts pride to the test.

It was only after they had lost dozens of knights that they noticed they were losing men from behind the long column. Realizing that something was wrong, Leyland immediately took action and divided the column into two, ordering one to watch the other.

They found out one thing as a result. The men all left the ranks of their own volition, lured into the woods.

Leyland could not believe it. The horrific demonic phenomenon that claimed the lives of knights at the Demon Archway was not limited to that location.

He immediately ordered his men never to answer a call from behind. It pained him when he realized that he was giving the same instructions as the witch, but there was no other way.

But this did not go well either.

The demon tempted men all day and all night, at any time and place. The other day, one of his soldiers, deceived by the demon, killed five of his comrades and committed suicide.

Their numbers were dwindling. Suddenly the men began holding the rope that the witch provided, as though saying it helped strengthen their minds.

They did not have enough faith, Leyland decided. He was furious that they would cling to the power of a witch for help.

“Are you going to protect us?” his subordinate asked with frightened eyes.

There were many non-combatants in the expeditionary force, those assigned to cooking and carrying supplies.

“Is your faith going to protect us from the demon? Because it seems my faith alone can not protect me.”

It wasn’t long before whispers reached Leyland’s ears.

“Why did he banish the witch?”

“Wasn’t it because he was confident that he could protect us?”

“The witch actually did something, while he just stands idly by.”

He did not know if it was the whispers of the demon, or the grumblings of his men.

But if there was one thing Leyland was sure of, it was the fact that it was neither the demon nor his subordinates who voiced the doubts and misgivings the loudest. It was his own mind.
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Chapter 4: The Demon’s Bargain

Madia led us to the basement of the fort where the archives were. Barcel couldn’t walk properly, so I had no choice but to carry him.

“Why do I have to carry you?” I grumbled.

“I don’t want to be carried by a stuffy Beastfallen either. Besides, I wanted to look for the captain. Ouch.”

He shut his mouth. He was so numb that he couldn’t speak clearly. Talking while being carried around made him bite his tongue by accident.

On a different note, I didn’t expect to find a copy of the Grimoire of Zero like this. Since the whole world was plunged into chaos, we had given up on searching for it.

“Over here.”

At the end of the stairs was an old wooden door with a Magic circle painted on it in red and black ink.

“A demon-repelling ward,” Zero said as she regarded the door.

Madia nodded. “It’s from when the first Director successfully summoned the demon.”

I nodded casually in response, then a second later it hit me. “The first Director summoned the demon?!”

“I knew it,” Zero said, as if she already expected this. “That demon was not summoned during the recent chaos.”

“Did you actually notice it?” I said.

“It is too familiar with this place to have been summoned recently. Conversely, this fort is too familiar with the demon. It must have been in this land for at least decades, or perhaps a century.”

“A century?” I found it hard to believe.

“I was born and raised in this fort,” Madia said. “My father said that the demon has been in this fort since long before I was born. The first Director entered into a contract with it. To grant each head of Fort Niedra with “eyes that see the world” until the last in the family dies. In exchange, the demon will be given all sorts of books.”

Madia opened the door, revealing countless books. My jaws dropped. Bookshelves as high as the ceiling spiraled around the chimney that ran through the room, creating some sort of a maze.

Zero squealed in delight. “Wow! So this is the Forbidden Library!”

“This is about a third of what we have. Only the books of high value are arranged on the shelves. The others are stacked further down in the basement.”

Zero hopped over to a bookshelf, picked up the nearest book, and began flipping through it.

“This is incredible, Mercenary!” she said, turning to me. “It is an instruction manual for confining beautiful girls and violating them one after another!”

“Return that evil book to the shelf right now!” I barked.

“I told you most of the books in the Forbidden Library are porno books,” Barcel said.

I set the man down on the floor against a wall.

Madia glared at Barcel, her lips pursed. “That is nothing but an outrageous rumor. Yes, there are many obscene books here, but there are also many banned books that are of artistic quality.” Madia took a quick glance at the shelf and pulled out a book. “This one, for example, was banned because it criticizes the Church. It’s a two-hundred-year-old book that contains the story of a Bishop who used the power of a demon to heal people. Because the story was so detailed, there were rumors that it was true. The author was burned at the stake, of course.”

“Have you read all the books in this archive?”

“Of course. I’m the librarian, after all. I know where all the books are too. The copy of the Grimoire of Zero is on the desk in the middle.”

Madia led us to the center of the vast library. Barcel said we could leave him, so I left him by the entrance.

My mouth hung open as I regarded the bookshelves that reached all the way to the ceiling. There seemed to be more than twenty thousand books. Reading one book a day would not be enough to finish them all. At the center of the spiral shelves were more shelves, but arranged in a hexagonal pattern, creating a small room, with just enough space for a person to pass through. In the middle was a table, and the copy of the grimoire lay on top of it, open.

Zero flipped through the pages without even asking for Madia’s permission. “This is indeed a copy of the Grimoire of Zero,” she said, letting out a small sigh of relief.

“This library is a sanctuary. It’s the only place in the fort that the Director’s eyes can’t reach. It can’t see what’s happening here even with its ability.”

“Eyes that see the world, huh?” Zero glanced at Madia. “So… How much do you know, and what do you want from me? Let us keep things simple, Librarian. Or should I call you Director?”

I couldn’t comprehend what she just said. But for the first time, Madia showed a hint of discomposure.

“How did you know?” the librarian said.

“You said so yourself a moment ago,” Zero replied nonchalantly. “That the contract was to give each successive head of the family “eyes that see the world”. And you said you were watching us when we first met. This can only mean one thing. You are the current head of Fort Niedra.”

For a while, Madia just stood there, taken aback. Then she chuckled at her own stupidity, and for the first time removed her hood, revealing her whole face.

Contrary to expectations, she had very plain features—a button-shaped nose and narrow, sleepy eyes. At best, I would describe her to possess charming looks, but the somber vibe she exuded ruined her charm.

“How embarrassing,” she said. “Even without eyes that can see the world, you can still see everything, Lady Zero. I apologize for the late introduction. My name is Madia Niedra. The previous Director passed away on the night the world fell to ruin. I am now the fifth Director of Fort Niedra.” She gave a strained smile. “Although, the demon has claimed the title at the moment.”

“Let us hear it.” Zero took a seat on the reading table. “The story of Fort Niedra, the demon, and you. It sounds more interesting than reading.”

Madia’s story could be summarized as follows.

About a hundred years ago, the first Director of Fort Niedra succeeded in summoning a demon. The Director, who was over forty at the time, had spent their life collecting books from all over the world, many of which were books related to Sorcery.

After reading through all of them, the first Director finally came to the conclusion that a more efficient way to collect books was to use the power of demons. The power they wanted was the ability to “see the world”—the ability to locate books that would otherwise be gone.

The demon, on the other hand, sought knowledge. It wanted to know what the world looked like from the human perspective, and books were the perfect medium for its wish.

The Director collected books, and the demon read them.

Thus, Fort Niedra began collecting books at a tremendous rate.

The first Director lived a very long life. They lived so long that they retired as head of the family and spent the rest of their days in the library, bearing the title of Director.

According to records, they were approaching a hundred years old. Sadly, their burning passion for books could not boost what modest magical power they had.

Many great witches, including Zero, used their magical powers to maintain their physical youth. The Director’s body slowly withered, and when their life was finally coming to an end, they appointed a young man who loved books the most in their family to be the second Director.

The second Director was also an avid collector and a bookworm. He had a good relationship with the demon, and the number of books in the library kept growing.

However, the second Director did not live as long as the first one. He was not a sorcerer by nature, and it was the first Director who made the contract with the demon. The second Director, who inherited only his duties and ability, died as the head of the family and a regular human being.

From this point on, it became customary to refer to the head of Fort Niedra as the Director.

But a problem arose in the third generation. The third Director was blessed with three sons, two of whom were book lovers.

The eldest son did not read books. Since he was a child, he had never shown any interest in reading, and he distanced himself from the demon as well. He thought that if the Church found out, his family would be ruined.

He was, however, greedy. He hated the demon and books, but he wanted the right to the vein of gold. So he killed his parents and siblings, and threw them into the blast furnace.

The contract with the demon was automatically passed on to the homicidal scum.

“Rumors of the Forbidden Library only housing obscene books sprouted from the fact that the fourth Director only collected such books,” Madia said.

“Wait,” I interjected. “If that scum is the fourth Director, and you’re the fifth…”

“I know what you’re getting at.” Madia heaved a deep sigh. “That scum is my father,” she hissed. “The reason why I’m enslaved to the demon.”

The fourth Director, who had no interest in books to begin with, wanted to be freed from the obligation of collecting books. Unfortunately for him, since the contractor was the first Director, the contract would subsist until the last of the family died. The fourth Director, who was not a sorcerer, did not know how to end the contract with the demon.

So he turned to his own child.

He had two daughters. The older of them was ten years old at the time, while the other was only a newborn baby.

The older daughter was the typical Fort Niedra resident. She was close to her grandfather, the third Director, and she visited the library every single day.

While his daughter was grieving over the sudden death of her grandfather, the fourth Director whispered, “I’ll let you do the work your grandfather used to do. You like books, don’t you?”

He wanted to separate the roles of Director and the head of the fort once more. He wished to force his daughter to take on the role of the Director, while he enjoyed himself as the head of the family.

But fear gripped his heart. What if his daughter, after gaining the power of the demon, plotted revenge on him once she grew up? Perhaps she would kill him like he did his parents and brothers.

So the fourth Director suggested a change in the contract.

“I offer you my daughter as a servant. You can use her to collect as many books as you like. In return, you will watch her. She must never harm me.”

Ironically, however, the fourth Director was killed in the disaster caused by Zero’s master. Because he was out of town spending his Niedra coins, he was not able to receive the protection of the demon.

“The night my father died, the demon started calling itself the Director. It said that it would protect its domain, that it would not let other demons invade it.”

The demon claimed a huge territory against other demons. No demon of lower rank than the Director was allowed to enter its domain.

“How are you collecting books now?” Zero asked. “With half the world destroyed, collecting books sounds impossible. You would not even be able to venture out safely.”

Madia knitted her eyebrows. “The object of the first Director’s contract is knowledge. Now that I can no longer collect books, the only way to gain new knowledge is by collecting humans. It is humans who write the books, after all. If I violate this, I will cease to exist, and if I cease to exist, my sister will take over the contract.”

“Ah, that Mina girl.”

Madia’s expression softened a little at the mention of her sister’s name. “Yes. She is my treasure. I was shocked when I realized she was sent to be someone’s mate, but I’m glad it was with your party.” Her face tightened, and she looked at Zero. “I want to save my sister. I want to free her from the demon’s clutches. I want the contract to end with me. Ever since I became aware of the existence of the Grimoire of Zero, I’ve been watching its author—you, Lady Zero. I believed you could save my sister.”

“So you want us to kill the demon?” I asked.

“Can you do that?” Madia looked thrilled.

Zero gave her a grim look. “The Director has the ability to see the world. Are you certain about that?”

“Yes. Because I have the same ability.”

“What’s it like?” I asked. “Do you see everything all the time?”

“No, I only see what I want to see. If I look far, I can’t see what’s near. But the Director can see everything in the world at the same time. Only when it’s too engrossed in reading a book that it becomes blind to everything else.”

“What is the demon’s name?” Zero asked.

Madia stared at Zero blankly. “Do demons have names?”

“Unbelievable.” Zero’s jaw dropped. “You do not know how important it is to know the name of the demon you are employing?! If the first Director succeeded in summoning a demon, you must have plenty of books about Sorcery.”

“Actually… the demon burned all of them. It probably wanted to prevent me from reading books that contained knowledge inconvenient to him. If it ordered me to bring a book from the library, I, his servant, would have no choice but to obey. The copy of the Grimoire of Zero was the first Sorcery-related book that I came in contact with. The demon did not say anything about this either.”

“Completely thorough,” Zero said. “But then, what is the point of having a demon-repelling ward in the archives? You deliver books to the demon. It may as well have access to it.”

She had a point. The ward was meaningless because she delivered books to the demon anyway. No, it was meaningless even before she became the demon’s servant. The books in the library were collected for the demon to begin with; there was nothing wrong with it having free access to the archives.

“Did the demon not order you to destroy the ward?” Zero asked.

“It did,” Madia replied, “but I have no knowledge of Sorcery, so I couldn’t do it. So I take the books it likes to its room.”

Zero surveyed the room once more. “I see. Completely thorough.” This time there was admiration in her voice.

“So, what’s this about the demon’s name?” I asked.

“If we know its name, we can determine its ability. It is possible to render it powerless, even. The bigger issue, however, is that the Director is a demon who can only see.”

“What about it?”

Then I realized something. If the Director’s ability was limited to seeing, then who lured the knights away at the Demon’s Archway and killed them?

“Wait a sec… There are others?!”

“Exactly, Mercenary. There was more than one demon that provoked the Knights Templar. Not only that, but if the Director was trying its best to protect the knights, what would happen if they reached an area outside of the demon’s influence? The knights might get annihilated.”

“Y-You’re kidding! There’s more than ten thousand of them!”

“Numbers do not matter to demons. While I am here, there is no witch who can protect the Knights Templar. I made a mistake. I should have considered the possibility that there were two demons! Librarian. Did you know about this?”

Madia nodded. “The Director was expecting all of the knights to come. It used insects to create the Archway in order to bring you safely to its domain. The Director also used glowing butterflies to guide the knights who wandered into the woods back to the main unit.”

Glowing butterflies? Then I remembered what the knights said when he returned.

“But then a glowing butterfly appeared and guided me to the Vice Captain.”

“God has recognized Vice Captain Leyland!”

“So that was the demon’s doing! God’s miracle, my ass.”

Zero pressed her forehead. “The knights would not want to know about this.”

“Since we were dealing with the Knights Templar, I doubted that they would listen to the Director’s intentions,” Madia said. “So we took the advance party hostage instead. But we didn’t expect them to only send the captain and continue on their march.”

“I’m with you on that one,” I said. “So what now, witch?”

“Our only choice is to return quickly.”

“So we’re leaving the people in this fort?”

Zero pondered over it for a moment, frowning. “Oh.” She lifted her head, but immediately her expression turned serious.

“Why the long face?”

“I do have one idea.”

“Spill it, then.”

“The attendant will probably be against it. Even I, who pride myself in being a ruthless witch, feel a little uncomfortable.”

“Sounds horrifying. Now I’m getting more and more interested.”

Zero sighed and looked at Madia. “Librarian. You said that the Director plans to make a deal with the Captain. If she makes a demand, the demon will ask for her in return.”

“Yes.”

“What if she demands the liberation of the fort?”

Madia’s jaw dropped. Even I almost forgot to breathe for a second.

“You talking about the captain becoming that monster’s mate?” I asked.

“Yes. Her sacrifice will save everyone in the fort.”

“I see. Even I, who’s known for being cold-blooded, feel a little uncomfortable.”

“Right?” Zero eyed me with a slight frown. “In any case, we have to leave the fort as soon as possible to protect the knights. Either we abandon everyone in the fort, or leave the captain and take everyone else with us.”

“What?! Please at least take my sister with you!” Madia begged. “Take her to Wenias!”

“That is the biggest problem. Even if we offered the Captain, the Director will not give your sister up. It might even give the Captain up to keep you both.”

“Why?!”

“Do you know the conditions under which a demon can return to Hell?”

Madia nodded. “M-Mutual agreement, the completion of the contract, or the death of the demon.”

“Yes. But if we kill the Director, other demons will come to this land. I can protect the people of the fort on the way to Wenias, but the Knights Templar will be killed.”

Oh, right. I nodded. “So killing the Director is a no-no.”

“Correct. And as long as the Director wants to stay in this world, an agreement to end the contract is out of the question. Not only that, but the Director clearly fears the end of the bloodline that is bound by the contract. That is why it wants your sister to give birth to an heir.”

The Director did not give Madia herself a mate because childbirth itself was fraught with death. If Madia became pregnant with a child, she would not be able to go out to gather people to fulfill her obligation, which would be a violation of her contract that would result in her death. Mina would automatically take over the contract, but as a young woman, she would not be able to hunt humans, inevitably meeting the same fate as her sister.

In short, the Director needed both Madia to fulfill the contract, and Mina for procreation.

“So there’s nothing we can do?”

“No, there is something we can do. Although it will be a bit of a gamble.”

“A gamble?”

“Would you like to play?” Zero asked. “A huge gamble where we trick the demon that possesses eyes that see the world. The stakes are as high as the lives of ten thousand or so knights.”

Madia turned pale. “All ten thousand knights for Mina’s life?”

“The demon would surely notice if we took your sister with us. Even if we are able to escape, we should keep in mind that the knights will be attacked in retaliation.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “It’s just not worth it.”

The lives of the knights against Mina’s freedom. The stakes were too unbalanced for a gamble.

“I am not a saint,” Zero said. “I do not take a gamble where only I am unfavored. But if I win this bet, I will benefit from it as well.”

“What kind of benefit?”

Grinning, Zero began explaining her plan.

 

“Please give me some time to think.”

After hearing Zero’s plan, Madia refrained from giving an answer immediately. The chances of her plan succeeding was that low.

The Director loved humans, and it also liked her lovely-looking sister. Madia thought that she might be able to find a way to save Mina from suffering before she died.

We told Barcel about the plan, which required handing over Gemma to the Director. There was no way the attendant would agree to it with a smile.

“The Captain will be the one to decide,” Zero said.

She was right, of course. For now our priority was to meet up with Gemma and inform her that the troops were in danger.

“Oh.” As we climbed the stairs back to the main hall of the tower, we spotted Gemma.

The captain slowly turned to us, her expression hard. I supposed it was understandable, since she was alone with that monster until now, but the tension did not seem to leave her even when she saw us. In fact, she seemed wary.

Ignoring the captain’s behavior, Barcel ran up to her and embraced her tight. “Captain! Thank goodness you’re okay! You had me worried. You just disappeared all of a sudden.”

Gemma did not show any reaction. She stared at me in silence, with eyes that made all the hair on my body bristle.

I recognized that look. The look of absolute hatred. Never before had I felt such intense abhorrence from her. Any worse and she might try to kill me.

“Captain?” Unable to keep ignoring the awkward atmosphere, Barcel pulled himself away from Gemma and peered into her face.
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“Apparently the demon in this place has eyes that see the whole world,” Gemma said.

I wagged my tail a little.

The demon must have told her itself. It saved us the trouble of informing her, but the atmosphere suggested this was not the time and place to be delighted.

“The demon said that it had watched the world for the past hundred years from this fort. It knew about Wenias’ movements, the life of a nameless peasant, the death of a great sorcerer, but one thing really stood out to me.” She took a deep breath. “It’s about a girl who joined the Knights Templar after her father was killed by a Beastfallen.”

Barcel’s breath caught.

“Interestingly enough,” Gemma continued, “the girl’s circumstances were very similar to mine. Do you want to hear about it?”

“Captain,” Barcel said. “I don’t know what that demon said to you, but they’re all—”

“Lies?”

Barcel let go of Gemma.

“Of course. Nothing but lies. You didn’t kill my father. You didn’t ask that Beastfallen over there to kill him. That can’t be true. Then what about my father killing your family? Was that a lie too?”

Barcel’s expression changed. The word “lies” would not leave his mouth.

“What about the one where my father cut off the fingers of a child who couldn’t name the seven guardian deities? What about when he sewed a woman’s mouth shut when she said she had no information about a witch?”

“Captain, I—”

“Shut up, Barcel! I don’t want to hear another word out of your mouth!” Gemma’s lips were trembling, her breathing shallow. She chewed hard on her glove in an attempt to calm herself down. “Fifteen years ago, my father raped your wife. She had a miscarriage and passed away soon after. My father laughed, didn’t he?! Did you really think you could keep that from me? I’ve heard countless stories. Honorable knights whispered ugly things about my father to me. But I didn’t believe them. Why do you think I didn’t? Because I believed you! You made me believe that my father was not a wicked man!”

Given her character, she must have tried hard to deny the demon’s words. It was not true. It couldn’t be true. Barcel would not deceive her. But it was pointless.

Everything the demon said was the truth. At least, what Gemma said was the same as what Barcel told me when he asked me to kill the man.

Back then Barcel had a grim look in his eyes, as though he hated the whole world. He would not hesitate to turn his back on God to kill that man. He had been looking for an opportunity to take revenge. That was when we made a deal.

When I found out that Barcel was serving Gemma, I honestly thought he was plotting to take revenge on the daughter as well.

“You returned to me after you killed my father so you could kill me too! You’ve been keeping an eye on me. Just like the Vice Captain, you think I have the same tainted soul as my father! That’s why you were always so strict with me. You never let me make any decisions. You controlled me all the time! I’m such a fool!” Gemma raised her fist and punched Barcel weakly in the chest. “I looked up to you! You were the only one who cared for me. I didn’t even know that you despised me! It must’ve felt great seeing the daughter of the man you hated fawning over you!”

After a few seconds of silence, Gemma bit her lip and hung her head down. Barcel stood still like a puppet, unable to utter a single excuse.

Trying to maintain her dignity as captain, Gemma wiped away her tears and stood confident. “Rejoice, Barcel. You don’t have to watch me anymore after today. I made a deal with the demon. If I remain here and become the demon’s wife, it will free the people of the fort. It will also guarantee their safety while passing through the demon’s domain.”

“What?!” Barcel looked more shocked than when Gemma asked him if he killed her father.

Gemma gave him an awkward smile. “There’s no place for me in the Knights Templar anyway. No one wants me back. At least let me be a martyr, just like my father.” Picking up her battle axe, she cut off her braid, shoved it at Barcel and turned away. “This is my last request. Bury it in a tomb. Once everyone arrives safely in Wenias, I will commit suicide. There’s nothing more scandalous than a captain of the Knights Templar becoming the wife of a demon.”

“No, Captain! You can’t make an important decision like that on your own!” Barcel grabbed Gemma’s arm.

“Then who else will make the decision?! You?” Gemma brushed his hand away with force. “Will you order me to become the demon’s wife? Tell me that there’s no other way? My willingness to sacrifice myself will probably make me accept. Either way, the result is the same. I will remain here.”

“I’m against it,” Barcel said. “I can’t leave you here alone!”

Gemma scoffed. “Sure, you can. It’s easier than serving the daughter of the man you hated. Does the image of me becoming a martyr make you sick? Did you want me to be alienated from the squad and watch me get stabbed from behind by my own men?”

“Captain!” Barcel snapped.

Gemma flinched, but quickly shook her head, dismissing her discomposure. “Gather everyone from the fort and leave by dawn.” She turned to Zero. “Lady Witch.”

“Hmm?”

“I leave the knights in your hands. The Director said there’s another demon out there. You have to get to them before they reach an area out of the Director’s reach.”

“That seems to be the case. We were actually about to inform you that we needed to return as soon as possible.”

Gemma smiled. “Out of all the decisions I made in my life, trusting you was the only correct one.” She gave me one last glance, then silently pushed Barcel away before setting her foot on the stairs that led up the tower. A swarm of insects awaited her above. “I hope I make you a little proud.” She disappeared into the upper floor of the tower as though swallowed by insects.

A snicker came from the ceiling. Something’s up there.

“Disgusting!” I yelped, my hair standing on end.

The ceiling was covered with a thick layer of insects. They fell to the floor in clumps, and in the blink of an eye, took on a humanoid form.

Apparently, the demon was sticking to the ceiling with a large number of insects, watching us. It stood on the stairs leading up, giggling while clapping its four hands together.

“I did it… I have myself a mate… Ahaha…”

“I am surprised you agreed to such an unfavorable deal,” Zero said. “If it was a mate you wanted, you could have chosen from the women in the fort. The Captain certainly is beautiful, but is she that worth it?”

“You need… reason… to love?”

“Oh, a demon talking about a love?”

“I can gather… more humans again… There is… only one… of her… She is… the only one… I want… Now leave… No need for guests… Librarian.”

Madia stepped forward.

“We celebrate… Go… to the butcher…”

“Then I will send someone.”

“You go…”

“What?”

“Special meat… I will make… my mate… eat the best meat… Now go…”

 

For some reason, Madia turned very pale and ran off to the butcher shop, so we returned to the inn on our own.

What do we do now?

Gemma’s own decision forced our plan into motion. Our next move depended heavily on whether Madia would take the gamble or not. The easiest and safest option, however, was to just leave Gemma and Mina behind.

“What’s your plan, underling?” I asked.

“About what?”

“I’m asking you if you’re okay with this. I thought you were against leaving the Captain behind.”

“Well… She made her decision.” He smiled. He seemed dejected after Gemma decided to become the demon’s wife, pushing him away.

Ashes fell like snow outside the tower.

Barcel looked up at the gray sky and squinted. “All I can do is respect that.”

“I guess it’ll be awkward to stay by her side after she found out about everything.”

“You think so too?”

“You plotted to kill her father, and I executed it. Us getting along is just impossible. It’s not like you swore loyalty to her, right?”

“She was burying a cat,” Barcel suddenly began, and I shot him a questioning look. “At first, yes, I wanted to kill her too. After you killed her father, I returned to the mansion with the face of an obedient attendant to announce his death. Then I found her covered in wounds, crying as she was burying a cat. Some naughty kid in town beat it to death. She said she fought to protect the cat, but she couldn’t save it.”

“Well, that’s a beautiful story.”

“Right? I couldn’t stand the thought of her becoming scum like her father. So I decided that I would raise her properly. Her father took my wife and child from me, but I took her father from her. At the time, I believed that’s what God wanted to happen. Looking back on it now, I just wanted a reason to live.”

“So you are saying you do not hate the captain,” Zero said.

Barcel shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know myself. The one time I saw the captain playing with ants, crushing them, I whipped her and locked her in the dungeon for a night. It’s a cruel thing that children usually do, but when I saw her doing it, I got furious. I thought, how could see show love to a cat but kill ants?” He fiddled with his thin braid. Gemma once had a matching braid, but she had cut it off. “She learned to judge my mood early on. I didn’t like that. No noble should gauge how his servant feels. I taught her to stand proud.”

“While giving her a whipping?”

Barcel gave a bitter laugh. “I was harsh, yes, but the captain grew up to be someone devoted to justice. She’s strict with herself, kind to others, and never tolerates persecution.”

“She will not sacrifice one person to save a thousand. She will both save the one and the thousand,” Zero said, uttering the same words that Gemma told the king of Wenias.

“He will sacrifice a thousand to save ten thousand. Someone in power who disregards even a single person should be condemned!”

“I liked her speech. Extreme idealism that disregards efficiency. Did you teach her that?”

“No,” Barcel said. “I’m more of a sacrifice-ten-thousand-to-save-one kind of guy.”

“What a coincidence.” Zero chuckled. “I, too, would destroy the world for Mercenary.”

I clenched my fist and hit Zero on the head for the first time in a long time.

“I-I let my guard down!” Zero cried.

“Be careful what you say,” I said. “He’s kinda a member of the Knights Templar.”

“I am a member of the Knights Templar.”

Rubbing her head, Zero snorted. “Then like a real knight, use the kidnapped members of the advance party to gather the people in the fort. There is not much time left until morning comes.” She was about to walk away, but turned around. “I forgot the copy of the Grimoire of Zero. While I go retrieve it, I may as well enjoy a read while we wait for our departure. You may return to the inn, Mercenary.”

“All right. Knock yourself out.” I watched Zero go back the way she came, then looked up at the tower piercing the sky. “So high.”

But it was still shorter than the cliff I climbed a year ago to save Zero. There seemed to be plenty of footholds as well.

I should be fine.

 

Following the demon’s orders, Madia ran to the butcher shop. She barged into the shop, out of breath. The smell of fresh blood wafted in the air.

“Is anyone here?!” Her voice was trembling with fear and panic.

It did not take long before the shopkeeper came out from the back of the store, carrying a burlap sack soaked with blood.

He tossed it over to Madia. “Take it. The Director informed me beforehand.”

The sack was heavy. Madia untied the tight leather strap and opened it gingerly.

“No… no…”

Inside was an arm. A soft, white, human arm. The size suggested it belonged to a girl, one who had not fully grown up yet.

“It can’t be… No… Mina!” She pounced on the butcher. “Where is she?!”

The butcher jerked his chin towards the back.

Madia rushed into the back room with the bag clutched to her chest. She had prepared herself for this day.

Since the night when the witch declared the destruction of the world, that night when the demon of Fort Niedra started calling itself the Director, the demon started eating human flesh.

The Director could control insects. They brought in large numbers of corpses from neighboring villages and towns like ants carrying food, piling them on the butcher shop.

Naturally, corpses rot as time passed. Most of the bodies lying in the north died on the same day. Madia listened in horror as the Director muttered that it wanted fresh meat.

She believed that one day the demon would slaughter the living and put them on the table.

“Mina!” she called as soon as she stepped into the room.

“Sister!” came a cheerful answer.

She saw Mina on the bed. Holding a book, the young girl seemed delighted to see her sister. She still had two arms.

Madia felt all the tension leave her body. “What are you doing here? I thought for sure something awful happened.”

She thought that the Director ordered the butcher to cut off Mina’s arm. Madia put the bag containing the arm on the floor, ran over to Mina, and hugged her tight.

“I told you not to go near the butcher.”

“I’m sorry. But the Director said I’d see you if I came here.”

“Really?”

Realizing the demon’s intentions, Madia bit her lip. This was a warning from the Director. It would not kill Mina, but if she betrayed him, Mina would suffer the consequences. There were many ways to punish her without taking her life.

The Director was a cunning demon. It suspected that Madia was up to something, welcoming a powerful witch like Zero.

But it made a huge mistake.

“Big Sis? What’s wrong?”

Madia’s hard expression softened. “Nothing. Come. I’ll help you pick out a new book. You can sleep in the archives tonight.”

“Really?!”

“Yes. Everyone in the fort is moving out tonight. It’s going to be loud, so tonight is an exception.”

“Yay!”

A book lover, Mina loved the archives. However, the warding nullified Madia’s ability to see everything. Since she was often away from the fort, she forbade her sister from entering the archives without permission, so that she could at least see her at any time.

For tonight, though, she would let Mina stay inside. The Director would not suspect anything. There was nothing unusual about Madia taking Mina to the archives after making such a threat.

Threatening her was the wrong move. Madia would have quietly watched Zero and everyone else leave.

The Director had never willingly harmed a human being before. It was much more calm and intelligent than Madia’s own father. She thought it deserved a certain amount of respect for that.

So when Zero asked her if she was willing to sacrifice the Knights Templar and everyone in the fort to save Mina, she hesitated.

But Madia had made up her mind.

The Director started ruling over humans. It started to eat them. It started to threaten them.

The Director’s existence was now dangerous to Mina.

Madia was willing to sacrifice a thousand people to protect her only sister.
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Chapter 5: What it Means to be a Mate

On the upper floor of the tower was the room of the fort’s head’s wife.

Gemma was given a room adorned with ornate decorations. She glanced at the dress lying on the bed, but ignored it. She would not take off her armor even for a moment when the demon was in the same fortress as her.

Outside the window, she could see the people of the fort getting ready to leave in the falling ashes.

Barcel was the one taking command. The advance party, who had insisted on staying in the fort at first, made sure the people were organized as they guided them out.

“Barcel,” she muttered.

Barcel turned to look at the tower, as if her voice reached him.

Gemma gasped and retreated from the window. A crunch came from her feet as she stepped onto something. When she looked down, she saw a bug with its head crushed, limbs twitching as it lay there dead.

She let out a yelp. The presence of bugs was a sign that the demon was coming.

Gemma jerked back, and the door to the room opened narrowly, admitting a swarm of insects that seemed to be carrying the demon. It was wearing rags, a leather mask, shoes, and gloves.

Its arm getting severed indicated that it had an actual body. But when it was constantly covered in insects, it looked like a strange creature with an indefinite form.

“You’re not… wearing dress… Why…?” the demon asked, noticing the dress on the bed.

“I don’t need it.”

“Beautiful woman… wear… beautiful clothes… they happy…”

“I said I don’t need it!” Gemma grabbed her axe.

The demon approached the bed without even looking at her and picked the dress up with both hands, shaking it in front of her. “If you don’t like… there’s more… A lot more… You don’t like color…? Or shape…?”

“Get out of here. I won’t let you near me until they arrive safely in Wenias.”

The dress fell from the demon’s hands.

Silk was a feast for insects. Insects swarmed the expensive-looking dress, quickly filling it with holes.

“Don’t need…? I see… Ahaha…”

“What’s so funny?!”

“Okay… I have an idea…”

Gemma heard something tear up behind her. Suddenly her armor dropped to the floor.

“What?!”

The braces on her arms and legs came off as well. She then realized that the insects had devoured the leather clasps.

She was now left with only her undergarment, which was made of cotton. The insects devoured it as well.

“No! Stop!”

No matter how hard Gemma tried to get rid of them, crushed them to death, there were still many of them. After the insects took away her armor and even her underwear, she finally slumped down on the spot.

When the bugs finally receded, all Gemma had on her were her shoes, gloves, and a few scraps of cloth.

The demon laughed as she hugged herself, hiding her bare skin, then threw the dress at her.

“Now you need it… Dinner soon… Excited…” Satisfied, the demon walked out of the room with a stream of insects in tow.

Gemma grabbed the dress and threw it in anger. Hugging her knees like a child, she chewed on her gloves, rocking her body back and forth while holding back tears.

“I don’t like it here… I don’t like it here…”

She made the decision to stay. But it wasn’t like she wanted it. She thought it was the right choice.

No one really needed her anyway. The Vice Captain and the knights, seeing her father’s image in her, distanced themselves from her at all times.

Even Barcel, who had been by her side since she was a child, always looking out for her… No, if there was anyone who truly despised her, it was him.

Whenever someone told her that her father was a scumbag, Gemma ran to Barcel and asked him tales of her father’s bravery.

Her father was kind. At least, in front of Gemma. The father in her childhood memories always wore a gentle smile, bringing armful of souvenirs for her.

So he believed that her father was an honorable knight. That every awful story she heard was just a misunderstanding. She thought that if she acted like an honorable knight, the misunderstanding about her father would be cleared.

She was even furious at the fool who spread the nasty rumor that her father killed Barcel’s family. How could he give his all to raise the daughter of a man he loathed?

But everything turned out to be true. Barcel never uttered a single excuse. She wondered what went through his mind as he listened to her furious rant in silence, without offering a word of rebuttal.

She shook her head and stood up. “I might as well spend the rest of the day naked,” she muttered as she picked up the dress.

At least she could keep her pride that way.

Realizing that she could die of pneumonia before the people of the fort reached Wenias, she changed her mind and wore the dress.

Early the next morning, the people of the fort left for the Kingdom of Wenias through the gate made of bones.

Gemma, clad in the dress the demon had given her, kept her eyes on them until the last one faded into the distance beyond a haze of ashes.

“Well, whaddaya know? They actually left us behind. How cruel.” Gemma repeated what Barcel said when the knights left them.

There was a knock at the door, and someone slipped into the room.

“Excuse me, Milady. I’ve brought you your meal.”

Gemma was taken aback when she realized it was the Librarian. She had expected every other human to leave.

Strangely enough, even though she knew that she was the demon’s servant, she felt a little better knowing that someone other than herself—a woman, no less—remained in the fort.

Gemma shook her head. “Librarian, was it? Why didn’t you leave?”

“I’m the Director’s servant.”

“But it promised to free everyone.”

“I’m here of my own volition.” Setting the silver tray with the meal on the table, she took note of the undisturbed bed. “You didn’t rest?”

“Last night’s dinner was horrible. I couldn’t sleep after seeing a mass of insects eating a human arm in front of me.”

“I understand. You didn’t eat much, so I brought you a little more food for breakfast. I’ll open the window.” The librarian walked over to the bed and opened the bedside window.

“The ash will get in.”

“The air will stagnate if we keep it closed. I’ll hang a curtain instead.” The librarian covered the window with a thin silk dyed crimson.

“It’s beautiful,” Gemma remarked.

“The Director likes the color red.”

Gemma cringed, her hair standing on end. It felt like she was saying that she must invite that demon in the room as a husband.

“Uh… Can I ask you something weird? Do demons… do it like humans?”

“What?”

“I-It’s nothing! Forget what I said!” Gemma went to the window again.

Knowing about it would not prepare her for it anyway; it would only make her more anxious.

She wanted the Librarian to stay with her a little longer, but after setting up the curtain, she quickly left the room.

Gemma cast a sidelong glance at the breakfast. She had no appetite. Somehow the soup that the beast mercenary made at the campsite came to her mind.



The demon was in a great mood.

None of the women in Fort Niedra were beautiful at all. If there was one, they were already someone else’s wife, and it was against “human decency” to covet her.

Mina grew up to be pretty, but only a little prettier than the rest.

But that woman was different. Though she wasn’t as beautiful as the silver-haired witch, she was definitely the most beautiful of all the people gathered in the fort.

Her tanned skin. Her black eyes that quivered with fear and disgust. Her lips pursed to keep herself from screaming.

Every time it remembered the impact of that axe, swung with fear, it felt its very core tremble.

This must be what humans called love. The demon had finally grasped the true nature of the inexplicable emotion that was written about in so many books.

He let go of many others for one woman. How was that anything but love?

It would have her tonight.

Driving away the insects that covered its body, the demon took off its rags and removed its mask, exposing its black carapace.

It had two huge eyes, with an antenna extending out of its head. Its jaw was split in half in the middle. When it opened its mouth, a grotesque tongue slithered out from between its jagged teeth. Its neck looked like an armor with its layers of carapace. Its chest was even stronger and more robust.

On the contrary, the four arms extending from its shoulders and sides were thin, and its hands had claws instead of fingers. Because of this, the demon could not even turn a book properly without the help of insects.

It had a waist that was disproportionately thin compared to its chest, and the legs extending down below were reminiscent of a puppet’s legs with the joints exposed.

“Ugly,” the demon hissed, then took some clothes out from the wardrobe.

It was one of the outfits prepared by the first Director for the demon after it showed interest in the way humans lived. In a way they had a good relationship. The first Director treated the demon like an old friend. They never let it inside the archives, but they gave it any book it wanted. The demon was content with that.

The demon possessed eyes that could observe everything that happened in the world. It could not hear voices, but it always knew what someone did and where they were.

It knew, but it never understood why.

The Director helped it out. Whenever it had questions, they gave it the book that contained the answer.

The first Director wished to live longer, but the human body was fragile and weak. The third Director was killed by the fourth. Even the fourth died younger than the third.

While the contract was passed down through generations, for the demon, there was only one contractor—the first Director. In the past hundred years, it was only the First who answered its questions.

The demon sought to understand the Director’s mind. The Director loved humans. So the demon also tried to love humans, despite not knowing what love was.

The demon wore pants that hid its misshapen lower body, a vest with four holes for its four arms, and a loose jacket that reached its waist.

It was a terribly outdated outfit that had not been in fashion for a hundred years, but it made it look a little more human. It was human etiquette to wear special clothes on special occasions. According to the demon’s accumulated knowledge, the first night with a mate was definitely special.

It opened its mouth, splitting its jaw wide, and a long tongue slithered out from inside, squirming like a living creature. It was the demon’s smile.

The fort was empty by morning, and came afternoon, the demon ate a lot of fresh meat.

It was human etiquette to wait until nightfall, but it could not wait any longer.

Beyond the falling ashes, the red of dusk burned bright.

The demon ascended the stairs to Gemma’s room, riding the wave of insects it had summoned. Slowly it pushed open the tightly-closed door and came face to face with its bride.

The demon cocked its head at the intense spite coming from her.

“What… are you… doing…?”

“I told you you’re not coming near me.”

The demon drove the insects away and stood on its own feet. It took a step forward. Gemma gripped her axe even tighter.

“You… will be… in trouble… if I die…”

Gemma pressed the axe against her neck.

Realizing that she intended to commit suicide if it got too close, the demon paused for a moment. “You dying… is a violation… of our agreement… I will bring back… the people of the fort… and I will not… protect the knights…”

Gemma’s expression twisted into a pained grimace. The grip on her axe loosened, and the weapon fell to the floor with a heavy thud.

“Please… give me more time,” she said.

“No,” the demon refused.

A yelp escaped Gemma’s throat as it took another step forward.

“No… please…” She tried to run away.

“No.”

The demon picked Gemma up and threw her on the bed, as if it could not take it any longer. Its claws dug into Gemma’s skin, causing scratches, as it tore off her clothes. Blood trickled down her dark skin, flowing softly down her cleavage and dripped down her side, staining the sheets.

The demon extended its long tongue. The taste, scent, the sticky texture of the blood caused its deeply-buried lust to surge forth.

It wanted to bite into her tender flesh and slurp all her blood.

“Thousand-eyed Sentinel!”

The demon froze.

Someone called it by its name—its true name that no one was supposed to know.

Its claws on Gemma’s neck, the demon turned around slowly.

“Step away from her,” the fifth Director of Fort Niedra said. The demon’s servant was standing on the other side of the open door. “That is an order from the fifth Director.”

“Where did you… learn that name…?”

It burned all the books related to Sorcery. It even read the first Director’s journal from cover to cover, cut out the pages that contained information about itself, and ate them on the spot.

There should be nothing left in the fort to reveal its name.

“The first Director left everything in the warded archives.”

“Lies!” The demon tossed Gemma aside, and in the blink of an eye, it was standing right in front of Madia. “You’re my servant… You can’t disobey me… There’s no book… with my name on it…!”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Director. The library itself is a book. Everything was written on the bookshelves.”

The demon was stunned. It finally understood. Who said that a book had to be big enough to carry around? In the days before paper, walls and stone tablets were used as books.

The first Director anticipated that the demon he summoned would go out of control. He foresaw a future where it would take away the knowledge of Sorcery from its contractor and control them at will. So he prepared a book that could never be destroyed by someone without knowledge of Sorcery.

The demon was deceived. It could feel its heart trembling, feel the first Director’s breath in its ear. The breath of the wise and beautiful old woman.

“What are you laughing at?” Madia asked.

“Is that all?”

“Huh?”

“You know… my name… So what? It’s only my name… You’re a servant… not a witch… Nothing has changed…”

The first Director would have a next move prepared. Like a cunning witch, she would have a plan to outsmart the demon. It felt curious. It wanted to know what the first Director had left for it.

“What are you… looking at…?”

Madia did not answer. She was staring hard at something behind the demon.

The demon looked over its shoulder. Red silk fluttered on the window, where a limp Gemma was floating in the air. The demon leaned forward to take a closer look at the unbelievable scene. But it could not see anything.

“I-It can’t be…”

“Oh? It’s true. You actually can’t see me,” a voice said. “The witch’s talisman is pretty awesome.”

Someone was there, the demon decided. It could not see it, but someone was definitely carrying Gemma.

“I know… that voice…!” the demon gasped. “That silver-haired witch’s mate…!”

By knowing a demon’s name, you could render its ability ineffective to you.

The Thousand-Eyed Sentinel had the ability to see the world with its eyes. If a powerful witch found out its name and created a talisman, the demon would not be able to see them.

“Sorry about this, Director, but things went exactly as planned. The witch fooled you.”

“Planned?” Gemma said.

“I’ll explain later,” the voice replied.

“I feel sorry, but unfortunately, I follow the witch’s orders. She’s my employer, after all. So anyway, I’m taking back the Captain.”

“W-Wait…!”
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A strand of silver hair was being tied around Gemma’s wrist, ands suddenly she vanished from sight.

Hearing footsteps jumping down the window and fading away, the demon confronted Madia. “Since when… did you… plan this?!”

“From the start,” Madia replied. “Lady Zero found your name when she entered the library. Once she learned your name, your ability to see the world would no longer work on her. All we had to do then was pretend like we knew nothing, free the people, and steal Gemma away quietly.” She giggled. “Considering your greedy nature, I knew you’d sneak in here. If I didn’t buy time, Lady Gemma would have become tonight’s dinner. I’m glad I managed to stop you.”

Madia flashed a bright smile. For a moment, the demon saw the first Director in her. It jerked back.

“It wasn’t just Lady Gemma who escaped. You didn’t pay attention because I stayed behind, didn’t you? You must have thought that Mina was in the library. Unfortunately for you, she left this morning together with everyone, wearing Lady Zero’s talisman.”

The moment the Niedra family line died out, the demon would not be able to stay in this world. Mina leaving the fort meant she was with the witch who knew its name.

“You will never find Mina,” Madia continued. “And as long as you don’t find Mina, she can’t take over the contract. Am I right? That’s why my father brought us together, so you could inform me about the details of the contract.”

Even if a contract was inherited automatically, it could not be enforced unless the other party knew its details. In other words, the demon had an obligation to tell Mina the details of the contract face to face. If it failed to fulfill it, the demon, not Mina, would be annihilated.

“Now that Mina is safe, I can die any time.”

The price for the violation of a contract was total annihilation. But now that she did not care about her own life, there was no need to continue being the demon’s servant.

The demon staggered. It had to find Mina and bring her back. Lock her up in a safe place so she would not die, give her a healthy mate, and feed her every day.

The demon jumped out the window. A large number of insects gathered from all directions, merged, wrapped around the demon’s body and lifted it into the air.

The people who took Mina were not hiding. They probably thought that if they all disappeared from the demon’s sight at the same time, it would suspect something.

The witch was incredibly smart. But why? Taking Gemma back was understandable, but why take Mina as well? If Madia asked her, why did she accept?

No.

Bringing Mina back was more important right now.

“Kill… I will kill you, witch… I will destroy… everything I see…!”

“Well, everything went according to plan, except for this!”

Countless insects surged from all the windows of the tower, flying from all directions, quickly creating a huge mass of insects as tall as the tower itself. The swarm quickly went after Zero and the others.

I let out a sigh of relief as I crouched behind the building, watching the insects pass by.

“What’s going on?” Gemma pressed the blade of her axe against my neck, her body tense in my arms.

I looked at her. “I just saved you.”

“You think I—”

“Why do you think I scaled the tower and entered your room through the window? What did you think that red cloth was for? Everything was part of the plan, and the Librarian was in on it.”

I expected this reaction from her. I stood up and lowered Gemma’s body to the ground. She was hiding her body, feeling uncomfortable about her torn clothes, so I took off my cloak and put it on her.

I’m such a gentleman.

“Where’s your armor?” I asked.

“They’re still in the room. The clasps were snapped.”

“You can still use it then. Let’s go get it back. Gear is too valuable.”

“D-Don’t order me around, you foul Beastfallen!”

I shouldn’t have given her my cloak, I thought. Then again, she was the only one who didn’t know about the plan. I couldn’t expect her to thank the one who killed her father for saving her.

“Sir Mercenary! Lady Gemma!” A woman clad in black was running toward us, out of breath. “I’m glad you’re all right!”

I raised my hand at her. “We’re still not sure about that. If the witch fail, we’re all dead, and the demon will bring your sister back.”

Madia nodded, her expression tightening. “Yes, you’re right.”

“Thanks for the assist,” I said. “If you hadn’t distracted the Director, I wouldn’t have been able to bring the captain back unharmed.”

“Don’t mention it. If anything, I should have distracted the Director some more. I’m sorry you had to go through that, Lady Gemma. But thanks to you, we managed to trick the Director.”

Gemma could not comprehend the situation. She glanced at me and Madia. She wanted to ask something, but she did not know how, and she clicked her tongue in frustration.

So I decided to explain everything to her.

We had three clear objectives.

First: Free the humans trapped in the fort and bring them to Wenias.

Second: Protect the Knights Templar from the other demon.

Third: Free Madia and Mina from their contract with the demon.

Zero came up with a plan that addressed all three.

“The first step of the plan was to offer you to the demon,” I said. “We were gonna rescue you afterwards, of course. We didn’t tell you the plan because we didn’t want you to feel relaxed. It might make the demon suspicious.”

“I’m sorry, Lady Gemma. I wish I could have told you, but it was a gamble, and I wanted to increase the chances of success as much as I could.”

Gemma stumbled a few steps. “I-I was fully prepared to kill the demon, even if it meant dying as well.”

“Your courage and determination fooled the demon,” I said. “Librarian, the smoke signal, if you don’t mind.”

If the demon left the fort in pursuit of Zero, we would send up a smoke signal to let her know immediately.

“Done,” Madia said, pointing at the tower. It constantly spewed white ash, but this time a wisp of red smoke was rising up from its tip. “I threw some colored dye into the furnace.”

“Burns nice. It should be visible from the road.”

Madia nodded. “There’s nothing but plains around the area. We can warn people from far away of anything unusual. I’m sure Lady Zero will see it.”

“Are they going to be fine?” Gemma asked, looking up anxiously at the smoke rising into the sky. “The demon is going after the people heading for Wenias, isn’t it?” Why did you come save me? If you didn’t help me, you might have bought yourself a little more time!”

She was right. If we didn’t help the captain, it would have taken a little longer for the Director to realize that Mina had been taken. If Madia played her cards right, she could have reached Wenias too without being noticed.

“It had to find out,” I said. “The Director can control insects. Fighting it in the fort where there’s not much space is clearly unfavorable.”

So we had to lure the Director out of the fort.

It would have been nice if we could sneak up on the Director from behind, but we couldn’t do that. Simply knowing its name was not enough. If we stepped on a bug, the demon would notice us.

“What do you mean ‘fighting it’? Did you forget that if you kill the demon, this whole place will no longer be safe?!”

“Who said anything about killing? There’s plenty of ways to subdue it. Well, don’t worry about a thing. We have the most powerful witch on our side.”

“But—”

“I’m just as worried as you are, Lady Gemma,” Madia said. “My precious sister is with her.”

“I’m not worried about a thing, though,” I said.

If the witch who was about to take on a horde of demons to save the world was killed by a single demon, the world was doomed anyway.

Seeing my confidence, Madia relaxed a little. “You really trust her. I would expect nothing less from Lady Zero’s mate.”

I had grown tired of denying it.

Without saying a word, I retrieved Gemma’s gear and raced across the wasteland, carrying the slower Gemma and Madia.

 

When they noticed a red wisp of smoke rising from the other side of the mountain, Zero and Barcel stopped in their tracks.

“The signal,” Zero said.

“I don’t think we actually needed it.” Barcel felt his skin crawl as he watched the black smoke—rather, a swarm of insects—flying toward them.

There would be chaos if the people noticed the approaching threat. They were already anxious as it is, traveling on foot toward Wenias.

Zero declared to make camp, and cast Etrach, constructing a huge temporary lodge. After illuminating the place up with Magic, the people cheered with joy, unaware of the fact that death was coming.

Leaving Zero alone on the roof of the Etrach, Barcel found a nearby tree and climbed it. On his pinky finger was a piece of Zero’s hair that acted as a talisman, hiding him from the demon.

“I hope this works,” Barcel muttered, staring at the three arrows on his hand. The arrowheads bore a creepy black pattern.

“Aim for the heart,” Zero said. “If you hit its heart, the arrow will surely penetrate it.”

“Damn it. A Knight Templar using witchcraft to defeat a demon?”

If he were to write that on his biography, he would be executed, and the book would go to the Forbidden Library immediately.

Taking a deep breath, Barcel nocked an arrow—an ordinary one—to his bow. As he squinted at the approaching insects, he felt something odd under his feet.

“Is the ground shaking?”

The ground was trembling. Insects, he surmised. Insects were gathering not only from the fort, but from all directions, wriggling on the ground and blanketing the sky like fumes from a volcanic eruption.

It was as if all the insects on the continent were gathering to this one spot.

In general, Beastfallen could only manipulate creatures within the range of its sight or voice. In this case, it seemed to be the former. Combine it with the demon’s ability to see the whole world and this was the result.

Streams of insects circling the sky blotted out the moon and stars, while those crawling on the ground swallowed the Etrach, closing in on Zero.

Barcel bit his lips. It was still too far away. Even if he squeezed the string to the limit, it would not reach the demon. But at this rate, Zero would be devoured by the insects.

Staring anxiously at Zero, Barcel noticed a soft smile touch her lips.

“She’s smiling?”

He felt a chill run down his spine. His fear of Zero, who could laugh in this situation, was stronger than his fear of the oncoming demon.

Still wearing a smile, Zero was swallowed whole by the swarm. If Zero died, the effect of the talisman would wear off. Mina and the rest of the people would then be brought back to the fort, and Gemma might become the demon’s mate.

Barcel swallowed hard. The demon was approaching with incredible speed. Soon it would be within reach. Unfortunately, the insects surrounding it prevented him from getting a clear shot.

He closed his eyes. Then he opened them again. He thought he heard Zero’s voice.

“An incantation.”

He could hear Zero chanting, her voice clear over the buzzing of the insects.

“Bag de wal fer du al. O’ serpent sleeping in the scorching heat. From the Cradle of Hellfire, come forth. Awaken and burn.”

A snake, Barcel thought. A blazing snake appeared out of nowhere and began to circle around Zero. All the insects that had gathered around her were burned by the flames and crumbled to ashes.

“Chapter of Harvest, Page Seven: Filam! Grant me power, for I am Zero!”
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As soon as the incantation ended, the fiery serpent swelled up and spiraled through the air.

Countless insects were caught in its path. One by one they burned and fell. A powerful updraft followed, swallowing the rest that escaped the serpent’s initial onslaught.

The insects wrapped around the demon’s body were burned to ashes, tossing the demon into the air.

“Now, attendant!”

Barcel already had his bow at the ready. He fired. The arrow hit the demon’s shoulder and bounced off its hard exoskeleton—all according to plan.

The first arrow was an ordinary arrow that he fired to turn the demon’s chest toward him.

Taking a mental note of the arrow’s trajectory in the turbulent wind, Barcel nocked a second arrow, aimed at the demon’s heart, and fired. The insect swarm deflected it. The arrow plummeted to the ground, spinning.

Clicking his tongue, he immediately fired a third arrow. It flew straight and true, the zipping sound pleasant to Barcel’s ears.

He then fired one last arrow right behind the third one. He was determined not to miss, confident that he would never miss.

The two arrows followed almost the same path. If the leading arrow landed, the trailing arrow would certainly hit its target.

Unfortunately, the third arrow hit the insects and missed. But it served its purpose. It secured a path for the fourth arrow, which miraculously slipped through the gap between the swarm and pierced the demon’s heart—or at least, that’s what it looked like.

“What?!”

Barcel could not believe what he was seeing. The demon had a tough shell. The arrow would have definitely gotten stuck. Yet it pierced through the demon’s chest cleanly, pinning a disturbing lump of flesh to the ground.

It was exactly like Zero said. But he was still shocked.

Barcel stared at the hunk of flesh. It was a beating heart.

“What the hell just happened?!”

“Well done, attendant!” Zero said. “Now watch.” She made a drawing motion, and a bow and arrow of light appeared in her hand. As she released it, the arrow flew straight to the beating heart.

The demon let out a terrible scream. It crashed to the ground and rolled around for a long time, writhing and scratching its perforated chest.

The insects dispersed, as if they all came back to their senses, and dissipated like a black fog, leaving behind a motionless demon.

Barcel rushed over to check his prey. Even though he had been briefed beforehand, he still could not believe it.

“Wow.” Barcel let out a sigh of amazement. “The monster’s become human.”

“This place looks awful.”

By the time I arrived at the encampment with Gemma and Madia in tow, it was all over. But the huge amount of ash that had fallen still remained.

Judging from the shape of the cinders, it must have been insects. Thanks to Madia’s ability, we knew roughly what was going on, but seeing it in person, I could only describe it as horrific.

A makeshift inn, built using Zero’s Etrach, stood in the middle of the pile of ashes. I could see people coming and going through the entrance. As soon as Madia spotted it, she jumped out of my arms and raced toward the structure to check Mina’s condition.

“Y-You can put me down too!” Gemma said. “We’re already here!”

“Captain! Sir Mercenary!” Barcel came running to us, out of breath. “Are you all right?”

“Not one scratch, as you can see,” I said.

“I’m not asking you.” Barcel snatched Gemma from my arms.

“No! Don’t touch me!”

“You’re hurt!” Barcel exclaimed when he saw the wound on her chest that the demon made with its claws. “We have to treat it right away.”

“I told you to stop! I don’t—”

“Do feelings matter when treating someone?”

Gemma fell silent.

“When we get to Knox Cathedral, we’ll talk. After that, you can decide whether you’ll believe me or not. Otherwise, we won’t make it through this trip. Okay?” He gave her a soothing smile.

Gemma pushed him away. “Fine. But I can take care of my wounds myself.”

“Sheesh, it’s just a scratch,” I cut in. “Anyway, where’s the demon?”

“Everything went according to plan. Lady Zero is currently watching it.”

“That should be prioritized over my wound,” Gemma said. “Take us to her.”

Barcel led us to another Etrach built a short distance away from the main post. The first thing I saw as I entered was Zero’s back. Up ahead was a man with his hands tied behind his back, lying on his stomach.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Thousand-Eyed Sentinel,” Zero answered.

“Right,” I said.

Gemma, who had no idea what the plan was, jumped in surprise. “What?! Why does it look human?!”

“Calm down, Captain. A witch can turn a beast warrior back to its human form.”

“H-Human form?” Gemma turned to Barcel reflexively, as if asking for confirmation. Immediately, she remembered their awkward relationship and looked away.

Barcel chuckled. “There’s no doubt. I think I helped out with the ritual.”

“You did?”

“Yes,” Zero said. “The attendant was impressive. He shot through the small opening between the flying insects and hit the demon’s heart from a distance.”

Gemma shot Barcel a puzzled look. “I didn’t know you could actually use a bow.”

“Wait, you don’t know?” I said.

Gemma’s brow furrowed. “Know what?”

“About this guy’s skills. He never misses his target, even in a crowded battle. His arrow saved you on the first day of the trip.”

A miraculous stray arrow pierced the eye of the animal that was about to lunge on the captain’s back. When I found out that Barcel was her attendant, I immediately realized that it was not a stray arrow.

More than ten years had passed since I last saw Barcel on the battlefield. Back then he was a very skilled archer who would go around shooting moving people in their vitals like it was nothing.

Now that I thought about it, the captain at the time, Gemma’s father, called Barcel a coward and useless.

Standing back from the battlefield, hiding in the bushes and silently killing the enemy from a distance was certainly not conspicuous, and with a bow, it was not always easy to tell who did the killing. In addition, nobles had a tendency to be reluctant to acknowledge the deeds of commoners.

It made sense that Gemma did not expect much from Barcel. She was probably still alive only because of Barcel supporting her from behind, perhaps even saving her countless times.

“You’re exaggerating,” Barcel said. “I miss sometimes. Overestimation won’t do you any good.” He sounded like he did not do much this time, but as a matter of fact, his contribution was huge.

“I had no idea,” Gemma muttered, seemingly unconvinced.

“Now that it had lost the body of a mighty beast warrior, this demon’s power is almost gone,” Zero said. “It will not be able to use its ability to control insects, and the huge difference in body structure will make it difficult to even stand up. It poses no threat.”

“B-But why didn’t you kill it? It’s still a demon, right?”

“This demon had made the whole area its territory. Weakening it will not change that. Killing it would only add to the chaos. Also, I thought I would use it.”

“Use it? For what?”

“Its ability to see the whole world might serve me well in finding my master.”

“I won’t!” the demon barked. It had its back turned, so I could not make out its expression. The man was wriggling around like a bug that had lost its limbs.

I approached the man and turned him over. “Whoa, he’s young.” He was probably as young as Mina.

I supposed that was how old this body was when it was used to summon the demon.

Not knowing how to move its mouth, it mumbled, “I… will not… s-serve… you!”

“Then you will return to Hell, Thousand-Eyed Sentinel. Do you really want to go back to that boring place? You will never be able to read a book again.”

The demon was silent. It didn’t want to go back to Hell.

Zero crouched down to straddle the demon’s body and grabbed its neck, pulling its face closer. “I am looking for a certain witch. If you help me find her, I will reconsider shoving you back to Hell. Besides, if this world regains its peace, people will write many books again. Would that not be a lot more fun than shutting yourself away in a fort and gathering poor humans like spiders to a web?”

Wow. She’s negotiating with a demon. I almost forgot that witches negotiated with demons to get contracts. Probably not like this, though.

“I-I will not… make a contract… with anyone else… but the Director…”

“Do not flatter yourself. I have no intention of forming a contract with you. You will serve me without a contract. Your life is in my hands. If you are of no use to me, I will kill you without mercy, and if you refuse my offer, I will kill you now. Now make your choice.”

Whoa. Terrifying. I had forgotten how scary witches were.

“Mercenary.”

“Yes, Ma’am!” I straightened up and uttered the most polite reply I had ever said in my entire life.

Zero looked at me with her usual smile—no, her smile was brighter than usual this time. Her hands were on the demon’s neck, just barely choking it.

“It will take some time to discipline this servant,” she said. “We have a difficult journey ahead of us. You may go ahead and rest.”

“As you wish.”

Gemma, Barcel, and I left immediately. When we landed on the ground, we looked at each other.

“Let’s have dinner, I guess,” I said.

Fortunately, we had plenty of food from the fort. According to the butcher, most of the meat in the fort was spoiled, so he didn’t bring any, but there was plenty of wheat and potatoes.

“I’ll take you to the dining area,” Barcel said. “I’m sure you’re hungry too, Captain.”

“I, uhh…”

“Do feelings matter when it comes to food?”

Gemma’s expression hardened.

“I guess it’s not my place to say anything,” I added. “Anyway, whether you like it or not, we’ll be spending a lot of time together until we reach Knox Cathedral. I’m not saying you have to eat with us, but you should at least eat. I’ll just get the ingredients and make my own food. I’m sure the witch will be happier that way.” I walked away.

“Wait!” Gemma called.

“What now? If you’re gonna tell me to kneel down and apologize, don’t expect me to act civil and just say yes.”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t eat. You don’t get to decide what I do.”

True. She didn’t say that.

“So you’re going to eat?”

“The soup you made was really good.”

The sour look on her face did nothing to please me.

I guess I’ll take it as a truce. An agreement to postpone the issue between us.

I looked up at the moon through the rising ashes and let out a sigh. “Can you guys eat food prepared by a Beastfallen?”

“For the record, I had dinner with that demon,” Gemma said.

Shit, I just imagined it. That would have been much more mortifying than eating my soup.

I look at Barcel. “What about you?”

“I never really held any prejudice against Beastfallen,” he said. “All the more so now, when I saw that demon become human. So Beastfallen were once human, huh?”

For the first time in a while, I prepared food for a large group of people.
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Chapter 6: To the Cathedral

“Can I really go to Wenias?” Madia asked. “What about my contract with the Director?”

“You and the demon both agreed to change the contract,” Zero replied. “It is similar to how your father freed himself from the contract by offering you as the demon’s servant.”

“I suppose. My father did always go out, not fulfilling his obligation.”

“Your eyes will be beneficial to Wenias as well. I wrote a letter to the king. He will welcome you with open arms.”

We made it safely to the main road without any problems. From here the people from the fort would head to Wenias, and we would follow old man Leyland up north.

With Madia, a Mage could use Magic from the Chapter of Capture, and the four knights of the advance party, they should make it to Wenias safely.

“Thousand Eyes’ power has weakened. We still do not know what effects that will bring,” Zero said. “Be careful out there.” She spun on her heel and started walking.

I followed right after, and so did Gemma and Barcel.

Thousand Eyes—I decided to call him that, too, since Thousand-Eyed Sentinel was a bit too long—could not walk properly yet, so I pulled him on a wagon.

For a while we argued who would take on this task, but as with most physical labor, I ended up doing it.

Zero’s training produced remarkable results. Thousand Eyes had become completely docile. Though I still had my doubts about Leyland accepting a demon into the company.

We might have to hide the fact that he was a demon.

This is gonna be a long journey.

 

The main troop was supposed to be at least seven days ahead of us, but we were able to catch up with them on the fifth day. They had built a full-blown camp and apparently had not moved in several days.

A considerable number of corpses lay around the campsite—humans, beasts, and indescribable monsters. We climbed over the corpses and made our way through the crowded encampment to the Vice Captain’s tent.

“Their number’s gone down a lot,” I muttered.

Gemma bit her lip. It did not look like an army of more than ten thousand. I would estimate around eight thousand or so.

The medical tent was overflowing with people moaning and screaming incessantly.

When we arrived at the tent, Vice Captain Leyland, already informed of our arrival, was waiting for us in his armor. Blood and dirt smeared his gear, and his old face showed signs of exhaustion.

“You’re back,” he said.

“Vice Captain, what happened here?” Gemma asked.

“We lost a thousand men in one night.”

Gemma’s eyes widened.

“Then a thousand more the next night. They would start killing each other. The soldiers get nightmares and attack anyone. If you subdue them and put them in a cage, they commit suicide. A soldier who drank water from a watering hole melted from his stomach the next instant. Fruits are poisoned. It only gets worse with every step we take north. Gemma, I can’t go on any further.”

His words were enough to drain one of hope. It felt like the Vice Captain barely held himself back from ordering a retreat.

“Go on. Laugh at me. I was too conceited. I thought my faith could repel demons, but I lost almost half my men. This wouldn’t have happened if we took the witch to protect us!” He truly regretted the actions he took.

“I believe you made the right decision,” Gemma said firmly. “You were thinking about the troop. That’s why I agreed to it. True, we have lost many. Too many. But with a mediocre Captain, there wouldn’t be this many survivors. Everyone would be dead.”

“Spare me the sugar-coated speech!”

“If the Knights Templar doesn’t sugarcoat things, then who will?! I am proud of you, Vice Captain Leyland.”

“Gemma.” The old man wore a grimace, but he did not seem displeased.

I thought he would shed tears at Gemma’s touching words, but the sly old man simply frowned, holding back the tears.

“Young’un. Did you ward the campsite?” Zero asked.

The Vice Captain lifted his head.

“It is a barrier that wards off a specific demon,” the witch continued. “You said that your men killed each other, but they are now safe from the demon’s ability.”

Relief flashed across the Vice Captain’s face. “I see. I had no idea.”

“How did you do it? The Church might excel at warding off demons, but warding is difficult to do unless you know its name. Did you learn the name of the demon?”

“It was a shot in the dark.”

“Singer of Harrowing Nightmares,” Zero and the Vice Captain said at the same time.

He got it right. I was surprised.

We already learned of the demon’s name using Thousand Eyes’ ability. If demons became weaker once their name was known, it made sense why Thousand Eyes had such a strong influence on other demons.

Zero smiled, but the Vice Captain’s face was still grim. “Throughout its five-hundred-year history, the Church has recorded the names of known demons and the phenomena they created. Records showed that a long time ago, there was a unit that started killing each other, manipulated by their nightmares. I thought it sounded similar. I could only call it God’s miracle that it worked.”

“God’s miracles come from strong faith and heartfelt prayer. It means your faith is real.”

The Vice Captain’s eyes grew wide. He probably never expected a witch to say something like this.

Gemma patted the old man on the shoulder. “Vice Captain. We can still go on. If we work together, we can defeat the demons that stand in our way.”

“Perhaps…” He smiled for the first time. His expression then immediately became stern, and he raised his voice, chest puffed out. “Men! The Captain has returned! We are reorganizing the troops! As soon as the witch heals the wounded, prepare to march on my orders! We are only halfway through our mission. We leave tomorrow!” After saying all that in one breath, the Vice Captain turned to Gemma. “I trust you are fine with that, Captain?”

“Y-Yes, of course.”

“Lady Witch, I apologize for not asking for your permission beforehand, but could you please heal the injured?”

“Very well.”

“Hmm?” When he finally calmed down, the Vice Captain noticed Thousand Eyes for the first time. “Who might that be?”

I saw this coming. Now how do we explain this guy? Gemma said to leave it to her, but…

“This is the young Director of Fort Niedra,” Gemma replied without hesitation. “The demon that invited us took control of the Forbidden Library. But thanks to Lady Zero, we succeeded in imprisoning the demon in the Director’s body. He turned out like this, but at the same time, we gained the demon’s ability to see the whole world.”

 

Nonhabitual liars usually lied the best during crucial moments. The Vice Captain completely believed the crazy explanation and respectfully welcomed Thousand Eyes as a man who devoted himself to the Church.

“You sure about this?” I asked. “That guy’s gonna get the special treatment.”

Sure, it was currently Zero’s servant, but it was still a demon. We had to somehow convince the stubborn Vice Captain, but introducing the demon as the Director of the Forbidden Library seemed too much.

“I had to say that in order to give it the welcome it needed.” Gemma said as she moved through the woods, axe in hand.

Behind her, Barcel shrugged. “If the Captain says it’s okay, I’m sure it’s okay.”

“I don’t know about that.”

As a matter of fact, we were traveling onward with the Thousand Eyes guiding us. It was actually quite useful. With its power, we could locate our target without having to search for them.

“We have it cornered, Mercenary.” Zero smiled as she drew some symbol on a tree. “It is surrounded by many wards. It will have no choice but to face us.”

“So I was thinking,” I said.

“Yes?”

“Singer of Harrowing Nightmares, was it? Its ability sounds familiar.”

“I figured. Its power made you see a vision once.”

“Ah.” I nodded. “Sanare’s Magic.”

“Correct.”

Sanare once cast a spell on me where I saw an illusion of Theo blaming me for his death, and almost killed Zero. It was said that witches gained their power from demons. If the main source of Sanare’s Magic was nearby, I would love to say hello.

“There it is!” Gemma shouted, tightening the grip on her axe.

Barcel fired an arrow to block the demon’s path. In a desperate attempt to escape, it charged straight at me. Mercilessly I plunged my sword into its heart and pinned it to a thick tree trunk.

I watched it as it struggled. It was a goat Beastfallen, possessed by the demon named Singer of Harrowing Nightmares.

“So this is the demon that made the knights kill each other.” Gemma looked tense.

“Fear not.” Zero tapped Gemma’s back to reassure her. “It is a lesser demon that cannot do anything against the Vice Captain’s makeshift ward. From the looks of it, it cannot even speak our language.”

“So not all demons can talk.”

“With me on your side, no nightmare will haunt you. All the more so when we know its name.”

Makes sense.

I could not feel any of the intimidation that I felt when I faced Thousand Eyes, even though this demon’s ability was far more vicious. It was quite strange.

I once witnessed Zero summon a tiny demon. So even those kinds have been summoned, huh?

“So tell me, Witch.” I took my hand off the sword and cracked my knuckles. “How do you kill a demon?”

Everyone’s jaws dropped at the sight of a dragon flying in from the north. In this day and age, people doubted the existence of such mythical creatures.

There was a reported sighting of one in Black Dragon Island not long ago, but even the Bishop never imagined that the day would come when he would see one in the Lutra Cathedral.

The Bishop of Lutra Cathedral was an old man in his mid-fifties. He had dark skin, as was typical of people from the south. In contrast, he had a pure white beard that reached all the way to his chest.

His hobbies included tending to the crops behind the Cathedral, listening to the concerns of the people, and working hard to maintain and develop the town.

A while after the Knights Templar gathered in the kingdom of Wenias to destroy it, the letters from his messenger stopped coming, coinciding with the night of the full moon when the image of a witch appeared in the sky and declared the world’s destruction.

He sensed trouble on the horizon. He had prayed daily to the Goddess for their safety, and offered wine to the patron deity of fertility enshrined in the Lutra Cathedral.

Even the Bishop—his name was Cordoa, but even he seemed to forget it—almost questioned God’s love when the dragon landed in the church’s square.

People said that a flying dragon was a bad omen. Whoever was riding one would be a harbinger of disaster.

“Your Excellency!”

There were two figures on the dragon’s back. Another, smaller beast seemed to be clinging to the creature, but the Bishop’s eyes turned to the humans for now.

The first person to jump down was a green-haired priest with a leather belt over his eyes.
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The Bishop knew this adjudicator from Dea Ignis. He was the one who executed Corruption for tormenting the people, and helped to protect the pride of Lutra Cathedral.

“Secrecy!” the Bishop called. “What is going on here? You were supposed to be watching a witch. Why are you here, and riding a dragon at that?”

“Please forgive my rudeness,” the priest said. “It is a matter of utmost urgency. I apologize for scaring the public. Allow me to introduce this man.”

The other person jumped down from the dragon’s back. It was a young, but gallant knight, clad in armor.

“His name is Gouda, a knight. He defeated a dragon on Black Dragon Island and became its master. The dragon obeys him, so it is safe.”

“What?! I thought Black Dragon Island was a prohibited area.”

“He went alone to the island to liberate it. The Patron God of Swords and the Patron God of Shields gave him power.”

The Bishop regarded Gouda as if he was looking at a hero. The man looked uncomfortable, but Secrecy struck him with his staff, and he straightened up.

“I see,” the Bishop said. “This looks like an urgent matter indeed. A man riding a dragon. I have become a witness to a historic moment. I will make sure to write this down in detail before I’m gone.”

“Actually, Your Excellency, this is not the urgent matter I was talking about.”

“What?! What could be more urgent than this?!”

Lowering his voice, Secrecy whispered to the Bishop’s ear. “A horde of demons attacked the knights surrounding Wenias. The demons proceeded directly north, most likely heading for the Altar.”

Humans tend to be calm when told something that was beyond their imagination.

“Oh, my,” was all the Bishop said before going quiet, stroking his long beard.

“There is not much damage south of Wenias, but demons might come here too. The Knights Templar decided to join forces with the witches of Wenias to protect the people within their powerful ward. They have currently dispatched knights to Cathedrals across the continent and begun rescue missions. Please make a decision, Your Excellency.”

The Bishop nodded. He did not know what to say. First, he would have to decide whether to believe Secrecy or not.

After a witch declared the destruction of the world, the northern half of the continent was overrun by demons. The Knights Templar and witches were now working together to rescue survivors. It was all too hard to believe.

Secrecy was an adjudicator who lied like it was nothing and deceived the Church when necessary. But he truly cared for the masses.

“I cannot abandon the people and flee to Wenias, Secrecy.”

“I understand that. But Wenias is currently in turmoil without a leader from the Church.”

“But if I leave, the people of Lutra will panic. Most importantly, if everyone from the south went to Wenias, the kingdom would not be able to support itself.”

Secrecy’s face clouded. He must have realized what the Bishop had decided to do.

“Are you going to stay here?”

“Since they’ve sent knights to all Cathedrals, you must have realized it by now. Cathedrals are themselves wards against demons. Not only the Cathedrals, but most of the Church’s facilities on the continent are designed to defend against witches and demons.”

“But the people will be in danger!”

“Do you doubt the power of faith? The news you brought is grave. Once we know the problem, we can take action. We can do other things than escape. Come. I’ll make you some tea.” The Bishop started walking.

Secrecy hesitated for a moment. The Bishop stopped to ask what was wrong, but then he saw something unexpected. The small figure that was clinging to the dragon’s back was now clinging onto Secrecy’s legs.

It was a rat Beastfallen. The Bishop was aware of Secrecy’s aversion towards them. Yet, he did not shake the Beastfallen off. Not only that, but he even patted her head.

“Lily, you go see your parents,” Secrecy said. “Explain the situation to them and bring them here.”

“You’re not…”

“What?”

“You’re not gonna leave me?”

Lips pursed, Secrecy poked the Beastfallen with his staff and pushed her away.

“If you’re so afraid of us leaving, then just cling onto Heath.”

Lily let out a sad whimper. The Beastfallen’s ears drooped, her tail hanging helplessly to the ground.

Gouda looked at Lily. “I’m letting Heath rest until tomorrow. We pushed him too hard to get here. If he can’t fly, we can’t leave either.”

“Really?”

“What does Heath say?”

The dragon purred and rubbed its nose against Lily. Realizing that there was no need to worry about being left behind, Lily perked up her ears and tail and took off running.

Secrecy watched her go wearily. “Why would she believe you and not me? You’ve only known each other for a few days.”

“She believed Heath, not me,” Gouda said.

“Are you saying she trusts a dragon more than me?”

“I’d say Heath is more trustworthy than a liar.”

Oh, he knows Secrecy’s true nature, the Bishop thought.

“I only lie when I have to,” the adjudicator said. “Or it’ll damage my character.”

The Bishop laughed brightly. His laughter made Secrecy focus his attention back on the current matter.

“My apologies, Your Excellency.”

“No, no. I’m glad you are doing well, and I see you’ve made some friends. I did not know you could touch a Beastfallen now. They grow up so fast.”

Gouda looked at Secrecy, taken aback. “Are you father and son?”

“If we were not in the presence of His Excellency, I would have hit you, Dragon Slayer. That mercenary’s already taken the role of the idiot. We don’t need another one. When I was sentenced to death, His Excellency appointed me as an adjudicator. I wasn’t exactly young back then, though.”

“So you were already all grown up, yet you were too scared of Beastfallen?”

“Keep your mouth shut,” Secrecy raised his voice.

“From my perspective, he was but a young child,” the Bishop began. “Even now, you two look like children to me. As you can see, Secrecy cannot see well, so his parents abandoned him, and he was taken in by a Beastfallen—a sly vixen. She taught him how to swindle and steal. But one day, for some reason, the vixen burned down an entire village, framed him for the crime, and ran away.”

“So that’s why you hate foxes,” Gouda muttered.

Secrecy clicked his tongue.

“So the priest was sentenced to death because of a false accusation?” Gouda asked.

“He might have committed some wrongdoings, but I believed he did not deserve the death penalty. Unfortunately, the daughter of a wealthy merchant who was intimate with the local lord was among the victims. Someone had to die for the crime. All his testimonies were ignored and he was sentenced to death. He used to say, ‘No one believes me no matter what I say. That’s why I only tell lies’.”

“Your Excellency, this is not the time to be talking about the past.” Secrecy could not stand listening to it any longer.

The Bishop looked at him and the amused Gouda with gentle eyes. To him, the two of them were still children.

Accompanied by the two men, the Bishop sat down in the guest room of the Cathedral.

“Now then. Where shall I begin? First of all, I have a message for the Knights Templar I need you to pass on urgently.”

Gouda and Secrecy quietly waited for the Bishop’s next words.

The Bishop eyed them both. “There is no need to risk going to the Altar. If necessary, we will elect a new prophet.”

“What?” Gouda said. “You’re going to abandon the supreme authority of the Church?!”

“Not at all, friend of dragons. There is no prophet in the first place.”

Unable to process what the Bishop said, Gouda turned to Secrecy. But Secrecy was just as puzzled as him, waiting for the Bishop to explain.

“What I’m about to tell you is something that only the Bishops of the Seven Cathedrals know. It has been passed down orally from the first Bishops. It’s about the disgraceful beginnings of the Church.”

“Disgraceful beginnings?”

“What if I told you that the person who established the Church, the one who led the seven Bishops to war against witches, was a witch herself? Would you be able to keep your sanity?”
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