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Zero's Mercenary (First Half)

There is one way to never be betrayed: never trust anyone.

Never think that this person will never betray me, that they will believe you. Never assume that you have a bond with someone, or that they love you.

Always assume that they’re going to betray you, so when they do, you can act like you knew all along, and move on.

If you know that there’s something behind their kind words, you can laugh and say, “What a bad liar,” when you see it.

If you don’t make someone important, you don’t have to cry out over the pain of losing them.

Eternal loneliness? Pitiful self-defense?

You can call it whatever you want.

I’m sure even those who talk big will one day realize that the only person you can trust is yourself.

It’s much better to be alone than to trust someone and be betrayed and bear a wound that will never heal.

It’s how I lived all my life.

 

So why did I ever trust that woman?


[image: Insert]




Chapter 1: Knox Cathedral

A stirring in my arms woke me up. I opened my eyes to see a woman with stunning features staring at me.

“What—”

“I had a dream that you died,” Zero said, putting her arms around my neck. She then hugged it tight, choking me a little.

“Are you trying to kill me?!”

“Good.”

“Hmm?”

“Your head is still attached to your body.”

She sounded strangely solemn. It made me wonder if my neck was still actually attached to my body.

“Of course it is,” I said. “The only one who would try to cut my head off while I’m asleep is that homicidal priest from Dea Ignis.”

And fortunately, the homicidal priest should be in Lutra Cathedral, located in the south, the complete opposite direction of where we were headed, Knox Cathedral.

“Amateur witches and bandits too,” Zero added.

“Amateur witches and bandits north of Wenias where it’s crawling with demons? I guess they could be worse than the priest.”

“I do not want you to die.”

“I don’t want to die either.”

“But you came with me despite the danger.”

Twitching my whiskers, I pushed Zero away. “It sounds like you didn’t want me to come with you.”

“Does it?”

“Sure does.”

“Perhaps. At least you would have been safe in Wenias.”

“What, did I die so tragically in your dreams?”

I meant it as a joke, but Zero nodded gravely. She looked so serious that in her dream I must have suffered a death so tragic that it beggared belief. I decided not to ask for the details, or I might end up dreaming about it too.

“Doesn’t matter how I die in your dreams,” I said. “You’re here in the real world.”

“Me?”

“You’ll protect me, won’t you?”

Zero blinked a few times, then smiled, regaining her usual self a little. “Whenever I say that, you always reply with ‘I’m your bodyguard, not the other way around’.”

“People have two faces.”

“You are such a smooth-talker.” She chuckled, then curled up in my arms once again.
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We continued our march north toward Knox Cathedral.

The power of the demon Thousand-Eyed Sentinel that we defeated at the Forbidden Library allowed us to keep a watchful eye on the road ahead. Zero came up with countermeasures. Leyland prioritized practicality, Gemma advocated for unrealistic ideas, while Barcel came up with plans that took the middle ground. Our journey went so smooth that we almost forgot how awful the start was.

I had things to do as well, of course. Like making food. I fought whenever we were attacked, and did some physical labor, but I never did anything fancy. I was just a mercenary, after all.

The further we traveled north, the colder it got. It always snowed at night now.

The occasional blizzard made it seem like we had an arduous trip ahead of us, but the extraordinary witch in our company made things easier. She could melt the snow blocking the road, even turning it into safe drinking water. We welcomed the snow because of that.

“I wonder if I could learn Magic,” Gemma, Captain of the Knight Templars’ Northern Expeditionary Force, muttered with a straight face.

She was a genuine knight and a true believer of the Church. Zero did such great work that Gemma, who had lived her entire life hating witches, was not ashamed to say what she said.

Naturally, her subordinates began entertaining the same thoughts as well. If they could light a fire without a flint, if they could shoot arrows even when they ran out of ammunition—if they had even a tiny bit of gift for Magic, the journey would become a lot easier.

Some of the soldiers asked Zero to teach them Magic. The Captain did not rebuke them, and even Vice Captain Leyland, who initially harbored an unfavorable opinion on witches, gave his tacit approval.

Zero teaching the knights Magic distracted them from the harsh trip. It was all very strange, but it was true. Knowing more about Magic would make the Knights Templar’s work in the future easier. That’s what they believed at least. But with half of the world in pieces because of a Murky Darkness Witch’s plot to destroy and rebuild the world, there was really no point in thinking about their future activities at the moment.

At the very least, those participating in the mission, even the common soldier, understood that this was no time to view witches and Magic like they were the plague. They knew that they had a bigger threat to vanquish, even if it meant using those they despised.

As usual, most of the villages and towns we passed through were completely destroyed, but we found survivors in a few churches.

It was an undeniable fact that the Church’s facilities were powerful wards against demons. Even I felt somewhat relieved whenever we came across a church.

When I provided a warm meal to a bunch of cold and starving kids shivering in the corner of a church, I felt like I had become a little more decent person.

Of course if I showed myself, those who were attacked by demons would scream in terror, so I had to hide myself.

So we marched on for sixty days with noncombatants.

After passing through a forest of dead conifers, I spotted a striking red-brick town, unscathed by the surrounding devastation.

“Incredible,” Zero said, breathing a sigh of amazement. “I can almost see the warding.”

I too could see a clear line that separated the inside and outside of the warding. The farm sheds, watchtower, and windmills on the outside of the barrier had all collapsed, but inside, livestock roamed freely on the pastures. I could even see several windmills turning serenely in town.

“So this is the town that was built around Knox Cathedral,” Gemma said. “It’s my first time coming here.” She was trembling with emotion, tears in her eyes.

“But you’re a knight,” I said.

She gave an awkward smile. “The Knights Templar basically never leave their assigned areas. Security and subjugation is done in the jurisdiction of the unit we’re assigned to.”

“The Captain is right,” Leyland added. “Those who join the Knights Templar at a young age will usually spend their days without getting the chance to go on pilgrimage. Many of them embark on a pilgrimage when they are old and retired from duty.”

“So when are you retiring?” I asked. I didn’t mean for my thoughts to spill out.

“When I die,” he declared firmly.

What an absolutely terrifying old man.

“So is this your first time in Knox Cathedral as well, Vice Captain?” Barcel, Gemma’s attendant, asked, lifting his sun hat.

“I have already traveled to all the Cathedrals. I went on many missions to faraway places, you see. That’s probably one of the reasons why Commander Eudwright appointed me as Vice Captain of the troops. I’m also acquainted with the current Bishop of Knox Cathedral.”

“Haha. I get it,” Barcel said. “That’s why you wanted to get rid of the Captain.”

Leyland shot him a glare.

“Sorry,” the attendant quickly added, covering his mouth. “I didn’t mean that.”

“Let’s go. The soldiers are excited to see a beautiful town. It’s been a while since we’re able to sleep peacefully without fear of an attack.”

“What about the Director?” I asked Gemma as she turned on her heel.

And by Director, I meant the demon we were bringing with us. Its real name was Thousand-Eyed Sentinel, but it once called itself the Director of the Forbidden Library, so we just kept calling it that.

Our cover-up story was that the young Director of the Forbidden Library sacrificed himself to imprison a demon inside his body so that he could use its power. While the Director looked like a normal human being, inside he was a demon. I wondered if it could enter the Church’s warding.

“Oh, I get it,” Gemma said. “What do you think, Lady Zero?”

“It might be able to enter, but it will lose its ability inside. It might even lose consciousness. I think it is in our best interest that it is able to sense danger.”

“So he’ll have to wait outside. We need someone to guard him.”

The Director couldn’t move on his own. If a wild dog attacked him, he would be dead. We couldn’t leave him outside the warding alone.

“There’s too many of us,” Barcel said. “If we go into town all at once, there will be chaos. Let’s give priority to the wounded and exhausted soldiers and let them enter the town first. The rest will wait outside with the Director. How does that sound?”

Gemma almost nodded in agreement, but then quickly turned to Leyland. “What do you think, Vice Captain? I think Barcel’s suggestion is good.”

“Do as you see fit. You are the Captain.”

“Right.”

They had had this conversation many times throughout the journey.

For as long as she could remember, Gemma had always listened and acted in accordance to her attendant’s opinion. She knew she had to make her own decisions, but deep inside her mind would say, “What would Barcel think?” She decided to be free from this way of thinking, but old habits were simply difficult to change.

After deciding to stop following whatever Barcel said, she began to strongly seek the opinion of the Vice Captain.

But Leyland would not spoil her. He drew clear line of their relationship as Captain and Vice Captain.

She had to think for herself, make her own decisions. Only when the Vice Captain felt that she was making the wrong decision did he speak.

“Uhm, let’s do this, then,” Gemma said. “We leave Lady Zero outside the warding to guard the Director. We’ll need about ten people to serve as messengers in case anything happens. With her and the Director together, it shouldn’t be that dangerous even outside the warding.”

“What about the rest of the soldiers?” Leyland asked.

Gemma pointed at the town. “From the looks of it, the warding seems to extend outside a bit. As Barcel said, we bring only the heavily exhausted soldiers inside and have the rest set up their tents out here. I hope you don’t mind that, Lady Witch. We will be imposing quite the burden on you.”

“I accept,” Zero said. “But you will send someone immediately to bring me a warm blanket and some soft bread, yes?”

Gemma looked relieved. “Of course! Well it depends on the situation in town, but we’ll bring you as many supplies as possible. I would rather we just all entered together, to be honest.”

“A Beastfallen showing up would only cause panic,” I said. “It would be easier for us to just wait outside.”

Most of the Beastfallen across the continent had been possessed by demons. No one would believe me if I said I was a good Beastfallen.

“Barcel. Select about twenty soldiers to remain outside, including reliefs.”

“Roger that! Um, can I be among them?”

“What?” Gemma asked, puzzled.

It was the first time that I saw Barcel himself suggesting to leave Gemma’s side.

She must have been surprised. For a moment, she did not know how to react. “Very well,” she said. “The Vice Captain and I will head to the Cathedral and ask for an audience with the Bishop.” She then turned away.

After a few moments of watching her go, Barcel smiled at me. “You can say something.”

“Finally felt like letting go of your child, eh? Or is it because you can’t stand watching her clinging to the old man?”

“Man, you’re really ruthless.” Barcel chuckled uncomfortably. “You’re right on both counts, though. I hoped that time would fix things between us, but ever since we left the Forbidden Library, the Captain hasn’t looked me in the eye or spoken to me outside of work. Nevertheless, she made it through the journey just fine. She can do without me now. I wouldn’t want the man she hates following her around.”

“So you’re gonna quit being her attendant, then?”

“Maybe I should change jobs. Become a mercenary. What do you think? Wanna team up?”

For a moment, I waited for something. When I realized that I was waiting for Zero to cut in, I looked around.

Zero was standing beside me, looking the same as usual. When she noticed my gaze, she looked up and cocked her head as if to ask what was wrong.

“I thought you were gonna say, ‘Mercenary is mine’.”

“Oh? Did you want me to say that?”

“Not really.”

“Well, I did not think that you teaming up with the attendant would take you away from me. If you want to work with him, I will not stop you.”

“I’m not gonna do that.”

“Hey. Can you please stop using me as an excuse to flirt with each other?” Barcel cut in. “It might not look like it, but I’m actually grieving here.”

We’re not really flirting…

“The Captain found out that the man who raised her was actually the one who killed her father. You should be glad she still talks to you. It could be worse, you know.”

Barcel pursed his lips. “You’re the one who did the killing.”

“And that’s why she hates me too.”

“Man, I wish she only hated you.” He made it sound like he was joking, but he probably meant it.

Unfortunately for him, the mastermind was always hated more than the perpetrator.

“So anyway, I’m staying outside the warding with you two. I’m going to sponge food off of you, so please make sure to prepare some for me too.”

 

Watching the file of knights head toward the Cathedral, Zero suddenly spoke. “Mercenary. The Captain loved the attendant, didn’t she? As a foster parent, a mentor, and a friend.”

“Where’d this come from? Well, I guess she did. Before she found out that he killed her real father.”

“I do not understand.”

“What don’t you understand?”

Zero had recently begun to think more like a normal human being, but as a witch, she was fundamentally unfamiliar with the inner workings of the human mind.

“It is a fact that the attendant killed her father. She simply did not know it. She loved him for more than a decade. Although he did some questionable things, the attendant continued to act in a manner worthy of her trust. Is that correct?”

“Well, yeah.”

“So what if she discovered that the attendant killed her father, then? Is one secret enough to destroy a relationship that was built for over a decade?”

“You’re really asking me, someone who’d never built a relationship with others?”

She was asking the wrong person.

When she saw my frown, she looked a little relieved. “So you do not know either.”

“I wouldn’t say I don’t know. It’s called ‘common sense’. For years she trusted her, but she was lied to, deceived. Betrayed. She then starts thinking that he might have lied about other things too. He might even deceive her again in the future. I guess the deeper the relationship, the more devastating it’ll be when it falls apart.”

“Hmm, I see.” For some reason, she looked at me.

“What?”

“I was thinking how catastrophic it would be if our relationship fell apart.”

I snickered. “Yeah. The world might get destroyed.”

“That would be terrifying. I, for one, hope that this relationship will last forever.”

“Forever? Even after we’ve saved the world?”

“Correct.” Zero nodded as if it were obvious. “I will save the world, and you will become human and open your dream tavern. Then I will eat the food you serve in the tavern every day. Well? Sounds great, no?”

As I imagined it, I let out a dry chuckle. It sounded too perfect. Sounds great actually. I found myself silly for thinking that.

“Sounds good,” I answered, nevertheless.

Zero gave a contented smile. “I know, right?”

It was late in the evening when Gemma came back with a grim look on her face.

Like he declared, Barcel had come to get some food, which meant that Gemma came upon me, Zero, and the attendant.

“You don’t look like you’re here to deliver supplies,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

“Is the Director in the carriage?” Gemma asked sharply.

“Yeah. He’s eating dinner while reading a book.”

“I need to talk to him. Excuse me.” She passed through us and climbed into the carriage.

Sensing something wrong, we stopped eating and followed Gemma.

As I stepped into the carriage, pushing aside the slightly dirty cloth meant to keep the cold away, the Director didn’t look particularly surprised. He was reading a book and eating bread boiled soggy in goat’s milk with a blank expression. As a former insect Beastfallen, he didn’t know how to chew food properly. He was, however, able to learn how to move his hands and fingers early on, probably due to his obsession with books. It would be a long time before he could walk again, but for now he could read a book on his own while sitting down.

Gemma grabbed the Director by the collar and pulled him closer.

“C-Captain! Please don’t be rough on—”

“Back off, Barcel! This is urgent.”

The attendant froze.

Keeping her gaze on the Director, Gemma asked in a shaky voice, “Is it true?”

The Director looked at Gemma with languid eyes. “I-I can’t see… inside the warding… Explain it to me… What do you want to know? What did you learn… in the Cathedral?”

“The Bishop said there’s no prophet at the Altar. That there was no such post in the first place. When a Bishop of the Seven Cathedrals dies, they are given the title of prophet and buried at the Altar!”

“What?!” I leaned forward.

The Knight Templar’s main objective was to rescue the prophet, the Church’s supreme leader, from the Altar on the island of Generos.

The prophet doesn’t actually exist?

Once the Director understood Gemma’s question, he laughed, his face twisting awkwardly, unmoving as if it were a mask. “Ah, that… Yes, yes… The Bishop is right… There is no… prophet. Not even once… in the hundred years… since I was summoned. Only a Bishop’s body… goes to the Altar. You left Wenias… so eager to rescue the prophet. How laughable… Truly humorous.”

“If you knew, why didn’t you tell us?!”

“I only answer questions… that are asked of me. You asked… about the situation… in the Altar. I told you… I couldn’t see… past the warding. That is the truth… I did not lie.”

The Director’s ability was not perfect; it was ineffective against witches and the Church’s wards.

Clenching her fists, Gemma just barely managed to hold herself back from punching the Director. She pushed him away and turned to us with a bitter expression.

“Uh, Captain. What was that about?”

“You heard him. When we informed the Bishop that we had come from Wenias to rescue the prophet, they told us that there was no one awaiting rescue in the Altar. For five centuries, there has never been an prophet there!”

My jaw dropped. “You mean we came all the way here for nothing?”

Gemma’s lips tightened. “I thought the Bishop lied to avoid more casualties.”

But the Director affirmed the Bishop’s story, which meant all our effort was wasted.

“But we saved a lot of people as a result,” Barcel said. “We have also informed Knox Cathedral that the south is safe. It wasn’t all for nothing.”

“It just turned out that way! What if demons had overrun the Cathedral? What if the Bishop was dead? I would have sent my men to their deaths to rescue someone that didn’t even exist!”

Zero’s objective—and therefore mine—was to kill her master, so the revelation wasn’t as shocking to us. But for the Knights Templar it must be unbearable.

If it weren’t for the dangerous mission of rescuing the prophet from the Altar, they could’ve sent fewer men to the north. The rest could have helped in strengthening defenses around Wenias, and rescuing civilians in neighboring countries.

“Why did the Church even lie about that?” I asked. “It’s not like they really needed an imaginary prophet. Did they?”

“The Vice Captain is currently talking to the Bishop about that. I came here to confirm what they said immediately. Damn it. How do I explain this to the troops? They risked their lives on this stupid farce!”

“Please calm down, Captain,” Barcel said. “Maybe the Church has its reasons—”

“Tell that to the knights who lost their lives!” Gemma shot the attendant sharp glare. “You can stop manipulating me with your sugarcoated bullcrap.”

“I-I didn’t mean to do that.”

“Did you forget? Our truce lasts until we reach Knox Cathedral. With the mission over, I will not suppress my anger against you anymore.”

Gemma got off the carriage, and Zero slowly followed her. Barcel and I just watched. Our words would only agitate her further.

“You must calm down a little, Captain,” Zero said. “Or your men will become anxious.”

“But—”

“Have you lost focus because the journey is over? Although there is a warding here, numerous demons still lurk in the north. You must decide what to do from here on out, and lead your men. Am I wrong?”

Gemma eyed her surroundings. The soldiers camped in tents outside the ward, assigned to guard the Director and relay messages, were watching her from afar.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I got too worked up.”

“I understand. Even I am quite surprised. But even if there is no prophet in the Altar, it does not change the fact that demons have gathered north. If their objective is not the prophet, then why did they come here?”

“Right… That does sound strange.”

“Indeed. The enemy’s objective is not yet clear. It is easy to say things in hindsight, but I am glad that many soldiers made it to Knox Cathedral. In the worst case, we might have to retreat back to Wenias, along with all the people here. The more personnel, the more strategies we can formulate.”

“Are you telling me to look on the bright side?”

“I am simply stating facts,” Zero answered swiftly. “But lamenting what has already happened will not solve anything. For now, let us wait for the Vice Captain to finish talking with the Bishop. By the way, we were in the middle of dinner.”

Gemma noticed the plates and pot left unattended. Reminded of her rash behavior, she flushed and shrank. “I-I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to interrupt your dinner.”

“Oh, that is not what I meant. I imagine you did not have dinner yet. I despise having my meal interrupted, but I am not so weak-minded that I stop eating because of a mere interruption.”

Zero once continued eating even when a carriage slammed into me. In fact, she didn’t even stop chewing on her bread when Gemma was confronting the Director.

“I was wondering if you would like to join us while we wait for the Vice Caommander. You will be sitting with the attendant and Mercenary, however.”

Gemma shot us a glance. We were peeking out from the carriage, watching the situation.

Pursing her lips, she nodded firmly. “I’ll join you. I’m actually starving.”

Thank goodness. She seemed to have calmed down enough to tolerate our presence for now.

Smiling at Gemma as she sat down by the fire, Zero called us over. “You heard her. You can come out of the carriage.”

“Well, well. It looks like everyone is here.” The Vice Captain, old man Leyland Tanger, showed up on his beloved horse just as we were finishing our dinner and lights began illuminating the camp.

“You took your time,” Zero said. “I grew tired of waiting.”

“I should be commended for coming before the day is out.”

“Was the story really that long?” I said.

“Not at all. But it could take some time to process.” He dismounted with a sullen expression.

Gemma motioned him next to her. As the old man settled down on a log around the fire, he took a sip of the wine that Barcel offered him.

“To be honest, I have not been able to process it yet,” he said. “I don’t even know if I can accept it in the future. Therefore, I will simply tell you what I have heard.”

“You mean there is something worse than the prophet not existing?”

“Yes. The Church has been lying to us for a long time. But I believed that it had a noble reason to do so, one that would satisfy us believers. Yet my trust has been shattered.”

Okay. Sounds rough, all right.

Zero and I were not really followers to begin with, so it probably would not bother us too much, but Gemma might faint after hearing the story. Actually, she looked woozy already.

“Should I refrain from telling you, after all?” the old man asked.

“No. Please tell us,” Gemma urged, clasping her hands tight.

“Five hundred years ago,” Leyland began, “the organization known as the Church, founded by one prophet and seven Bishops, defeated the witches and brought peace to the world. I believe the Lady Witch is aware of this as well.”

Zero nodded. “So there was once a prophet, correct?”

“Yes. And the Bishop said that the person who founded the Church, the prophet, was a renowned witch.”

For a moment, everyone froze.

Needless to say, witches and the Church were at odds with each other. If someone said that a witch founded the Church, anyone would think they were crazy.

The Vice Captain eyed all of us. “I wore the same look as well,” he grunted. “I’m sure you’ve heard of white witches. They’re witches who stay close to people, heal their illnesses, call for rain when there’s a drought, and calm overflowing rivers. A long time ago, people relied on them. But they also feared powerful witches. Because if they offended one, they had no means to stand against them.”

I glanced at Zero. She met my gaze and nodded, affirming the old man’s story.

“The people sought for a force that could suppress raging witches, a savior who could conquer evil sorceresses. So the founder of the Church hid the fact that she was a witch, calling herself a prophet of God, and succeeded in gaining the people’s faith.”

Gemma gently pressed her forehead with the palm of her hand, picked up the flask of liquor, and downed its contents all at once. She was in no mood to keep her vow of sobriety.

“Uhm.” Barcel wore a frown. “If the prophet was a witch, what about the seven Bishops who followed her? Were they also witches?”

“Apparently, only the prophet was a witch. The seven Bishops were not aware of this, and the prophet continued to hide their true identity. The Church steadily expanded its power, eventually gaining the approval of white witches.”

“I have heard of that,” Zero said. “Many witches cooperated with the Church to hunt down evil witches and free the world from chaos.”

I had heard that before too. From Zero, of course. During the incident with the adjudicator Corruption, also known as the Gravedigger, Zero mentioned that she didn’t trust the Church. But she didn’t think it was evil either. She said that the Church had strived to bring peace to the world with the help of witches.

“But the Church currently teaches that all witches are evil,” Gemma said.

“Yes. Now here comes the worst part.” Leyland dropped his voice lower, as if to scare us. “As the Church grew in power, people learned that there were righteous witches and evil witches. They revered white witches and called them saints. However, evil witches learned to pretend to be saints.”

“Of course they did,” I said.

“The people were confused. Were witches good or evil? Wanting a clear answer, they turned to the Church for help. They wondered if the Church, which was cooperating with witches, was really worth believing in. That was five hundred years ago. Right before the Great War.”

A knot began to form in my stomach. I knew about the Church’s current state, how it harbored deep-seated hatred for witches, designating all of them as enemies and continuously hunting down survivors.

“The Church—no, the seven Bishops insisted that the Church separate itself from witches. No distinction should be made between evil witches and righteous witches. All those who call themselves witches must be hunted, or the people will not be able to live in peace.”

Gemma gulped. “What did the prophet do?”

Hand on his forehead, the Vice Captain hunched over. “She revealed to the seven Bishops that she, too, was a witch. The idiot.” He could not hold himself back from cursing at someone from five centuries ago.

She should have known what would happen if she revealed herself to be a witch in that situation.

“The Bishops were not surprised,” Leyland continued. “Because even after preaching with her for decades, only the prophet retained her youth. They knew it was not a miracle of God, but a witch’s magical power. The Bishops proposed to eliminate all witches, knowing that the prophet herself was one.”

A proclamation of separation, so to speak. The Church had gotten big. It had learned of ways to fight witches.

There was no longer any need for a witch to be at the top of the Church. In fact, it would only be detrimental to the Church if believers learned the truth.

“The discussion took place at the Altar on Generos Island. The Bishops created a prison called the Altar in advance and lured the prophet there. If she opposed the elimination of witches and confessed to being a witch herself, she would be imprisoned forever.”

“That can’t be true!” Gemma rose to her feet. “This is too far for a joke, Vice Captain. I did not wait here so I could listen to this story.”

“I did not want to talk about this either. I begged the Bishop many times to tell me it was not true. But I was assured that this was the truth. In fact, this answers the questions as to why it is customary for the prophet to live alone on the Altar, and why it is that only Bishops are allowed to visit them.”

Gemma stumbled a few steps back from the fire. “I need some time alone,” she said, tottering toward the town.

A few moments later, Barcel stood up.

“Are you going after her?” I asked.

“The Captain tends to be unsteady when she’s had alcohol.”

“You’re so overprotective. She hates you, you know.”

“I may be an idiot, but I’m the one who raised her.” Chuckling, Barcel quickly disappeared in the direction Gemma went to.

“Well, then.” Zero stood up. “I have safely escorted the Knights Templar to Knox Cathedral. My job is done.”

“Yes.” The Vice Captain rose to his feet as well, leaving me no choice but to get up. “Your presence was very reassuring. If it weren’t for you, half of the current troops would not have made it here.”

“Not at all. Thanks to the Knights Templar, I had it rather easy. It was, however, a little hairy at the start.” She flashed a grin.

The Vice Captain chuckled awkwardly. “We no longer have to go to the Altar, but the Bishop has asked me if we could search the small churches in the vicinity of Knox Cathedral for survivors. I’ll be sending men out for the task tomorrow, but if you need troops for your mission to save the world, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Are you prepared to lay down your life for a witch?”

“I am always ready to help the world. Regardless of the Church’s beginnings.”

 

The Vice Captain left, leaving only the both us. Well, the Director was inside the carriage.

Maybe it was because we had been working as a group, but I suddenly felt anxious. “So what’s the plan? We’re gonna look for your master, aren’t we?”

“Actually, the Director already told me where she is.”

“Really? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“He said she was at the Altar.”

I turned to her, surprised. “You knew all along?!”

“Think twice before you accuse me of being a wicked witch now, Mercenary. The Director can not see all the way to the inside of the Altar. Master had indeed warded herself off in the vicinity of the Altar, but even I could not see what was going on inside. Of course, I had no idea if the prophet was alive or not, or if they even existed.”

“I guess.”

I think hiding the fact that the one who destroyed the world is hiding at the Altar is a tad bit wicked, though.
 

I decided not to pursue the matter further. In fact, disclosing that information would have only made Gemma and the soldiers uneasy.

“So I guess we’re going to the Altar, after all?”

“Yes.”

“It’s a remote island, right? We taking a boat or something?”

“The Director says the sea is frozen. We can walk there.”

“Do seas actually freeze?”

“If it is frozen, then yes.”

“That explains the cold.”

I remembered when we met Zero’s master in Wenias. The surroundings froze in an instant, including the river. Perhaps the reason why it was so cold in the north and why the sea was frozen was because of Zero’s master.

“So we know where she is,” I said. “Good. But I can’t help but feel uneasy. Like she’s waiting for us.”

“Hmm. Who knows?”

“Sounds like you have something on your mind.”

“Sometimes I avoid saying things I do not want to say. Does that scare you?”

“It does.”

I was afraid of everything in general.

Zero chuckled. “Fret not, Mercenary. I will protect you. I swear.”

“I know you’re there, Barcel. Stop sneaking around and come out.”

Snow began to fall from the moonless and starless, jet-black sky. Gemma passed through the tents set up outside the town and stopped in the cloistered courtyard of Knox Cathedral.

Barcel emerged from behind a pillar. “That’s weird. I thought you’d never notice.”

“I figured you’d probably be watching me.”

“So you tricked me. Nasty.” He laughed.

Gemma kept her gaze fixed at the black sky, not batting an eyebrow.

“Captain,” Barcel called.

“Everyone’s a liar.”

“What?”

“My father acted like a good man in front of me. Like he was an honorable knight, when in fact he was a despicable man who tormented the weak. And you made me believe his lies. You hid the fact that you killed my father. You protected me and raised me. And now the Church. Every single thing that I ever believed in lied to me.” She let out a self-deprecating laugh, then turned to Barcel. “I don’t know what to believe anymore. If everything I believe in is wrong, then which path should I lead my troops to? I led a lot of men up to this point, but really, I turned to you and the Vice Captain for help all the time. I was never fit to be a Captain.”

“You seem to have forgotten, Captain. If the Vice Captain had led the troops, the Lady Witch would have been burned at the stake and the Knights Templar would have been annihilated.”

“Oh, right,” she whispered in her usual tone, and Barcel laughed.

“What’s so funny?!”

“I’m sorry. I was expecting you to deny it. I never thought you’d admit it so easily.”

“The Vice Captain did, in fact, drive me away. There’s no denying that.”

“Yeah.” Still laughing, Barcel stepped out of the cloister and onto the courtyard. Gemma pulled back, so he retreated back into the corridor. “I know it’s not my place to say this, but one of your strong points is your ability to believe in others. You believed in the witch and the Vice Captain, despite the latter betraying you once. You agreed to what I had to say if you thought it was right, even though I lied to you for years. I know how difficult that is to do.”

Gemma frowned. “You make it sound like I’m naive.”

Barcel snickered. “You make it sound like being naive is a bad thing. As a matter of fact, the leader of an organization doesn’t need to be that good. If the subordinates are competent enough, the organization will continue running, and if the subordinates like the leader, the organization will last for a long time.”

“You think the Commander is just a figurehead?”

“How can a person who makes the final decision be just a figurehead? This is my own theory, but I believe the only absolute requirement for being a leader is that they have a sense of humanity. I have seen troops led by people who didn’t have it.”

When she realized that he was talking about her father, Gemma’s expression clouded. “Why didn’t you tell me that my father was a cruel man? That you killed him because of that.”

“Because I didn’t need to.”

“This is my own father we’re talking about!”

“So what? There wasn’t a single good thing about knowing that your father was a piece of garbage.”

Gemma’s eyes widened.

“In your mind, your father was a kind man. A noble knight you looked up to. You strived to be just like the father you had in your mind. What was the point of telling you the truth about him? That he killed my family, and that I killed him?”

“You could have at least avoided incurring my wrath when I found out.”

“You got me there. If that demon hadn’t said anything, I would have taken this secret to my grave.”

“But things didn’t go as planned.”

“Yes. I wish I could stop acting like your father, but I had gone on for too long. I’ll try to keep my distance as much as I can, but if you drink and wander off on your own like this, I can’t help but go after you.”

Gemma tried to say something back, but she did not know what to say. All she could do was let out a small, white breath. The emotions she could not put into words were stuck in her chest. She chewed on her glove in frustration.

“Your habit, Captain.”

“There you are, Captain.” Suddenly, a voice called out from behind her.

Gemma turned around. A tall, old man was walking up from the other side of the cloister. “Vice Captain!” she called.

“I was somewhat concerned when you did not return to your room. Was I interrupting something?”

“I, uhh… I didn’t feel like going back to my room. Strange as it may sound, my feet unconsciously brought me to the Cathedral. Even though I just learned of the Church’s grave sin.”

“I understand.” Leyland nodded softly. “When I heard the story from the Bishop, I prayed to the Goddess despite harboring doubts about Her. I suppose deeply-ingrained habits are difficult to unlearn. You should return to your room soon. It’s getting very cold. It would be awful if you became sick.”

Barcel retreated back to the pillar. “I’m heading back to the Lady Witch. Please look after the Captain, Sir.”

“Of course.”

Gemma almost called out to him, but she swallowed the words with a bitter look.

“Shall I call him back?” the old man asked.

“Uh, no! It’s just…”

“Is it about him killing your father?”

Gemma gave a start. They had avoided the subject throughout the expedition. When the Vice Captain asked about what happened at the Forbidden Library, she left out the part about her relationship with Barcel. She was sure that Leyland did not know anything.

“You were close to your attendant, yet you started avoiding him after you returned from the Forbidden Library. It was clear that something was wrong. When I questioned him, he told me everything. Soldiers always watch their commander. Keep that in mind.”

“I will.”

“I thought it wasn’t any of my business, so I pretended not to know anything. Is there a problem now?”

Gemma shook her head. “I don’t even know what the problem is in the first place. You knew that my father was a man not worthy of respect, didn’t you?”

“He was a man who was good at using faith to hide his revolting wickedness.”

“And you thought I was just like him.”

“I sincerely apologize for that. I was narrow-minded.”

“I-It’s fine.” Gemma quickly shook her head. “I imagine my father was that horrible. When I learned the truth, I thought, ‘Barcel would never lie to me,’ not, ‘My father would never have done that’.”

“Really now?”

“Perhaps I was vaguely aware that my father was not an honorable man. I heard rumors from time to time, and whenever Barcel talked about him, he always seemed a little nervous. Between my father killing Barcel’s wife and child and Barcel killing my father, the former felt more painful. That’s when I realized that I never really loved my father.”

Leyland nodded. “So you don’t despise the attendant?”

There was a pause before Gemma said, “I’m despicable.”

“I secretly celebrated when I learned that your father was killed by a Beastfallen. Now that is despicable. Shall we continue this on the way?”

Gemma started walking. “But I’m also angry. Barcel kept the truth from me. He said he didn’t need to tell me anything. That telling me would have only been detrimental to the both of us.”

“I suppose so. Do you agree with him?”

“Yes. What he said made sense.” Her face twisted as she felt the lump stuck in her chest. “But it’s so hard. Every time he says the right thing, every time I agree with what he says, I feel bitterness welling up in me. I wanted him to tell me. I wanted him to believe that it was okay to tell me the truth. Just as I believed in him.”

Leyland stroked his chin. “That is a tough one.”

“Why?! Is it because I’m not good enough? Because I’m—”

“Parents, more than anything, fear that their children will hate them.”

“What?” Gemma stopped in her tracks. She did not expect his answer.

Gemma’s bedroom was located in the Knight Templar’s barracks adjacent to the Cathedral. Many knights assigned to protect Knox Cathedral died when demons attacked, leaving a lot of fine rooms vacant. It was another reason why she did not want to return to her room.

Gemma and Leyland’s bedrooms were located on the second floor of the barracks.

Halfway up the stairs, Gemma faced Leyland. “By parents, do you mean Barcel?”

“Blood related or not, he spent his life raising and protecting you. He is your adoptive father.”

“That’s true, I suppose.”

“And parents sometimes do incredibly foolish things for their precious children. Like keeping secrets. The child must then set the parent straight.”

“B-But the Church teaches us to respect our parents.”

Leyland laughed. “The Church is no different. In its five-hundred-year-long history, the Church, as the parent of the people, committed many mistakes. Each time, its children, the believers, expressed their anger and corrected the mistakes. Although, I was somewhat shocked to learn that it committed a mistake from the very beginning.” He let out a sigh, but to Gemma, he seemed to have already recovered from the shock. “Do you understand now? Everyone makes mistakes. I have, and I’m certain you have, too.”

After a momentary silence, Gemma replied, “I understand.”

“What matters is what you will do when the opportunity arises to correct that mistake. As for the Church’s transgressions—its lies—I have decided to live with them. The Church’s teachings did, in fact, make me a good man. I believe the Church will continue to serve the people as well.”

“How can you accept their lies so easily?!”

“Ah, to be young. You may dwell on it as much as you want. A senile old fool like me has no time to worry about anything.”

“P-Please don’t call yourself senile.”

“This is the part where you laugh, Captain. If you take it so seriously, you will only hurt my feelings.”

Gemma turned pale. “I-I’m sorry, sir! I didn’t think you would make a joke. Please forgive my rudeness!”

“It is fine. Please forget about it. Now in my opinion, that attendant is not worthy of forgiveness.”

“Why not?”

“Because he is running away from your anger.”

Gemma swallowed.

“Afraid of absolute rejection, he takes a few steps back, trying to maintain some sort of distance. I could only describe it as cowardly.”

Gemma stared at the old man. He’s right, she thought. She had pushed Barcel away. Then he simply took a few steps back as if saying, “Is this far enough?”

Barcel didn’t need her trust to begin with, so when she pushed him away, he just let her. And she hated that.

“You have sharp eyes, sir.”

“I did not grow old for nothing. Now I know what I said, but I also see this as a good thing.”

“Which part?”

“Your distance. Children usually leave the nest when they become adults, but in your case, your parent was always by your side. It’s not normal. You two have been too close.”

Gemma felt her cheeks flush. Sure, she thought he was a little overprotective.

To her, Barcel being by her side was normal. So much so, in fact, that when an outsider said that they were too close, she somehow doubted it. And she found that terribly embarrassing.

“W-Was it really that odd? I-I thought that was normal.”

“You should study a little more what normal means. By the way, we’re having a meeting tomorrow about a rescue mission to nearby churches. Sleep well.”

With a respectful salute, Leyland left Gemma on the stairs and disappeared into his bedroom.

Gemma remained still, dumbfounded. She gently stroked her chest. It felt as if the bitterness inside had eased a little.
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Chapter 2: A Deep Rift


The cold woke me up. When I got up, Zero, who should have been curled up in my arms, was gone.

I looked around the carriage and saw the Director curled up in a corner with a blanket over him, asleep.

“Witch?” I murmured.

“Outside,” came an immediate answer.

Pushing aside the canvas, I stepped out of the carriage to find that the snow that had fallen throughout the night was reaching the height of my waist, completely burying the wheels of the carriage.

“Wow. That’s a lotta snow.”

I squinted through my white breath, searching for Zero.

“Up.”

Apparently, she was on top of the carriage. As I climbed onto the driver’s seat, wondering what she was doing on the roof, I saw Zero hugging her knees in the snow without a blanket.
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“You idiot! You wanna die from the cold?!”

“I am a witch. I will not freeze to death over this.”

“Says the one with the red eyes and nose.”

I pulled her down from the roof to the driver’s seat and set her down between my knees. Even through my thick fur, her body felt as cold as ice.

“What were you doing outside?”

“Thinking.”

“Couldn’t you have done that inside?”

Zero shrugged. “You feel warm.”

“I’m a beast, after all.”

“I love staying like this with you. I feel so safe. I wish to stay like this forever.”

“Uh, hello?” I peered into her face.

She simply stared into the distance, not meeting my gaze. Something didn’t feel right, but I could not figure out what.

“What about you?” she asked.

“What?”

“Do you like doing this with me? Do you want to stay like this forever?”

Suddenly I realized what was wrong. Up until now, Zero always said, “You like me too, don’t you?” in a confident tone. But now she wanted a clear answer from me.

I opened my mouth, and closed it. After hesitating for a moment, I put my arm around Zero, like a child holding a doll.

Zero let out a grunt of surprise and turned her head to me.

“I’m not good with words,” I said.

“Yes… I suppose that is true.”

“So, uhh… Is this enough to get my feelings across?”

“It is.”

Laughing, Zero rubbed her cold cheek against my arm.

“Anyway, there you have it,” I said.

There you have it? What does that even mean? I felt restless, the back of my neck stirring.

“But Mercenary.”

“Hmm?”

“I am a witch.”

“Yes.”

“You will die before me.”

I frowned. “Well, I’m not gonna live for five hundred years, no matter how healthy I am.”

“It is no laughing matter.” Zero pouted.

“Is that what you were thinking about?”

“I was thinking about a lot of things. The world, the Church and witches, my master, you and me. And what is the best thing to do.”

“Easy. Kill your master for a happy ever after.”

“Ah, I miss the priest’s quips. He would have struck your head and told you to shut up.”

It was my turn to frown. I lifted Zero onto my shoulder and returned inside the carriage.

“Just go to sleep,” I said. “Your falling sick will spell the end of the world. I suggest you do the thinking while you’re lying down in bed.”

“That is impossible.” Zero yawned. “It is too comfortable in your arms. I have no time to even think.”

 

If you were to ask me what the best sound to wake up to was, I would say that it depends on the person.

Birds chirping would be the best, but it could be the laughter of kids running down the streets. It could also be the voice of someone telling you that breakfast was ready.

“Wake up, you two. It’s way past sunrise, and I’m starving.”

But no one would want to be woken up by an old man pestering you for food.

In fact, my mood took a turn for the worse.

“I’m not getting up to cook food for a fucking lackey!” Grumpily I rose up and glared at Barcel. He had pushed the canvas aside, peering into the carriage.

“Whoa, there! I was joking. I prepared breakfast today. It may not be to your taste, but you can have some if you like.”

“What’s gotten into you?”

“I wanted to team up with you, remember?”

“As a matter of fact, I don’t.”

I completely forgot about it. Was he actually serious?

“Hmm… Is it morning already?” Zero got up as well, rubbing her eyes.

The Director had long since woken up. As usual, he was reading in the corner of the carriage. He had lost all of his Beastfallen abilities, but he still had his demonic power, allowing him to see the smallest words even in the dark.

“I think you can eat soft bread now,” Barcel told the Director. “We only had stale black bread during the trip, but this morning a logistics soldier delivered some freshly-baked bread.” He offered bread wrapped in a piece of cloth.

The Director stared at Barcel with half-lidded eyes. “I-If you’re looking for… someone to look after… go somewhere else.”

“I don’t have some kind of a disease that would kill me if I didn’t look after others. I admit that I wanted to kill you when you took the Captain, but the benevolent spirit in me wouldn’t let me just sit around and do nothing when I see someone so skinny.”

“I-I don’t need caring… I can handle my own… I want to be alone…”

“I guess he has to pay more attention to his health now than when he was a Beastfallen,” I said. “How about we take the Director out for some sun?”

“He’s not some worn-out pillow, you know.”

“No… I will stay here,” the Director insisted.

I dragged him out of the carriage and settled him down on a log beside the fire. He had neither fur nor fat, so I wrapped a blanket around him so he wouldn’t get too cold. After I piled up some luggage to create a backrest, his frown softened a little.

He tore off some soft bread and put it in his mouth. “Sweet,” he said, somehow expressing surprise with the same blank expression. “This body… has a different… sense of taste… I didn’t know… kneaded and baked wheat… would be this sweet… I understand now… why the books… say sweet bread…”

Barcel blinked a few times. “Food tastes different from when you were a Beastfallen?”

“N-No… Everything… is different… and I can speak easier…”

Now that I thought about it, he could speak somewhat more fluently than when he was a Beastfallen. While he stuttered a lot, he was able to string words together better. Apparently, his slurred speech from before was because of his inability to pronounce a lot of words correctly.

“I don’t think it’s that hard to speak,” I said.

“The reason he feels so different is because the Director had the soul of an insect,” Zero chimed in. “He must feel like he was reborn. If he was not a demon inside, he might not have been able to keep his sanity.”

Barcel nodded. “What if you become human? What would that be like?”

“Come on, man! You’re being insensitive right now.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

I was wondering about that too, but I was too scared to ask. Yet this guy just spilled it like it was none of his concern.

“Mercenary is…” Zero paused and stared at me. I completely forgot that she could see my human form. “…quite big.”

“That’s not very specific,” I remarked.

“And, uhm… How do I put this? He is my type.”

“Huh?!”

“Gallant, yet also charming. Wait, that is no different from your current form. Come here. I want a closer look.” Zero grabbed my face and looked me in the eye.

“Stop it, you idiot!” I pushed her away.

“After all we have been through, why are you getting embarrassed now?” Zero tilted her head. “You even held me so tightly last night.”

“Noooooooo! Stop! I only did that because you asked me a stupid question!”

“Why are you getting so rattled over embracing a woman?” Barcel said, regarding me with eyes full of pity. “Even a fifteen-year-old kid can be more dignified than you.”

“Shut up!” I roared. “It’s none of your business!”

“Appearance aside, what about his senses?” Barcel asked.

“His taste buds will probably be a little more sensitive than they are now. His sense of smell will be worse, of course. Hearing as well. His dynamic vision will be impaired, but his ability to distinguish colors may improve. A beast warrior is created from a spell that adds the strength of an animal to a normal human being. All senses are enhanced, but caution is exercised so that there is not too much discrepancy with their senses from when they were human. Or else they would not be able to live a fairly normal life.”

“That’s good news.” Barcel grinned. “You get to keep your sanity once you become human.”

I smacked him on the head. The fact that he had no ill intentions at all made him more difficult to deal with than the priest.

“Looks like you’re all having fun,” came a voice from behind.

I looked over my shoulder to see Gemma standing there with a grimace, and her men carrying some load.

Barcel immediately rose to his feet. “Captain! What brings you here?”

“Am I not welcome here?”

“O-Of course, you are.”

“I asked the Bishop if I could borrow some books.”

Hearing the word “book,” the Director stopped eating. “I-I thought… I couldn’t read more… until after the world is saved…”

“That is your agreement with Lady Zero,” Gemma said. “This one’s from me. A token of my apology, for lashing out on you yesterday. I let my emotions get the best of me. Take it, Director.”

“Hihi… Haha… Wonderful. A-Absolutely wonderful… That’s my mate…”

“Never mind. I’m taking it back.” When he called her “mate”, Gemma quickly pulled the book back.

For the first time, the expressionless Director looked hurt, hanging his head low.

“Come on. You’re making me look like a bad guy. Here, I’ll leave the book, so cheer up.”

“You’re too easy, Captain,” I remarked.

“What do you want from me?! His ability served us well on the journey. If Lady Zero gave her permission, I would like to borrow him for today’s meeting.”

“Oh? Are you going to use the Director’s eyes to search for survivors in the vicinity?” Zero asked.

“And ask him for the names and characteristics of every single demon that could potentially threaten us. The Director can write, can’t he? If we know the names of the demons, we can leave Knox Cathedral safely without you escorting us.”

The Director took the book from Gemma and softly closed and opened his hand. “I can’t… move my fingers… very well…”

“I’ll help you with that,” Gemma said. “What do you think, Lady Zero?”

“I do not mind. If you provide me with a list of the demons’ names, I will gladly allow it.”

“That’s great. Barcel.”

“Yes, sir!” Barcel straightened up.

“Get the Director a special tent and take him there.”

“Uh, what?”

Gemma arched an eyebrow. “What? Any problems with that?”

“N-Not at all!”

“Then get on with it. I’ll be in the Cathedral. Come get me when you’re done.”

Barcel took off to prepare the tent.

After watching him go, I turned to Gemma. “Did you forgive him?”

Gemma’s brows drew together. “I simply gave an order to my subordinate.”

“You hated doing that.”

“Yes, and I thought it was stupid.”

Fair enough… So what about me, then? I’m the one who actually killed your father.

I decided not to stir anything up myself.

“What about Mercenary?” Zero asked.

But apparently witches loved stirring things up.

Not expecting the question, Gemma eyed me with a frown. “Mercenaries are hired muscles who simply follow orders. As far as I know, your life was in danger. And from your perspective, my father deserved to die, didn’t he?”

For a moment I considered how to best answer her question, but I realized what she wanted was the truth, not the best answer.

“Well, yeah. All the things he ordered me to do were sickening.”

“I suppose all the ugly rumors I dismissed were true. Thanks for disobeying my father.” There was a pause. “And thanks for killing him.” Her expression was bitter.

“Stop,” I said sharply. Her reaction was different than what I had expected. “Unless you asked them to do it, don’t ever thank the guy who killed your family again. Forget the circumstances and just think about what I did. I killed your father to save myself. I don’t regret it, and I won’t apologize for what I did, but you can still hate me for it.”

Caught off guard, she fell silent, then burst out into laughter.

“What’s so funny?!”

“Ah, my bad. You’re just too nice.”

“Whaaat?!” I looked at Zero for help, but she simply nodded, as if to say, ‘She is absolutely right.’

“I can still hate you, huh?” Gemma mused. “I see. So if I were to challenge you to a duel, you would not complain, yes?”

“Uh, I will.”

“So you will accept the challenge?”

“Well, I guess you won’t even get to hurt me.”

Oh, shit. I shouldn’t have said that.

Gemma’s smile turned sour, and her hand slowly reached for the axe at her hip.

“W-Wait! I didn’t mean that! I’m sorry!”

“As you should be,” Zero said.

“M-Many books say… that your remark… is a valid enough reason… for a duel,” the Director added.

“Stop making things worse, you idiots!”

“I’m just joking,” Gemma said. “I know you’re strong. I’ve seen you in action throughout the journey.” With a thin smile, she took her hand off the axe.

Just a nasty joke, huh? You scared the hell out of me. Wait, a joke?

“Since when were you able to crack jokes?” I asked.

“Since the Vice Captain taught me. Anyway, I better get going. Oh, right. Mercenary.”

“What is it this time?”

“I wasn’t sure if I should tell you. Don’t get too close to town.”

“You don’t have to tell me that. I’ve seen enough people who were attacked by possessed Beastfallen freaking out whenever they saw me.”

“I’m talking about armed knights. Not helpless, frightened people.”

I felt a searing tension in the air.

“Does the Bishop want me to leave?”

“No. They don’t mind your presence and Lady Zero’s. Even the Director’s. But the knights in Knox Cathedral don’t feel the same way.”

I remembered the attitude the Vice Captain showed in the beginning, how he regarded us with disdain. He believed Zero was trying to trick the Knights Templar. He disparaged me, calling me an embodiment of depravity. He even tried to kick Gemma out for taking our side.

“Do they know that a Beastfallen is working with the Knights Templar?”

She nodded grimly. “When I informed the Bishop about our troops, the personal guards were listening. I insisted that you were not dangerous, but they showed extreme contempt. The entire unit probably knows about you already. To be honest, I don’t know what they’ll do if they see you. The Lady Witch and the Director can pretend to be normal humans.”

But not me.

If I wrapped myself in a hooded cloak and blended in with the crowd, I could pass myself off as just a huge guy, but if word already got out that there was a Beastfallen among the unit, no amount of covering up would help. They would immediately recognize me.

“Are you suggesting that Mercenary should keep out of sight?” Zero asked, her face stern. “He traveled all the way here with you. He scaled the tower in the Forbidden Library to rescue you.”

“Stop!” I said. “You can’t blame her. It’s just how it is.”

“You are always like that, Mercenary. You are being deprived of what you deserve, but you insist that that is the norm. I find it infuriating.” She rose to her feet and marched into the carriage, closing the canvas behind her as if to say not to follow her.

“What’s with her? This is nothing new.”

“I’m furious as well,” Gemma said. “You’re willingly staying outside the ward, but now they’re treating you like a pest. I hate myself for not being able to stop it.” She clenched her fists tight.

I flicked Gemma’s forehead with my claw. “If you’re not cautious around a Beastfallen in these times, there’s something wrong with you.”

“But you’re not a dangerous man. Lady Zero is not a dangerous witch either.”

“It’s our fault for not being able to prove that. The only thing we can do is behave and put their mind at rest.”

“But you two will never—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, just go! You’re putting yourself in a tight spot by talking to me.” I shooed her away.

Gemma looked like she still wanted to say something, but she reluctantly trudged back into town.

 

Bottom line: I did not think things through. I thought there wouldn’t be a problem as long as I stayed away.

Barcel took the Director to the tent, while Zero was sulking inside the carriage. I was checking the supplies needed for our trip to the Altar, when I stopped at the sound of approaching footsteps.

Some footsteps were friendly and some were not, and these ones were clearly the latter.

I hung my sword on my hip and threw the luggage I had gathered into the carriage. Zero, sensing the situation, crawled out of the carriage.

“It is just how it is, huh?” She glared at me, her eyes saying ‘I told you so.’

“Yup. To the knights of Knox Cathedral, I’m not a friend who traveled with them, but a Beastfallen who could be possessed by a demon.”

“Goody-two-shoes.”

“Just don’t make a scene. I want to keep things as civil as possible.”

The footsteps were getting closer and closer. There had to be around ten of them. The clinking of armor marked them as fully-armed knights.

When they entered my vision, my mood turned foul. “Doesn’t look like the understanding type.”

At the head of the group was a man in his mid-twenties with a good complexion. He looked to be from a wealthy family.

His footsteps were overbearing, but he had his arms outstretched as if to emphasize his lax attitude.

“Hello there. Sorry for disturbing you,” the man said, wearing an iron-clad smile. “My. You’re even worse than I imagined.”

Really? Is that how you address someone you literally just met?

My first encounter with the homicidal priest was also a disaster, but at least he wasn’t pretending. He was actually trying to kill me back then.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” I said. “As you can see, I’m staying away from the town.”

“Oh.” The man stopped in his tracks. “It seems that Captain Gemma has already told you that you’re not welcome here. Yet you still haven’t left.”

“That’s because our companion was taken to a different tent to assist the Knights Templar.”

“You mean the Director of the Forbidden Library who has a demon imprisoned inside his body? Yes, I’ve heard about him. So what about it?”

“What?”

Keeping his smile, the man cocked his head. “The Director’s ability will be extremely useful in the defense of Knox Cathedral. As such, he will remain here.”

“Bullshit! Why do you think he’s making a list of demons’ names?!”

“To serve the Church and the people.”

Wow. He’s a complete asshole. He was like a bully wrapped in a cloak of arrogance and wearing a smiling mask.

“So you’re taking the useful one and driving us away,” I said.

“Now you’re just putting words in my mouth. Normally you would be executed, but I doubt the Bishop Excellency, merciful as they are, would allow it. Therefore, I am asking you to leave of your own will. Do we understand each other?”

No, we don’t. And I will never try to either.

“I got a question. Does the Captain know about this?”

“I’m the one in-charge of security in Knox Cathedral.”

“So she doesn’t know.”

“It makes sense,” Zero cut in. “The Captain would not allow such despicable actions. She did not realize that creating the list was a ploy to separate us. I failed to realize it too.”

The man eyed Zero. “From the way you talk, I take it you’re the witch Zero. I heard you’re going to save the world.”

“What about it?”

“Nothing. It’s a lofty goal. I would very much like you to accomplish it as soon as possible.” He clapped his hands and gestured toward a different direction, as if urging us to leave.

Now I kinda want to intimidate him.

I let out a low growl. “You’re not even going to let us say goodbye to the Captain? Besides, saving the world requires a certain amount of preparation. It’s not like we’re going to attack the town, so can’t you just let us stay for one more night, my good man?”

“That’s a tough one. Will you please go?”

“Not right now.”

“Then as much as it pains me, we will have no choice but to deem you harmful to the Church.”

The knights drew their swords.

“I thought you weren’t gonna execute me.”

“Not if you are found to be a threat to us. No hard feelings, please. We are doing this to protect the Church and the people. If you two serve the Church, then you’ll understand.”

“Captain. I didn’t know you were already here.” Barcel found Gemma waiting inside the tent. He was carrying the Director on his back. “You saved me the trouble of informing you. I see you brought paper and ink.”

“It’s easier for me to procure these things than you. Also…” She jerked her chin to a corner.

“Whoa. Is that a mirror?”

It was a huge, full-body mirror. Even in Wenias, where goods from all over the continent gathered, it was rare to find such an item. A huge one cost a lot as well.

“Apparently, mirrors are produced around these parts. There are mirrors all over the Cathedral and in the room they provided me.”

“So what’s it doing here?”

“‘God will be displeased if a woman is dressed like that. There’s a large mirror in your room, so please use it to groom yourself. Do you have any jewelry with you? If you wish, we can prepare a dress to match your skin tone.'”

Barcel frowned. He could understand if they said those words to a princess escorted by the Knights Templar, but to a knight who was officially appointed by Commander Eudwright himself to lead men all the way here from Wenias? It was too rude.

“Who in the world said that?” Barcel asked.

“The Captain of the Noble Guards.”

“You mean Captain Orlux?”

“You know him?” Gemma blinked in surprise, and Barcel gave her an astonished look.

“How could I not know the Captain of Knox Cathedral’s Noble Guards? If anything, I should be reprimanding you for not knowing, but I will refrain from doing so. I know my place.”

“Do that, then. Damn it. That mocking smile. What’s wrong with my attire? Just remembering it pisses me off.”

Gemma, short-haired and dressed like a man, was covered in blood and sweat and dirt. But she was a knight. The man had no right to tell her how to dress like a proper lady.

Orlux Corr, Head of Knox Cathedral’s Noble Guards, was a polite and soft-spoken man. But there was no hint of benevolence in his eyes. In fact, every word that slipped out of his mouth was critical of Gemma.

When he found out that a witch and Beastfallen had joined them, he said, “It must have been too heavy a responsibility for a woman to bear. I can understand why you had to count on a witch and Beastfallen for help.”

And when she said that it was Commander Eudwright’s orders, he added, “Size doesn’t always equal capability, I suppose.”

If Leyland hadn’t stopped her, she would have struck the man.

“I don’t understand how such an awful man became Captain of Knox’s Noble Guards,” Gemma said.

“It’s the other way around. Someone becoming Captain of the Noble Guards at such a young age could not be a decent person.”

“That makes sense,” Gemma said, then frowned. “But I’m younger than him.”

“That’s why the Vice Captain is there. To assist you. Commander Eudwright appointed you as Captain because of your humanity.”

“I see.” Gemma nodded.

“I get why you wanted to smack the little shit, but why did you bring the mirror here? You could have just smashed it.”

“How can I destroy something that doesn’t belong to me? Mirrors are a luxury item. Besides…” She turned to the Director, who was silent as a puppet on Barcel’s back. “The Director hasn’t seen his human form, has he? I thought he might want to know what he looked like.”

“But he can see everything, can’t he? I’m sure he can also see himself.”

“Oh, right.”

“No,” the Director said. “I can’t… see myself. I had a mirror… in my room… at the Forbidden Library.”

“That’s surprising,” Barcel said. “So even demons care about their appearance.”

The Director nodded.

“All right, then. Captain, can you take that chair in front of the mirror? The Director can’t properly stand yet, and it’ll be hard to see his whole body with him on my back.”

“Good point.” Gemma stood up and dragged the chair she had been sitting in to the mirror.

When Barcel set the Director down on the chair, he was surprised by his own appearance. “Beautiful,” he said, letting out a deep breath.

Indeed. His human body possessed fine features. Too mature to be called a boy, yet too young to be called a man. His fragile figure looked even more mystical with his overly-thin body and pale complexion.

“I-I always… hated… the human body… because of its… fragility… But…” The Director reached for the mirror. Then with his muscleless legs, he staggered to his feet. “I’ve always… wanted… this kind of… body.”

When she saw the tears welling up in the Director’s eyes, Gemma was a little taken aback. “I forgot. A demon’s sense of beauty is similar to a human’s. Then I’m sure you’ll like this one. Barcel, give the Director a hand. He finally managed to stand up on his own.”

“G-Got it.”

As Barcel supported the Director, who looked like he could fall to his knees any time, Gemma pulled out a bright red coat from a wooden box next to the mirror.

The Director’s eyes widened.

Gemma nodded. “I thought you needed some new clothes more than I do, so I asked a maidservant for one. I heard you like red, hence the red coat. There are others too.” Gemma draped the coat over the Director’s shoulders. It looked and felt magnificent, with its fluffy fur around the collar and the golden embroidery all over.
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“Wow. It looks good on him,” Barcel said. “He looks like a noble’s son. So why are we dressing him in fancy clothes again?”

“Thousand-Eyed Sentinel is supposed to be the legitimate Director of the Forbidden Library. We can’t have him wearing servant’s clothes.”

“True.”

“A-And, uhh, on our first night,” Gemma mumbled, not sure if she should blush or turn pale, “he was wearing a specially-tailored outfit. It somehow left an impression on me.”

Back at the Forbidden Library, the Director basically wore a rag and a leather mask. But only on their first night did he appear in fine clothes, like some human aristocrat.

At that time, Gemma could not say anything as she had to make a difficult decision to protect her pride by taking her own life. But when the Director came into her room, she actually thought, “He has decent clothes too, huh?”

“It was a very old-fashioned outfit, but he wore it with great care.”

She thought that it was the kind of clothing he wanted. She had no obligation to give the demon what he wanted, but thanks to him, they arrived here safely. So she decided to reward him with something other than the book.

“If you don’t like it, I can get you some more functional clothes.”

“This is fine.” The Director gently brushed the front of the coat with his trembling fingers. “This is good… I like it.”

“I see. That’s good, then. Now let’s work on that list.” Gemma spun on her heel, but the Director grabbed her wrist.

Barcel and Gemma froze at the same time, but Gemma didn’t shake off his hand, and Barcel didn’t pull the Director away from her either. They both knew that he currently had no power to harm humans.

“Demons only live… according to deals… and contracts. You’re just like… the Director… that gave me clothes… Like my Director…”

Gemma cocked her head. “Your Director? You mean the witch who summoned you?”

“Yes… So I will tell you… Just like I did… to the Director…”

“Hmm? I’m not sure I follow. What are you going to tell me?”

He always said that he never answered questions that were not asked of him, but she did not expect that giving him clothes would change his attitude drastically.

He was going to offer information for the clothes, so Gemma decided to hear him out.

“T-Tell the witch… that a dragon… will fall… before sunset.”


Interlude: Black Malice

Every time the dragon flapped its wings, chilly wind battered their bodies.

The air above was colder than on the ground, and Gouda’s fingers on the reins of the dragon was gradually becoming numb. His teeth clattered, but he could not slow down.

Death was looming from behind. An unknown—therefore unassailable—threat was tirelessly pursuing them.

“I’m sorry, Heath!” Gouda whispered to the dragon. “But please hang on a little longer!”

Heath was only a young dragon. It was not used to flying for long periods of time, but it had already been flying all day, carrying two grown men and a little Beastfallen.

Gouda, who was only riding, was already exhausted. Heath clearly had it worse.

A few weeks ago, the three of them left the Kingdom of Wenias for Knox Cathedral. They had anticipated that the further north they went, the greater the risk of being attacked by demons.

They thought that with Heath’s speed they could catch up to the Knights Templar earlier, but they were now about to enter the territory where Knox Cathedral was located without spotting even the end of the knights’ column.

They were impatient. They wanted to catch up as soon as possible, so they let their guards down. They had decided that if they sensed even the slightest hint of danger, they would take a long detour, but they dismissed the thunderclouds stirring at the edge of their field of vision as “just a natural phenomenon” and plowed through the shortest distance possible.

And now they were in this mess. As if fascinated by the flying dragon, the thunderclouds followed it everywhere, its roars sounding like eerie moans. Since it did not have any physical body, they could not fight it off, and taking a break was impossible, as it followed them everywhere even when they changed course.

They could find a cave to avoid the lightning and rest, but then they would be stuck in there for the rest of their lives.

But that wasn’t all.

“Gouda!” Secrecy shouted. “Get your head down!”

Visibility was almost zero on the back of a dragon that was flying at high speed in the snow. Secrecy, a leather belt covering his eyes, used his hearing to assess the situation around him. His word could be the difference between life and death for Gouda.

As soon as Gouda ducked, he felt something graze his head, followed by a lukewarm sensation.

“What was that?!” he yelled.

“Blood, but not yours!” the priest replied.

“What the hell did you kill?!”

“How should I know?! I can’t see anything!”

Gouda wiped the blood that had dripped to his face, grateful for the warmth it provided in the terrible cold. The blood stuck to his fingers was reddish-black, with pieces of flesh still wriggling. It did not look like the remains of an ordinary creature.

Demons were not the only threat. The farther north they flew, the more strange creatures appeared on the ground and in the air—birds with fangs, giant bats the size of horses, a boar with millions of needles on its back, and what seemed to be a nondescript tree walking around on its roots and preying on animals.

If it was possible to create a “beast warrior” by merging the soul of an animal to a human being, then demons could easily create a new kind of monster if it wanted to.

“Damn it. Did they actually go through this place?!” Gouda spat. “Even with Heath, we’re having trouble!” He had to shout, or he was not sure if he could stay conscious.

“They have Zero with them!” Secrecy shouted back. “They won’t die that easily! If I knew this was going to happen, we should have brought the princess of Black Dragon Island with us!”

“I can’t let the princess go on this trip! Besides, she’s not as light as your friend!”

Lily the rat Beastfallen was clinging desperately to the priest so she wouldn’t fall off Heath’s back. The dragon could only carry two adults. Lily was light, putting her weight within the margin of error, but carrying Amnil, a grown woman, would be too much of a load.

Suddenly, Heath lost a lot of altitude.

“Damn it! He can’t go on any longer!”

“If we go down, we’ll be wiped out by lightning strikes!”

“We’re gonna fall either way! If I’m given a choice between crashing to the ground and dying from a lightning strike, I’ll choose to kill myself on the ground!”

“No!” Lily shouted. “We’re not falling! Heath found something. Over there! Let Heath fly himself!”

Gouda, who had been trying to steer clear from the main road all this time, loosened his grip on the reins. As if it had been waiting for this, Heath bobbed its head and increased its speed, heading toward the road in the distance.

“The road?” Gouda wondered. “Did he find the Knights Templar?!”

“Why now?! We’re going to drag them into this!”

Heath purred, and Lily shouted with joy. “Look! Up in the tree! It’s the witch!”

“Zero? Can you see her, Gouda?” the priest asked.

Gouda peered at the road in the distance, the snow obscuring his vision. “I don’t see any… No, wait.”

He spotted a black figure in the endless white landscape. He could tell that it was a person standing on a tall tree, which indicated that Heath had lost a significant altitude.

In a few seconds, they would crash to the ground. At the speed they were going, it would be almost like falling from high up. Heath no longer had the strength left to land carefully.

Just before the dragon plunged into the conifers, they zipped past the person on the tree.

“Great job,” the woman said. “I will take it from here.”

Her voice brushed Gouda’s ear with the ease of a tap on the shoulder, and relief flooded over him instantly.

Secrecy exhaled sharply and smiled. “I heard it. That was definitely Zero’s voice.”

Help had come. The voice held such power that it made them believe they were safe.

“Priest! Take Lily and jump!” Gouda jumped off Heath’s back.

Below them was freshly-fallen snow. Worst case, they could get buried up to their heads without any chance of climbing out.

Gouda pulled his sheathed sword from his waist and held it parallel to his body. The moment he landed, his body was buried deeper in the snow than he had expected. Clinging to the sword in his chest, he crawled out of the snow and looked for Heath, who had crashed through the trees.

“Heath!”

The dragon replied with a weak growl. Buried waist-deep in snow, Gouda ran up to Heath and leapt on its limp body.

“Heath! Great job in taking us this far. You even noticed Zero.”

“I’m afraid it’s too soon to celebrate, Dragon Slayer King,” Secrecy said.

Gouda looked up. The priest was standing on a branch with Lily under his arm, as if to say, “I would never be so sloppy as to land on the snow.”

Thunderclouds burst high above the sky. Zero must have taken care of the problem.

“Demons aren’t the only enemies,” Secrecy said. “Those monsters that look like children’s doodles ignored me and went to you guys first. It looks like they’re really hungry.”

“Why are they after me?”

“Not you, the dragon. I suppose he looks filling.”

The thought that Heath was being targeted brought strength to Gouda’s weakening heart. “I’ll show them that eating each other is a better option.”

“Count me in. He certainly looks filling, but his scales are too tough.”

Secrecy’s lighthearted joke gave Gouda a sense of relief in this horrible situation.

Something was closing in. Not something eerie like the thundercloud, but one with a physical body. One that reeked of death.

Frowning even more deeply than usual, Gouda tossed his sword’s sheath. “I don’t think I can fight properly when I’m buried up to my waist.”

“You have no other choice,” Secrecy replied. “Lily”

“I don’t sense my friends anymore,” the little Beastfallen said.

Lily was helpful on the way here. Since she could understand rats, she could not only locate water and food, but she could also search for enemies.

But as they proceeded north, the number of rats in the forests dwindled, and as they reached the point where wild animals were transformed into monsters, Lily was all alone. Without the help of countless rats, she was too powerless.

“Then stay with Heath,” the priest said. “I can’t fight while protecting you.”

“They’re coming! Get ready, Priest!”

“Yes, I can see them.”

The sun was setting in the snowy forest. With no light to illuminate the surroundings, it was difficult to see. It was just dark enough that Secrecy could remove his eyepatch, allowing him to see through the woods as if it were daytime.

“I wish I couldn’t see,” Secrecy said. “I’d rather be told we were dead than see this.”

From the depths of the darkness, they appeared, their figures far more grotesque than birds with fangs or bats the size of a horse.

A centipede-like snake monster with about ten pairs of human arms and legs. A swarm of fanged frogs, their entire bodies covered with eyeballs. A two-headed stag with bladed horns.

Just the sight of them almost made them give up on life.

“Well, this is something,” Gouda said. “H-How many more are there?”

“Countless. You’re shaking, Dragon Slayer King. Why don’t you hide behind Heath?”

“It’s just the cold. A little physical activity should warm me up!”

The first thing that lunged at them was the snake monster with human arms and legs. The priest’s strings cut off two pairs of its arms in the blink of an eye. Gouda grabbed the creature as it let out an otherworldly shriek, squirming, and mercilessly cut its head off.
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“I can see how you managed to kill a dragon.”

“Ssh. Not in front of Heath.”

Heath was a baby dragon that recognized Gouda as its master after the man killed a dragon. He still had complicated feelings about it.

After killing the snake, Gouda engaged the two-headed deer. Suddenly, pain jolted in his leg, and he screamed, losing his balance.

“What is it?!”

“Where’d this frog come from?!”

A swarm of frogs with fangs and eyeballs drifted under the fresh snow to close the distance to Gouda. He cut down the frog that had bitten his leg, but another one came charging at him.

“Gouda! In front of you!”

“I can’t see everything, okay?!”

Gouda bent down and thrust his sword into the heart of the two-headed deer that rushed at him, swinging its bladed antlers around.

“You’re not the only one who can sense things, Priest.”

“Yeah, yeah. That’s the Dragon Slayer King for you.”

Secrecy descended from the tree tops to the ground. His tough strings coiled around the deer’s neck and severed its flesh and bones. With its head missing, the deer pranced about, spilling blood everywhere, before finally collapsing into the snow. He swung his scythe and strings, and frog flesh and blood splattered all around, staining the white snow with the creatures’ sinister green blood.

Gouda let out a long breath. “I guess the prelude has only just begun. My hands are finally warming up.”

“Looks like the ground’s hard now. Makes it easier to move.”

They were only trying to act tough. Both men were already nearing their physical limits. They had no idea if they could hold until Zero arrived. Did she even know where Heath landed?

“Father… I have something to tell you.”

“Stay back, Lily. You’re only a liability right now.”

Silently Lily ducked behind Heath.

The roar of a wild beast shook the night-shrouded forest. Gouda and Secrecy readied themselves, staring into the darkness with their backs to each other.

“What’s going on?” Gouda asked. “Why aren’t they attacking?”

“I don’t know. They seem to be wary of something.”

A beast’s roar echoed in the woods once more. It sounded like a cry of pain and death throes at the same time.

The monsters that had surrounded them retreated like a wave, leaving behind a chilling silence.

Then came a different sound, the sound of two legs crunching on snow. It was too big to belong to a human. A wind blew, bringing the sickening smell of blood to their noses.

“Finally. I made it.” From the depths of the darkness, a black figure slowly appeared. “You’re not dead, are you? I can’t believe you brought all these with you.”

His body was covered in blood and mud to the point where you could not tell the original color of his hair. Guts were entangled on his sword. It was undoubtedly a monster, one so vicious that any ordinary person would have crumbled on the spot and begun saying their prayers.

Yet relief washed over them.

Gouda burst into laughter, holding his sides. Secrecy and the monster—Zero’s mercenary—exchanged glances, puzzled.

“Was I too late?” Mercenary asked.

“Anyone would start laughing if a monster like you appeared in this dire situation,” Secrecy replied, then turned to the rat Beastfallen. “Lily. You knew he was coming, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?!”

Still hiding behind Heath, Lily let her ears sag. “Because you told me to stay back. You said I was a liability. I tried to tell you.”
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Chapter 3: A Lie


After exchanging a few quick greetings, we brought the priest’s party to town, where we were met by Orlux, Captain of Knox Cathedral’s Noble Guards, with a stupid look on his face.

“Wow… I can’t believe a dragon actually appeared.”

The first words that came out of his mouth were so normal that it made me despise him a little less.

While we were glaring at each other earlier, a pale Barcel came running to us with word from the Director that a dragon was going to crash.

“I heard that the dragon in Black Dragon Island returned to its long sleep,” Orlux said dryly, but we could not ignore the notice. After all, we knew that the dragon did not actually go back to sleep, and we were acquainted with the people riding it.

After learning about the situation in detail and where the dragon would crash, I grabbed what I could and raced to the woods, and somehow made it just in time.

I had no idea why the Director told us about the priests’ predicament, but I thought about commending him later.

“I told you,” I said. “The dragon woke up and the Dragon Slayer King defeated it. Now he’s riding it around.”

“This might sound strange coming from me,” Gouda said, walking behind us while pulling on the dragon’s reins, “but you can’t expect anyone to just believe that without question.” He shook his head, wearing the usual frown.

Still has a soft spot for Church officials, I see.

“Half of the world is in ruins,” I said. “Stags with bladed horns roam the woods. I wouldn’t be surprised if a couple of dragons were flying about. The Captain of the Noble Guards is just too thickheaded.” I put on a scowl.

“Mercenary!” Gemma came running toward us. “Thank goodness you made it—” She stopped dead in her tracks, cringing at the sight of me covered in blood and dirt. “Th-That’s not your blood, is it?”

“I look just like the Black Beast of Death, right?” I replied offhandedly.

Gemma nodded gravely. “I’m getting this urge to kill you,” she said with a straight face. She eyed the three guests that had arrived on the back of the dragon. “The Dragon Slayer King, the adjudicator from Dea Ignis, and a rat Beastfallen. I believe Commander Eudwright said you were headed to the Lutra Cathedral.”

The priest frowned, dazzled by the lights in town. “Are you serious?” There was irritation in his tone as he covered both eyes with his leather belt. “We informed Lutra Cathedral of the situation, stopped in Wenias, and then immediately flew north. Why? Because we couldn’t get in touch with you.”

Get in touch? How?

“Oh, the Witch Letter!” I clapped my hands together.

The Witch Letter was a handy pair of parchment; whatever you wrote on one appeared on the other. I’m pretty sure I gave it to Zero.

“Oh, I forgot about that,” Zero said nonchalantly.

I couldn’t believe what I just heard. “So you haven’t been in touch with the kid at all during the journey?!”

“We sent the Librarian of the Forbidden Library, who possesses the same ability as Thousand-Eyes. With her, the lass will know about our situation without us notifying her. There was no need to use the letter.”

“You could’ve at least—”

“What is done is done.” Zero turned to the priest. “The dragon’s mobility would have been invaluable to Wenias. Did something serious happen that warranted your coming to us?”

The priest was appalled at Zero’s unconcerned look. “We came to tell you that there is no one at the Altar. There’s no need to send a rescue team, so we were going to ask you to return. But the demons and monsters slowed us down significantly.”

I grimaced. “You just wasted your time. We heard about that last night.”

This time Gouda and the priest frowned.

“Did you learn about the Church’s beginnings too?” the priest asked.

We nodded silently. Suddenly the priest struck my head with his staff.

“What the hell was that for?!”

“I needed to vent,” the priest replied. “How’d you even get here so fast? You marched through hordes of monsters on schedule. That witch named Madia did tell us about a demon with eyes that can see the world.”

“There is your answer,” Zero said. “Thanks to him, we were able to fend off most of the demons that attacked without difficulty. You may see him later.”

“Excuse me.” Orlux cleared his throat, interrupting the conversation. “I don’t mind you celebrating your reunion, but there is a bit of a problem.” Orlux, with everyone’s attention on him, frowned a little, still wearing his fake smile. “A flying dragon is an extremely bad omen that heralds calamities. We, the Noble Guards, cannot let it and its rider, the Dragon Slayer King, into town. The same goes for the foul rat Beastfallen. Just looking at it makes me uncomfortable.”

“What did you say?” the priest said.

The priest was a man with a nasty mouth and a nasty personality, but he was respectful toward Church personnel and the Knights Templar. Still, Orlux remark ticked him off.

“Ah, excuse me,” the priest said. “If you’re the Captain of Knox’s Noble Guards, then you must be Lord Orlux Corr.”

“Well, what do you know? Even Dea Ignis know my name. What an honor. Corrupted as you are, you are still a Church staff. You may, of course, enter the town.”

“Dea Ignis have the right to see the Bishop directly even without your permission. The Knights Templar is a secular organization to begin with. You sit at the far end of the table, as it were. You don’t have the right to tell me, a member of the Church, what to do. You seem to be ignorant. I can understand how you don’t know that dragons are sacred creatures to the Church.”

It was both a fine and disgraceful battle of status. The priest’s full-frontal verbal attack caused Orlux’s face to tighten.

“And if I, a member of the Church, allow it,” the priest continued, “then of course the dragon, its rider, the Dragon Slayer King, and even the foul rat Beastfallen can set foot in the Church’s domain. Or is my memory serving me wrong? Oh, we have another high-ranking member of the Knights Templar here. Captain Gemma, am I wrong?”

“No,” Gemma said. “You are absolutely right. That’s why the Knights Templar could only watch bitterly as Dea Ignis did outrageous things.”

“Sorry for being outrageous. Otherwise, ignorant idiots will get in our way, preventing us from carrying out the Bishops’ missions as fast as possible.” The priest turned to Orlux. “Captain Orlux, sir?” He went from a full-frontal attack to countless body blows, not giving the knight any chance to breathe.

The underlings behind Orlux began whispering in hushed tones.

“What do we do, Captain? He’s Dea Ignis.”

“We didn’t actually expect a dragon to appear.”

“We must consult the Bishop.”

“If they came from Lutra Cathedral, they might have a message from the Bishop there.”

They were all disagreeing with Orlux’s decision.

The knight clenched his fists softly, a smile plastered on his face. “I’ll consult with the Bishop,” he said curtly and turned on his heel.

“Let me accompany you,” the priest said, not allowing the knight to go alone. “I want to give a detailed report on the situation down south. We are currently the only ones who have information south of Wenias.”

Orlux could not possibly turn him away. Skillfully, he made a deathly grim expression while still wearing a smile. “This way, then,” he said, walking in front of the priest.

I let out a sigh of relief as I watched them go.

“I don’t like him,” Lily said.

“The priest?” I asked.

“No.”

“I’m kidding. The Captain of the Noble Guards, right? I doubt anyone would like that guy.”

“I feel the same.” Gemma nodded. “He’s trying to protect the people, but the way he draws the line between those he’s supposed to protect and the rest is too radical.”

“Really, now? You’re from the same organization. You sure you can say that?”

“Of course. I don’t judge people by their status. We may belong in the same organization, and he may be Captain of the Noble Guards, favored by Knox Cathedral’s Bishop, but what’s wrong is wrong. He tried to drive you away while I wasn’t looking. That is nothing short of despicable. Even Vice Captain Leyland was appalled.” Gemma crossed her arms, puffed her chest, and snorted. She seemed to have a bigger issue with Orlux than we did.

“In any case, my dear friends have gathered before me once more,” Zero said. “You two must be tired. I have converted the carriage into a sleeping quarters, so you may rest there for a bit.”

“Thanks,” Gouda said. “Oh, I want to give Heath some food and water.”

Gemma straightened up. “I-I see. I suppose dragons drink and eat too.”

I know how you feel, girl. For some reason, I thought dragons had an inexhaustible supply of power.

“Heath, was it? What does it eat? I can have it prepared right away.”

“Anything but meat. Fruits and plants. Minerals and gems, even, if you have them.”

“It eats rocks?” Gemma asked in surprise.

Gouda picked up a stone that was buried under the snow and tossed it into Heath’s mouth. The creature happily chewed it into pieces.

“Heath says the rocks here are delicious,” Lily said.

“I see.” Gouda’s expression softened. “Then we don’t have to worry about depleting the people’s supplies. Also, and I learned this on this trip, if you feed him coal and oil, he can make sparks with his teeth and spew fire. It’s not much, but if you want a big fire, just let me know.”

“No need for modesty, Dragon Slayer King,” Gemma said. “There’s nothing more reassuring than having a dragon join you in defending the town. Anyway, I’ll try to gather food for it.”

“Thank you.”

Gouda finally felt relieved. He let out a deep sigh and fainted like an unsupported stick.

 

He sensed a lie.

Secrecy was walking behind Orlux, deep in thought. Zero said that she had forgotten about the Witch Letter, but was that really true? What if she chose to ignore Albus’s instruction to turn back?

She must have her reasons.

Zero was headed for the Altar in the first place, independent of the Knights Templar’s own objectives. She thought that the knights would be useful on her journey, so she agreed to escort them.

Perhaps she did not inform anyone of the contents of the letter because it would be inconvenient for her to turn back in the middle of the journey.

No. I’m overthinking it.

Even if the knights retreated, Zero could still head north on her own. Then perhaps she did not want to waste time escorting the knights back?

The Knights Templar would not be able to turn back safely without Zero. She could simply ignore them and press on, but Mercenary would not allow that.

“I would’ve appreciated a little heads-up,” Secrecy muttered.

“Did you say something?” Orlux turned his head.

“I was saying that trust comes from dialogue. You should try your best not to lose the Bishop’s favor by acting too much on your own.”

“I appreciate the concern.”

“Yes. If things go too far, even a noble’s bastard will pay the consequences.”

Orlux stopped and turned his whole body around to face Secrecy. The priest stopped as well, facing the knight.

“What did you say?”

“My main task is to gather information, so I hear a lot of rumors. For example, the King of Luxtella, the northern nation that houses Knox Cathedral, is a womanizer and has illegitimate children all over the kingdom. Apparently a knight of the Knights Templar became the king’s mistress and bore his child—a scandalous matter. To protect the knights’ honor, the child was raised in the Church as an orphan.”

“The child then followed in his mother’s footsteps and joined the Knights Templar, rising to the rank of Captain of the Noble Guards?”

“What a moving tale.”

“Right?”

“But make no mistake. The Church loves pitiful children. It loves to see the child strive and aim for greater heights. But the Church doesn’t like it when they deviate from that path. My advice, Captain Orlux, is to stay pitiful. If you do, the Bishop will excuse a bit of violent behavior.”

“Is that all you have to say? Good. I despise idle talk.” Orlux turned his back to Secrecy and resumed walking. But then he stopped, as if remembering something. “You seem to know everything. Do you know how the knight who abandoned her child is doing these days?”

“I don’t know that much.”

Orlux snickered. “It’s fine, then. I am still looking for my mother, who suddenly disappeared one day. I would have loved some information about her, but alas, it’s unfortunate that you don’t have any. How truly unfortunate.”

Sensing a chilling lie, Secrecy’s mouth drew a thin line. “A moving tale, indeed.”

“Right?”

“He has been flying on the back of a dragon for a whole day and night, surrounded by dangerous monsters, turned away by the Captain of the Noble Guards, only to find that all his effort was for nothing,” Zero said. “I am impressed an ordinary human lasted this long. I have a little more respect now for the Dragon Slayer King.”

“I’m not sure you can call a man with a dragon an ordinary human,” I said.

After dragging Gouda into the carriage, wiping him down, and dressing him in comfortable clothes, his pale face looked a lot better.

“Is the King okay? He’s not going to die?” Lily asked, pacing restlessly around Gouda.

I grabbed her and sat her down on a pile of cloth. “You get some rest too. And eat some bread.”

I pulled a loaf of bread out of the bag and tossed it to her. She caught it with her small hands and immediately bit into it.

I, on the other hand, had taken a bath in hot water and had Zero dry me off. Gone was the Black Beast of Death.

While Gemma went to gather food for the dragon, the creature followed her, as if saying it would decide what it would eat itself.

“But why are you here too?” Zero asked. “You met your parents at Lutra Cathedral, did you not?”

“I did.” Lily nodded. “I told them that Lord Torres would give them jobs if they went to Wenias. But Heath can’t carry a lot of people, so I went ahead of them.”

“Then you should have stayed in Wenias and waited for your parents to arrive. You knew that coming north would be dangerous.”

“I-I shouldn’t have come here?” Lily looked stunned, her mouth full of bread.

“That is not what I am saying. I was simply surprised that the priest allowed you to come.”

“He didn’t.”

“Really?” I asked.

Lily nodded. “Father said no. But I wanted to come, so I asked Heath to take me with them. I told him I’d be waiting at the top of the tallest tree so he could pick me up when it was time to leave.”

She made her one hand into the shape of a dragon’s claw and held up a finger with the other. From her hands’ movements, it seemed that the dragon swooped down from the skies, grabbed Lily from atop a tree, and flew directly north without asking the priest.

“Was he mad?”

“He was so mad.”

“Of course he was.”

I was suddenly reminded of how Lily had followed us from Lutra. She was a stubborn girl who insisted on coming with us no matter how many times I said no.

“He almost turned me away, but the king took my side. He said I could talk to Heath, and I have a lot of friends, so I’d be useful. But I wasn’t.” She hung her head low.

The further north you went, the more creepy the monsters were.

Without the ability to control rats, Lily was nothing more than a small, slightly cute ball of fur. She did have a secret weapon—whoever she bit would go down with a disease, which would not probably work against monsters.

“Cheer up, Rat,” Zero said. “Apparently people have a better chance of survival when they have someone to protect by their side. The priest, especially, puts his life on the line when fighting. With you by his side, he will be more careful. In any case, I am glad to see you. I am sure Mercenary feels the same.”

“Not at all,” I replied.

Lily puffed up her cheeks and threw all kinds of things that were lying around at me. “Stupid! Meanie! I hate you!”

“Stop it, both of you. You cannot have fun without me.”

“Please stop throwing things when I’m right here sleeping,” Gouda said weakly. We all turned to him.

I peered into his face. “Oh, you’re awake.”

“Back off,” he said. “You stink.”

Well, well… He was doing a lot better than I thought.

Slowly he lifted his body up and drank the wine that Zero offered in one gulp. “How long was I out?”

“Not that long,” Zero said. “The Captain went out to find food for the dragon and she has not yet returned.”

“I thought I’d slept for three days and three nights straight, but I guess that rarely happens.”

“Shall I put you to sleep with my Magic?”

“I’ll pass. The way that Orlux guy was acting, he might chop off Heath’s head while I’m sleeping.”

“It’s possible,” we said, laughing briefly, when we heard footsteps approaching the carriage.

Barcel pushed up the canvas and peered inside. “Um, a dragon was stalking the Captain just now. Is that a new kind of harassment?”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “It won’t eat the Captain. So what’s going on with the list of demons?”

Barcel waved a sheaf of papers. “As you can see, we could almost make a book with it. I thought I’d show it to the Lady Witch first before sending it to the transcriber.”

“A wise decision, Attendant. Let me see it right away.”

Barcel handed Zero the papers, then regarded Gouda. “Oh, you must be the Dragon Slayer King. You’re younger than I thought.”

“And who are you?”

“Apologies for the late introduction. My name is Barcel, Captain Gemma’s attendant. For the time being, at least.”

“Did you mess up and got fired or something?”

Barcel gave a dry laugh. “A fine man, I see. You don’t mince your words. Who’s the little one?”

“Lily,” the rat Beastfallen said.

“I see,” Barcel muttered. “The rat Beastfallen that accompanied Dea Ignis south. I was expecting someone a little more vicious-looking.”

“Is she not adorable?” Zero said. “I love sleeping with her in my arms.”

“That sounds nice.”

It was just a casual remark on Barcel’s part, but Lily gave a start and scuttled around behind me.

“Wait, what? Did I say something wrong?”

“You probably smelled funny,” I said. “So, how’s the Director doing?”

“He’s taking a break. Writing continuously exhausted him. He said, ‘I have just discovered that it is harder to write than to read.’ I was going to take him to the carriage, but I heard someone else was here, so I wasn’t sure what to do.”

He probably meant Gouda. As a matter of fact, it was impossible for me, Zero, Gouda, Lily, and the Director to all stay inside the carriage.

“Why don’t you just let the Director sleep in the tent? He’s still a demon. He doesn’t need to be guarded that heavily.”

“The Director can recognize the names of demons, so we do not have to worry about him being attacked by one,” Zero said. “But if humans or animals that had gone berserk attacked, he would not stand a chance.”

“The Knights Templar will guard him,” Barcel said. “Even Captain Orlux admitted that the Director’s ability is useful in protecting the town.”

“Very well. We will go with Mercenary’s suggestion,” Zero agreed.

“In that case, I’ll have to take you to his tent,” Barcel said.

“Me?” Zero stopped flipping through the papers.

“He said he wanted to talk to you about something.”

“I see. Lead the way, then.” She turned to me. “Mercenary, can you handle things here? I feel a little anxious with only the exhausted Dragon Slayer King, and Rat, who do not have any rats to command.”

“Just be back for dinner.”

“Of course. The food you make will always take precedence over everything else.”

A short time after Zero left, Gemma returned to the carriage with a satisfied dragon and a somewhat apologetic look on her face.

“I hear you found some food for the dragon,” I said.

“I suppose I did… Sort of.”

I frowned. “What happened? Did it eat a human or something?”

“Heath doesn’t eat humans,” Gouda insisted, lying down.

“It seems this dragon doesn’t eat people or any meat for that matter,” Gemma said, “but it eats anything else it can get its claws on. It chewed up and swallowed a historic statue that was displayed on the city wall.”

I knew I shouldn’t laugh, but I couldn’t help it.

“It’s no laughing matter!” Gemma cried. “When I finally managed to pull it away from the wall, it devoured a carriage that was parked on the street. It also swallowed molten iron from the blacksmith. I have uttered a lifetime’s worth of apologies in just this short time.”

“Now that’s even more hilarious.”

As I cackled, Gouda silently buried his head in his hands. “I’m sorry. It usually only eats what I allow it to eat.”

“Then I would like you to accompany me on my next search for food. For now I will have my men bring a cart full of lime. Apparently, processed building materials are more palatable than raw ore.”

The town must look like a feast to the dragon, then.

Satisfied with its meal, the dragon frightened Gemma a little with a huge burp and fell asleep right next to the carriage, its tail wrapped around in its arms.

Gemma regarded the creature. “There are many tales of dragons attacking towns. Maybe this is the reason.” She gave a faint smile.

“Father is back.” Suddenly, Lily pricked up her ears and jumped out of the carriage.

I looked in the direction Lily was running, and sure enough, I spotted a black figure walking toward us. The priest’s footsteps were distinctive since he walked with a staff. Lily’s ears would be able to sense his approach even if she wasn’t conscious of it.

“How’d it go?” I asked curtly.

“Excellent,” the priest gave a brief answer in response. “Thanks to the Bishop, I was able to get a room for Gouda and Lily in the Knights Templar’s barracks. Captain Orlux was strongly against it, but it seems that the Bishop wants to give preference to the messengers from Lutra who flew through swarms of demons, rather than the Captain of the Noble Guards who was cowering inside the warding.”

“That’s great. I was just thinking that the carriage is too small for four people.”

The Director was a skinny little guy, but Gouda was a swordsman with great physique. Even if Lily slept in Zero’s arms, that would still be four people sleeping in a small carriage, which would be a little tight.

“I can enter the town?” Lily asked.

“Yes,” the priest said. “I mean, it’s only right. It’s just that the idiot is trying to protect his authority and power, so he’s being stubborn.”

“But,” Lily looked at me.

“We’re good,” I assured her. “The Director can’t go past the warding, but he’s the first one to sense danger. Then it’s best for us to stay with him outside the warding.”

“Okay.” Lily looked despondent.

The priest sighed. “If you want to sleep in the carriage, I won’t stop you. But I will sleep in a warm room with a soft bed.”

“N-No! I’ll go with you! I hate the cold!”

Makes sense. Lily was from the south, where the sun burned one’s skin. This cold must be unbearable.

“As for you and Zero,” the priest continued, “the Bishop assured that you will not be turned away. With some conditions.”

“What condition?”

“Where’s Zero?” Before answering my question, the priest strained his ears, as if searching for any sign of the witch.

“She’s not here right now. The Director called her.”

“Director?”

“The Thousand-Eyed Sentinel. Madia told you about him in Wenias, didn’t she?”

“Oh,” the priest said indifferently. “The one possessed by a demon. I’m surprised the Knights Templar allowed him to stay.”

“It was the Captain’s idea.” I glanced at Gemma, and she put a finger to her lips, telling me to stay quiet.

His personality aside, the priest was still a member of Dea Ignis. It would be difficult to explain how the Knights Templar accepted the demon’s company by telling them that the young Director of the library sacrificed himself.

I couldn’t really blame the Church for lying at this point. The world revolved on lies. The priest was well aware of this, and decided not to pry deeper.

“Then we’ll talk about the conditions when Zero returns,” he said. “Anyway, the Bishop of Knox Cathedral has also agreed to cooperate with witches. They said that in the worst case, we would abandon Knox Cathedral and flee to Wenias.”

I whistled. “That’s gonna be a huge trip. They won’t make it without the help of our most powerful witch.”

“However, said most powerful witch is heading further north to save the world. Of course, it would be all the better if Zero could achieve her goal, but to be honest, the Bishop is concerned, and so am I.”

“Because Lady Zero might fail?” Gemma said in an uneasy tone.

“It’s not even about that.”

“What are you worried about, then?” Gemma tilted her head.

“Because it sounds absurd,” I said. “It’s not a question of success or failure, it’s a question of, ‘Is she really going to do this?’ I’m sure everyone feels the same. I’m the closest person to her, and it still hasn’t sunk in. I mean, saving the world? Come on.”

“I-I never felt that way,” Gemma disagreed.

“That’s because you have a heart that’s pure as a saint’s.”

“Am I imagining things, or did you just make fun of me?”

“Why, yes. Yes, I did.”

Gemma softly reached for her battle axe.

“Not here, please,” Gouda said.

“As for the Church,” the priest went on, “no, for me as well, I want Zero to help us retreat to Wenias. The one possessed by a demon, the Director, was it? With his ability, I think the Church’s anti-witch technology would be enough to stave off any danger, but we want another level of insurance.”

“You mentioned ‘worst case’,” Gemma said. “But that’s only if Lady Zero fails to kill the witch, no? If she succeeds, you won’t need to leave this place.”

“Actually, living here is no longer possible. The truth is, the ‘worst case’ is already happening.”

Gemma wore a puzzled expression, and the priest tapped the snow-covered ground with his staff. Underneath the fresh snow was a layer of ice that formed when melted snow froze during the night.

“Apparently this used to be a plantation. As you can see, the cold wave had completely destroyed it. It’s not just here. Neighboring farming villages have been wiped out along with the farmers. It will take years before humans can live here again. Even if the witch is defeated, the people will starve to death.”

No crops would grow in frozen soil. The seeds that were waiting for spring beneath must have died in the cold. If demons disappeared from this world, and the ridiculously cold weather passed, how long would it take for the icy sea to melt?

Dead fish would not come back to life, and the animals that roamed the forest had turned into monsters that no sane hunter would dare to approach.

The demons could vanish, but the phenomena they caused would remain; the monsters that they created for fun would continue to roam the woods. Forests without normal animals would slowly die, and no human could live near a dead forest.

“So we have no choice but to withdraw,” Gemma said, a solemn look on her face.

“The Bishop has already made their decision. But convincing the people is difficult. If the people stayed, the Bishop would have to abandon them.”

“Well, if you were to tell them to leave the safety of the warding, abandon their familiar homeland, and traverse the dangerous road to Wenias, where witches and the Church are getting along, they wouldn’t just say yes.”

“That’s why we want to ensure their absolute safety. If Zero, who escorted the Knights Templar from Wenias to here, is with us, it will be easier for the Bishop to persuade the people. Moreover, if we make it to Wenias safely, it will serve as a strong grounds for the coexistence of witches and the Church. But if Zero goes to the Altar and dies, we will lose both our escort and a chance at harmony.”

I gave a sarcastic laugh. He really doesn’t mince his words.

“I get your point,” I said, “but I thought we were supposed to wait for the witch before you start explaining.”

“I know you’re an idiot, but I hoped you would make some effort to use your brain. I’m telling you in advance because you have a better chance at convincing her than I do.”

I grimaced. “Like I’ve said countless times, that’s not how our relationship works. We’ve known each other for a while now. I fight for her, and I’m sure she likes me, but that’s all there is to it.”

“Sounds good enough for me.”

“Put it another way, I’m not gonna change my mind about something just because she asks me to. I decided to follow Zero. If she says ‘don’t come’, I won’t listen. And Zero decided to head north. She won’t listen to me even if I stopped her.”

Not that I ever had this conversation with Zero. But for some reason, I was convinced that no matter what I said, Zero would still continue north. She decided to save the world, and she believed she could.

Others might brush it off as nonsense and offer more sound and realistic ideas, but she would not care.

“What I’m saying is, if you can’t convince her, then neither can I.”

“I see,” the priest said.

“Do you understand?”

“Yes. I understand that you’re both huge idiots.”

I rose to my feet, laughing. I had to start making dinner soon, or food would not be ready before Zero returned.

“Mercenary,” the priest suddenly called.

I turned around to see him looking straight at me, a somber aura about him.

“You’re not going to ask?” he said.

“About what?”

“About the favor you asked of me.”

“Oh, that.”

It wasn’t that I forgot. I just didn’t want to talk about it unless he brought it up.

When I learned that the priest was flying south, I asked him to check on my village and how my parents were doing. But I thought perhaps he did not have time to check. Or maybe what he learned was not something he could tell me proudly.

“Are they dead?” I asked. There was always that possibility.

Realizing that the topic had turned grim, Gemma said, “I don’t think I should be listening to this.” She quickly covered her ears. I didn’t really mind if she listened.

Gouda and Lily’s expression stiffened, probably because they knew the answer to my question.

Looks like bad news. I wrapped a cloth around my heart to protect it. So it would not hurt if the priest told me they were dead. I told myself over and over again that it was obvious they were gone.

The priest was silent for a moment, then slowly shook his head. “They’re alive. In very good health, even.”

I thrust my chin forward. “If they’re alive, then why do you look so grim?”

“Because it’s far more cruel than them being dead.”

“What do you mean?”

“They were mad at you. They said you should never come back.”

“I see. Understandable.” I chuckled, feeling nostalgic as I imagined my feisty mother and stern father getting furious, veins popping out of their heads.

“They were glad you left the village. That’s a symbol of depravity for you, all right. Not even your own parents like you. I suggested they take refuge in Wenias, but from the looks of things, I think they’re staying. Well, it’s a dying village. It will most likely perish sooner or later.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Thanks.”

It was always at the back of my mind. Imagining my parents being sad because I left the village made me depressed. I was worried that bandits might attack them again. Many times I wanted to return to the village, but I didn’t have the courage to do so.

They were alive. They said I should never come back. They were glad I was gone. A huge relief for me.

I got out of the carriage, took the potatoes out of my pack and started peeling them. My specialty was a simple, not-too-fancy potato soup, the first dish I had learned to make.

My father taught me how to make this dish, and my mother praised it, saying, “Not bad at all.” They said I would take over the inn. They said they were proud of me. They didn’t care if I was a Beastfallen.

“You suck at lying,” I said. “You have to do better than that to fool me.” I could not even pretend to be fooled.

I stopped peeling the potatoes and looked up at the sky for no reason. It was what people did when they were trying to hold back tears. Even though I could not shed a single tear, I still wanted to look up.

The priest got out of the carriage. He must have heard what I said. “An upsetting remark for someone whose job is to lie.”

“But you were lying.”

“I will admit that it’s hard to destroy a relationship of trust with a hastily-prepared lie. You had good reason not to believe my lies. You can imagine how your parents would react if you returned to your village. Almost as if you were very close.”

He was right. I could see it clearly. Even after thirteen years—we had spent more time apart—I knew exactly how my parents would be furious and how they would disown me.

“If my parents really despised me, they would have said, ‘Who’s that guy? I don’t know him.’ No matter what, my father never spoke ill of others. Neither did my mother. She would say things like, ‘It doesn’t matter’ and ‘It’s not worth worrying about’.”

Getting angry would not change people. The best thing you could do was to forget about the people who hate you and live your life smiling. It’s what my parents told me over and over again, back when I was still a small, cowardly kid, who would get depressed when others called me a brute.

“Do you want the truth?” Shelving his poorly-crafted lie, the priest forced me to make a choice.

Believe the lie and live a carefree life, or learn the truth he was hiding.

“Yes.” I demanded the truth.

“An epidemic took out half the village,” he said. “Your parents survived, but it’s a small village. If the population decreased, the village itself would not survive. Many people left, but your parents chose to remain. They believed that you would come back.”

“But I never did.”

“Apparently.”

“I buried their bodies. Your father died first, and your mother passed away later at her desk, writing in her diary. Here.” He handed me a crumbling piece of paper. “It’s the last page of her diary. You can read, right?”

“Yeah. My mother taught me. Though I left the village while I was still learning, so I can’t read that well.”

I tried to open the folded paper, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to know what was written on it. No. I wanted to know, but I was too afraid.

“Have you read it?” I asked.

“Yeah. That’s why I brought it with me.”

“Do you remember what’s written on it?”

“You’re such a coward.” He heaved a sigh.

I couldn’t say anything back. I was painfully aware that I was a coward.

“I wanted to tell you in person, but you’re taking too long to come home. My time is running out, so I’ll just write it down here. Welcome home, our stupid son.”

I let out a howl, a cry that I could not suppress. I felt an irresistible urge to return to the village. I wanted to tell my parents “I’m home.”

Why didn’t I return? What was I afraid of? Why did I doubt them? I was so afraid of being rejected by my parents, by everyone in the village, that I told myself that no one would be waiting for me anyway.

They were waiting for me. They loved me. But I kept running away to protect myself.

“Big Brother.” Lily was at my side, tugging on my sleeve, and I finally stopped screaming. “Y-You told me before… that you ran away because you felt guilty… but you wished you hadn’t… Because of you… I was able to return to my mom and dad… I, uhh…”

She didn’t seem to know what she was saying. And neither did I. But I got her sentiment a little. I gave her a pat on the head. A grown man being consoled by a kid was nothing short of pathetic.

“Your parents were very strong and honorable people,” the priest said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Their son, a Beastfallen, ran away from home, but they waited for you to return until the very end. They continued to love you as their son. Not once did they resent you for it.”

“A sermon? How industrious of you,” I hissed, then let out a sigh. “Go on. I think your fake-ass sermon might even strike a chord in me right now.”

It didn’t matter what the topic was. I just wanted to have a conversation with someone. I had never felt so reassured by Lily’s and the priest’s presence.

“To be honest, I envy you,” the priest continued. “My parents didn’t like my eyes, so they abandoned me in the woods.”

“Yeah? Well, I envy you.”

“What?”

“At least you don’t have to feel sad when your parents die. You don’t have to keep questioning the parents who loved you and make them wait in vain until they die. Am I wrong?”

The priest gave his usual laugh. “There are as many hardships as there are people. If you want to wallow in self-pity, I won’t stand in your way. I’m not nice enough to join you.”

“But you’re a priest.”

“I’m Dea Ignis. The mercy I have is only slightly less than the minimum.”

“I’ll listen!” Lily exclaimed, pulling on my arm. “When I’m sad, I say I’m sad. And then I ask for someone to comfort me. My mom said that if I don’t, I’ll die from the pain in my heart.”

“Can you give me a hug, then?”

“Sure! I’ll hug you tight!” Lily held out her small hands towards me.

I was only joking, but apparently she was serious about comforting me. But the priest would not allow it. He smacked me on the head with his staff, grabbed Lily by the collar, and yanked her off me.

“If you can afford to say something stupid, you don’t need comforting. Just get on with preparing your meal. Have Zero comfort you instead when she returns.”

Gemma awkwardly slipped out of the carriage. “C-Can I leave now? I can call Lady Zero if you want.”

Not you too. Why are you all acting like I can’t live without her anyway?

Keeping the thought to myself, I let out a sigh and wordlessly grabbed the pot. “If you’re not too busy, could you please go find some clean snow and put it in this pot, Captain? If you call the witch back when the food’s not even ready yet, she’ll keep yapping endlessly.” I tossed the pot to Gemma.


Interlude: Witch and Demon

“H-How long will you be dreaming?” the Director asked as soon as Zero stepped into the tent.

Zero arched an eyebrow. “That is a strange thing to ask. I am awake at the moment.”

“E-Exactly… You dream about reality… Y-You know that, don’t you? K-Knowing everything, y-you keep on dreaming.”

“You only look in the mirror. How would you know what I am looking at?”

The Director was sitting deep in his chair, staring at his reflection in the mirror. Not once did he look at Zero. His eyes were fixed on his reflection, as if it was an irreplaceable treasure.

Colorful clothes littered the floor, like he was a maiden choosing clothes to wear to a banquet.

The Director snickered. “Y-You’re irritated. L-Like a child woken up… from their pleasant dream. How sad. How pitiful.”

The air turned tense. Barcel tried to ease the tension by clearing his throat, but it only served to worsen it.

“I-I’ll just wait outside, then,” the attendant said, then immediately exited the tent.

Zero and the Director did not respond to his words or movements. They were only focused on each other.

“D-Don’t get me wrong. Th-This is an advice for you. F-For your precious beast warrior.”

“Really, now?”

“I-It will not end up well. Y-You will lose everything. D-Do you think k-killing the Murky Darkness Witch will bring peace? Th-That it will solve everything? H-Humans are complex. Very complex. I-I have been watching humanity f-for a hundred years. The loving but foolish actions of unreasonable human beings. A-All the while you were holed up in the cellar, immersed in your childish dreams. H-Humans and w-witches coexisting? Haha… Hahaha…”

The Director’s guffaw echoed through the tent. After laughing for a while, he choked, coughing violently as he held his chest.

“Y-You’re not saying anything? O-Or you can’t say anything back? O-Of course. I-I have seen the pained look on y-your face every night. Y-You should wake up. I-It’s time to stop dreaming.”

“Is this what you wanted to talk about?”

“Y-Yes. I-If you wake up, everything will change. H-Humanity will be saved. A-And that makes me happy. B-Because I—”

“—love humans,” they said at the same time.

The Director cackled. “Y-Yes… Exactly.”

Zero spun on her heel, expressionless.

Barcel almost asked if she was heading back, but quickly caught himself. He once thought he had never seen a woman as beautiful as her. He felt awe of her power. He did not wish to ever incur her wrath. But at the same time, he felt a sense of amiability from her.

Until now.

As he watched Zero walk away from the tent, Barcel let out a deep sigh. Fearfully he peered into the tent, and was relieved to see the Director staring into the mirror in a great mood. Zero’s aura made him think that he would find the Director’s corpse lying on the floor.

“Scared the hell out of me,” he said. “What did you even say that made her so mad?”

“Reality,” the Director replied.

“Ah, no wonder. There are lots of things that are better left unknown.”
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Chapter 4: The Worth of the World

There are as many sufferings as there are people.

Secrecy’s words still rang in Lily’s ears.

Zero would probably alleviate Mercenary’s sorrow.

So who would lessen Secrecy’s pain? The Church’s God? Or someone that Lily did not know?

Lily had only been with Secrecy for a short time. She did not even know about his present, let alone his past.

Was it wrong to want to know? Would it be arrogant to wish to support him?

“Lily,” the priest called irritably, his back turned to her. The Beastfallen gave a start. “If you have something to say, say it. It’s distracting when you’re scampering around while trying to keep some distance.”

While Mercenary and Gemma were preparing food, Secrecy seemed to be listening to the few remaining soldiers in the encampment some distance away.

Secrecy could not, in fact, cook. Even on the way from Wenias to Knox Cathedral, he only ate what Gouda and Lily prepared. Not once did he ever lift a finger.

The reason for this was because his five fingers were fixed to his staff by thin strings that extended from his rings. He could not put his staff down, not even when he bathed, slept, or ate.

Lily could tell how inconvenient that would be in his daily life. But she could not imagine what kind of wrong he committed to be carrying such a burden.

“What’s your suffering?” she finally asked.

Secrecy clicked his tongue. “You’re overstepping your bounds.”

“I’m sorry… I’m just curious.”

“What are you going to do if you learned about my suffering? Show me pity?”

“I don’t know.” Lily shrank. “But I can’t do anything if I don’t know. I want to do something.”

“You’re overstepping your bounds.”

“Yeah.”

“Now seems to be a good time to tell you. Falling in love with me is pointless.”

Lily turned bright red under her fur. “N-No! Th-That’s not it!”

“If I got it wrong, then fine. As you know, I’m a dead man who was given life by the Church. Try as you might to know me, it’s useless. For I don’t exist.”

Lily pricked up her ears. “But you’re here.”

“That’s not what I mean. I suppose you won’t understand. Anyway, don’t get too involved with me.”

“But…”

“Lily.”

“That’s for me to decide!”

Secrecy slowly turned to Lily. He always said the same words when dismissing the opinions of others.

“I like you,” Lily said. “If you don’t want to tell me, I won’t force you, but it’s up me if I want to know. It doesn’t matter if it’s pointless or not.”

After saying all that, Lily started trembling in fear. Secrecy had told her that he didn’t hate her. But he might actually do now. Despite being warned that she was overstepping her bounds, Lily didn’t back down, and instead took a step further. To her what she did was brazen and appalling.

“Um, that’s all.” Lily turned around.

As she tried to flee the scene, her body suddenly froze. The priest’s strings had coiled around her body before she even knew it. She was lying on her back on the snow. She blinked a few times and saw the face of the priest looking down at her, his back against the cloudy sky.

“I-I’m sorry?”

“I hate Beastfallen. Especially female ones. A female Beastfallen that has fallen in love with me? That’s the worst combination.”

Lily tried to run away because she did not want to hear these exact words. She wanted to dig a hole in the snow and go straight into hibernation, but Secrecy’s strings would not allow her to move.

“Ask me the reasons,” Secrecy said.

“Huh?”

“Ask me why. You want to know my suffering, don’t you?”

Lily paused for a moment. “Why do you hate female Beastfallen?”

“Because they have low self-esteem. I can’t stand their shallowness of always bemoaning their ugly appearance and antagonizing and questioning everyone and everything because of it.”

Lily flinched. She did, in fact, lack self-esteem. But how could a woman who was born a Beastfallen have confidence in herself? How could she not envy women who were born normal?

“When I was abandoned by my parents, a fox Beastfallen took me in. She taught me how to live as a thief. I couldn’t walk properly in the daylight, but she accepted me as one of her own, a resident of the night. I loved her. I never cared if she was a Beastfallen. I thought she was beautiful. I found her voice, her words, her every gesture, more beautiful than any woman’s. Funny, isn’t it? It was the blind love—bordering on worship—of a foolish boy, who was not even in his mid-teens. But she always doubted my love for her.”

Lily’s heart was pounding, aching. Relentlessly the priest told Lily about his past, as if he was pouring boiling water over her head.

“One day, she set her eyes on a small village. The daughter of a wealthy merchant had come there to recuperate from her illness, and in the small house where she lived, a large sum of money was hidden. I took on the task of seducing the merchant’s daughter and finding out where the money was stashed. She was crazy about me. She was beautiful, but ignorant. Deceiving her was easy. The Beastfallen believed in this false love. She was convinced that I had fallen for the merchant’s daughter, and in a fit of jealousy, she killed the daughter to hurt me, set the village on fire, and disappeared without a trace.”

The blazing flames must have been searing to his eyes. Just imagining the feelings of a boy who was betrayed, abandoned, and questioned by the one he loved made Lily want to scream out.

“I was sentenced to death for killing the merchant’s daughter and setting the village on fire. I died in that fire, and the adjudicator from Dea Ignis known as Secrecy was born. In the midst of his sacred duties, he was reunited with the vixen.” He paused for a moment. “I told her that I love her. That I did not hate her, that I forgave her for everything. Of course, she didn’t believe me, even though I meant what I said.”

“And then what happened?”

“I chased her as she ran away and chopped her head off. I had been tasked by the Church to exterminate her because she was a menace to the people in the neighborhood.”

It was utterly tragic. Lily felt sorry for Mercenary who questioned the love of his family. But she found Secrecy’s past even more painful; the one he loved did not believe his feelings for her.

Secrecy always fought with reckless disregard for himself. His body was covered in scars. It was a mystery how he was still alive today. He probably wanted as many wounds on his body as he had in his heart. He wished to die with his heart torn to pieces.

“Well? Quite a convincing lie, huh? A lot of women back down when I tell them this. It would be nice if you gave up as well.” Secrecy released the restraints binding Lily’s body.

Lily quickly stood back up. The snow chilled her whole body that she almost froze. Secrecy had already turned his back on her and returned to listening to the voices in the camp.

Lily inched closer to him and sat down.

Secrecy sighed. “You’re strong,” he said, exasperation in his voice.

Lily puffed out her cheeks. “Yup. I’m stronger than a fox.”

“Really, now?”

“I-I believe everything you say, Father. If you lie about saying you like me, I’ll really believe it.”

“Really, now?” Secrecy repeated, shrugging. “I’ll keep that in mind. I’ll never say that, even if it’s just a lie.”

“That was fast. Food’s not even ready yet.”

It didn’t take long for Zero to return to the carriage. The vegetables simmering in the pot had just started to soften.

Gemma had gingerly inched closer to Lily and started a somewhat friendly conversation. Gouda had crawled out of the carriage and was feeding the dragon.

The priest didn’t help with the food. He was sitting near the carriage, quietly cleaning his staff. He seemed to have gotten into a dispute with Lily earlier, but that was none of my business.

Zero eyed all of us and relaxed her shoulders. “I see. I should have killed more time, then. Or perhaps pilfered some food from the knights.”

“Lady Zero!” Gemma half-rose to her feet, her face pale. “We’ve already provided you with food. Please don’t steal from the knights.”

Zero cackled. “I am joking, Captain. My stomach prefers Mercenary’s cooking.”

“You were talking with the Director, weren’t you?” the priest said, still cleaning his staff. “What was it about?”

“Nothing of import. We talked a little about the progress in creating the list of demons.”

“What, is it gonna take a while to finish?” I asked.

“The Director’s amount of knowledge somewhat surpassed my imagination. I have told him to prioritize the demons that pose the greatest threat, so he will be finished by tomorrow.”

Gemma scanned the surroundings. “Um, Lady Zero? Where is Barcel?”

“In the tent, guarding the Director.”

“I see.” She looked both relieved and disappointed.

“Hey, Priest,” I said. “Now that the witch is back, how about explaining the condition?”

Zero looked at me. “What are you talking about?”

“We can stay, but there are a few conditions, apparently.”

Zero put on a frown. “How shameless. I do not care about your conditions. I will do as I please.”

“Listen to me first, Zero,” the priest said. “It’s nothing unreasonable. Remember, you two can become a threat to the Church—no, the people. As such, the Bishop would like to see you.”

“What?! The Bishop wants to see us?!” I blurted out.

“They are unable to invite you to dinner due to lack of resources, but you are invited as guests.”

I thought they were crazy, but apparently they weren’t, and I wasn’t just mishearing things either. A Bishop of the Seven Cathedrals, practically the supreme authority of the Church, inviting a witch and a Beastfallen as guests was an unprecedented event.

“Honestly, I really don’t want to go,” I said.

“I’m not too keen on it either,” the priest replied, “but Orlux was so adamant in turning you away that the Bishop decided to see you in person first before making the final decision. If you refuse, he’ll say you have something to hide.”

“That guy’s such a fucking pain in the ass.”

Zero immediately changed her tone. “What a bold Bishop to welcome me and Mercenary into town. If I can see the beautiful cathedral up close, I will gladly accept the invitation.”

“What about guarding the Director?!” I said.

“Is the Knights Templar so incompetent that they can’t hold the fort down for a bit?” the priest said.

Gemma put her hand on her battle axe, her lips pursed. “If you wish, I can show you the power of the Knights Templar here and now.”

“I will have to respectfully decline. Did you hear that, Mercenary? The Knights Templar can handle guarding the Director. Isn’t that great?”

This guy’s got a really twisted personality. I thought he was at least better than Orlux, but now that I was face-to-face with him, I couldn’t really tell.

In any case, we now had an audience with the Bishop. To be honest, I had a bad feeling about it, but it would be better for me to accompany Zero than let her go alone.

 

After having dinner, we left the Director in Gemma’s care and made our way to the cathedral. I covered myself from head to toe with my hood and cloak to avoid being seen.

The priest, however, shut down my efforts. “Honestly, you look more suspicious with that outfit,” he said.

“Mind your business.”

Zero followed my lead and pulled the hood of her cloak over her eyes to hide her inhuman beauty. Gouda was mounting the dragon, holding its reins, while Lily walked along, clinging to the priest’s legs.

A squadron of Noble Guards led by Orlux were waiting at the entrance to the town, all of them with their hands on their swords, as if to say, “One wrong move, and you’re dead.”

“Thank you for picking us up,” the priest said sarcastically.

Orlux himself couldn’t stand the current situation that he could not even put on his fake smile.

As we passed through the large gate and entered the walls surrounding the town, countless frightened gazes fell on us. I didn’t expect to be welcomed at all, but it still made me restless.

Look, it’s a dragon. It came into town during the day, and ate everything.

Is that huge guy the Beastfallen? And the smaller one is the witch?

What a suspicious bunch. I hope the Noble Guards can protect the Bishop.

I heard this whole thing’s because of Dea Ignis butting in.

“They really don’t like you, Mr. Adjudicator,” I said.

“Did you really expect the people to like Dea Ignis?”

“Y-You guys might be used to this, but I’ve never felt so uncomfortable in my life,” Gouda said, his face white. “I thought I had it rough as the king of a fallen nation, but you guys are always subjected to this kind of treatment, huh?”

“It’s usually worse than this,” I replied, instilling more fear in him.

“Dear God,” Gouda muttered, facing the cathedral.

“It looks significantly more modest than Lutra Cathedral,” Zero said.

A simple square bell tower and unadorned white walls. The building itself was somewhat small, without the glitz and glamor of Lutra Cathedral.

“When Knox Cathedral was built, there were only few believers and construction technology was not as advanced as they are now,” the priest said. “Although it is the most prestigious of the seven cathedrals, it is the simplest in architecture. The town walls that were built later on required much more labor and funds.”

“Even the biggest organizations start small, I suppose.”

The doors were relatively new, with magnificent workmanship comparable to that of the other cathedrals. They must have been remade countless times.

They said that the reason why cathedrals were built large was to show that they would accept anyone, no matter who they were. When I first heard that, I thought to myself, “But they would not accept me,” and laughed.

But now that door was open, inviting me and Zero inside. It felt kind of strange.

 

“Welcome, and thank you for accepting my invitation.”

Waiting for us in the center of the cathedral—in front of the altar—was a wrinkled old woman in extremely plain clothes.

The interior of Knox Cathedral was as plain as the exterior. There were no carpets on the floor, the painted textiles on the walls were old, and the ceiling was blackened with candle soot that had accumulated over the years.

Still, the place had a strange dignity and solemnity to it that made me stand up straight. I couldn’t tell if it was because of the atmosphere of the cathedral or the old lady—the Bishop, I was sure—standing in front of the altar.

“Oh, my. I heard you were a powerful witch, but what beautiful eyes you have,” the old lady said. “Come here. Please, let me have a good look at your eyes.”

Zero removed her hood and walked up to the Bishop. The old lady, her back stooped and using a cane, was much smaller than the witch.

But a quiet raise of her hand and the Noble Guards froze, allowing Zero to approach her.
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“I am surprised,” Zero murmured. “You are like a renowned witch.” It was probably the biggest compliment from her.

The Bishop chuckled. “And you are like an unsung saint. Please forgive Orlux for saying those awful things. He still doesn’t have the eyes to recognize evil witches from good ones.”

“It is fine. I am not that virtuous, either.”

“Of course. You are very dangerous. There is no doubt about it. But like a well-polished mirror, you do not hide anything.”

It was as if they were communicating simply by staring at each other, the ambience around them clearer than a cold, winter lake.

“Your Excellency!” Orlux’s voice shattered the solemn atmosphere. Zero and the Bishop simultaneously turned their gazes to him.

“Your decision, please. You said the witch’s heart is like a mirror. If she looks like a saint now, that is only because she reflects your character. In front of anyone else, she will become a threat to the Church.”

“Then you should all behave like a saint,” the woman said. “Orlux, you are a good boy with a caring heart. But you must learn to have an open mind.”

Sensing that the odds were against us, he made the first move, but it completely backfired. The Bishop had no intention of driving Zero away, and instead calmly rebuked Orlux, like a grandmother scolding her selfish grandson. Orlux was probably seething deep inside, having been reprimanded in front of his subordinates.

“I understand,” he said. “I apologize for my intrusive behavior. Please forgive my imprudence and narrow-mindedness.”

Or so I thought, but he was surprisingly obedient as he bowed deeply.

“I’m very grateful for your work, Orlux. I will be fine here. Get the Noble Guards to their regular duties before the people get worried.”

“Thank you. Your wish is my command.”

The knights were quick. As soon as Orlux lifted his head, they were out of the cathedral, leaving the four of us inside: me, Zero, the priest, and the Bishop.

Lily and Gouda were probably lying on their soft beds right now, resting comfortably. Only me and Zero were summoned to the cathedral in the first place.

“So? Can we stay here?” I asked, shielding my head.

“Watch your mouth, you symbol of depravity!” Sure enough, the priest struck me with his staff, but he hit me on the shin this time.

“And the Beastfallen is no less pure than the witch,” the Bishop said. “I understand now. The witch’s purity is a reflection of your character.”

“Hey, priest. I think that old lady’s gone senile.”

“Shut your mouth if you don’t want me to sew it up.” He grabbed my nose, wearing a blank look.

He might just sew my mouth shut for real if I said another word.

“I officially approve of your stay,” the old lady said. “If time permits, take a little look around this small, old town. Walk out of the cathedral proudly without your hood, and the people will know that the Church has accepted you.”

“Captain Orlux,” a subordinate said gingerly after they returned to the barracks.

Orlux turned to him with a smile. “What do you think righteousness is?” he asked.

“I believe it’s protecting the people.”

“Yes. It is self-sacrifice. It’s about giving up oneself for the sake of the people and becoming their shield. Even in the face of death, we, the Knights Templar, must expose ourselves to danger. We are the sword of God and the shield of the people. I am willing to take the abuse in order to fulfill that cause. I have been, and always will be.”

His men stirred. Smiles appeared on the anxious faces of the Noble Guards. Every one of Knox Cathedral’s Noble Guards, down to the chore boy, worshiped Orlux, because those who did not follow his policies all left their posts for compelling reasons—they fell ill, or committed crimes, or died in the line of duty. Some even disappeared, never to be seen again.

Suspicion fell on Orlux countless times, but each time, he proved his innocence. He would then proceed to say, “People assume I have an evil heart simply because I was born from infidelity,” gaining more followers.

The Church liked pitiful children. It loved seeing a child strive hard despite the awful circumstances they were in. It was exactly like the adjudicator from Dea Ignis said. And Orlux understood this better than anyone.

But he could not wrap the Bishop around his finger. Even when she could see through Orlux, she welcomed him as Captain of the Noble Guards with compassion.

The Bishop of Knox Cathedral had not changed since Orlux was young. He was the illegitimate child of a king and a disgraced member of the Knights Templar, but the Bishop accepted him like any other orphan.

She scolded him when he misbehaved, praised him when he did something good, and picked him up to her lap to read him books. She was like the real mother he dreamed of.

Orlux joined the Knights Templar because he sincerely wanted to protect the Bishop. Following his mother’s footsteps? Not once did he ever have such worthless motivation.

He wished that the Bishop was his mother. He wished that the blood flowing in his veins was her blood, not the blood of a lecherous king, or a woman who gave her child to the Church because of shame.

Orlux would not allow anyone who might harm the Bishop anywhere near her. It was impossible for him to tolerate anyone who could hurt her in any way.

“Her Excellency has a pure heart,” Orlux said. “It must not be defiled. As such, we must defile ourselves.”

“What do we do, Captain?”

“Gather some oil,” he replied with a smile. “Her Excellency has welcomed them. It will be even colder tonight. We must provide them a warm fire.”

 

Following the Bishop’s instructions, Zero and I took off our hoods, lifted our head, and boldly walked out of the main door of the cathedral.

The shocked gazes that fell on us made me feel restless, though in a different kind of way from when they looked at us with fear and hatred.

“I guess they’re not gonna welcome us right away with open arms,” I said.

“But the hostile atmosphere has clearly subsided,” Zero added. “The citizens seem to trust the Bishop deeply.”

“To say that the Bishop of Knox Cathedral is the most authoritative person among the Seven Bishops is not an exaggeration,” the priest explained. “Officially, they are all of the same rank, but the Bishop of Knox Cathedral is the one who hears the prophet.”

I snorted. “Since there’s no actual prophet at the Altar, doesn’t that make the Bishop of Knox Cathedral the Prophet? No wonder they assign the most respectable one to the position.”

“Keep your voice down! The people don’t know about that yet. We don’t want to make them more anxious than they already are.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

If it became known that the Church, the only one they could turn to, was lying all along, they would be thrown into the pits of despair.

“Since you’re here, why don’t you take a quick look around the town? You might find some items you want from stores. And it’s not a bad idea to show yourself to the people.”

“What does it matter if they see us?” Zero asked.

“Mercenary will explain that to you. I have some things left to do, so I’ll take my leave.” The priest quickly disappeared.

I had no idea how he could still move around. Gouda could not even walk properly. It reminded me that Dea Ignis was full of terrifying monsters.

After watching the priest go, Zero turned to me and asked, “What did he mean by that?”

“Uh, apparently there are plans to evacuate the people to Wenias.”

Damn you, priest. I already told him that nothing I could say would change her mind.

“Evacuate? That is a big decision.”

“And they want you to escort them.”

Zero’s mouth opened wide. She realized the Church’s intentions with just a few words. That’s a genius for you, all right. She saved me the trouble of explaining.

“You want me to turn around and return the way I came?”

“I’m not the one saying that.”

“Um, excuse me,” a voice said.

My ears perked up. I turned around to see a nondescript, merchant-looking man standing there nervously. “Are you talking to me?” I asked.

“Y-Yes. You escorted the Knights Templar from Wenias, didn’t you?”

“Y-Yeah, I guess.”

“We’d love to talk to you. We asked the knights, but they wouldn’t tell us much. We’d like to buy you drinks as a token of making your acquaintance.” The man turned his gaze to a group of people—young and old, men and women—staring anxiously at us.

I was a little unsure what to say. “You do realize you’re inviting a Beastfallen and a witch, right?”

“Of course. The Noble Guards said you were dangerous, but the Bishop welcomed you. Then we have to try to get along.”

“Huh.” Zero walked up to the man, her beauty fully exposed. “I see. After the Bishop recognized us as human beings, it is the people’s turn to evaluate us. They have realized that we can answer their questions.”

“I-I apologize. I meant no offense.”

“None taken,” Zero replied. “In fact, I feel great. By all means, buy me a drink. I will answer as many questions as you like.”

I almost let my voice spill. Ever since we met, Zero loved being asked questions and then answering them. She said she felt happy.

You ask questions and I answer them. By doing this, we learn more about each other.

That seemed to apply to everyone. Not that it mattered, really, but I couldn’t help but feel… weird.

The Church’s decision to coexist with witches would inevitably result in this. Other people would welcome Zero, and she would have no trouble finding someone to talk to.

“Mercenary.”

“Hmm?”

“Are you jealous?” She gave a smirk.

Her words shattered my frozen body. It was as if she knew exactly what was on my mind.

I almost yelled back, “Hell no!” but thought it over a bit.

She was right, I realized.

“I am,” I replied. “Got a problem with that?”

Her teasing look turned into a smile of delight, dispelling my petty feelings of jealousy.

“Are you afraid of losing me? Like how I am afraid to lose you?”

“Yes, damn it!” I barked. “Don’t make me repeat myself!”

Zero chuckled, then her face darkened, like she was thinking about something.

“Hello?”

“Hmm? Oh, uhm… We are probably thinking of the same thing.”

“Are you sure?” I wondered. “I don’t even know what I’m thinking.”

Zero pulled on my hand. “Yes, we are thinking of the same thing. Let us go. The powerless sincerely wishes to know about you and me. We must accommodate them.”

“You’re not just getting baited by food, are you?”

“Do not be silly. I have been looking forward to the dinner you made, but I have to put that on hold for this important duty.”

Riiight. Duty. I wagged my tail in exasperation.

Getting tired of me not moving, Zero left me behind and started walking toward the tavern with a spring in her steps. Reluctantly I followed her.

The people in town were jolly.

Some watched us afar at first, but once they realized that we talked like humans, they came over to us with drinks in hand and started conversations.

They begged Zero to show them Magic. They wanted to know how sharp my claws were. It was as if I had gone back in time, back when I was just a kid, helping my parents in the tavern, and people weren’t afraid of me.

Zero was next to me, drinking heavily and talking about how delicious my cooking was.

I felt glad I was a Beastfallen. If I had been a normal person, I would have started bawling like an old man.

Today I received news that my parents had passed away while waiting for my return. I learned that their love for me, which I had questioned until the end, was real.

Despite all that, I was able to keep my spirits up thanks to the presence of this one woman.

“Ugh… I’m wasted… I’ve never been so drunk in my entire life.”

Time quickly passed and night had fallen. Knox’s drinks were much stronger than all the beverages I ever had. Zero downed them like she was drinking water, so I did too.

Zero seemed completely fine, only a little tipsy, while I threw up in a back alley.

“You are pathetic, Mercenary. You had less to drink than I did.”

“Shut up! You’re more of a monster than I am!”

Zero was such a heavy drinker that she weirded out the patrons. It was exhilarating to watch all the men who challenged the beautiful Zero to a drinking contest, only to end up sinking to the floor.

Unfortunately, the world was not exactly at peace; we couldn’t spend the whole night drinking. Once it was closing time, people began to head home one by one, bidding farewell to each other. Zero and I staggered out of town.

I was so hot from the alcohol that the cold temperature outside felt pleasant. Somehow we managed to make it back to the carriage. Zero and I lay down inside the carriage, the cold breeze slipping through the cracks penetrating our skin.

Our breath came in white puffs. But it wasn’t that cold.

Right when I was about to fall asleep, Zero said, “Mercenary.”

“You usually talk about stupid things when it’s time to sleep,” I said.

“Perhaps.” She chuckled. “Like is this world worth saving or not?”

“See? I knew it.” I stifled a yawn.

“I am talking about the world. How is that stupid?”

“I’m the kind of guy who chooses his soup over the world, remember? I honestly don’t give a damn about the world.”

When we first met, Zero threatened to destroy the world if I didn’t give her my soup, to which I told her to knock herself out.

“Oh, right. I remember.” She laughed again. “But the situation is much different now than it was back then. In fact, you decided to fight for the world, did you not?”

“Nope. I said I’d fight for you, not the world.”

Zero fell silent, then sidled up to me like a child seeking warmth. “For me?”

“Yup.”

“What if I decided not to go to the Altar?”

“You mean you’re going to do what the priest asked and escort the people to Wenias?”

“Yes.” She gave a small nod. “I figured that it was not a bad idea.”

“So you’re gonna give up on saving the world?”

“See?” She smiled. “Does it not bother you? That is why I am asking if this world is worth saving or not.”

“You know, you’ve been acting strange lately.”

“How so?”

“You keep waking up in the middle of the night. Is this what you’ve been brooding over? Whether the world is worth saving? It’s no use thinking about it. If the world is destroyed, it’s all over. You can start worrying about matters after you kill your master.”

“Should I really kill her?”

I lifted my body up. Zero was lying down, staring at an empty space. The cheerfulness that she had shown earlier when we were drinking was nowhere to be found.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“Don’t you see? The only reason the Church and witches are temporarily working together is because my Master reigns as evil incarnate. The reason why the Bishop and the townspeople welcomed us is because we have a common enemy.”

“I suppose.”

Zero hugged her knees. “I had fun today. I wished that days like this could go on forever. But if I kill my master, the world will be divided once more. Would it not be better, then, to leave things the way they are at the moment? What if we focus on defense, wait for a few generations, and when the relationship between the Church and witches had become truly solid, we defeat my Master?”

“Is that what’s been on your mind all this time?”

Suddenly I heard the sound of a bow, and I quickly picked Zero up. The next instant, my ears caught the sound of a bottle breaking. Flames began spreading all over the ragged carriage made of cloth and wood.

“A fire arrow?!”

I jumped out of the carriage with Zero in my arms. As if waiting for me to come out, arrows came flying at me, and one pierced my shoulder.

“Fuck! I didn’t sense anything. This is why I hate archers!”

The alcohol had dulled my senses as well. A skilled archer could easily hit our carriage from the town’s breastworks. I was sure the attacks were coming from the town.

Using the burning carriage as a shield, I pulled out the arrow stuck in my shoulder. Zero quickly healed my wound with Magic.

It would have been nice to watch the carriage burn like a huge bonfire, feeling its warmth, but heavily-armed men were coming toward us.

“What is happening?!” Zero cried.

“Beats me. I think it’s faster if we just asked the attacker.”

Grabbing my sword, I stood up, took off my cloak and threw it. Five arrows quickly shot through my cloak and pinned it to a tree. They’re really out to kill us.

There was only one person who would want to kill us in this situation. “What do you think you’re doing, Orlux?! You’re the Captain of the Noble Guards. Are you going against the Bishop’s will?!”

The footsteps stopped all at once. I thought the man just ordered his men to kill me, but apparently he was part of the attack. He’s scum, but he’s got guts, I’ll give him that.

“Color me surprised. You’re quite perceptive for a Beastfallen. But there seems to be a misunderstanding.”

“Really, now? You didn’t mean to set our carriage ablaze?”

“I did. But I don’t want to kill you. I just want you to leave this place. If you are going to disappear into the woods, I swear we won’t follow you too far. Now if you’d be so kind as to scuttle into the forest like petty thieves.”

I pondered our options. Zero tried to get up, but I grabbed her arm and forced her to sit down.

“We can’t fight back.”

“Why not?! They attacked us with clear intent to kill. They set fire to our carriage and wounded you. I am incensed!”

“It doesn’t matter. If we attack him, it’ll be over for us.”

“Why?!”

“Because I’m a Beastfallen and you’re a witch.”

“Exactly,” Orlux said, peering behind the carriage where we were hiding, a fake smile plastered on his face.
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“Son of a bitch!”

“Impressive,” he said. “You are well aware of the position you are in.”

I quickly readied my sword, but Orlux not only looked at it with amusement, but he also spread his arms wide as if to say, “Kill me.”

“Are you going to kill me? Come, then. You will lose the people’s trust. The Bishop’s, the Knights Templar’s, and the powerless citizen’s. If that happens, you will be expelled from this place. I will gladly lay down my life to exterminate evil.”

I snickered. “What a fine spirit of self-sacrifice you’ve got there. You don’t seem to get it, so allow me to explain. If the witch wanted to, she could kill you and everyone in town. Do you know why she’s not doing that? Because we’re not your enemy!”

“So basically she could decimate the town at any moment. There is no guarantee that you will not do so. You might attack the town under the cover of darkness. The witch might summon demons. You have to understand. We can’t allow you to stay one more night.”

This is pointless. We’ll never get through to him. But if we kept talking, someone might notice something wrong and come here.

Realizing my intentions, Orlux drew his sword. Knights, with their swords drawn, surrounded the carriage.

“Help won’t come,” he said. “We have taken some precautions. Who do you think urged the people that invited you to the tavern?”

God damn it. I’m such an idiot.

Although the Bishop welcomed us, the Noble Guards, the knights in charge of defending the town, did not. In that case, the townspeople would have chosen to just watch, not approach us.

The only reason that man had the courage to invite us to the tavern was because the Noble Guards pressured him. They were also probably behind the stronger beverages.

But none of the people who were drinking with us knew about their plot. They simply welcomed us. What would happen if they found out the next morning that we killed the knights? Feeling betrayed, they would never again trust witches and Beastfallen.

“I’ve given you plenty of time to think. Now, make your choice. Face execution, kill us, or walk away quietly. I’ll give you ten more seconds. Ten… Nine…”

I sheathed my sword, grabbed my pack, and picked up the motionless Zero. I stepped into the night-shrouded forest, listening bitterly to Orlux’s voice as he joyfully counted down.

“Marvelous! You’ve made an excellent decision! I wish you luck in saving the world. We, the Knights Templar, have high hopes for you.”
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Chapter 5: Moment of Farewell

“You can put me down now, Mercenary. I can walk on my own.”

A while after we fled into the woods, Zero, who had been frozen like a corpse or a doll, tapped me on the shoulder.

“Snow has piled up,” I said. “I doubt you can walk properly.”

“I can. I am, after all, a witch.”

Letting out a sigh, I set Zero down on the ground. Normally, she would be buried knee-deep in snow, but she somehow managed to stand gracefully on the powdery, fresh snow.

I gave a dry laugh. “Like a witch, all right.”

Zero was serious, however. We had already covered quite some distance. Our destination was the sea, but I had no idea where we were exactly. The lights of the town had long since disappeared, and there was no point in marching any further through the forest at night with zero visibility.

I was now completely sober. I could feel the chilly air piercing my skin.

“I’m sure that bastard Orlux won’t follow us all the way here. Let’s get some rest and then head for the Altar in the morning. Shame we had to leave the Director behind, though.”

“I am furious, Mercenary.”

“So am I.”

I grabbed the branch of a dead tree and snapped it. After building a fire pit on the hard-packed snow, I piled up some dry wood, making sure the air could circulate through.

Suddenly Zero grabbed my cheek and pulled me close. “I am furious at you.”

“So am I.”

Zero looked hurt. I pushed her away and resumed starting the fire. Damn it. It doesn’t light up.

“You want to ask why I chose to run away when we didn’t do anything wrong? I know what you’re trying to say, and you’re right. You’re absolutely correct. You make a sound argument. But sound arguments don’t mean shit. Even our earnest Captain, a devout Church follower, had a hard time making them understand. What do you think will happen if we tell them, ‘The knights attacked us, so we killed them all’? No one would believe us.”

“You have a point, but…”

“I didn’t want you to be branded an evil witch who slaughtered knights. That’s why I chose to leave. I’m ashamed and angry that I couldn’t think of any other option.”

“Then why do you not resist? Why do you resign yourself to your situation?! If they condemn us for retaliating despite having justifiable reasons, let them. I am not afraid of anyone.”

I exhaled sharply, expressing how fed up I was with the whole matter. “Can we not talk about this anymore? When I was a teenager, I asked myself countless times. Why? I told myself that I wasn’t to blame, others were. But I can’t change society. My only choice is to change myself. That means you give up, grin and bear it, and shrug things off.”

“I do not wish to save such a world!”

“So change it.” I thrust my claw at Zero’s chest. Dumbfounded, her eyes, burning with rage, softened. “You’re going to save the world and be a hero, right? And I’ll be by your side. It’s the perfect heroic tale. We make a triumphant return to Knox Cathedral and rag on that bastard Orlux. After that, we escort the guys from Knox Cathedral to Wenias, all the while reminding them that they owe us big time. Well? How’s that for a perfect plan?”

Zero’s mouth gaped open and shut a couple of times, then she hung her head down bitterly. She still wouldn’t buy it. “The Church will simply lie again anyway,” she said.

“What?”

“They will say that it was the Church who killed the witch. My existence will be buried in darkness. They might even attack me in my sleep and imprison me like the prophet.”

Sounds likely, all right. After learning of the Church’s beginnings, I couldn’t deny the possibility.

“So what do you propose we do? Return to Knox Cathedral and beat them up?”

Zero shook her head.

“Then what the hell do you want to do?”

“Come run away with me.”

I was at a loss for words for a moment. “What? Run away? Where to?”

“You said you would fight for me, not the world. In that case, I do not care if the world falls to ruins, as long as you are by my side. The world will eventually change. Slowly. We can simply live in hiding and watch it happen.”

“Are you for real?”

Zero grabbed my clothes. I peered at her face. Her expression was hard and stiff as she tried desperately to convince me.

“Mercenary. Tell me your name, now. Then I can give you a life as long as mine. We shall live together, we shall grow old together, and we shall die together. We will return to the cellar, you and I.”

It was an extremely tempting proposition. I wouldn’t have to fight anymore. I wouldn’t have to face any danger. I wouldn’t have to live in fear of being seen. I wouldn’t need to be afraid of bandits attacking. If I stayed with Zero, she could protect me when the world collapsed.

“I had a pretty good time traveling with you,” I said.

“Me too.”

“It’s only been about a year, but a lot has happened.” I paused for a bit. “And I’ve met a lot of people. I’ve even worked with people that I would have just passed by if I were alone.”

Zero’s eyes widened in surprise. She was as perceptive as ever. She seemed to have figured out what I was going to say.

“I hate the priest, but I’d be quite depressed if he died. If the squirt dies, I’ll blame myself for not being able to protect her. I’ll be worried nonstop. The kid in Wenias might try her best to save the world even if she has to do it alone. That klutzy saint might screw up again. The princess of Black Dragon Island might do something stupid. I’ll look up at the sky, waiting for the Dragon Slayer King to find us as he rides his dragon.” I could see myself spending my days in misery.

I was the kind of guy who would choose myself over the fate of the world. An asshole, in short. But that didn’t mean I was the most important person in the world.

“What are you saying?”

“That I’m just a little guy who can’t even become a villain. I think I’ve gotten pretty good at pretending, but I just can’t take that one, final step.”

Zero let out a sigh, perhaps one of dismay or resignation. Her grip on my clothes loosened, and she pulled away.

“Oh, but if you’re going to retreat to the cellar and watch the world go to ruins, then I’m coming with you,” I quickly added. “It’s not like I can do anything against the witch at the Altar on my own. And if you leave me here, demons will kill me.”

Zero burst into laughter. “You are one peculiar man,” she said. “You seem awfully relaxed. You never fail to make light of a serious matter and treat it like you are deciding what to cook for dinner.”

“Hey, food is important.”

“More important than the world?”

“If you don’t eat, you die. What happens to the world is irrelevant.”

“You are absolutely right,” she said, laughing as she used Magic to ignite the branches I gathered. I was once again reminded of how handy Magic was.

Now that we had a fire, the next step was to tramp through the snow to harden it. After piling up some snow to create a shelter from the wind, we used our luggage as pillows, completing our bed for the night.

I lay down first, and then Zero crawled into my cloak.

“You sure are warm, Mercenary.”

“I’m a ball of fur that can generate heat on my own.”

Zero chuckled, then began squirming inside my cloak.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Taking off my clothes.”

“Are you trying to kill yourself?”

“It will not be a problem. You are warm.”

Zero tossed her cloak out onto the snow, followed by her shirt and boots, which meant she was only wearing socks and shorts.

No, no, no, no. Why am I pretending to be calm?

I had seen Zero naked countless times before. Besides, we were glued together at the moment. I couldn’t see her body underneath the cloak.

So it’s no problem, then? Of course, it is! It’s a fucking big one!

“One question. Why did you take your clothes off?”

“Because they are in the way.”

“In the way of what?”

“What we are about to do.”

My back flat on the snow, I looked up at the sky. The stars sure are beautiful. My escape from reality did not last long. Zero began removing my gear.

“W-W-Wait! Man, you’re relentless. I didn’t realize the whole vibe was leading to that!”

“I was planning to lead it that way, but you ruined it with your jokes. I will no longer accept any spineless remarks.”

“We don’t even have that kind of relationship!”

“Will you toss me out in the snow, then?”

Zero poked her head out of the cloak and mounted me. A naked Zero.

The forest was dark, but the fire provided enough light. What’s more, Beastfallen could see well at night.

I instinctively closed my eyes. I had seen her naked countless times. But the circumstances were different. The atmosphere was different. The mood was different. It was not the same as taking off your clothes for a bath.

My whole body was burning hot. My heart was pounding, my throat dry.

“You may touch me, Mercenary. Only you may touch me. You have my permission.”

On top of all that, she was egging me.

Oh, God.

Or should I be praying to a demon?

I reached out to touch her body. It was soft, and cold.

“You idiot! You’re gonna freeze to death!” I quickly lifted my body up and held her inside my cloak.

Zero chuckled. “Then you keep me warm. Hold me tight so I do not freeze.”

The next morning, Secrecy went to check on Mercenary and Zero, only to find their carriage burned to the ground.

I underestimated him, he thought as he stood there dumbfounded. He had heard rumors about the man named Orlux, but he never thought the knight would be so bold.

“I can’t believe he ignored Her Excellency’s decision so easily.”

He thought something was odd last night. Orlux, who had shown extreme contempt for the witch and the Beastfallen, was too quiet, and all kinds of people kept asking him how Lutra and Wenias were doing, to the point where he didn’t have the time to slip out.

The people of Knox Cathedral, isolated from the rest of the world, were understandably curious about what was going on in the other towns. Or so he thought. The whole thing was simply a ploy to keep Secrecy occupied. The people who came to talk to him were not actually aware that they were part of some nasty plan.

Orlux Corr was known for using any means necessary to attain his goals. He was willing to ignore orders. He got to where he was today by backstabbing his superiors, kicking them down, and using them as stepping stones.

The only reason why such a wicked man could serve the Bishop of Knox Cathedral directly was because of his competence.

He was cunning, never letting anyone catch a sniff of his schemes until he achieved his goals.

Most importantly, the people liked him. He had a genuinely compassionate heart that reached out for the weak. He even offered his own life as a hostage to free a village occupied by bandits. Of course, he must have had a plan to survive unscathed, but in any case, he was very good at gaining admiration from those below him.

But Orlux showed no compassion to witches and Beastfallen. For Secrecy it was like seeing his past self, before he met Mercenary and Zero, which annoyed him even more.

I’m sure those two are still alive. Clicking his tongue, Secrecy headed to the Director’s tent. There had to be a reason why the Director, a demon with eyes that could see the whole world, did not inform him of the danger they were in.

And the reason immediately became apparent. The moment he stepped into the tent, he felt something odd. He sensed two people lying on the floor, and it didn’t seem like they were sleeping soundly.

“Are you tied up, by any chance?” he asked.

A muffled voice answered back. They’re gagged.

Secrecy transformed his staff into a scythe and cut the ropes binding them.

“Th-Thanks for the help. I didn’t expect to be attacked by my own allies. I let my guard down.”

“I don’t remember your name, but I believe you’re a knight as well. You couldn’t fight back?”

“My name’s Barcel, the Captain’s attendant. I’m an archer, so I’m not exactly physically strong.”

“Mercenary and Zero are gone. The carriage they were in was burned to the ground.”

“What?! Shit. That bastard!”

“Director, you can see everything, can’t you? Where are they right now?”

The Director looked hesitant. “They’re safe in the woods,” he finally said.

His answer was vague, but it was enough for the time being.

“That’s good. We have to bring them back somehow.” Sensing footsteps, Secrecy shut his mouth and silently stepped out of the tent, where he met Orlux, the root cause of the incident, face to face.

“Oh. Fancy meeting you here, Adjudicator. I heard you stayed up late last night talking to people. You should get some more rest.”

“I found a bloody arrow near the carriage. Did you shoot them with it?”

Orlux kept his smile. “A bloody arrow? I haven’t received any reports. That’s strange. With supplies so low, I’ve instructed my men to collect the arrows instead of leaving them. If there were arrows left, it was probably the work of someone other than the Knights Templar. My guess is that someone shot the beast for food.”

“So you’re saying that their carriage burning down was just an accident?”

“What? Their carriage was burned down? Oh, my. Are they all right? It was cold last night, so I told my men to bring them more oil. If it resulted in a disaster, then I deeply apo—”

Without hearing the rest of Orlux’s words, Secrecy brandished his staff, and with all his strength, smashed the knight’s knees. Orlux screamed as he crumpled on the ground.

The adjudicator pressed his scythe’s blade against Orlux’s neck. “I would appreciate it if you stopped spouting your terrible lies at me. Just listening to them makes me sick. Did you think that an adjudicator would not harm a knight? That we share the same goal and would understand each other? Then I have news for you. Dea Ignis doesn’t see the Knights Templar as anything more than expendable pawns—especially worthless trash like you.”

Startled by Orlux’s scream, Barcel dashed out of the tent. “Wh-What are you doing?!” Seeing that Orlux was going to be killed, he grabbed Secrecy’s shoulder. “Stop it! He may be scum, but he’s still the Captain of Knox Cathedral’s Noble Guards.”

“I see. But that ends today. With his knees shattered, he has no choice but to retire from his post.” Secrecy shrugged, seemingly nonchalant about the whole matter.

Barcel’s grip on his shoulder loosened. “Man, adjudicators are all insane!”

“Insane? Who, me? Or the man who drove away Zero and Mercenary, the key to our defense, because of his filthy prejudice?”

“Both! People should talk first before resorting to violence.”

“Talking to the voiceless is violence. Do you think Mercenary and Zero left without saying a word? Without explaining themselves?”

Barcel’s face darkened.

“If you think about it for a moment, it becomes clear. They were forced into a situation where they had no choice but to fight. So they left, without killing anyone. Do you know why?”

“Because if they fought back, they would win.”

And if they won, they would be forced into an even worse situation. So they chose to run away.

Secrecy was seething inside. He was furious at the Noble Guards for attacking them, and at Zero and Mercenary for leaving without a fight.

“They should have killed them,” the adjudicator said. “No one would’ve held them responsible for rightfully defending themselves. I would not have allowed anyone to put the blame on them!”

Mercenary and Zero ultimately did not believe in anyone else. Not the Church. Not the people. Not even Secrecy. The fact that it bothered him a little made the adjudicator mad at himself.

“You should be thankful you’re still alive, Captain Orlux. I’m guessing Zero was furious, but Mercenary stopped her. Otherwise, this town would have been destroyed last night. Your actions would have resulted in a tragedy. You ignored Her Excellency’s decision, turned a powerful ally into an enemy, and put the town in danger. A death sentence wouldn’t even be enough!”

Secrecy spat in Orlux’s face and turned his scythe back into a staff. The knight was sobbing in the snow in pain, hugging his crushed knees.

After a long hesitation, Barcel picked Orlux up. “I’ll take him to a doctor. I understand where you’re coming from, Adjudicator. But I still don’t think this is acceptable.”

“He’s right!” Orlux shouted, clinging to Barcel’s shoulder. He had recovered somewhat from the shock of having his knee shattered. “Foul Dea Ignis! Her Excellency and the people will not let you get away with this! You will be stripped of the life you were given by the end of the day!”

Secrecy ignored him, and Barcel heaved a sigh. “See? You can’t let people like him live,” the attendant said. “You should have killed him while I wasn’t looking.”

Orlux let out a small shriek.

“Don’t worry,” Barcel added. “I’m a member of the Knights Templar. I don’t kill defenseless people.”

“Priest!” An urgent voice pulled Secrecy back into the tent. The Director, who was calm until a moment ago, pointed toward the forest, his pale face turning even whiter. “I-I always pay back what I owe. Always. Y-You helped me.”

“Is this really that important?”

“Y-Yes. H-Head to the forest. N-Now. I-If you wish to save your friend, g-get a horse and t-take me with you.”

 

When I woke up, the rising sun was just beginning to melt the fresh snow.

Slowly I lifted my body up. Zero was in my arms as usual, except she was not wearing any clothes.

“Uh…”

It wasn’t a dream. I actually did it. With Zero. What could be more terrifying and mind-blowing than this? We didn’t just cross a line. We leapt over it.

All this time I insisted that our relationship was just employer and employee, nothing more. But I could no longer say that.

While I was at my wits’ end, Zero also woke up. She chuckled, her eyes half-open. “What is the matter, Mercenary? You have copulated with a gorgeous woman. You look as if the world had fallen to ruins.”

“That’s exactly how I feel! God damn it, what am I gonna do? I didn’t mean for this to happen between us!”

Zero quickly put on her clothes. She was extremely calm.

Last night… No, forget about what happened last night. Okay, done.

“It was not as bad as I thought it would be,” Zero said. “It was quite a good experience, Mercenary.”

“Aaaaah shut up! Don’t give me feedback! If it wasn’t bad, then that’s great, damn it.”

“Cheer up. Simply think of it as a good memory,”

“What?”

Did she just say memory? Does that mean there’s no next time? That’s a bit of a shame.

I turned to Zero. Her eyes were cold, as if she was looking at a toy that no longer fascinated her. She picked up my stuff. My large knife, which fit comfortably in my hand, looked like an awfully big and terrifying weapon in her small hands.

“Witch?”

“You have fallen for me at last,” she said. “Playtime is over, Mercenary.”

A familiar black pattern appeared on my knife. I recognized the spell. A chill ran down my spine. I knew what awaited me, and I refused to acknowledge it.

“You’re kidding, right?” was all I could say.

Zero leapt into my chest, the tip of the black knife pointed at my heart. There was a small thud.

No way. This isn’t happening. This can’t be how it ends.

“Farewell, Mercenary. I am terminating my contract with you.”

No.

The words stuck to my throat.

I thrashed about in the snow, ghastly screams escaping my mouth as intense pain ripped through my whole body.


Interlude: A Thunderclap in a Clear Sky


While in the middle of doing paperwork, her finger hit the bottle, spilling ink all over the desk.

The Mooncaller witch Albus, Chief Mage of the Kingdom of Wenias, let out a groan as she watched the parchments getting damaged.

“Ah, I need a break! Holdem! Bring me something sweet! Like deep-fried bread dripping with honey or something!”

“All that sugar will make you fat if you don’t exercise, young lady.” Albus’ servant, a white wolf Beastfallen, said as he offered her what she asked for.

Glaring at Holdem, Albus stuffed her mouth with the bread. “I exercise my brain! Look at this amount of paperwork. I have to prepare jobs, food, and shelter for the people we rescued from neighboring nations, reply to a letter to the Bishop of Lutra Cathedral, and deal with Mage applicants. On top of that, we still haven’t received a reply from Zero and Mercenary!”

“But the only thing you actually have to deal with is the application for Mages. His Majesty, the governor, and Commander Eudwright are taking care of the rest. Even the princess of Black Dragon Island and the Saint are assisting you with Magic-related matters.”

“Are you saying I’m slacking off?!”

“I didn’t say that. In fact, I think you’re doing a great job keeping up with those freaks despite being moderately normal.”

“Well, sorry for being normal!”

As a matter of fact, Albus did not possess the quick wits of a genius. Without the immense magical power she received from Thirteenth and Solena’s blood running in her veins, she was only an inexperienced young girl.

Countless times she wished for Thirteenth and Solena to be alive, for Zero to be by her side.

According to the witch from the Forbidden Library, a woman named Madia, Zero and the others arrived safely at their destination and met up with Secrecy. Still they hadn’t responded to her letter.

“What’s going on? Why aren’t they replying? I thought they lost the Witch Letter, but apparently they still have it.”

“They’re probably too busy.”

“Must be nice to be so optimistic all the time.”

“The saint’s attendant says it’s better than being pessimistic.”

“You mean Cal? A hawk Beastfallen’s so nice. I wish I had a servant like him. Someone who’s not a skirt-chaser.”

“My heart belongs only to Solena!”

“I don’t know about that.” Albus snorted.

She didn’t doubt Holdem’s loyalty, or her love for Solena for that matter. However, his loyalty was to Solena alone, forever. She felt a little sad not having a servant of her own. But she could not bring herself to search for a new servant as well.

“I wish I could have gone north too,” she muttered.

“Young lady…”

“I know, I know. I have my own role to play. To keep the wards running. To expand them. With the Church’s help, I should be able to extend the ward a bit further north. Wenias is a small kingdom. Our top priority is to secure more safe land.”

The only one of the Seven Cathedrals that remained intact was the southern cathedral of Lutra. Its Bishop did not evacuate to Wenias. Instead he decided to protect the south with new wards.

Knox Cathedral had proven that the cathedrals themselves were powerful wards against demons. If they combined the wisdom of the witches gathered in Wenias with the Church’s technology, it should be possible to put up wards that are more powerful than ever over a wide area.

Progress was being made, one step at a time. Witches and the Church were beginning to join forces, albeit awkwardly. Mages and the Knights Templar were already assisting each other.

“We’re going to protect the kingdom so that the two of them can come back in peace.”

“That’s the spirit, young lady!”

“Now that I’ve had my fill of sweets, time to resume work!” After giving her body a good stretching, Albus cleared the mess on her desk.

“Chief!” Madia barged into the office, her face pale. “W-We have trouble!”

“Oh, Madia. What’s up? And please stop calling me that. It’s embarrassing.”

“Lady Zero stabbed Mercenary.”

People tend to laugh when they hear something too absurd. There’s no way that’s true, they would say. Easy on the jokes.

But Madia’s ashen face prevented Albus from laughing.

“That’s impossible,” she said. “Zero would never do that. She—!”

Albus swallowed the rest of her words. Why was Zero with Mercenary again? she wondered. She needed a bodyguard while she searched for the copy of the grimoire, yes. In return, Zero would turn Mercenary into a human. And for that, she needed to wait for her magical power to be replenished.

So far, so good. But what happens after that? Zero did not need Mercenary’s help to save the world.

They had been together since Albus met them. To her, them being together was normal, but when she thought about it again, there was no reason for them to be together forever.

Albus looked at Holdem. “Zero likes Mercenary, right?” she asked gingerly.

Holdem gave a vague nod.

“Why does she like him?”

But no one could answer her question.
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Chapter 6: A Call From Reality

This is exactly why you shouldn’t trust others. I should’ve known better. Conmen would not hesitate to spend a couple years to trick someone.

So why did I believe that witch? How could I let myself drown in the delusion that a smart, strong, gorgeous woman would like me?

What a fucking riot. But I couldn’t laugh. Hell, I couldn’t even move a single finger. I had lost all feeling in my body, and it felt like I was falling deeper and deeper into darkness.

Am I dying? That’s great. Just kill me already.

I’ve had enough. I can’t stand being this miserable.

“How… thetic…”

Suddenly I heard a voice in the darkness. I opened my eyes a bit, but all I could see was black.

“I said, you are pathetic. I can not believe such trivial amount of despair could send you falling so deep into the abyss.”

What? Whose voice is that? It sounded familiar.

“Do you fear pain? Loathe reality? Puny one, do you wish to die a dog’s death and rot away? No. Open your eyes.”

Man, stop yapping already. Who cares if I sleep? Even if I wake up—

Even if I wake up…

“There is no joy in waking up. The only thing that awaits you is a painful reality. But you must still…”

“Wake up, Zero’s mercenary.”

 

I woke up to the sound of my own screams. As I bolted upright, pain jolted through every bone in my body.

“O-Oww… Shit… What…?”

Groaning, I hunched over. Then suddenly I felt something odd.

“My hands…”

My own hand felt awfully small. I looked down and saw an unfamiliar human hand where my hand should have been. I tried clenching it into a fist, and the human hand moved accordingly.

“Wh-What is… going on…?”

A knot formed in my gut, and my heart started pounding. Sweat was pouring out of my body despite the terrible cold.

Why is it this cold? What is this tickling sensation running down my cheek?

I could feel the base of my tail stirring. Or so I thought, but I could not even feel my tail at all.

My nose didn’t work, as if it had gone numb, and every sound was muffled and distant.

Sound? No. It was more like there was something wrong with my ears.

With trembling fingers, I touched my face. It felt smooth, like touching a human face.

“No!” I rolled off the bed.

I tried to get up, but I couldn’t. I cried in pain as my shoulder hit the floor hard.

“Uh…”

What’s going on? What’s happening? Where the hell am I?

I was supposed to be in the woods with Zero. Yet here I was, indoors, lying in a bed. I had a strange dream, but I couldn’t remember what it was. Was this even real? Was me traveling with Zero just a dream?

I need an explanation. Somebody. Anybody.

“H-Hello?! Is anybody here?!”

The door burst open. I turned my head and saw the priest. The sight of a familiar face gave me a huge sense of relief. His presence meant my journey with Zero was not just a dream.

At the same time, a question formed in my mind. “Why… are you here?” I asked.

“Why? I brought you here after finding you passed out in the woods.”

“Passed out…? Why would I be… Where’s the witch?”

“I’ll put you back to bed first. What are you even doing? You just woke up,” he said with exasperation as he stepped into the room. “There’s no way you can immediately stand up with that body.”

He grabbed my arm, put it around his shoulders, then stood up, lifting me up with him.

I was taken aback. I weighed more than twice as much as the priest. How could he carry me so easily?

“Were you always this strong?”

“What are you talking about? Are you still asleep? You became lighter, of course.”

“Lighter…?”

After returning to the bed, I looked up at the priest, confused.

Wait, looked up? I’m looking up at him?

When I was sitting on a chair or bed, my gaze was always at the same level as his, if not higher. Did he suddenly grow taller?”

No. It was obvious that my body had shrunk.

“Big brother!”

I heard Lily’s voice.

“I’m so glad you’re all right!”

A small rat Beastfallen barged into the room and jumped into my chest. Her weight startled me. She was supposed to be so light that I would forget I was even carrying her.

Gouda, Gemma, and Barcel entered the room next, all wearing indescribable looks as they stared at me.

“What? Why are you all looking at me like that?”

“Are you really Mercenary?” Gemma asked, looking at me as if I were a stranger.

“What… happened to me?” I asked in a shaky voice.

I eyed everyone in the room, then shot the priest an imploring look.

“Congratulations, I suppose?” he said in a tone that did not sound congratulatory at all. “I’m not sure what to say in this situation.”

My heart was beating fast. I held my chest to ease the pain.

“Please bring a mirror, Dragon Slayer King,” the priest said. “He’ll get a firmer grasp on things if he actually sees it.”

Gouda carried the mirror leaning in a corner to the front of the bed.

I couldn’t look at the stranger reflected on it.

No.

No, no, no.

I don’t want this.

I didn’t want any of this.

“I’m dreaming, aren’t I? Or maybe it’s the witch’s nasty prank. She’s hiding somewhere, laughing, isn’t she?”

Silence.

I buried my head in my hands.

“Please… tell me this is all a joke! Tell me I’m dreaming!”

The priest softly shook his head. “It’s neither a dream nor an illusion. Why do you look like that? This was what you wanted all along.”

Don’t say it.

Don’t say any more.

Please…

I’m begging you.

“Zero is gone. She turned you into a human and left you in the woods. You have received your payment for being her bodyguard.”

 

After a while of walking on the frozen sea, the island of Generos came into view.

Squinting through the roaring blizzard, Zero landed on a small island jutting out of the ice. Alone.

The big, warm presence that was always by her side was now gone. She took the soul of the beast that resided within him.

The soul, sealed in a vial she held close to her chest, was a little warm.

Generos was a small, bleak island, with only a church and a ruined plantation.

There was no smell of rotting food. Delivering supplies every year was probably just a lie.

The graves of generations of Bishops who died and were given the title of Prophet lay beside the church.

Zero headed straight for the holy sanctuary.
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After struggling to push open the large wooden doors, which showed no signs of weathering, Zero was greeted by a room as plain as its exterior.

“The witch they called the Prophet was a witch I loved and respected.”

A relaxed voice echoed through the cathedral, and Zero stopped in her tracks.

“If not for the humans’ betrayal, she would have taken the good witches into the Church, defeated the evil witches, and created a whole new organization. I wanted to see the world she would have created. But she was betrayed, hunted down. Despair caused me to confine myself in the cellar.”

“You should have stayed there forever,” Zero said coldly.

There was a gentle chuckle, and the pitch-black cathedral suddenly turned bright. The torches on the walls lit up, illuminating the entire place. At the center of the circular chapel was the Altar, surrounded by pieces of wood that was once a chair.

A black-robed witch was standing at the Altar, a human skull in her hand.

“Countless times I wished I was her,” she said in a laid-back tone. “I wished I was the one betrayed by humans, imprisoned on an island, and left to die. So I decided to become her. I decided to create the world that she envisioned.”

Perhaps she was talking to herself. Not that it mattered.

“And that led you to destroy the world.”

“The plan was as I told you in your dream, Zero. And you agreed to that plan. Thank you for coming, my dear daughter. Together we will save the world. And for that, I need your body.”
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