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  Chapter One


   


  WITH A WEAK GROAN, CORIO’S FATHER COLLAPSED to the ground.


  It was early in the afternoon when it happened. He fell before the heap of swords piled near the service door to the weapon shop, his eyes white with shock. In his hand he gripped a leather-bound account book.


  Corio froze, unable to move a muscle or say a word. He stared at his father’s agonized face as he lay there on the ground. 


  Behind Corio stood the head clerk, a man with neat gray hair. He glanced down at his collapsed employer. 


  “Father…” Corio breathed, then turned to the clerk. “Wh-what happened?”


  The clerk lifted his gaze to meet Corio’s. His eyes were as clear and blank as orbs of glass.


  “Do you fail to understand, Young Master?” The words came out tentatively.


  “No way,” Corio answered, shooting him a glare. This must have been a joke. 


  Overwhelmed and unbelieving, Corio racked his brain for any clues. There had to be an explanation. What had happened just moments before? His father’s cross words still echoed in his ears.


   


  “Where’ve you been lazing about, boy? There’s work to do.” 


  Corio received a firm reprimand the moment he returned home from his merchant school. To be fair, it was true that he had arrived home later than usual—by four and a half minutes. But he had a reason, and it was hardly cause for such a harsh scolding.


  “The streets were packed, Dad!” Corio snapped. 


  “The streets?” Corio’s father leveled him with a suspicious glare. “The streets you walk all the time to get to school? Suddenly they’re so packed you couldn’t walk down them, eh? Just tell me if you want to take it easy, you fool.”


  “I’m telling you!” Corio insisted. “The crowds were the worst at the town square. I could hardly get through, it was so—”


  “The town square?”


  “It was packed shoulder to shoulder. Never seen so many people, even counting the hoity-toity bureaucrats and soldiers. It was a real spectacle.”


  “Stop there, Corio,” his father said. Perhaps already guessing the cause of the unusual circumstances, he turned to Corio with a stiff expression. “Folks must’ve been there to hear a report from the castle.”


  “Yeah, I reckon.”


  “And what was the report?” 


  The question was simple and straightforward. Corio’s father was always stern and suspicious of others, so Corio wasn’t the least bit surprised about this kind of reaction. 


  The report had been written on a public notice board, but the contents could be intuited from the excitement of the bustling crowd. There was no point in beating around the bush, so Corio told his father exactly what was in the report:


  “Demon King’s dead. Some heroes went and killed him about a week ago.”


   


  And that had been the moment his father fell to the floor. He’d groaned at first, then his eyes had gone blank and white.


  In the aftermath, Corio remained frozen.


  Why is he so upset?


  It might’ve made sense if the report were something horrible—like the heroes’ defeat, or monsters at the city gates, or all fighting-age men being conscripted. News like that would send anyone into a panic. 


  But this was good news, wasn’t it? Corio supposed it didn’t feel very close to home, though. The whole battle between the heroes and the Demon King was epic, to be sure, but abstract. He’d never seen any of it with his own two eyes, so the news of victory felt distant and ­ultimately rather unremarkable to him on a personal level. No matter how he tried to spin it, he couldn’t understand why the news would affect his father so terribly.


  Some time passed. Corio’s low, quick breaths seemed to fill the entire service room. The clerk’s shoulders slumped lower and lower, unmistakable despair settling into his wrinkled face.


  “Young Corio, who are our customers?” he asked eventually.


  “Customers?” Corio couldn’t grasp the question at first. “I mean…adventurers.”


  “Yes. And why do adventurers buy our weapons?”


  “To kill monsters.”


  “They kill monsters to earn money and buy better equipment, with what ultimate goal in mind?”


  Corio paused. Then the pieces clicked together, leaving him with the only possible answer: “To slay the Demon King.”


  The clerk nodded. “Yes. To slay the Demon King, become a hero of the realm, and acquire vast wealth along the way. But now that the Demon King is dead and gone, do you think adventurers will still come buy weapons at our shop?”


  Corio opened his mouth. Then he closed it, watching the clerk’s gaze drift to the pile of swords across the room.


  “From this day on,” the clerk said, “every product in our inventory is dead stock. Do you recall our plan to order a large batch of new weapons and lower the unit price to accommodate the anticipated increase in adventurer numbers? That’s now fallen flat on its face. We’ve gone shoulder-deep in debt with those orders, and the collectors will be at us like hounds. Thinking about that is enough to knock anyone right out.” He turned his gaze back to Corio’s father, eyes narrowed in pity. “It’s heartrending, I’d say. Master realized the truth right away, but you failed to even imagine it.”


  “But…but that’s…” Corio instictively began to protest the criticism. He trailed off, then straightened his back. “I didn’t know the details of the business plan.”


  “Nor did you attempt to learn.” The clerk’s tone was cold as ice. “Your father entreated you time and time again for your assistance. You were supposed to be the future owner, and all he wanted was the slightest involvement in the simplest of tasks. Instead, you loafed around and wormed your way out of everything asked of you. Even slacking off at your schoolwork! It’s no wonder you didn’t grasp the business consequences of the news. But it’s too late. Even this reprimand is utterly meaningless.”


  “Wait, meaningless? Why?” Corio blinked, as if waking from a dream. 


  The clerk just gaped at him. For a long moment, he could only open his mouth, close it, and then open it to try again. Finally, he found the words.


  “The shop is done for, so you’ll no longer be in need of your trade knowledge.”


  “The store? The store’s going to shut down?” Corio repeated, aghast.


  “Oh, it’s much worse than that,” the clerk said with a little shrug. “All that remains is debt worth more than your house and the land it stands on, your family fortune, and all your belongings combined. You’ll have to flee town if you want to keep the clothes on your back.”


  He opened his bag and put it on the register desk. He pushed some documents aside, grabbed a few silver and copper coins, and dropped them in.


  “Wh-what are you doing?” Corio asked.


  “This is merely my due salary. Worry not. I’ve only paid myself for a half day.”


  The clerk threw his cloak over his shoulders, crammed his city passport into his pocket, and put on his hat. Only then did Corio realize what was happening. 


  He sprinted between the clerk and the door, spreading his arms out and waving wildly in an effort to stop him.


  “Wait, please wait!” Corio cried. “Are you really going to just skip out now? You can’t leave my father like this!”


  “Alas,” the clerk said, bowing his head, “these old bones can do nothing for you. The best I can do is pray for your well-being from a safe distance.”


  “But, but…”


  “Excuse me.” With a push—stronger than Corio would’ve ever expected from “old bones”—the clerk moved past him to the door. Though Corio tried to follow, he clipped his ankle on the desk in his haste. The desk slammed hard onto the floor, scattering papers everywhere. 


  From the doorway, the clerk looked back at Corio, who knelt hunched over amid the mess. Corio could only see his slim silhouette, rimmed in bright sunlight. Within the shroud of yellow warmth, the clerk’s eyes were winter snow. 


  “Young Master, I advise you to run away as quickly as you can. If your house and its possessions are not enough to repay the debt, that won’t stop them from collecting. When everything else is gone, the only item of value remaining is oneself.”


  Corio looked up at him, mystified. However, by the time he managed to mumble a pained “Huh?” the clerk’s shadow was already gone. A spring wind kicked up a cloud of dust at the entrance.


  Oneself…? A second later, an electric shock ran down Corio’s spine. Did he mean we’d have to sell ourselves? Like, into…slavery? A life of forced labor?!


  This couldn’t be real. Corio certainly didn’t feel like it was. His thoughts couldn’t keep up. As he continued to squat there, lethargic and motionless, he heard a steady drum of footsteps coming from the second-floor living area above and behind him.


  Corio wobbled in place for a little longer, then stood up and turned. Moments later, a faint white glow entered his vision.


  “Brother?” said a young, skinny girl with pale skin reminiscent of a dying candle. Dainty wrists and ankles peeked from her crumpled sleepwear.


  “Eni,” Corio breathed. This was his thirteen-year-old sister. 


  She met his gaze with worry. “What happened? I heard a loud noise, and…” Her eyes found their way to their collapsed father. Her large, round eyes widened, and just before her shock could turn to sadness, Corio yelped and waved his hands to block her view. 


  “Nothing, it’s nothing! I just fell over! I knocked over the desk!”


  “D-Daddy!” Eni cried, seeing her fallen father.


  “He’s just tired and needs to sleep! He’s been working nonstop lately, hasn’t he? Poor Father, right? You know how it is.” Corio said anything he could think of as he heaved his father into a chair and pulled his eyelids down over his white eyes. Then Corio forced a smile onto his face and nodded at Eni. “Just go back to your room. It’s cold down here, and you know what the doctor says about you getting a chill.”
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  “But…”


  “Don’t worry! I’ll get Father to his bed. The store staff will help me clean up the desk. It’s all good. So just go. Go on now!”


  With a hesitant look, Eni retreated upstairs. 


  Corio sighed. As soon as he heard her door shut, an uncontrollable shiver racked his body. 


  Eni.


  His sister had been born too sickly and weak to even spend time outdoors. He couldn’t let her catch wind that the whole shop might close. He’d have to handle it on his own before it was too late—before the news reached her ears.


  Something, he thought. Gotta do something. He started by grabbing the scattered documents. He saw product names and numbers… Purchase orders? Under the Customer column, his eyes ran over some familiar names.


  That’s it. He needed to reach out to these people first and see if they could return some of their bulk orders. Luckily, several suppliers were located nearby, within the borders of Rook. Some of them he had relationships with, and positive ones at that. At the very least, he could start there.


  He gathered the relevant orders and ran out of the store. His hands gripping the papers were starting to sweat. 


   


  Rook always had a quaint, pastoral atmosphere about it. Located close to the royal castle and far from the threat of the Demon King, elite knights and adventurers easily picked off the weak monsters that wandered nearby. The local government ruled by long-standing precedent, and there were few thrills or challenges to be had in the course of an ordinary day. Up until now, the only life Corio had ever known was peaceful monotony.


  Right, Corio thought. Up until now.


  A hoard of once-peaceful villagers stormed before Corio’s eyes. The entire commerce district now resembled a boiling cauldron, frothing over with unabated rage. Eyes were bloodshot, arms were raised, and feet pounded the dirt. A chorus of voices crackled with fury.


  “Seize the merchandise!”


  “Damn it all, he got away! The storeroom is stripped bare!”


  “He can’t be far. Send someone to the stables and hold him there!”


  The owner of a furniture business—known across town for her good nature—began pulling out her hair like a demon, shrieking in a bone-chilling pitch. With gnashing teeth and wild eyes, she screamed of payments, payments, payments.


  Corio lowered his head to avoid eye contact and hurried toward his destination. He slipped through the narrow backstreets toward the crafter’s district. Each house was marked with a crested flag denoting the occupant’s profession. Corio stopped at one bearing a compass and a carpenter’s square. Beneath the flag, the sign above the shopfront read CARPENTER.


  “Hello?” Corio called. 


  No response. Normally, the affable owner would appear right away, but now there was only silence. With a furtive glance, he tried again.


  “Hello!” He called louder this time, but it made no difference. The shadows of the street seemed to swallow his voice whole. 


  Could the owner be out? Or busy with something? 


  As soon as Corio stepped inside, he swore the temperature dropped. The atmosphere in the place was downright unnerving.


  He hurried through the hallway to the workshop, where he found the owner sitting in a chair by the window. Illuminated by a square of sunlight, the man sat mostly still and silent. He absently fidgeted with a carpenter’s square, muttering something to himself.


  “S-sir…?” Corio said. Wondering if the old carpenter was ill, he approached. 


  The man lifted his head and fixed sluggish eyes on him. “Mm. Corio, huh? Where’d you come from?”


  “Um, sir, I’ve been calling for you.”


  “That so? Sorry, son. Was mulling a few things over.”


  Corio tilted his head.


  The old carpenter’s lips curled slightly. “This morning I had a few good orders go bust. Orders that’d been settled for some time. Caused me all sorts of problems to cancel like that. Gotta figure out how to make up for the lost cash.”


  Corio didn’t know what to say.


  “What about you, Corio? How about some new construction? I know your old man planned to expand the shop, but what about your living quarters? Eni ought to have a big, bright room so she can get better in a jiff. And don’t you worry, I’ll give you a good discount.”


  “Ah, um, w-well…” Corio stuttered. He turned his head away from the carpenter, whose reddened eyes were glinting like a starving wolf that’d spotted its prey. 


  “There’s no plan to work on the house,” Corio said, backing away. “Actually, I wanted to ask you about, uh, about my dad’s order to expand the store.”


  “Stop there,” the carpenter said, seizing Corio by the shoulders. He leaned in, offering a close-up view of his cold, blank eyes.


  “Don’t say anything reckless, sonny. As you well know, a contract’s different from a negotiation. It’s a holy vow between business partners. There’s no backing out of a contract, no matter what. No matter what.”


  Corio looked away.


  “Well, the world’s a big place. It does happen from time to time. Like the guy who just screwed me over.”


  “Huh?”


  The man’s mouth twisted into a grin. “Tried to knock some logic into his head, but he just wouldn’t accept the way of the world. Everyone’s going through something, right? Me included.”


  The carpenter’s square in his hand, stained black from long years of use, caught a spark of bright sunlight. Corio glanced at it, then quickly looked down. On the floor, he thought he saw something like a scratch… No, there was a stain on the floor. A deep, dark red, seeminlgy painted by a stiff paintbrush. The hair at the back of his neck stood up, and goosebumps raised on his arms.


  “Think about expanding that house of yours, won’t you?” the carpenter hissed, finally releasing Corio from his dark gaze. 


  Corio nodded fiercely. “I’ll ask my father! We’ll let you know! Goodbye!” 


  He bolted for the exit, let himself out the front door, and ran down the shadowy street.


  Once he reached a safe distance, he stopped and took a deep breath—only to be assaulted by a wave of dread. 


  What did I just see? Corio thought. The carpenter was always such a nice man. I’ve known him my whole life! I even played with him when I was little. But now…just now, he looked like some sort of beast!


  Was the man possessed by a demon?


  Corio gripped an oil lamp post, trying to calm his galloping heart. He couldn’t stay here for long. He needed to get himself together. If the carpenter was no good, he could try the smith next.


  He lifted his head and straightened his shoulders, then set out.


  I need to be determined this time, he thought. He would rescind the order from the smith, no matter what. He’d let his guard down with the carpenter because they knew each other well. But it wouldn’t—no, it couldn’t—happen again. He needed to make his will manifest. Squeeze blood out of stone if he had to. If he could just cancel this order, then…


  A shrill shout stopped Corio in his tracks. 


  “Hey, don’t cut the line! I’m waitin’ here!” 


  A small crowd had gathered in front of the smith. They looked like craftsmen, and they all turned in unison to glare at Corio for a moment before returning their attention to the door. 


  “What the hell is going on?” one of them demanded. “I’ve been waiting here all afternoon.”


  “And I’ve been here an hour,” another snapped. “Petty merchants such as yourself should simply excuse themselves.”


  “Who’s petty? That’s real rich coming from some wannabe hack artisan who outsources all the skilled work!”


  “P-please, everyone, keep it down. You’ll disturb the neighbors!” someone pleaded. It was the smith’s burly successor, who appeared now with a nervous look in his eyes. His gentle tone only poured oil on the fire. The crowd immediately went after him.


  “And whose fault is that?!”


  “What choice do we have when you won’t get us payments on time? Arrogant fool!”


  “I’ll dump the materials you ordered on your front doorstep if I have to!”


  Among the jumble of shouts, Corio made sense of the scene. The men accosting the smith’s successor were merchants and artisans who handled raw materials for weapons—wood for axe and shield bases, leather for handles, and jewels for fine sword scabbards. They were here to collect payments for orders the smith had made before the shop inevitably went out of business.


  The young successor struggled in vain against the encroaching crowd, muttering “It’ll be all right!” over and over again like some sort of incantation. “We have a large order, so as soon we receive our payment for that, we’ll be able to pay all of you,” he assured the crowd. “Just sit tight! Don’t you worry!”


  “As if! What kind of idiot would put in a large order of weapons now?”


  “A weapon shop, of course. Just down that road there, the large one—ah, that’s the owner’s son right now! Hey, Corio!”


  Corio looked up.


  Their eyes met.


  As if he’d just seen an angel descend from heaven and alight before his shop, the smith’s successor beamed and waved at Corio. His eyes glimmered with joy and relief.


  “Go ahead and tell these folks about the big order your dad made with us,” he said. “Let ’em know that it’ll be paid in short order and—ah! H-hey, Corio, where are you going? Hey!”


  Corio set off at full speed through the shady streets, the back roads, and between the rickety houses. He could hear faint footsteps coming toward him the entire way. Was it the smith’s successor coming after him? Hey, wait up, Corio… The money! Where are you going…?


  A stone clipped Corio’s foot. He tripped and stumbled down the alleyway until he fell face-first into the ground. His chin and chest took the brunt of the impact, and the force knocked the breath out of him. The pain was so intense that his eyes clouded with tears. He turned to look behind him but saw only a dark, empty street.


  Lying there alone in the shade of so many buildings, the spring air felt colder than Rook’s harshest winters.


  Did he shake them off? Or was no one chasing him in the first place?


  With an ominous feeling still nagging at him, Corio stood. All the determination he’d held on the way to the smith’s was gone, vanished into thin air. How could he possibly have told the successor that he couldn’t pay, in that circumstance? The second the words left his lips, he would’ve been surrounded. The mob might’ve gone straight to his house to steal the money.


  This is bad, Corio thought. He was in no position to negotiate. His father was still saddled with debt. He couldn’t cancel the orders. And that meant…


  “When everything else is gone, the only item of value remaining is oneself.”


  Remembering the clerk’s words sent another chill through Corio. He couldn’t stop the image that forced itself into his mind: a vision of Eni being dragged out of her bedroom in chains and yanked into the street. She coughed and gasped as the gang of men pulled her along and loaded her into a wagon. Her hoarse pleading fell on deaf ears, soon drowned out by hoofbeats and rattling wheels…


  “No!” Corio gasped, looking up at the sky. He couldn’t let his frail sister, with her sensitive skin and weak constitution, face the unforgiving cold of the outside world. Just thinking about it made him tremble from head to toe. 


  No, no, no, no!


  How could he save her? He needed to keep her safe at any cost, even if it meant throwing away everything else…


  But there was only one path he could see. 


  Corio clenched his teeth and set out at a run. He didn’t have a moment to spare.


   


  ***


   


  “Eni, we need to leave!”


  Corio gathered only the most essential of their belongings, then burst into her bedroom hauling a bulky bag. He had crammed it full of supplies like water, food, clothes, and all the money he could find. He wore shoes built for adventuring and a warm down cloak.


  “Huh?” Eni slowly raised herself from bed, head tilted in confusion. “Leave? Where?”


  “We’re leaving town! Now! Quickly, before they find us!”


  He ransacked her bedroom, grabbing whatever he thought she might need and stuffing it into the bag. They couldn’t take everything, of course—that was what the money was for. Time was of the essence. They had to get out. They had to disappear without a trace.


  “Wait! Brother, please wait.” Eni got to her feet, confusion still evident. She stood over him as he knelt to scoop up more of her things. “I don’t know what’s going on. What’s happening?”


  “There’s no time to explain—”


  “Corio.” She took him by the shoulders. 


  When he lifted his gaze, her expression was surprisingly stern. He shook free from her grip but hesitated. Eni was a stubborn girl. Cheerful most of the time, yes, but she fought anything she disagreed with on her own terms. Forcing her would only waste more precious time.


  “All right,” he said. “I’ll explain.”


  He set down the bag. He couldn’t hear footsteps downstairs, but he still kept his guard up as he told her what had happened: hearing the news of the Demon King’s defeat, watching their father collapse, the head clerk scurrying off, and the perils he’d faced in town over the past few hours. 


  Eni didn’t react as much as he’d expected. She dropped her gaze to the floor, rubbing her small chin with one hand. Corio saw a cool, steady light in her narrowed eyes.


  “So what will we do once we leave town?” she asked.


  “Well…I was thinking we…uh…”


  “Where will we go? Another town? How will we survive once we run out of money?”


  He swallowed. “I was going to think about it on the road.”


  “How much money do we have?”


  “Um…” He checked the bag and counted.


  Eni raised an eyebrow at the total. “About enough to last us two weeks,” she said. “Do you think that’s enough time to figure out a plan? I think we’ll have our hands full just getting by. I can’t move quickly, Corio.”


  “We…”


  “I don’t think we can do it. Survive outside of Rook, that is.”


  Those words knocked him into silence. 


  “And what about Father?” she pressed, a crease forming between her brows. “You’re going to just leave him here, passed out in a chair? Without even telling him where we’re going?”


  “Of course not…”


  But Corio realized he hadn’t even thought about it. His mind had been so focused on saving his sister that panic left no room for anything else. Holes riddled his plan. He couldn’t bring himself to speak, embarrassed at how naive he’d been.


  The fire of impatience fizzled out, stranding him in the dark. All that remained in its wake was despair. The ground itself seemed to crack open beneath him and swallow him into a yawning void. 


  He fell to his knees. “But then—then what can we do? You want to give up and become a slave? You want to do nothing as we lose everything?”


  Eni didn’t respond. 


  When Corio looked up at her, she was staring at the ceiling. A thin slant of afternoon light flashed across her eyes, sparking embers there. Her lips, thin as flower ­petals, parted as she let out a long exhale. 


  “How much are we short?” she asked.


  “Huh?”


  “Money,” she said. “Of the money we owe, how much are we unable to pay?”


  “Uh…” He squinted and sucked air through his teeth. “I’m not sure. I’ll need to check the documents.”


  “Check those. And figure out how much we owe all the shop employees for their next paydays.” 


  Her voice was soft, but her tone was firm and commanding. Corio obeyed her and went downstairs, feeling helpless.


  He picked up the relevant papers and returned to her room, where he laid them out on the floor. Contracts, orders, receipts. He read them out and added them up. Eni listened carefully. When Corio finished, she gave a small nod and sighed.


  “Good,” she said.


  “Good?” Corio stared at her.


  “It’s more manageable than I expected. I thought we were in far more trouble.”


  “Manageable…?” Corio didn’t like where this was going. “But Eni, we’re about to receive a massive shipment of weapons with no place to sell them. The store might be expanding, but the customers are vanishing!”


  “True,” Eni said, though she seemed unconcerned. “It will be difficult to make these payments by selling our wares.”


  “So then what?”


  “We’ll need to earn the money some other way.”


  Corio shook his head. He couldn’t make sense of what she was saying. All he could do was blink under the force of her stern gaze. 


  “Let’s borrow more money,” she said. “We could ask a moneylender for a loan and use that to pay off the suppliers.”


  Corio shook his head again. One, two, three long seconds passed. 


  Then a little half smile came to his lips. 


  Jeez, Corio thought. What am I even thinking?


  His expression warmed, and he spoke gently, as if to comfort a small child. “Eni. Dear Eni.”


  She cocked her head and eyed her brother, put off by his sudden change. “Um…what is it?”


  “I know it might be difficult for you to understand, but when you ask to borrow money, you need to pay all of it back with interest on top. That means even if we pay off our current debts with borrowed money, we’ll still need to pay it back later, except the amount will be even greater because of the interest.”


  Eni just watched him as he continued.


  “Only those with a plan to make money should ever think to borrow it. Folks like us, who are already drowning in debt, won’t be able to get a loan in the first place.”


  “I do have a plan.”


  He stiffened. “What?”


  “I already know all that,” she said with a little shrug. “If you take a loan just to spend it, you’re nothing more than a thief. Borrowing the money is to buy time. We’ll turn that money into sales.”


  “Turn the money into sales? Eni, are you listening to me? We won’t be able to make any sales!”


  “I know.”


  “So you’re contradicting yourself! How can we turn money into sales when we don’t have sales?”


  It was her turn to shake her head. “Corio, you need to listen to me. I told you—the loan is just to buy us time. And during that time, we’ll find help and a suitable place for this. With those three things, we can easily pay back the entire loan plus interest.”


  “I don’t understand a word you’re saying.”


  “Then maybe you should keep your mouth shut, Corio, because the moneylenders will be watching you the whole time. Judging whether or not you’ve got the confidence to pull off something bold.”


  Corio groaned and clicked his tongue, but he bit back the initial urge to snap. He tried to look at her evenly.


  “What did you say?” he asked. “Who is going to pull what off?” His voice came out in a strained croak, like a frog squished under someone’s boot.


  “You’re going to go to the moneylender and ask to borrow money,” Eni said.


  He understood that much. Right, he’d go to the moneylender and negotiate. Get enough funds to pay off the debts, do that, happy ending. Not too shabby. He was starting to like the idea.


  But hang on! Just wait a second!


  “How could I possibly borrow money?! I don’t even own this store!”


  “The owner is very much out of commission, and the clerk ran away,” she protested. “Functionally, at least for right now, we are the owners! Who else is going to do anything? I’d be more than happy to go myself, you know, if only my body could handle it.”


  He fell quiet.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll tell you what to say,” she expained. “The important thing is that you are bold and confident when you speak.”


  “But…”


  “Fine. Then I’ll go.” Eni stood up and picked out a change of clothes from the drawer. 


  Corio rushed to stop her. When he saw the serious look in her eyes, he knew this wasn’t a bluff. She was really would do it if he didn’t step up. 


  “I’ll do it, Eni, I’ll do it,” he said, utterly defeated, as he steadied himself against the wall. “I should go, right? So I will.”


  “Boldly, confidently.”


  “That depends on what the plan is,” he said, meeting her glare. “Who’s going to lend money to a bankrupt weapon shop? No matter how confident I am, asking for money without a reason is never going to work. So you’d better have a plan to get around that serious hurdle.”


  “That’s right,” she said with a smile. “Don’t worry, I’m going to explain it to you—multiple times, even. That way, no matter how much you forget, you’ll still be able to speak to the moneylender boldly and confidently tomorrow morning. I guarantee it.”


  “Tomorrow morning?” He raised an eyebrow. “Not today?”


  “We need to practice the back-and-forth and prepare you for all the different things the lender might ask. I reckon it’ll take all night long. But if we are efficient, maybe we can manage in three hours.” Eni nudged him. “Come on, Corio. Let’s do our best.”


  Corio could only stare up at the ceiling in despair.


   


  ***


   


  It was possible that their father would get better by the morning. If he did, he could lighten some of the burden resting on their shoulders. 


  At least, that was what Corio hoped… However, those vain hopes betrayed him. When his father did eventually open his eyes, receiving the news of the head clerk’s abrupt departure only made him faint once more.


  “Don’t tell him anything too upsetting for the time being,” one of the long-tenured clerks said to Corio after that. 


  He had no choice but to accept the reality of this situation: The fate of the store rested on his own shoulders. To secure the future prospects of the shop and protect his family, he would have to secure a loan.


  When the morning finally came, Corio decided to set out a bit before the shops usually opened. After staying up all night, the town held a sort of coiled, unpredictable wildness in Corio’s eyes. It was like the morning after a big festival, after the clamor died down and all that remained was a settled disquiet.


  Normally vendors would fill these streets, calling out to passersby to advertise their wares. This morning, however, the world was blanketed in uneasy silence. Some of the stores showed signs of life, but Corio didn’t see a soul.


  Feeling as if he were being watched from every direction, Corio walked through central Rook. He passed through the town square and approached his destination: the armor shop. 


  This was where Eni had told him to go. He assumed that it would be as quiet as every other store, but when he arrived—


  “Move the goods! No dawdling!”


  “Leave anything large! It won’t fit anyway!”


  “On the double, you lot! I’ve got my eyes on the slackers!”


  It looked to Corio like they were preparing to make an escape of their own. The armor shop owner, his family, and their employees were loading everything they could into a carriage. 


  They looked like they were nearly ready to depart. As Corio approached, they seemed to be assessing a pile of objects on the street corner, deciding what to take and what to leave behind.


  Through the tumult, Corio spotted the face he was looking for and waved. “Hey, Kizza!”


  Kizza was a lanky, tomboyish girl with short-cut hair and large eyes. She was one of the armor shop owner’s daughters, and Corio had known her almost his whole life. Currently, she was wearing traveler’s clothes with the sleeves rolled up.


  Hearing his shout, she turned her head in surprise and jogged over to where Corio stood. “Corio! What are you doing here?”


  “There’s something I want your help with. Mind coming with me?”


  “Now’s not exactly the time. Can’t you see what’s going on?” She gestured at the carriage. “I’ll reach out to you when I find a way. But you should get out of here. Dad’s pretty on edge.”


  “So you and everyone else are leaving town?” Corio asked.


  Kizza answered with a frown.


  “If you’re even bringing the shop employees, does that mean your folks have some idea of how to make a living?” he pressed.


  Kizza shrugged. “I dunno. We had a meeting yesterday but couldn’t decide. We’ll figure it out on the road, I guess.”
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  “That’s really risky!” Corio exclaimed.


  “I thought so too, but everyone agreed to leave. We’ve gotta stick together, so it is what it is…you know? Sorry that I couldn’t even say goodbye, Corio.” 


  With a quick wave, she turned around to go back to the carriage.


  “Wait, Kizza!” Corio cried out after her. “Wait a minute!”


  She looked back at him, puzzled.


  “If your family’s leaving town all of a sudden, it has to be about money problems, right? If so, then you’ll want to come with me! I promise you it’ll be worth it. I’m in the same boat, you see, and I’m headed out to solve some money problems myself.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Let’s go borrow some money,” Corio said simply. “Go to a moneylender and get something to fill the coffers with for the time being, some working capital. And I’ve got a whole routine of how to convince the money­lender—”


  Abruptly, Kizza grabbed his sleeve and yanked it. When their eyes met, Corio saw that hers were absolutely blazing. Overwhelemed and a little bit afraid, Corio gulped.


  “Go to the moneylender and what else?” she demanded.


  “I…I said borrow some working capital.”


  “You can’t be serious! Are you really such an idiot? Or maybe you’re aware of the situation and you’re mocking me and my entire family?”


  Aware of what? Corio wondered. He paused, unsure of what to say.


  Kizza sighed, then clicked her tongue in frustration. “The moneylender is the very person we’re running from in the first place,” she hissed, letting go of Corio’s sleeve.


  Corio grimaced. “Huh?”


  “I dunno about your family, Corio, but we’ve been borrowing. We borrowed a heck of a lot of money to expand the shop—remember how small we used to be? A lot of money over a long time, split up into small payments and repaid bit by little bit. And in spite of those monthly dues, we always paid on time, not a cent short. And yet…” At that point, her brow knitted and she bristled with righteous anger. “That godforsaken moneylender! They suddenly demanded the whole sum, years before we were supposed to finish paying! Today of all days! And said they’d seize everything we owned if we couldn’t!”


  “B-but,” Corio stuttered, “but why?”


  “I dunno, something about our shop’s financial outlook and product stock and all kinds of gibberish. Said they no longer thought we’d be able to pay it back! So they just demanded whatever we had, forget the original sum.”


  “What in the—but surely he can’t do that! What about the contract you signed for the money? You’ve been paying back the borrowed money per the contract, so he doesn’t have any reason to break it off, right?”


  “Apparently there was this tiny little clause in the contract,” Kizza growled. “Some nonsense about ‘when the debtor’s credibility appears to be compromised, he or she must pay back the entire lump sum immediately.’ How crazy is that?! Sure, the Demon King got beat, but we’ve got plenty of good customers—you know, ‘you scratch my back, I scratch yours’ type of situations. So we went around groveling and bowing, trying to scrape together some cash. But what if the moneylender tries to take absolutely everything? Our shop, our goods?” 


  Despair choked her voice, clawing at her throat like a curse. All the while, she leveled a dark stare at Corio, saying with her eyes: It’s hopeless. 


  “So given all that,” she murmured, “tell me again what you’re asking of me?”


  Corio looked away, searching for words. “Ah, well…” He scratched his chin. “I suppose I’ll just ask the same thing again. Do you want to borrow money with me? And we can ask them to give your family some more time on their debts while we’re at it.”


  Kizza just stared at him.


  “Like I said, I’ve got a convincing plan all ready to go.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s a bit too complicated to explain now…” Corio trailed off. Eni had told him to only tell Kizza the absolute bare minimum. Something about how anything slipping out could disrupt the plan.


  As expected, Kizza leveled him with a dubious stare, as if Corio were some kind of con artist. 


  “Which is to say, um, that’s…” Corio stammered, shaking his head. “I mean, that’s because time is of the essence, wouldn’t you say? Either we do this right away, or your family’s got to hit the road now!”


  “The general store.”


  “Hm?”


  “Remember that general store on the west road, Corio?” Kizza asked. “We always played there as kids.”


  “Yeah, I remember,” Corio replied. Of course he did. All the kids who lived in the shopping district would scamper over to play there. It wasn’t just a good spot to goof around but a safe haven of sorts. Any time any of them got scolded, or screwed something up, or just felt down, the owner of that general store had a place for them.


  “Apparently the owner tried to hang himself. He’s in the hospital now.”


  Corio gasped. 


  “He borrowed money from that same moneylender,” Kizza continued, her expression grim. “Like us, he was told to pay it all back early. Sold off everything he had to pull together the money. Lost anything and everything…and then hung himself at the end of it all.”


  Corio didn’t know what to say.


  “Corio,” Kizza said in a strained voice. “Listen. Every­one’s already doing everything they can. We’re only running because there is nothing else we can do. You think you can swoop in with your stupid plan and change everything? Are you serious?”


  “Well, yeah,” Corio said. Desperate and reckless, he said it with every last ounce of confidence that he could muster. “I promise, Kizza. I’m gonna handle it.” He’d never been dealt such a bad hand of cards in his life, but he had to pull off this bluff somehow. His life depended on it. 


  Though he had to admit, he wouldn’t go along with the proposal if he were in Kizza’s position. It would have been out of the question—not without any evidence or basis in fact. 


  After a long pause, Kizza huffed and shook her head, then narrowed her eyes. “All right. Fine.”


  “Thought so, but I under—huh?”


  “I’ll go with you,” Kizza said. “Wait a sec.”


  She hurried over to her family. He heard something like an argument, varied sounds of exapseration, and eventually a harsh rebuke. After the brief yet intense fireworks display, Kizza returned and tapped Corio on the shoulder. 


  “Good to go. Let’s do it,” she said.


  “You sure?”


  “I said it would take one hour at most,” she said. “After one hour, I’m leaving no matter what, okay?”


  “That’s totally fine. In fact, all the better.” 


  With that, the two set out.


  “I’m surprised you really came. Fighting with your family and all.” Corio looked at his childhood friend with fresh eyes.


  “You promised me, didn’t you?” Kizza said.


  “Yeah, but…”


  “Don’t tell me you’re not sure you can keep that promise.”


  “No, that’s not it.”


  “Then we should be good.”


  Corio grimaced and glanced away. They walked on in silence.


  The sun rose in the sky, dyeing the shopping district yellow. The Kopitoto Mountains, the sacred western mountain range that towered over Rook, grew brighter and brighter, awash in sunlight. As dead as the town seemed this morning, it was gradually coming back to life.


  “You know, a long time ago…” Kizza mumbled. She was looking at the stone pavement. “Remember when I was tending the store and we got caught up with that adventurer?”


  “Hm?”


  “You know, the warrior that looked like some kinda pirate captain with a big beard.”


  It took a moment, but Corio remembered.


  It’d happened when they were ten. Corio was visiting the armor shop on an errand and watched some rough-and-ready scumbag try to make off with as much armor as he pleased. Kizza did her best to stop him, but she bounced off him like birdsong off a bear. He got away with his haul and left nothing but a few small coins.


  Corio nodded. “I remember. He said he got hurt because of your armor, didn’t he? Like that’s some kind of excuse.”


  “I remember crying so hard,” Kizza said, “because I couldn’t do anything to stop him. Back then, you said the exact same thing you said just now—that you were going to do something about it. You went chasing after him, and you actually got the money.”


  She took a breath. “So that’s why I believe you. That’s all.”


  He tried to meet her eyes, but she refused to look at him, as if to tell him off for making her explain herself.


  It was a gesture of trust, but that just made Corio’s heart ache. It was a searing twinge so sharp that he had to suppress an agonized groan. He slipped a hand beneath his shirt and pinched himself hard. The physical pain soon overwhelmed the feeling.


  “That so?” he finally said, as composed as he could manage.


  Kizza stayed silent after that. The road turned as they left the shopping district, and before long the lively signs and colorful posters were replaced with plain, perfunctory signage like Public Notary and Accounting. 


  Then, at the end of the road, they found a tall building. At first glance, one might think it was a fortress, with its high walls and small glass windows. The entrance was made up of a series of stone arches, and the heart of the structure was guarded by a front door so dark and imposing that Corio suspected it was made of wrought iron.


  They had arrived at their destination: Valentinov Inc., the moneylender.


  Corio gulped. A fresh wave of nervous energy washed over him as he watched the burly men standing guard at the first gate. Their glares alone were fierce enough to sink a ship, and they radiated such powerful hostility that it darkened the entire street. Corio found himself struck by the urge to simply turn and run away, but that was impossible now that Kizza was here. He couldn’t let her sense his weakness. So with his mouth pressed into an arrow-straight line, he advanced.


  “Halt.” The gruff, deep voice hit Corio like a brick wall. One of the guards faced them and worked his jaw. “We’re not extending any loans now. Turn back before I have to hurt you.”


  “No, this is an application for a new loan,” Corio said without missing a beat. “Or is Valentinov’s also no longer conducting business?”


  The guard blinked in confusion. Then he raised the corner of his mouth in a sneer. “What kind of fool is trying to raise more money in these times? Well, I suppose you’ve got the skull shape of someone who’d come up with such moronic ideas.”


  “I have a plan. I guarantee you, I’ll be able to pay every­thing back in full, plus interest. It’s not a bad deal for your company. Would you mind passing a message on to your boss?” He paused. “I’ll take my business to another lender if I have to.”


  Corio’s calm tone made the guards glance at one another, communciating with eye signals.


  “We’ll let you in,” one said. “No guarantees.”


  “Hang on,” another interjected. “That’s the girl from the armor shop. They’re a debtor with unpaid bills.”


  Hostility lit up in the guards’ narrowed eyes.


  “So this is just a scheme to get an extension.”


  “The arrogance!”


  “Just trying to slip by with a few lies, I reckon. That takes some guts.”


  Corio tried to shout otherwise, but he didn’t have the opportunity. He was seized and thrown with such force that all the air flew out of his lungs. Then the guards shoved him into a crouching position that left him unable to draw another breath. A third guard grabbed Kizza by the arm, his big hands digging into her sleeves and flesh. 


  “Let her go!” Corio rasped. 


  Kizza hung her head, the life gone from her eyes. She sighed. “This is legitimate self-defense,” she said.


  By the time Corio tried to stop her, it was already too late. A dull sound clanged. One of Kizza’s feet rammed into the guard’s shin. He screamed. Kizza easily slipped out of his slackened grip and backhanded him in the face. 


  “Nngh!”


  “Hey, you—”


  The second guard lunged after Kizza as the first one fell on his butt. But Kizza slipped out of his way and hit him hard with a chop to the back, and the guard slammed to the ground face first. Yet another guard charged at her, and another got knocked to the stone.


  Goodness… Corio thought. In the midst of the loud shouts and slams, he tried to get ahold of himself.


  Contrary to her delicate appearance, Kizza was a walking ball of sheer power, probably the result of lugging around heavy metal armor since she was a small girl. Corio remembered her first beating him at arm wrestling when they were twelve. He’d never gotten close to a victory since then. Even adventurers at the guild knew her as the armor shop’s super girl. 


  All that being said, Corio and Kizza were not at the moneylender’s to get into a fight. Corio needed to settle everything down somehow, but before he could figure out how, the door burst open. More bulky guards poured out of the building.


  “What’s all this noise?”


  “Are we being attacked?”


  “Oi! Grab your weapons!”


  Things could only get worse from here. 


  “No, it’s all a big mistake!” Corio protested, trying as hard as he could to cut through the chaos. He grabbed Kizza from behind. “We’re not here to fight! We just want to do business. We apologize for hurting your guards!”


  But the enemy’s outrage didn’t abate. Corio kept shouting promises and apologies, his entire body quaking under the pressure of so many sharp glares.


  “It’s a profitable deal for you. No losses, I promise!”


  “Shut it already!” 


  One of the guards Kizza had thrown to the ground was back on his feet, holding his shoulder. His eyes trembled with pain as he gnashed his teeth. “You throw people around like that and now you want to negotiate? Don’t think you’re getting out of here unharmed!”


  “Surround them!”


  “Restrain these two immediately, and send someone to the armor shop!”


  This is bad, Corio thought. The guards showed no hint of lending them anything, not even an ear. 


  The guards closed in on them, brandishing clubs and knives.


  Sweat dripped down Corio’s forehead. In that moment, he realized that he may have ruined not just his own future, but Kizza’s too.


  “What—what was that?”


  It was the voice of one of the guards stationed at the front entrance, just behind the enclosing circle. He sounded confused.


  “But surely we cannot… No, of course we will obey. Yes. Understood. At once.”


  When the guard stepped forward into the light, he looked like he’d swallowed an insect or three. His hands curled into tight fists at his side before he waved the crowd of guards away from Corio and Kizza. 


  “You’ve been granted a meeting,” the guard said.


  “We… What?” Corio said.


  “Our master will speak with you. Now go inside.”


  No freaking way.


  Corio and Kizza exchanged glances, wondering if this was some sort of mistake. But a moment later, the guards parted and cleared a path. The duo advanced between the rows of armed guards and through the front entrance.


  A cold, lifeless interior greeted them on the other side of the door. The atmosphere was so grim that Corio almost felt as if the reaper himself might start carving out their entrails at any moment. Every vein and artery in his body froze over with instinctive panic, but there was no turning back now.


  He looked up at the ceiling, took a deep breath, and walked deeper into Valentinov Incorporated, moneylender of Rook.


  Chapter Two


   


  WHAT THE MONEYLENDER’S OFFICE REMINDED Corio of the most was a mausoleum. 


  From the cold stone underfoot to the dim glow of candelabras to the elaborate pillars carved with delicate patterns, every element of the interior was refined and beautiful yet lifeless as could be. For a split second, Corio feared that somehow they had entered the world beyond. 


  Perhaps they would never again breathe in the warm, fresh fragrance of earth.


  As his eyes adjusted to the low light, he saw a large decorative curtain hung from the ceiling in the back of the room. The rows of desks beneath it held scales, registers, and piles of paperwork, all casting long, twisting shadows.


  Something moved in the gloom. 


  One candelabra lifted off its pedestal. Light and shadows scattered across the stones. Within the shimmering orange glow, a pale face appeared.


  “Hm?” Corio’s eyes widened.


  It was the face of a surprisingly young woman with a long, straight nose, narrow eyes, and thick brows. She wore a monocle and flowing, colorful robes. Her long hair was done up in elaborate plaiting that resembled ruffled velvet, and her fingers gleamed with silvery rings. Though her style was ladylike and mature, the roundness of her cheeks betrayed her age. The girl was likely around the same age as Corio and Kizza—eighteen or nineteen at most.


  Corio watched in shock as she sat down on the stone bench by the reception. He had been sure beyond a shadow of a doubt that they would meet with a spindly old moneylender, and he couldn’t hide his surprise. Maybe the real master of the shop was still in the back, and she was merely his secretary of some sort? But then she spoke and dispelled all doubt.


  “My name is Frista Valentinov, proprietor of Valentinov Incorporated. Are you the ones who have been shouting your heads off about some…profitable business venture?” she asked softly, her voice rippling across the chasmic stone room.


  Corio couldn’t take back the startled expression from his face, but he nodded and answered politely. “My name is Corio, from the weapon shop, and this is Kizza, from the armor shop. I’m here to request funds for a new venture. And to be clear, there’s plenty in it for your company too—”


  Frista raised her hand, stopping Corio in his tracks. She stared at Corio through her narrow eyes. 


  “In total, 480 silver pieces and 12 copper pieces.”


  “Huh?”


  “Her debt,” Frista Valentinov said, gesturing with a nod in Kizza’s direction. Her voice was low and serious. “What the armor shop owes me. If that sum is not repaid in full by the end of today, we will consider it a violation of their contract. Before we discuss any sort of new venture, I think we ought to settle that one first, don’t you? So…where is my money? Don’t tell me that you came empty-handed.”


  “No, I didn’t bring any money.”


  As he said those words, Corio felt the atmosphere shift once more. The rising wave of bloodlust that rippled across them caused every hair on Corio’s body to stand. Goosebumps rose all over his flesh, and he could practically feel a dagger pressed into the nape of his neck. Abruptly, he realized that they were surrounded from behind by a row of tall men. Frista’s guards? Corio hadn’t even noticed them approach. They stared down at Corio and Kizza with empty eyes.


  Something dangerous flashed in Frista’s face. “Choose your words carefully when you speak to me. I am a busy woman. Trickery will not work on me. Continue dithering and dawdling and you will not leave this room the same way you came in.”


  “No tricks, no dithering,” Corio said. “It’s an honest-to-goodness business deal.” His throat felt dry as he spoke, and he balled his hands into tight fists. He couldn’t show her weakness. No matter what. Not a drop.


  Summoning his memories of his conversation with Eni, he straightened and launched into the explanation they’d rehearsed. 


  “For the profitable venture I’m proposing, we need both the weapon shop and the armor shop alive and well. That’s why we can’t have you liquidating their inventories. If you can lend us money for the venture, not only will you receive the borrowed sum in full, but additional interest on our original debt. I think that should be far more favorable to you then simply cutting your losses.”


  “Armor and weapons,” Frista said in a mocking tone, sarcasm dripping from her voice. Her mouth twisted in a warped grin. “What kind of ignoramus would spend money on those things now that the Demon King is dead? Hang them up as works of art? Stock their fortresses in preparation for some future war?”


  “Neither,” Corio said.


  “Then what?”


  “We’ll open a coliseum.”


  The entire room fell silent enough to hear a pin drop. Both Frista’s and Kizza’s expressions flattened. Then Frista went wide-eyed.


  “Former adventurers will come from far and wide to fight!” Corio continued, emboldened by everyone’s reactions. “And to participate, they’ll need to equip themselves with weapons and armor from our stores. The tournament’ll be battle-royale style, every man for himself. Winner takes all! But no killing, of course—strictly a fight-till-yield situation. You know, without the Demon King and monsters, adventurers will need to find new occupations as well. They’ll definitely go for it! We’ll do twenty fighters per competition and can easily organize three bouts a day.”


  Kizza stared at Corio with a mix of emotions. Above all else, her dominant reaction was shock—but there was a hint of elation just beneath it.


  Meanwhile, any emotion that might have briefly shown itself in Frista’s face had now drained away. The last remnants of surprise faded in the shadows.


  “The prize?”


  “Hm?”


  “At what price do you intend to set the prize? It will have to be a considerable amount if an adventurer could live off it.”


  “It will depend on how notable the entrants are,” Corio said, “but I’m considering 100 silver pieces as a starting point.”


  Frista looked up at the ceiling and burst out laughing. “Ha, 100 silver pieces! So with three matches a day, that’s 300 silver pieces. You could build a store on Main Street for that price. You think you can make up for that with the sales of weapons from your store? Your estimates are completely off-base. This is not a serious proposal.”


  “Who said that weapons and armor would be the way we raise the money?” Corio said softly. “You haven’t heard the whole proposal. To be very clear, the requirement to buy weapons and armor from us is to make effective use of the capital we already have. We will make money through different means.”


  Frista waited in silence.


  “We’ll sell betting tickets to the spectators.” Corio leaned forward, locking eyes with Frista. “Two tickets. One to bet on the day’s champion, and another to predict the top two. The payout will be weighted by the adventurer’s reputation to make the rates competitive. The minimum bet will be 2 copper pieces. Let’s say we pull in five hundred attendees per game. If people bet 1 silver piece on average and the payout ratios guarantee 30 percent of the total money goes to us, that’ll result in daily sales of 450 silver pieces. Even with a prize of 300 silver pieces, it’s a hefty daily profit.”


  “So a profit of 150 silver pieces per day?” Frista muttered hesitantly.


  Corio nodded.


  “That means we’ll be able to pay you the armor shop’s debt within four days of opening.”


  “Wait,” Frista said, wrinkling her brow. “Wait a minute.” She summoned a guard, who carried some kind of book. For a few moments she studied one of the pages, then shook her head. “No, your venture won’t work.”


  She lifted the book, a stern look in her eyes. The front cover of the heavy tome read, in large letters, KINGDOM LAWS & ORDINANCES.


  “You’re proposing a gambling ring, you know, and fixed gambling establishments are illegal per kingdom laws. Right here.” She rapped the page with her finger. “‘Gambling rings where payouts exceed 10 silver pieces are prohibited to preserve public morals.’ Pretty cut and dry. And you want to deal out 100 silver pieces to the winners? Soldiers will be all over us the minute we open.”


  “Well, yes, if we were stupid enough to operate with that level of transparency,” Corio replied.


  Frista frowned. “Explain yourself.”


  “We won’t pay out voting tickets with money. We’ll do it with prizes.”


  Frista looked at Corio as if he were out of his mind. Kizza seemed just as confused. 


  Corio grinned. “Herbs, antidotes, torches—general stores all have unsold, leftover goods like that by the thousands. We’ll give those away as prizes. That will also help the local general store, which I know is also in your debt, pay back their loan to you. We’ll fix the prices to the cost of the voting tickets.”


  “Who would want to win such useless prizes?” Frista snapped.


  “No one, of course. But lots of people are willing to gamble in hopes of hitting the jackpot, aren’t they?”


  Frista’s eyes lit up with understanding. “And when they end up with a booby prize, they can exchange it for cash at the general store. I see! We’ll just have to publicize that in advance…”


  “That’s right,” Corio said, still grinning. “The coliseum is ultimately a game to get people into the prize ring. The prizes will all be available for sale and exchange at the general store. That way, we won’t be breaking any laws—it’s not technically gambling, however similar it might appear.”


  Nobody can find a hole in this plan, Corio thought, gripping his sweaty fist in conviction. It was done now, and he let out a shaky sigh. Though he was a bundle of nerves the entire time, he’d done it. He’d gotten through the major points of the script Eni had prepared for him. He didn’t get kicked out halfway through. He managed to explain their business plan in full.


  Now all he had to do was await the response.


  The slight smile faded from his lips as he searched Frista’s expression for any clues, only to come up empty-handed. Her face held no emotion whatsoever, so still it could’ve been carved from stone. Corio spotted neither agreement nor disinterest. 


  Nobody spoke for some time.


  The only disturbance came from the windows, which let in occasional sounds from the outside world. The wavering glow of candlelight sent waves of shadows out along the walls and ceiling. Beads of cold sweat gathered on the back of Corio’s neck. Just as one dripped down to the center of his back, Frista’s quiet voice rose just enough to break the tension.


  “Let’s just confirm a few points,” she said, raising her eyes to fix Corio with a searching stare. “This plan seems far too elaborate for you to have thought up alone. Who exactly devised it?”


  “Make sure that you present it as your own plan, Corio.” 


  Eni’s words echoed through his head. When they talked about it last night, Corio had protested at first. He wanted to give Eni credit, but she refused.


  “Ideas can be stolen, but a person who comes up with ideas—that’s rarer to find. If you present yourself as someone who can come up with brand-new ideas, a genius innovator, that means you as a person are valuable to the investor.”


  Corio paused. 


  “It is my plan, and mine alone,” he asserted, though he felt a stone drop in his stomach just saying the words. “I’ve been attending trade school for business. Those classes gave me a few ideas.”


  “No one else assisted you?”


  “Why are you so skeptical? Feel free to ask my classmates or anyone around town, ‘Did somebody give Corio, son of the weapon shop owner, ideas about a gambling business?’ Go right ahead.”


  Frista narrowed her eyes, then grimaced. “Have all the parties agreed to join? There’s the weapon shop, armor shop, and…”


  “The general store. Of course, all three shops are in on the venture. No further negotiations needed.” 


  Corio shot Kizza a meaningful look. Right?


  Kizza looked back at him, consternation visible in her eyes, but she pursed her lips and nodded. She had no intention of ruining the deal now. 


  “Y-yeah, right,” she nodded. “We’ve got it all cleared. I just got mixed up about some of the details of the proposal.”


  “Right,” Corio continued. “So if you can just give us the loan we need, we can begin preparations today.” 


  Now, with the proposal wrapped up, Corio turned to Frista. It was time to play offense.


  “Our desired sum is 1,000 silver pieces, plus an extension on the debts owed by the general store and armor shop. I propose a six-month period, with an annual interest rate of 10 percent. For a lender of your reputation, it should be a trifling amount, no?”


  Loans compounded over time, which meant that the faster a loan was paid off, the more money a business could make. All of this should have been evident to an expert like Frista, so this initial proposal would put pressure on her to move forward with the deal. Corio knew all of this, of course, because Eni had outlined it for him.


  Frista fell into deep thought. Her harsh posture had all but melted away. Corio could sense a whirling eddy of thoughts and feelings behind her eyes.


  After a long pause, her drawn-out exhale echoed in the stone hall. She jerked her head to the side. “That won’t do.”


  Corio’s jaw went slack. “Huh?”


  “A sum of 1,000 as the initial loan—that’s not going to happen. Even in my most generous appraisal of the plan, the most I can offer is 750 silver pieces. Repayment period of three months. If those terms are appropriate, we can proceed.”


  Kizza glanced back and forth between Corio and Frista.


  Frista raised her eyebrows, disappointed. “You have some sort of problem?” she remarked with a derisive snort. “No need to fear. If you are able to repay the loan, we will continue to invest in the venture. Next time, it won’t be 1,000—it’ll be 2,000.”


  “Holy—” Corio cut himself off and lowered the excitement level of his response. “No problem at all. Those terms are perfectly acceptable.”


  “Then let’s begin the procedures,” Frista said, taking a paper contract from a nearby guard. She put it on the desk and set about writing the terms. 


  The paper soon came to Corio for his signature. He held his arm steady as he signed the contract, and pouches of coins were shortly produced. Corio almost couldn’t believe the enormous weight and bulk of each bag.


  Just like that, he thought. Enough money to build not one store, but three!


  “I thought you might have more concerns,” Corio said, unable to conceal his true feelings any longer. 


  But Frista shook her head and flashed him a quizzical glance. “Don’t you think you’re wasting time and money with such trivial questions?” she remarked, looking back down at the signed paperwork. “I think it would be better for the both of us if you got straight to work.”


   


  And so, with bags full of an unimaginable fortune slung over his back, Corio departed the moneylender’s office with Kizza. The guards, perhaps having been alerted to the events that’d transpired inside, didn’t say a word. They just stared at the two of them as if they were shooting stars visible in broad daylight.


  But neither Corio nor Kizza were ready to rejoice in victory. Corio in particular felt as if he were possessed by a peculiar spirit. He felt stunned to his core. It’d all worked, just like Eni had said it would.


  “I’m shocked,” Kizza said, voicing Corio’s own thoughts for him. She glanced at him with a narrowed side-eye. “I had no idea you were capable of coming up with an idea like that.”


  “Hey, I’d hope at least you could have some faith in me,” Corio managed.


  All else aside, what had just happened had won Kizza over. But she just gave a sulky shrug. 


  “You always hated talking about business, Corio. I thought you didn’t want to inherit the shop?”


  Corio grimaced.


  “I heard from friends that you weren’t taking your studies seriously either,” Kizza continued. “Always late submitting your homework and stuff.”


  “All right, give it a rest! Just forget all that for now,” Corio said with a hand wave, remembering the admonishment of his father’s chief clerk. “As promised, I got them to delay the armor shop’s debt repayment. It doesn’t matter who came up with the plan.”


  “Guess so.”


  “More importantly, do you think you can convince your old man and the others to get in on the plan? Tell them that’s the bargain for the debt extension, helping out with the coliseum business.”


  “Mm.” Kizza looked away. “They’ll all be pretty surprised to hear it. Still, I reckon they’ll be in. It’s not like it’s a bad deal for us. Anyone who shows up in the competition will have to buy armor from us, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then there shouldn’t be any reason to refuse. We were already trying to figure out what to do about our stock, with the Demon King gone and all. But really, that’s quite the brilliant business you cooked up. It’s good for all the parties involved, and it doesn’t require anything that’s particularly impossible. Although I’m sure it’s gonna be pretty rough for you.”


  “Rough?” Corio asked, glancing at Kizza. The plan worked, so why would it be rough? 


  Kizza blinked in surprise. “Um, I mean… How the heck are you gonna gather five hundred adventurers for this thing right off the bat? I don’t think word of mouth is gonna cut it. Not just the entrants but the spectators too. Promotion will be a big problem.”


  Corio stopped in his tracks.


  “Oh, don’t tell me. You’ve thought it all through? You’ve been preparing in advance?” Kizza said.


  Corio shook his head and tried to disguise his inner nervousness. “Mm, not exactly. But I’ll be working on that now that we have the funds.”


  All at once, the coin pouches felt a whole lot heavier. How was he going to launch a five-hundred-person coliseum competition with this money? Starting up a new shop alone would require several hundred silver pieces. The costs would pile up quickly—construction, inventory, maintenance. Corio suddenly realized he couldn’t even imagine the scale of this operation.


  Eni… Has she already thought of all this?


  For a moment, Corio felt a rush of worry. He’d followed her plan to the letter, but was it as foolproof as it seemed? After all, Eni was very clever, but she was still only a thirteen-year-old girl.


  He dropped his head. The ground itself seemed to turn to mud beneath his feet, and he sank deeper into it with every step.


  “Corio? Are you okay?” Kizza asked, peering at his face. “You don’t look well.”


  He looked away and shuffled around the coin pouches. “Kizza, I gotta go home now. Can you handle your family’s side of things?”


  “Huh? Wait a sec—”


  But Corio couldn’t even manage a response. Gripping the bags tighter than ever, he dashed down the road to his home.


   


  ***


   


  Corio passed through the shopping district and ­arrived back at the weapon shop. 


  Wiping away his sweat, he ran through the service entrance and nearly bumped into someone standing there.


  His whole center of gravity was offset thanks to the weight of the coin pouches, and he almost fell over from the sudden shift. He managed to keep himself standing, then looked up at the figure peering down at him.


  It was one of the familiar sales staff, standing stock-still, like he had just seen a ghost. He carried a large bag himself.


  “There you are, Young Master.”


  “No need for formalities now,” Corio said. “What is it? You look upset.”


  “Ah, well…I haven’t gotten around to finishing my orders yet, that’s all. But I’ll get to it right away. I hope you’ll be understanding.”


  “Uh…”


  “Yes?”


  Corio shook his head, at a complete loss. “What were your orders, again?”


  “Excuse me…? It’s sending letters, of course.”


  “Which letters?”


  “Well, all of them.”


  “Show me,” Corio said.


  The man opened up the bag, revealing it was stuffed with letters. Ones bound for distant regions, not just for addresses within Rook. Moreover, the addressees were quite diverse—town halls, inns, and more. They all had the same sender: Rook, Weapon Shop Master, Corio.


  What’s with this? Corio wondered. At first he thought it was a joke, but there were simply too many. More importantly, the thin, delicate handwriting did not belong to him.


  “Did Eni set you to this task?” Corio asked.


  “Mm?”


  “The letters,” Corio repeated. “Did Eni ask you to send them?”


  “Um… Ahem.”


  C’mon, Corio thought. What’s going on?


  Clicking his tongue, Corio shoved the bag of letters back at the employee.


  “Just wait here for a minute,” Corio said. “I’ll confirm the details.”


  The man made an unpleasant face.


  “What is it? Is something wrong?”


  “Nothing.” The clerk warily stepped back. “The young mistress told me that if you were to come in and ask about the letters, it meant that you were testing my loyalty and planned to cut my pay if I failed.”


  “What?!” Corio couldn’t hide his surprise.


  “But I am absolutely loyal!” the employee shouted. “I wish to keep my job, of course! So please, excuse me!”


  “W-wait a second! Wait!” Corio called, but the man swept out with the letters so quickly that Corio’s next round of protests fell not on deaf ears but no ears at all.


  He was left standing there, grinding his teeth. Furious, he stormed down the hallway, pounded up the stairs, and burst into Eni’s bedroom.


  “Don’t stomp so much, Brother,” Eni scolded.


  Corio stopped, staring around in awe at her room. Books buried every available piece of space. She was kneeling on the floor, writing on a sheet of paper.


  “Wha…? What in the world are you doing?”


  “Writing requests to appear in our coliseum,” Eni said. “And sending them to famous adventurers.” 


  She finished one letter, placed it in an addressed envelope, and sealed it. 


  “It won’t be a very fun competition if we only have novice adventurers,” she continued. “We need the flashiest, most famous adventurers for the grand opening if we want the coliseum to take off, even if we have to pay them more.”


  “Pay more?” Corio’s jaw dropped.


  “We’ll offer a fee to more famous adventurers, separate from the competition prize money. Ten silver pieces for a first-class adventurer just to participate, five for second-class, something like that.”


  “E-Eni!” Corio swallowed his shock and rubbed his eyes. “How could you promise out more money like that before you even knew if we’d be able to borrow the money?”


  “Did we not get it?” Eni glanced up Corio. She blinked in a moment of confusion. “You did what I told you, right? And you didn’t get the money?”


  “No…” Corio paused. “No, we got the funds.”


  “I thought so. Sheesh, don’t scare me like that. A firm as prestigious as Valentinov’s wouldn’t miss out on a business opportunity like this.”


  Corio stared at his sister.


  “No need to fear,” she said. “I won’t try to fill the whole competition with first-class adventurers. I’m thinking five first-class and ten second-class. Then the rest of the few dozen adventurers can be nobodies and novices.”


  He shook his head, feeling like the whole conversation was slipping away from him. 


  “Eni, wait, wait. Five first-class and ten second-class at that rate… Isn’t that 100 silver pieces right there? We only borrowed 750. Can we blow 100 on the adventurers for the first match? Sure, they’ll buy weapons from us, but…” 


  He trailed off, remembering a more important concern. “Eni! Where in the world are we going to hold this coliseum? We need a stadium that can seat five hundred people. It’s going to be outrageously expensive just to find enough land. And if we want to build something nice—”


  “I’ve already secured us a venue,” Eni said. “We can start using it tomorrow.”


  Corio froze. In fact, he could have sworn he blacked out for a second. When Eni and the room around her came back into dizzying focus, he burst into a stuttering shout. “Wh-wh-where is it?! Outside of town?”


  “No, it’s in town,” she said breezily. “The Adventurers’ Guild training grounds. It’s where adventurers train and hold practice duels with one another. Since there’s no Demon King, they didn’t have anyone using the space anymore, so I locked it down for a cheap rate. The folks there were so thankful that they were crying. Apparently that saved the guild from going bankrupt altogether.”


  “The—the Adventurers’ Guild training ground?” Corio couldn’t keep his voice from coming out at a shrill pitch. “How’d you even know about that? Did someone tell you?”


  “Nope.”


  “Then…”


  “I just looked in our weapon repair log,” she said. “I wanted to see what clients brought in mass orders, and naturally, the Adventurers’ Guild showed up there. They had a lot of repairs on their own weapons, which meant they were getting used a lot. So I wondered where and how they were getting used. And it was in the training grounds. That solved things in a jiff.”


  Corio shook his head, feeling as if the world wouldn’t stop spinning around him. The towering wall that blocked the road forward, which had seemed so insurmountable only a moment ago, crumbled to dust in a light breeze. He rubbed his eyes.


  “And I suppose you rented the training grounds under my name as well?”


  “Who else but you?” Eni answered with a sly grin that said, Of course. “Trust me, this works in your favor. It makes you seem motivated and reliable, taking the initative to move all this forward by yourself rather than delegating tasks to a group. It means everyone will place full trust in you.”


  “So that’s why you wrote all the letters petitioning adventurers under my name?”


  “Yep.”


  “You could’ve at least asked me for my consent first,” Corio said with a sigh. 


  Eni’s sly look vanished, and she turned unexpectedly earnest. “Brother.”


  “Uh, what is it?”


  “I’m sorry.” She bowed her head. 


  Corio winced.


  “I’m sure it must be confusing and frustrating for me to do all this without even asking you,” she said. “Of course you would rather discuss things beforehand. I completely understand, and you have every right to be upset with me.”


  Corio watched the top of her head as she continued to speak.


  “In exchange for the money we borrowed, we now have a deadline by which we have to repay it. There’s no time for trial and error. If the coliseum isn’t a success, then we’ll truly be done for. There’re no second chances anymore. This is the one and only opportunity we’ve got, so we have to give it our all. You know that, don’t you, Brother?”


  “Eni…”


  “If all this works out, you’re allowed to get as mad at me as you like,” she said. “But wait till then, all right? For now, please understand.” 


  At that point, she lifted her head and Corio saw the fierce light burning behind her eyes. 


  “I-I’m not mad, not really,” he said awkwardly. “But it’s confusing, falling behind you when you’ve already done so much. I know how hard you’re working, though. I’m thankful, Eni.”


  “Really?”


  “Of course. It’s thanks to you that we were actually able to borrow the money at all. And you only put my name on everything because you needed to, right? Don’t feel bad about any of it.”


  “Thank goodness,” Eni said, and a smile blossomed on her lips. 


  Then she handed him a letter.


  “What’s this?” Corio asked.


  “A petition of entry to an adventurer. I couldn’t figure out the right phrasing for this one, so I keep rewriting it. I was afraid of what would happen if you didn’t approve of me using your name for it.”


  Indeed, Corio’s name was once again signed on the outside. He sighed, but now he couldn’t say anything further. He grimaced a little as he took the letter from her. 


  “So you want me to get this to our delivery staff, right?”


  Eni nodded.


  “Right this second?”


  “If possible,” she said.


  Corio heaved another sigh and dropped the pouches of silver. 


  Oh, fine. I can’t very well allow her to work too hard, considering her condition and all. 


  “Why were you having so much trouble with this one?” he asked. “Don’t you just need to change up the reward sum?”


  “This person is someone I want to participate, no matter what. This one particular adventurer could determine the success or failure of our coliseum. If we convince them to join, the size of our audience could grow by ten times or even more.”


  “That big a deal, huh?” Corio didn’t realize there even was an adventurer like that out there. No wonder Eni had struggled to decide on the contents of the letter. He flipped the envelope over to look at the name and address.


  “Who is it? Have I heard of them?”


  “You probably have,” Eni whispered. Her voice had shrunk to the size of a mouse’s. She continued quietly, but still calmly, as if she were announcing dinner. “It’s Sedem the Hero, the leader of the party that defeated the Demon King.”


   


  ***


   


  “Thou who shalt eclipse the wisdom of the pantheon of gods and realize the impossible.”


  Everyone knew the name of the kingdom’s first and final savior. 


  The destined one: Sedem the Hero.


  However, few knew much about him beyond his unmatched strength, and rumors swirled about his life. Some folks said he’d first taken up a blade a mere three days after his birth. According to others, he’d halted a flooding river singlehandedly and could cut through mountains like pampas grass. He was a hero even more monstrous than the true monsters he fought, and the subject of countless minstrels’ tales. He’d become such a household name that, when scolding their children, some parents had swapped from “Be good, or the Demon King will come!” to “Be good, or Sedem will come!” 


  The respect, gratitude, and awe of the entire kingdom and its lords and councilors circled like a vortex around him—especially now that he was the one and only slayer of the Demon King in all of history.


  He’s gonna come fight in our coliseum? Corio thought. Swing a sword for some silver in a competition? 


  There was absolutely no way.


  Corio froze, still clutching Eni’s letter in his hand.


  Rumors aside, this man had already saved the entire kingdom. Surely he’d received mountains of treasure as a reward for that, so Corio couldn’t imagine why he would bother to come to Rook for ten measly silver pieces. Even if the competition caught his interest for whatever reason, the corresponding plans and accommodations they would have to arrange for his arrival could be troublesome—­perhaps even impossible, considering the strict schedule they were on.


  But it’s a shot in the dark, Corio told himself. Just a wild gambit. 


  Keeping that in mind, he hurried to deliver the letter. He erased the matter from his thoughts once he dropped it off in the clerk’s hands. 


   


  ***


   


  There was a lot of work to be done.


  Eni specified that the first coliseum event would open in two weeks, and in that short time they needed to ready weapons, armor, and the guild facility itself. Every second of their time was eaten by nonstop preparations. 


  Eni couldn’t leave the house, so Corio devoted his attention to the tasks that needed to be done. Or rather, that was the only thing he could focus on, for both his safety and the safety of his sister.


  He met with adventurers, set pricing and product lineups for the contestants’ weapons and armor as well as the array of prizes, then printed tickets and started sales. Each one of these steps came with its own complications, so he couldn’t afford to think about anything else at all, let alone entertain the crazy idea that the most famous hero in the land might deign to make an appearance at the Rook Coliseum’s debut battle.


  One day, about a week after they first obtained the money, Corio dropped by the guild to check on how renovations were proceeding.


  I never knew Eni could take charge like this, Corio thought as he paused just outside the door. Exhausted, he took a moment to massage his forehead before heading in.


  He’d hardly slept a wink the previous night, and he glided through the swinging front doors like a weary ghost. The guildmaster came to meet him with a sword in hand.


  “Ah, welcome. Thanks for coming again today.” The guildmaster gave Corio a genial, slightly subservient bow. “I would be more than happy to arrange a carriage for you on future occasions. There’s no need for you to walk!”


  “And there’s no need for that,” Corio grumbled. “I live so close.”


  “And yet you are the wonderful savior of our guild!” the guildmaster protested. “Whatever would we do were some harm to befall you, Great Master Corio? My clients and employees would scold me so.”


  “Don’t be absurd.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it!” the guildmaster said, shaking his head. “I’m quite serious. You must understand how grateful we are to you. The moment we received word of the Demon King’s death, so many of our members began to withdraw that it put us on the verge of bankruptcy by the next day. Then you arrived, asking to rent out our entire facility! You have no idea what you’ve done for us. Just look at this!”


  He gestured to the wall behind the reception desk. Corio turned to look, only to recoil in horror. An elaborate mural spanned the entire wall, and its lavishly painted subject was none other than Corio himself. As a literal angel, complete with majestic white wings. This divine Corio pointed a benevolent finger at the viewer, while flower petals scattered in the air around him.


  “One of our friends who heard of your gracious deed worked all through the night to complete this for us. When our employees walked in the door this morning, the first thing everyone did was bow and pay their respects to—”


  “Take it down,” Corio said.


  “Ah?”


  “Take it down right now,” Corio repeated. “Otherwise I’ll withdraw my investment.”


  The guildmaster turned to one of his employees and instructed them to see to it. Immediately, the guild staff brought out a parade of stepladders and cleaning supplies, and Corio let out a long sigh. He rubbed his arms to rid himself of the goosebumps that had broken out all over them.


  “I appreciate the intent, but I’m not one for grandiose displays,” he said. “The way I see it, this is nothing but a standard business transaction. It’s not a donation or something, after all. It’s just a fair deal—I’m giving you money in exchange for the use of your facilities. So please refrain from…adding anything else.”


  “O-of course.”


  “Actually, I would appreciate it if you could show me the training grounds. I have other places to be today.”


  That was why Corio was here—Eni had requested he check in on the modifications being made to the training grounds. He’d meant to stop in just long enough to make sure everything was on track and then move on to the next item on his to-do list. 


  The guildmaster looked displeased, but he none­theless led the way down the hall and over to the training grounds.


  The door swung open. Corio took one step, then another. His steps sunk into the carpet.


  Wow, he thought.


  He had never seen the interior of the guild base before. Torches lit up a spacious atrium supported by sturdy beams and pillars which cast long shadows along the walls. Flickering light glinted off the lines of weapons and armor that hung on display there, like a little museum of famous adventurers and their trusty equipment. Each one was paired with a plate inscribed with names, dates, and parties.


  On the left side of the room, there was a serving counter for a bar, and on the right, a well-used bulletin board. They even had a library and reading room, accessible via the central staircase. The facilities were bigger than he’d expected, which only made it feel all the more deserted at the moment. Just a handful of people were milling around inside.


  The guildmaster noticed Corio’s interested expression and extended his arm. 


  “This was originally a Rook government building,” he explained. “After they moved, the building was on the verge of being torn down. The guildmaster of the day bought it and gave it new purpose. At the time, the guild bustled day and night thanks to the ongoing war against the Demon King. We needed as much room as we could get in those days.”


  So now there’s plenty of leftover space.


  That was the implication, but it would have been in poor taste to voice it. Instead, Corio kept his face neutral and looked around the room.


  “What’s that?” he asked, pointing toward a banner that hung from the second-floor loft. The heavy cloth held an ornamental design at odds with the rest of the austere space. The words Harvest Prayers were woven beneath a scene of fruit and vegetable farms. “Is it some sort of souvenir from an adventurer? It really stands out.”


  “Oh, not at all,” the guildmaster said with an emphatic gesture. “It’s just hiding that the floors in the corridor there are torn out. We’ll remove it once the repairs are through. We put it together from our employees’ contributions. You know, it’s an old building, so it’s falling apart at the seams, so to speak. Been in use for nearly a hundred years. We would’ve rebuilt it altogether in a few more years of adventurer activity.”


  The guildmaster paused, then muttered, “Wish the Demon King would’ve kicked it after the renovations.”


  Corio glanced over. “What?” 


  The remark reminded him of his own father’s terrible timing. If he had just waited a few more months to take out the giant loan for expanding the shop, none of this would’ve happened. Corio fell into silence, and the guildmaster didn’t try to interrupt. 


  Wordlessly, he led Corio around the reception counter, through a hallway, and down a stairwell. Halfway down a long, dark corridor, a sudden blinding light surrounded them.


  Corio gasped, dazzled by the sunlight. 


  Once he blinked away the brightness, what remained was a grand hall. 


  Judging by the towering ceiling, it had to be at least four stories high. The room was long and wide enough for a racehorse track, with a spacious center arena ringed by rows of bleachers stacked so high they nearly reached the ceiling. Large skylights flooded the entire hall with warm sunlight.


  The clang and tremor of hammers on stone rang out, followed by the sharp shouts of men at work, and the footsteps of artisans and construction workers carrying out their orders. Corio didn’t need to ask to understand what they were doing. They were turning the guild facility into an arena.


  “Whaddaya think? An impressive piece of architecture, wouldn’t you say?”


  Corio was speechless.


  “This place is our pride and joy,” the guildmaster added, sounding satisfied with Corio’s reaction.


  “It used to be your training grounds, right?” Corio’s voice came out scratchy. He was taken aback by the scale and couldn’t help but ogle every inch of it.


  “That’s right.” The guildmaster nodded. “Adventurers used it to practice with new weapons or train with more experienced fighters. For a fee, of course. This is the only place in town where you can fight safely.”


  “But why does a town like this need such a venue in the first place?” Corio wondered. The description the guildmaster had just given and the actual sight in front of his eyes didn’t exactly add up. Surely a simple training facility could’ve been a lot less…spectacular? “Did you renovate this part of the guild first, before the Demon King fell?”


  “Hardly,” the guildmaster said, shaking his head. “It was a town hall. Don’t you know, sir? The town officials came here to decide policy and all that. Rook used to be a self-governed city, and this was the headquarters of all that. Of course, nowadays the royal capital decides everything for us.”


  He pointed at the central open space. “They’d set up a lectern there for politicians to speak. Ordinary folks would come in and sit up there, listen and ask questions, that sort of thing. That means it’s built for spectators and performers in a way, with separate corridors for the visitors and the governing ministers. It’ll be perfect for a coliseum.”


  “Of course…” Corio trailed off, looking around.


  What a marvelous stroke of luck. He would’ve never imagined there was a place this perfect, in this town of all places. It needed minimal repairs and renovations to get up to snuff, so they really would be able to host the first tournament in two weeks. The objective that had been so hazy came into focus before his eyes. His heart started to race.


  “How are the renovations coming along?” he asked.


  “They’re going well. We were short on wood for one section of the audience seats, but we managed to secure raw materials from a different source. We’ve also installed lighting for night battles.”


  “What about the reception? It’ll get crowded, so I heard you might be adding more space.”


  “That’ll be over there. We also set up a ticket booth.”


  Corio took another look, but nothing seemed out of place. He didn’t know much about architecture in the first place, so he couldn’t find fault with any particulars.


  “Can I walk around?” Corio asked. It would be a waste to not explore while he was here. At the very least, he could check out the work in progress. 


  “Of course…” the guildmaster started to say, but then he fumbled. “Ah… You can, but we’re about to have a scheduled mock battle.”


  “A mock battle?”


  “A few adventurers are going to have a fight to make sure there isn’t anything wrong with the facility. It’ll be harder to fix things up once we send the construction staff home.”


  “Wow.”


  “All part of the schedule.”


  “Right, right.” 


  Eni was the one managing the operation, so Corio didn’t have a full grasp on the details. He’d had no idea such a fight would be taking place at this time. On the one hand, the guildmaster had indicated he wouldn’t stop Corio from wandering around. But on the other hand… 


  “Maybe I better not,” Corio said with a sigh.


  But the guildmaster shook his head. 


  “Please do, sir. But for safety’s sake, I’ll ask you to withdraw from the building while the mock battle takes place. Besides that, walk around as much as you wish.” 


  “You sure?”


  “Very much sure. Anything that you would ask is my command.”


  It wasn’t so bad to be treated like royalty at times like this. 


  “Well then,” Corio conceded.


  He took a deep breath and stepped into his new coliseum—only to be met with the alarming sounds of a scuffle.


  “Hey, wait up, you! They’re in the middle of a meeting!”


  That angry shout was quickly followed by pounding footsteps. First just two pairs, then several more chasing after them.


  A long shadow swooped down the hallway, eclipsing another smaller one beneath. Corio saw a tall, expressionless man concealing a smaller someone behind him: a young woman with a monocle, draped in luxurious robes and decked out in fine jewelry.


  “Frista?” Corio asked, taken aback at encountering her here of all places.


  He stood there in confusion as Frista ran up to him, so close that they could’ve embraced. She lifted her dainty chin up as high as she could and glared daggers at Corio.


  “What the hell are you doing?!” she demanded.


  “What am I doing?” He shook his head. “What are you doing?”


  Everything was advancing smoothly, so she shouldn’t have anything to criticize.


  Yet Frista bared her teeth in a snarl. “Don’t you ask me that! You know what I’m talking about!” 


  Pure fury roiled in her eyes, and her voice was shrill and sharp as she continued her tirade. “The hero, obviously! The hero—you didn’t tell me you’d be calling in that monster! Are you trying to run this whole competition into the ground?!” 


  Standing so close to him, her high-pitched voice nearly cleaved Corio’s ears from his skull. He squinted, trying to ward off the impending headache. What was she talking about?


  “Ah,” he said when he realized. “Well, I didn’t mention it to you because, honestly, I didn’t think much of it. I just sent out a letter, thinking, why not? There’s no way he’ll actually come, so I didn’t bother to ask you.”


  “He’s coming,” Frista said.


  Corio blinked. 


  “It’s the rumor currently spreading all around town: The hero Sedem will join the first Rook Coliseum tournament,” Frista hissed. “Supposedly he announced it himself from the walls of the royal castle!”


  [image: ]


  There was a pause.


  “What?!” Corio yelped once he’d processed the news.


  Multiple workers turned around in shock. Some tool or another dropped to the floor with a loud clang. Corio didn’t know what to say, but he had to regain control of the situation, especially with the number of eyes pointed in his direction. 


  “There’s no way he’s coming,” he exclaimed, a bit quieter this time. “I don’t believe it. Why would people be saying that?” 


  “Because you fanned the flames of a rumor in town! With quite choice words, I’ll add!” 


  He’d fanned the flames? Corio had no idea what she was talking about.


  Before he could say anything, she snapped her fingers. Her guard passed a paper to her, which she unfolded and thrust into Corio’s face.


  NEW COLISEUM TOURNAMENT TO BE HELD IN ROOK, read the header. An advertisement flyer? Corio ran his eyes over the colorful text below the bold headline, still at a loss for words.


  Have you ever wondered to yourself… Who is the greatest hero of all? Is it the man who took down the Demon King? Don’t be absurd. No, the mightiest hero walks among us and will be found in two weeks’ time!


  You may not have been able to witness the slaying of the Demon King, but a truer champion will be crowned right here in Rook! Let it be known: The winner of the Rook Tournament shall be proclaimed the One True Hero, shattering the crowns of any other would-be heroes and self-proclaimed demon slayers!


  Corio read the text once, and then again. 


  Yiiiikes!


  Somehow, Corio managed to confine his panicked yelp to his head. It was all he could do to keep his mouth shut and his eyeballs in their sockets.


  Frista put her hand over her face, seething. 


  “You managed to stir his wrath, that you did. He’s on his way here in a rampage, ready to smash the whole tournament to bits. Sedem, the monster himself…” Frista’s jaw quivered with every word as she glared at Corio from between her fingers. “What were you thinking, calling on him in this way? He’s a recipe for disaster and nothing more. How could you possibly think he would serve our venture, you fool?!”


  “Uh, well,” Corio stuttered, summoning to mind Eni’s explanation, “surely his fame would boost attendance. People will line up around the block to see him.”


  “That’s it? That was your thought process?”


  “More or less.”


  “Don’t say that. You must be joking.” Frista seized Corio by the collar. “Surely, surely…surely you don’t mean to have him in a normal betting match. Right?”


  “Should we not?”


  “Of course we shouldn’t!” Frista shrieked, gnashing her teeth. “Every last person will bet on him, and they’ll all win their bets! We won’t make a cent off them and the whole business will go bust in one night! How in the world do you expect to be able to pay rent and the victor’s reward?!”


  Oh…right. 


  A bitter chill spread over Corio’s body, freezing his joints and muscles in place and enclosing him in a moment of blank terror. 


  Frista lowered her voice, infusing the force of her piercing gaze into her words. “I won’t scold you any further. Go now. Go to the capital and throw yourself to the ground before him. Then you grovel like your life depends on it. Tell him that it was a mistake, that some vile prankster distributed these advertisements in your name.”


  “Hey! Check it. There’s a new flyer!”


  A worker strolled back into the arena waving a stack of papers—maybe something posted outside the guild? One of them slipped out of his hand and slid across the floor. Corio bent down to pick up the newest flyer and read the contents.


   


  The Great Hero Sedem will participate in the coliseum! In celebration of this honor, a new special prize has been announced! Any man or woman who defeats Sedem the Hero—regardless of their final place in the tournament—wins fifty silver pieces! Team up to take him down if need be! 


   


  “Corrriooooo…” A low, throaty growl rose up to coil around Corio’s neck like a noose. Frista’s towering, shadowy guard lifted a finger and pointed at Corio’s forehead.


  “Hang on!” Corio squeaked. “Just wait, wait, this is some kind of mistake!”


  “A mistake?” Frista said. “This is a direct advertisement for the coliseum! Don’t you play dumb with me. You will give me an adequate explanation for this, or else—”


  Creeeeeeak.


  A shrill squeal sounded throughout the arena. Rumbles shook under Corio’s feet until the ground split, revealing an empty black abyss. It grew at a terrifying pace into a yawning rectangular chasm that seemed to drop into the center of the earth.


  “Wh-what’s happening?” gasped Frista.


  Corio couldn’t answer her. But then the tremors stopped and a high-pitched creak rose from the ground. It continued as a platform rose up to fill the hole, carrying shadowy human figures. Workers? No, not workers. They were carrying weapons.


  “Oh!” Corio remembered what the guildmaster had told him. “That’s right. They’re holding a mock battle to test out the arena specs. Those are the participating adventurers.”


  “R-really?” Frista stepped back, skeptical as she eyed the platform. “Why are they coming from underground?” 


  “They’ve built separate entrances so that spectators and fighters don’t mingle,” Corio explained. “They used to hold political speeches and events here at the town hall, so they needed a system to allow the politicians to enter and exit away from the public. That’s why there’s a personnel-only underground corridor.”


  “Huh…” Frista seemed intrigued as she eyed the arena once again. 


  Just as the tension eased, the guildmaster butted in with a nervous bow. 


  “You’ve taken the trouble to come here, so why not have a look around?” he inquired. “It’s a unique opportunity to see the ins and outs of the facility. This right here is a lift of sorts. You can even try riding it yourself. How about it?”


  In Corio’s eyes, the apprehensive guildmaster descended upon them like an angel.


  Now’s my chance to get away, he thought. He needed to speak to Eni. After figuring things out with her, he could get back to Frista with an actual explanation. 


  It was the perfect plan, barring any unforeseen interruptions…but at that very moment, he heard an unexpected voice.


  “Huh? That you, Corio?”


  A young woman with short hair popped into view on the other side of the adventurers. Her big eyes, long legs, and summery disposition made her reminiscent of a blooming sunflower.


  “Kizza?” Corio was surprised to see her dressed in a breastplate. In fact, she wore a full set of lightweight armor, and a dagger hung at her waist. “What’re you doing?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” Kizza gestured at her equipment. “I’m fighting in the mock battle.”


  “What? Why?” Corio shook his head.


  “Uh, to make sure the arena is safe, battle-ready, and easy to fight in for the participants? And identify any problems—”


  “No, no, I know that!” Corio exclaimed as confusion creased his forehead. “I thought the mock battle was supposed to involve adventurers and prospective tourney participants. Why are you joining in? You’re just a layperson.”


  “I’m no layperson.”


  “What?”


  This time it was Kizza who furrowed her brows. “I’m registered for the tourney, you know. You were the one who gave me the orders. Though I don’t know why you sent me a letter rather than just ask me in person. What was the deal with that?”


   


  ***


   


  “ENIIIIIIIII!”


  After somehow shaking off Frista—who had started to resemble a vicious demon by the time the mock battle started—Corio ran straight home, stomped his way up the steps at full speed, and burst into his sister’s bedroom just as she sat down to drink her daily mug of hot water. She gripped the mug in both hands and raised an eyebrow at her frenetic brother.


  “Please don’t shout like that, Brother,” she said. “You know how ill Father still is.”


  It was true: Their father had not yet recovered. He spent most of his days sleeping to escape his physical and emotional pain. He stirred now and then for the briefest moment, only to fall back into a stupor. The doctor Corio had summoned advised that the man was suffering from a severe case of shock and overstimulation, and that the environment should be kept as peaceful and stable as possible. So…Eni was right. Corio knew he shouldn’t be yelling and stomping around the house.


  Yes, he knew that, but there was so much cause for it!


  His nostrils flared as he lowered his voice. “You’re the reason I’m screaming at the top of my lungs, Eni. What were you thinking with those inflammatory flyers? And forcing Kizza into the ring? You better tell me your plan for paying back the rent and reward fees, because with Sedem participating we’re definitely not making any money with the bets! Our loan, Eni, think of our loan!”


  Eni placed her mug on the table before her, then she pushed aside the small parcel of her medicine beside it. “Let’s address things one point at a time. Otherwise, I’m sure I’ll lose you. Shall we start with the flyer?”


  “Yes, please do! That flyer’s been the talk of the town, and supposedly Sedem is going off the rails with rage!”


  Corio wanted to give her another piece of her mind, but he reined himself in. Calm down. Just stay calm and hear her out.


  “It got him to participate, didn’t it?” Eni said. “No matter how mad he is, it won’t stop the tournament from going on.”


  “Sure, but—”


  “We wanted the hero Sedem to participate for pub­licity. I knew that just sending him a letter wasn’t going to be enough, so I invested in some advertising instead. It worked exactly as intended. Wouldn’t you say the ploy was a smashing success?” 


  “Well…well…” Yet again Corio lost himself in a maze of thoughts. It was like Eni had snuffed out his fire with her bare fingers. He was about to concede—but then he shook his head vigorously. “No, Eni, no! Sedem is furious now. Sure, he’s coming, but he might destroy the whole coliseum in the process!”


  “If he ignores the rules and wreaks havoc, he’ll be disqualified. That would be a best-case scenario, since all the wagers would go directly into our pockets.”


  “Okay, but what if he wreaks havoc while obeying the rules?” That’s what I’m really afraid of, Corio thought. What if Sedem obliterated each opponent mercilessly, one after the next? “And you must realize how many people will put money on Sedem. He’s like the definition of a safe bet for the spectators! He’ll win the tournament like it’s nothing, which means everyone will get their money back. We’ll go bankrupt, Eni. We won’t even be able to pay the rental fee for the venue. What will we do then?”


  Eni let the silence linger for a while before she answered. 


  “Well, there are a few things I need to address here. First of all, the premise that everyone will bet on Sedem is incorrect. At the very least, we and some other acquaintances will be betting on a different contestant. I’ve already set that part of the plan up.”


  “Who?” Corio demanded. “Who else could we possibly bet on?”


  “Kizza from the armor shop.”


  Corio paused.


  “You have got to be kidding!” Honestly, he was sick of shouting his head off, but he didn’t know how else to react. Every step forward became two steps back. The quicksand of the situation was slowly sucking him in. 


  “Are you serious?” Corio yelled. “Seriously serious? Kizza? As in our Kizza, from the armor shop? You’re talking about her?”


  “I literally just said that.”


  “She’s an amateur! We can’t bet on her!”


  “That so?” Eni tilted her head and blinked. “I thought she was tough as nails. You’ve seen her at it, haven’t you? You know, lifting up huge heavy pieces of armor with one hand.” She gestured with her forearm and bicep. 


  “E-even if she’s strong, she’ll be going up against pro adventurers, won’t she? How could she beat a veteran adventurer, much less Sedem the Hero?”


  “Not in a million years?”


  “Yes!”


  “Sure, that’s what everyone would think…which makes it all the more important that she throw her hat in the ring.” Eni narrowed her eyes and focused on some point above Corio’s head. “Think about it. It’s a competition with the most obvious outcome in the world. Beside one favorite, everyone else may as well be a dust mite. People aren’t wondering if Sedem will win, but how. What happens if an unknown dark horse upsets the whole competition?” Eni lowered her voice to a whisper, and Corio swore he could see lightning bolts crackling in her eyes. “Wouldn’t that be so incredibly exciting?”


  Corio felt a burst of anxiety and gulped, overcome by the shock. When he looked at Eni, he didn’t see his sister anymore. This was a different person altogether.


  “W-well, sure, it would be exciting,” he conceded, his voice strained. He could hardly stop himself from shaking. “But you’re talking about a hypothetical. If she upsets the competition. But she won’t—she can’t. How could the local armorer’s daughter beat the greatest hero in history?”


  With the same sizzling energy in her gaze, Eni gave a small smile and shrugged. “That’s a secret,” she said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Sorry to say it, Corio, but you’re too easy to read. I can’t tell you how Kizza is going to beat the greatest hero in history because you’ll spoil it, and all the preparations will go to waste.”


  Corio could only shake his head.


  “Don’t worry,” Eni said. “I’ve discussed everything thoroughly with Kizza, and she’s on board. It’s not anything dangerous.”


  “How could I not worry in this situation?”


  “Hmm. Then let me give you a little hint.” She extended her forefinger with a smug, knowing look. “Money isn’t a universal solution to all problems. Even though it’s a necessity, sometimes you’re better off not spending it.”


  “What?” Corio raised his voice. “What’s that mean? Like…don’t spend money on wasteful things?”


  “Hardly,” Eni said, looking vexed. “Like I said, money is necessary. But choosing not to spend money can also help you sometimes.”


  He stared at her, at a loss.


  She pursed her lips. “Come on, Corio. Did you read the materials I prepared? Carefully? If you had, you wouldn’t be so confused right now. It’s all in there.” 


  When he failed to respond, she let out a long sigh. “Okay, that’s enough hints.” The lightning vanished from her eyes as she lifted the mug again. “To get back to your first question, I’ve gotten Kizza involved so we can bet against the field and boost the gambling part of the business. That’s the whole point of this operation, so we won’t go bankrupt even if Sedem participates. Clever, isn’t it? Do you have any other questions?”


  Nothing came to him. He couldn’t recall even one of the various questions he’d wanted to ask. 


  Eni seemed to see straight through him. As if to declare his interrogation over, she turned her attention to the contents of her cup.


   


  ***


   


  The days passed in the blink of an eye. Before a fraction of Corio’s concerns could be assuaged, the day of the tournament arrived and he was at the guild.


  He got there at four in the morning, in fact. Six hours till the coliseum opened.


  The place had such a storied history—first a town hall, then a guild’s training grounds, and now a coliseum. For this latest event, the grand hall was dressed in its most elaborate finery yet, with colorful drapes and glittering ornaments suspended from the towering ceiling. Staff members bustled about making last-minute preparations, checking the spectator seats and the conditions of the ring.


  All that remained were the events that would determine the fate of Corio and his sister. When that thought crossed his mind, he felt as if someone had just kicked the ground out from under his feet. His heart pounded like a drum, and his palms flooded with sweat.


  The guildmaster came over whistling, completely oblivious to Corio’s nerves.


  “The day’s safely upon us! At last, at last, this merry day!” he chirped.


  Corio struggled to wipe the frown off his face. “Safely. Right.”


  “Excuse me, Master Corio? Did you say something?”


  “No,” he sighed. “It’s nothing. How are things over at the sales booth?”


  “Quite a spectacle, I must say. Advance tickets sold out altogether, so we’re scrambling to install extra rows of seats in order to sell some same-day tickets.”


  “You can add seats now?”


  At present, bleachers were already wedged all the way up the wall, quite high up above the ground. Any further seats would seem to pose real hazards to those sitting in them.


  But the guildmaster stood tall and proud, confident in the construction. 


  “Worry not,” he said. “We’ve done scrupulous renovations. The structure is secure enough to add 10 percent more seats, safety guaranteed.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “We’ve already tested them with guild staff. There’s no danger of falling.”


  “Well, that’s good.” Corio gave a taciturn nod. But that wasn’t what he really wanted to know, so he decided to rephrase the question. “What about the wagers at the sales booth?”


  “What about?”


  “Which players are getting wagers, at what rates?”


  “Ah, the voting,” the guildmaster said, and he smiled wider. “Sedem’s building up a massive lead, and it grows still! Ninety-nine percent of the field have voted on him at present. Would’ve been 100 percent if not for a few wild-card votes.”


  Corio grimaced.


  “It’s just sad. It would’ve been a worthy celebration of the great hero’s accomplishments if he got every last vote, I’d say. Can’t believe there are some folks out there who can’t read the room.”


  Corio went wide-eyed. “What exactly do you think people are voting for, if you please?”


  “Huh? Voting for who’s number one in popularity, of course. You know, buying a vote for your favorite player along with entry. To support them!”


  “Okay, okay,” Corio said. He supposed the guildmaster was just happy to have rented out the training grounds, and wasn’t concerned with any other details about the tournament. 


  Taking deep breaths, Corio set out to tour the facilities. On the edge of the coliseum, a group of armed fighters were setting up. These early arrivals were getting a feel for the size and specs of the arena and testing out their weapons on site.


  Vwoosh!


  A whirlwind of gleaming silver slashed through the air, lifting heaps of dirt and debris in a writhing vortex that clouded Corio’s vision. From above, a warrior wielding a broadsword dropped down and landed in a dense crouch, resembling a spider ready to pounce. The corners of his mouth lifted in an eager grin.


  Beside him, another fighter whipped around a multi-sectioned staff at unbelievable speeds. Another twirled a metal chain that lashed around his body to form a protective shield, wriggling like an insect around the man framed within. Not far away, another participant was, for whatever reason, doing a handstand and wielding a scythe with her feet.


  From all appearances, it was a gathering of circus freaks. Corio was half convinced that if he encountered any of them in town, he would mistake them for a monster.


  Among the mob, however, Corio spotted a slender figure. He knit his brows and approached with a sullen expression.


  “Kizza,” he called. There she was: his childhood friend, the daughter of the armor shop owner, stretching her long limbs as part of her warm-up for the tournament.


  “Hey there.” She raised a hand. 


  “So, you really are fighting,” he said. Part of him had been hoping that Kizza would reconsider. Frustrated that he couldn’t stop her, Corio had clung to his vain hopes of an intervention from elsewhere. Surely she would come to her senses and abandon this reckless plan, or maybe her family wouldn’t permit her to enter the ring.


  Kizza gave him an exasperated look. “No kidding,” she answered. “I mean, ’course I am! The chance to fight Sedem himself? That’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!”


  “But…what if you get terribly injured?”


  “Folks aren’t allowed to kill, right? Everyone’s weapons have that thick cloth over the blades. I’m not gonna get hurt. ’Specially because I’m wearing armor to boot.”


  Corio let out a strained groan as Kizza popped up to her feet after her stretches. She gave him a brisk pat on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’m gonna get the whole crowd riled up.”


  Corio frowned. “It’s really not reassuring to hear that.” 


  Though Corio had more to say about Kizza’s unfounded optimism, it was at that exact moment that the air began to quake and crackle. 


  Everyone in the facility froze. Silence struck the arena like lightning. Then, amid the haze of confusion and fear, footsteps echoed.


  Clack, clack, clack.


  The sound wasn’t particularly loud, and yet it seemed to rattle the earth itself. 


  Something was coming. Something terrifying.


  Everyone’s eyes latched on to the entrance to the arena.


  A dizzying sway and swish of shadow, then blackness. A void, from which two sturdy arms emerged, each as thick as a tree trunk. Those strong arms were followed by a chiseled chest and legs as mighty as pillars of stone.


  Fwoosh!


  Wind swept through the arena as two adventurers—the whirlwind-generating swordsman and the hand-standing scythe fighter—zipped straight at the fresh arrival. 


  They were met with the hungry, self-assured eyes of a predator who’d just found its prey. 


  “Hiyaaaah!” 


  They shouted a war cry, but the force of that glare only grew stronger. Undeterred, the challengers raised their broadsword and scythe overhead and screamed.


  “Super sla—aaaahh!”


  “I slipped?! Whoa!”


  At the moment of impact, Corio closed his eyes. When he opened them, he saw something he could hardly believe.


  Both broadsword and scythe had been caught in midair—not blocked but caught. The newcomer had somehow intercepted the sword with a single finger from his right hand and the scythe with his left.


  The intruder gave a leering grin and pushed both attackers’ weapons away with a flick of each finger. The motion was gentle, like a father nudging a young child away from something dangerous. 


  Boom!


  An explosive wind cracked across the arena, bringing the world to a halt for what seemed like a whole second.


  In truth, it was a fraction of that time. Before Corio knew it, the attackers went flying through the air as their weapons clattered to the floor. A cloud of dust rose, then parted to reveal two human-shaped holes punched into the wall. The powerful strike had sent them clean through, and spectators were now visible from the outside of the arena.


  “Ha ha ha!” Thunderous laughter boomed throughout the hall. 


  With a flourish of his red cloak, some kind of real-life giant appeared before the crowd. Sunbeams set his blond hair aglow and glinted off the scarlet-jeweled pin that adorned his hair. As he towered over everything, almost godlike, he seemed to not just catch the light but radiate it himself. The whole arena shone several degrees brighter.


  Sedem the Hero!


  Corio had never seen the man before, but he knew at a glance. Such overwhelming power, such majesty, such grace—there could be no one else.


  Tiny, erratic drumbeats sounded in Corio’s ears like footsteps, and he realized his jaw had begun quivering. The sound was his own teeth chattering.


  “Hm, yes…I see,” Sedem muttered as he looked over each individual in the room. “How spectacular to see such energetic fighters. Seasoned adventurers ought to use a sneak attack or two when it suits them. Any warrior that leaves an opening is the one at fault, I say.”


  No one spoke a word in response. 


  As if strolling through a field of daisies, Sedem advanced. 


  Then he stopped. 


  Oh no, Corio thought. 


  Shadow consumed the field of Corio’s vision. Sedem loomed over him. The hero tilted his head curiously, smiling as he peered into Corio’s eyes.


  “Hmm…” The hero rubbed a thumb against his sturdy chin. “It’s you, eh? You’re the boy who challenged me? And yet you wear no armor and carry no weapons.”
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  “I-I—” Corio stuttered.


  “The one you’re looking for is me, Sedem the Hero,” called a high voice, cleaving through the tension. 


  They turned to find Kizza, staring straight ahead at Corio and Sedem. Though the surrounding adventurers cowered, Kizza stood firm.


  “You are?”


  “The armorer’s daughter,” she said. “Kizza.”


  “Kizza? Hm.” Sedem lumbered over to her and sized her up. “Mmm…I’m a bit surprised. Still, you’ve got a strong gaze. You have something that you’re shooting for at all costs.”


  “That I do,” Kizza said, breaking into a grin. “To beat you and win the championship.”


  Sedem threw his head back and laughed raucously. 


  “Ha ha ha! Then let’s make it a fight for the ages!” He stretched out his tremendous hand to grip Kizza’s in a firm shake. “We’ll give it all that we’ve got!”


  Then, after a few vigorous waves, Sedem took his leave. A few stragglers, who appeared to be his party-in-waiting, hurried after him. Event staff hurried through the human-shaped holes to assist the adventurers that went soaring through them.


  A manager’s tense voice rose through the crowd. “We need to make repairs, on the double! Everyone, out of the arena!”


  The adventurers retreated into the waiting room as builders who’d been on standby rushed toward the wall. Kizza waved at Corio as she followed the other fighters away. She gave a thumbs-up as if to say, You can count on me.


  Corio shook his head in confusion. Where the blazes does she get that confidence from? He still hadn’t the slightest clue. The only person who could give him answers was Eni, and she wasn’t present. She was at home for her own health, and it was Corio’s job to see her plans to completion. To the outside world, Corio was the sole manager and leader of the coliseum venture, after all.


  I feel sick, Corio thought. He wanted to hide until the tournament was over. But the guildmaster scurried over when Corio lurched down the corridor like a zombie.


  “Master Corio, where are you off to?”


  “The washroom,” Corio said. “I’ll be back.” 


  Just as he turned around, gripping his stomach, she appeared: a young woman in gaudy robes. 


  “Gah!” Corio yelped.


  The expression on Frista’s face was so cold that Corio swore she must’ve lacked human warmth altogether. Her eyes were a deep, dark swamp of schemes Corio could scarcely attempt to guess at. 


  She stared at him for a moment before her painted red lips opened. “There’s the miner I’ve been looking for.”


  “Wh-what?” he stuttered.


  “A live-in, full-time miner will sell for 100 silver pieces at market. Two of them will make 200 silver pieces.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “How I’m going to settle your debts, of course,” Frista said. “I need to have a plan for when you fail to pay back what I’m owed.” Her narrowed eyes turned to mere slits. “But worry not. It won’t be permanent. The contract is settled after five years.”


  “Uh…yeah.” He finally caught her drift and felt the blood drain from his face. He gulped. Frista was referring to Corio and Kizza. Selling the two of them to a mine operator would settle a significant portion of their debt. 


  “There’s no need for any of that,” Corio insisted, steering away from Frista. “The 700 pieces you lent us is nothing to your firm, right? Don’t go overboard with this talk of selling us into slavery.”


  “This isn’t about 750 silver pieces,” Frista growled. “Not anymore. This whole tourney has garnered so much publicity that it’s widely known we’re invested in it. If your little venture fails, you will tarnish the name Valentinov itself. Word would spread that we were swindled by a spurious fraudster. In order to preserve what shred of credibility we might have left, swift and harsh punishment would be necessary.”


  “Punishment…” Part of Corio hoped Frista was exaggerating, but her eyes didn’t waver, hard as stone. She looked dead serious. Familiar anxiety returned to Corio’s spine.


  Fwsh!


  Just as Corio tried to step back, a hand seized him by the shoulders. Panicked, he glanced back to see Frista’s bulky personal guard gripping him with fearsome strength.


  “What are you doing? The matches haven’t started yet! You don’t know what will happen!” Corio pleaded.


  “So true, my friend. We’ll have to wait and see, won’t we?” Frista said. A sickening sweetness infected her voice. “We’ll watch it all—together. Don’t think you can wriggle away now.”


   


  ***


   


  Murmurs in the crowd.


  A whistle.


  The rattling of gates.


  A cacophony of sound overwhelmed Corio’s ears as he took his seat. An unbelievable number of spectators swarmed the arena, many still sitting and waiting patiently, though others leaned forward in their seats with anticipation. The great hall was not unlike an anthill, with the interminable number of moving specks crisscrossing the towering walls of bleachers. Except these ants were gathered for the excitement of a battle royale tournament.


  Confetti shot through the air. Drums pounded, their boom resounding in the arena.


  10:00 a.m.


  In spite of the early morning havoc, the curtain unfurled right on time. The workers handled everything from the hole in the wall to the scuffs on the floor. Repairs were so thorough, in fact, that no one would guess there’d been any damage at all. It was rather impressive.


  But despite the magnificence of these sights and sounds, to Corio the air felt as forbidding and cold as bone.


  There was no longer any resisting the destined path set out for Corio. All he could do was march into the arms of doom. Not that he could think of anywhere to go. Terror proved powerful enough to freeze him to his seat and render him powerless.


  “A full house! That’s worthy of celebration.” The guildmaster chuckled from his seat beside Corio. After spending hours on all the preparations, he seemed relaxed and ready to enjoy himself. “I’m just so pleased to see it. These old training grounds, brought back to life in such righteous form!”


  “Yeah,” grumbled Corio.


  “Indeed. How great,” Frista chimed in. She sat on Corio’s other side, where she watched him with an oppressive, steely gaze. For a while it smothered him like a heavy blanket, but after a while her focus shifted. Now her dark eyes darted all over the arena. Corio could tell how restless she was.


  The four of them—counting Frista’s guard—were halfway up the central row of seats, with a perfect view of the full arena. They were reserved seats for affiliated personnel only, not that Corio could feel any excitement about that. His nerves were frayed and anxiety galloped like a horse through his chest.


  “Ladies and gentlemen gathered here today!” 


  A voice caught Corio’s ear. It was the announcer, a splendidly dressed woman in the center of the grounds. Her dress was colorful and bright, the sort worn at harvest festivals, and her hat was laced with a large feather. 


  “The long wait has come to an end,” she said. She spread her arms wide, confident and exuberant, almost as if she were the main event herself. “In a few short moments, the first Rook Coliseum Tournament will begin! I’m your host, Chayka. You might know me as a nurse for the Adventurers’ Guild. Have you all bought your betting tickets for the matches today?”


  “Yeaaaaaah!” came the resounding roar of the crowd. 


  Chayka gave an exaggerated nod. “I’m so glad to hear it! Please keep up those excited cheers to the very end. Now, without further ado, let’s kick things off. Allow me to go over the tourney rules once more.” She gestured across the whole arena. “The matches will be held here, on this very floor. The only out-of-bounds areas are the spectator seats and the ceiling. We don’t want any unfortunate accidents. To that end, climbing the walls is prohibited, as is the use of any magical flying items. These actions will result in immediate disqualification. Anyone who bought betting tickets for adventurers who make use of such items should keep that in mind. In this arena, we judge victors based on raw strength alone.”


  A row of attendants appeared behind Chayka. They held a variety of weapons and equipment in their hands.


  “The only weapons and armor permitted in these matches are those purchased in designated stores here in Rook. As you can see behind me, all blades and other potentially dangerous protuberances must be covered up for fighter safety. Removing the covers is against the rules and will result in immediate disqualification.”


  The attendants retreated from the center of the grounds, and Chayka turned to the audience once more.


  “The tourney will be held battle-royale style. Twenty players will compete at once for victory on the open floor. They can stay on the sidelines if they like. They can form teams and agree to split the prize money if they like. The one person standing at the end of the match is the champion. Easy enough to understand, right? It’s a battle that will find the strongest warrior of them all, right before our eyes!”


  Once more, chatter swept through the arena. A torrent of enthusiasm welled up, culminating in a thunderstorm of applause.


  Chayka took a deep breath. “Let’s review some final but important rules. Surrender, incapacitation, departure from the arena, use of prohibited weapons, use of magic, endangering the life of an opponent, assaulting or interfering with referees, and any other failure to follow instructions from the organizers will result in disqualification. Understood, everyone? Now, time to introduce our fighters!”


  Pillars of flame shot up from the ground as a drum troupe unleashed a rollicking drumroll. Thick white smoke covered the entire arena. Torchlight flickered in the midst of it like a magic spell, dyeing the copious smoke in hues of red and gold.


  The ground rumbled, and sections of the floor around the arena opened up. The elevator mechanisms groaned to life, their high-pitched creaks echoing up from the dark chasms. 


  Silhouettes slowly broke through the white smoke, illuminated by the light of burning iron torches. The stars of the show—the handful of people who would determine Corio’s fate—arrived in style.


  Crunch.


  The first adventurer to step into the light was the chain-wielding fighter. The metal links jangled as he crossed the floor. He surveyed the arena with a dark gaze.


  “Here comes our first competitor!” Chayka stretched her hand out toward him. “Chains are both his offense and defense! Whip and shield! Encased in iron, what else could he need? Introducing none other than Zaharr, the Steel Chain Incarnate!”


  Shing.


  The shrill sound of cutting wind rushed through the arena as a multi-sectioned staff slashed the air. The martial artist wielding it looked out to the crowd with a broad grin.


  “Ten attacks in the blink of an eye. If you hear the sound of the staff, it’s already too late! Welcoming Dessette, the Pile-Driving Demon!” 


  Pow.


  A colorful blast of fireworks shot up around a short-haired girl. Chayka spun around to gape at her in shock.


  “How did she get here?!” Chayka shouted. “She knows the ins and outs of armor, but this is her first time wearing it. Give it up for Rook’s own Kizza, from the armor shop!”


  Chayka went on to introduce several other adventurers, after which she stood still. 


  Silence spread until it filled the entire stadium.


  The anticipation climbed higher and higher. Everyone waited with bated breath, eager to witness the introduction of the final fighter. They knew what was coming.


  “Last, but most certainly not least…” Chayka swung down her hand in a transcendent frenzy. “The hero himself…Sedem!”


  An explosion of furious applause detonated.


  All those thousands of clapping hands and shouting voices came together to shake the building and make Corio’s ears ring. Fervor and excitement careened about the stadium like a bolt of lightning. 


  “Ha ha ha!” Sedem raised a hand in response to the cheers. His mouth curled into a cool smile.


  “And there you have it, folks! Here are all of the entrants today!” shouted Chayka. “Who will remain standing by the end of the fight? At the sound of the bell, the fight will begin—whoa!”


  The moment the bell clanged, the twenty fighters started to move. As if planned and coordinated, they aimed for a single point in the stadium, the same target of the thunder of cheers and shower of applause: Sedem the Hero.


  “Nineteen on one! It’s nineteen on one, folks! Is this allowed? You bet it is! That’s the thrill of a battle royale. Though it will come down to every man for himself, the competitors first work together to eliminate their greatest threat. Now we’ll find out if a great warrior can keep up with nineteen foes simultaneously. Watch how they all aim for Sedem!”


  Chains, club, sword, hammer, scythe, spear, stones, hooks, staff, whip, halberd, axe, iron ball, katana, string, shield, fist, foot—each and every one of these thrust toward and into Sedem at full force from every direction. Above and below, left and right, crowding the air and dancing through the lingering smoke until, for a brief moment, it all seemed to vanish.


  And then…


  Whump!


  A blast of wind split the air, rocketing out from Sedem to surround him. Fierce gusts laced with lightning zapped to the ceiling and sent the attackers flying in every direction. Some crashed into the wall, some also shot to the ceiling, and some went rolling across the hard ground.


  A nervous quiet settled over the audience as the dust started to clear, only to reveal Sedem standing exactly as he’d been before the attack, unharmed. His arms were crossed. He was smiling.


  It was true. Sedem had his arms crossed. He hadn’t even pulled out a weapon.


  “That right there!” the guildmaster shouted in awe. He leaped to his feet. “That skill!”


  “Skill?” Corio glanced at the guildmaster in confusion. “Was that a skill?”


  “Yes,” the guildmaster said, flaring his nostrils, hardly able to contain his excitement. “‘Mighty Step,’ one of the 818 secret skills of the hero. He steps into the ground at an incredible speed, causing massive shock waves to erupt around him in all directions. I heard a rumor about it, but I never expected to witness it for myself!”


  “What?” Corio asked, blinking. “So he just, like…took a step? You’re saying he literally just stomped his foot into the ground and caused that huge explosion?”


  “Exactly!” The guildmaster’s voice trembled with pride. “For the great hero, even the wave of a hand or single footstep can become a powerful weapon! Sedem’s abilities are absolutely unparalleled! He’s an adventurer without equal.”


  Corio could indistinctly hear the roars of applause in the background. He struggled to come to his senses, still in disbelief about what had just happened. Then the volume increased as he came back into the moment, louder and louder. Chayka, several moments too late, managed to shout out her commentary.


  “Wh-what in the world have we just witnessed?!” Chayka cried. “Just thirty seconds into the match, it comes to an abrupt end! How extraordinary! What unimaginable strength! The great slayer of the Demon King, Sedem the Hero, lives up to his name!”


  Suddenly, Corio’s arms were pinned behind him. As Frista’s guard restrained him, Corio turned his head to find Frista watching him with pity in her eyes.


  “That didn’t take up much of anyone’s time. Are you satisfied now?”


  “Wait! J-just wait a second, please!”


  “You really don’t know when to give up, do you?” She sighed. “We have a carriage waiting for us and they charge by the minute, so let’s get a move on.”


  No, Corio thought. This can’t be happening!


  It couldn’t end like this. Corio struggled in vain, only to feel the guard’s grip tighten so painfully that it sent shock waves through his arms, shoulders, and back. It was a violent hold, the likes of which he’d never experienced before. The guard started to drag him away. Corio’s legs dangled as Chayka continued to commentate in the distance.


  “And with that, the inaugural Rook coliseum tournament comes to its official end. These unbelievable events will likely never be seen again in our lifetimes! One man dominates the entire arena, easily overpowering nineteen seasoned adventurers at—oh! Hold on a second! What do we have here?”


  The cheers died down. Although many continued to clap, a restless unease swept over the stadium. Corio wrenched his head back around to see what was happening.


  He could not believe his eyes.


  Sedem the Hero was not the last fighter standing after all.


  In the midst of the heaps of bodies piled up on the ground, one person still stood on their feet. A slender, long-limbed girl with a boyish haircut was still in the fight, her dagger drawn and ready.


  “The armorer’s daughter, Kizza, still stands! The match isn’t over! I repeat, the match isn’t over!”


  Now that the smoke had cleared enough to see properly, Corio realized that Kizza was actually still standing exactly where she started—on top of the lift that had taken her up to the arena from below. Did she miss the chance to join the others on the simultaneous attack against Sedem? Was she frozen with fear at the prospect of going up against this menace? It seemed like nothing short of a miracle.


  The guard shoved Corio back into his seat. Frista struck him with an accusatory glance. 


  “What futile resistance,” she snarled. “Don’t tell me you actually believe this village girl stands a chance?”


  “You never know,” Corio said. “We have to watch and see!”


  “Isn’t she a good friend of yours? Maybe you should stop the match now, so she doesn’t get hurt.”


  Corio paused, feeling a prick of worry in his heart. Frista had a point—the safest possible course of action was to stop the fight and evacuate Kizza. He was the one who had stopped her from fleeing with her family in the first place. If not for him, she might have been living out her days in peace and safety.


  Do I really think that Kizza stands a chance? 


  Corio clenched his fist so tight that he winced in pain. 


  Frista was right. That match was as good as over. He needed to make sure Kizza didn’t—


  “Ah, Kizza’s on the move!”


  Dagger in hand, she launched into a mad dash toward Sedem.


  Sedem didn’t move a muscle. He remained composed, arms crossed. Corio couldn’t tell if he so much as glanced in Kizza’s direction, but his pinky moved. Nothing else, just his little finger. It clenched, as if drawing back the string of a bow. Then it released.


  “No!”


  Frista’s voice hit Corio’s ear at the exact same second as the explosion.


  That almost imperceptible movement generated violent shock waves that lashed at Kizza with unbelievable speed and force. While this attack wasn’t as powerful as the previous one, it still generated a full-on blast. The walls trembled with the ensuing bang, and Corio knew that it was already too late for Kizza to escape the attack.


  Except…


  Huh?


  Kizza was still standing. As if riding the torrential waves, she had slipped through the slightest gaps in the attack, untouched.


  It’s a feint!


  She charged at Sedem once more, and in a flash she was at his throat.


  “Hm.”


  Sedem seemed to realize he wouldn’t be able to get off a second attack. Instead, he raised his arm to defend himself from Kizza’s incoming dagger. 


  The dagger stopped, only yielding to the solid wall of Sedem’s flesh. 


  It was the mildest of blows, but a blow nonetheless. Before Sedem could attack in return, Kizza retreated to a safe distance. She adjusted her stance and studied the hero from halfway across the battlefield.


  From nowhere, a voice broke through the quietly stirring crowd.


  “Oh…my…goodness! She landed a blow!” Chayka’s shaking voice grew louder with each word. Her excitement radiated from the sidelines. “The armorer’s daughter landed a blow on Sedem the Hero!”


  Corio’s hands squeezed.


  “The hero remains unharmed! But without question, Kizza’s dagger made contact with his arm! No one in a million years could have seen this coming!”


  Kizza took off again. This time she skirted around him in a long loop, slowly arcing closer. This time Sedem was on high alert, and he spun his body to match her position. She zipped in and slashed with her dagger once more.


  And then a second, third, fourth, and fifth time. She landed blow after blow on the man who was once thought to be untouchable.


  “Incredible,” Corio gasped. 


  However, each hit was merely a light strike to his blocking arm. Diversionary attacks were all Kizza could manage against her opponent. She couldn’t allow him a fraction of a second to breathe, or else she risked another one of his shock waves. If he had any opening at all to counter, the battle would end then and there. 


  She was relentless. But just how long could she keep this up? Running at top speed, attacking at every opportunity—she had to use every ounce of her leg strength to start and stop so rapidly and maintain her balance.


  I had no idea she could do this, Corio thought. He knew that she was strong for her size, but this was something else. Not even seasoned adventurers had been able to lay a hand on Sedem.


  In the face of this onslaught, however, Sedem just laughed and rolled his shoulders.


  Kizza hadn’t done so much as a lick of damage to him. Despite her repeated slashes, he wasn’t hurt in the slightest. 


  “Ha ha ha! You’re quite fast,” he remarked.


  He even took the next blow right to the forehead without so much as a wince. Kizza’s dagger might as well have been heaps of cotton slapping against his chiseled features.


  “It won’t work,” Frista said. “She can’t hurt him like this, which means it’s pointless.”


  Kizza must’ve thought something similar. She retreated to take a breath, then bent low, as if pouring every ounce of her strength into her legs. She was charging a more powerful attack. Repeated light attacks were unsustainable and ultimately useless. She had to hit him with a stronger one. 


  Tension filled the arena. The air itself seemed to press in on the crowd. 


  Then Kizza’s clear, calm voice rang out through the hall. Her tone was light and ill-suited to the high-stakes battle. 


  “My next blow will get you moving. I guarantee it,” she announced. There was a playful glint in her eye.


  “Will you?” Sedem raised an eyebrow. “I’m intrigued. Go on, then. Do your worst.”


  The crowd broke into murmurs. 


  “What an unbelievable fight this has become!” shouted Chayka. “And what a bold declaration from the armorer’s daughter! Faced with a nearly untouchable opponent, Kizza vows to deal real damage! But can she make good on her word? And how will she do it? Folks, I can’t even dream of the answer to those questions! Perhaps our Kizza has some trick up her sleeve that will allow her to break through the impenetrable wall of Sedem the Hero?”


  Dun, dun, dun.


  The banging of the drums continued, their vibrations rattling the arena. 


  Seriously? Corio thought. They’re bringing out the drums again? Now of all times?! 


  As soon as the thought occurred, he realized the sound was in fact coming from his own chest.


  He stared down at his lap, feeling like he might just throw up his heart right then and there. He fought against waves of nausea and clenched his fists so tightly that the nails dug into his palm. He could barely breathe; all he could do was attempt to contain the uncontrollable shaking that threatened to spread across his entire body.


  Kizza dipped low to the ground. Then she pushed all her strength into her feet and launched herself across the arena.


  Whap!


  Kizza shot forward like an arrow. She made a beeline for Sedem, dagger at the ready.


  “Head-on? From head-on?” Frista jumped out of her seat.


  The crowd roared with such excitement that Corio felt his seat vibrate.


  “Kizza races ahead at top speed! This isn’t a diversion, folks, she’s headed straight for him in a bid to knock him out here and now. But Sedem stays composed in his stance. There’s no gap for her to exploit! And here she—”


  Clang!


  At the moment of impact, the thousands of spectators went wide-eyed and silent. The scene unfolding below only became more unbelievable. 


  It was no longer one-on-one. Against all odds—and the rules of the tournament—one of the disqualified fighters clawed his way back into the arena. 


  The hero kept his head lowered as massive chains lashed against the back of his neck. It was none other than Zaharr, the Steel Chain Incarnate, face smeared with blood as he forced his mouth into a grin.


  “I don’t like you actin’ all high and mighty like you’ve won. You’ve got…to watch…your back!” 


  Having expended all of his strength, Zaharr toppled face-first to the ground. But just as the reverberation of the first shock faded, a second shock was born.


  Kizza, in the air.


  Her dagger leaped out in a flash of gray at the hero’s unsuspecting head, still hanging low.


  Just in time, his massive, trunk-like legs shifted. He bent his knees and took a step backward. It was a slight movement, but it was enough to shake the entire arena.


  He moved!


  Kizza landed. Still gripping her dagger, she turned.


  As amazing as this sight was, the audience hardly stirred. Everyone was already on the edge of their seat, and none of them could imagine what might happen next. The silence felt so impossibly deep that it actually hurt Corio’s ears.


  The hero straightened his back. Averting his eyes from Kizza, he raised his hand and reached toward his feet. He seemed to be holding something, but Corio had to study it for a moment to realize what it was.


  His hairpin! 


  It now lay in Sedem’s hand. The crimson jewel that had once glittered in it was broken. 


  Did Kizza break it with her attack just now?


  Sedem lifted the corners of his lips yet again. “Ha… Ah ha ha!”


  How to express the bloodlust that filled the arena in that instant? It boiled over and soaked the stadium. It was primal and intense, as if a great wind had surged from beneath the earth.
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  Every eye in the arena was glued to Sedem as he rose to his full height. His muscles engorged and his massive frame swelled even further. As he gave a loud bellow of laughter, his face resembled that of a lion before a feast. He laughed and laughed, as if there weren’t enough ­pleasure in the world for what he was experiencing.


  “You must excuse me,” he said. “I assumed I was up against ordinary foes, so I let my guard down. I certainly was not expecting you to cooperate with the other fighters. I recognize your prowess—thou art a fine warrior!”


  With one of those tree trunk legs, he stepped forward. His silhouette grew even larger.


  He reached for the scabbard on his hilt and drew his sword.


  “You’ve earned yourself a rare treat,” he said. “Here, have a taste of the sword that slayed the Demon King!”


  The next thing Corio knew, the air itself seemed to bend and warp. Sedem’s power unleashed rays of light that twisted everything like a kaleidoscope, obscuring the silhouettes of the fighters.


  Boom!


  Corio clung to his seat. An electric current rippled through the hall, flooding it like a burst dam. Shock waves of pure energy struck the ground and tore up the dirt in its wake. Shredding, breaking, shattering—


  “Oh, not that. He can’t do that!”


  The unexpected words came from the guildmaster. 


  Corio was about to open his mouth and ask what he was talking about. But before he could, there was a strange crashing sound.


  “What?!”


  Sedem disappeared.


  More precisely, the ground underneath Sedem’s feet had broken apart and dumped him into the passage below. It’d crumbled apart from the center outward until it became a large sinkhole. The fighters’ corridor was now littered with broken stone and earth. There was no escaping for Sedem. The rubble continued to rain down, trapping him in a heap of ruined earth. 


  In the silent arena, a sudden inhale could be heard.


  “Out—out of bounds?!”


  It was Chayka, struggling to force out words.


  “Out of…o-out of bounds!” she declared. “Sedem tore through the arena floor with his sword and has fallen into the corridor below! In other words, he’s left the arena! That marks him out of bounds and disqualified from the contest! That means Kizza—ahh!”


  Everyone turned their gaze to yet another unbelievable sight. 


  The slender, short-haired girl clung to a rope wrapped around an exposed slab of the arena seating. Beneath her half-dangling legs, her feet were still just barely pressed to a strip of ground from the arena that hadn’t been torn to shreds by Sedem’s attack.


  “Kizza is still in bounds! What a stroke of luck! Never, never, never would I have imagined that the world’s strongest fighter would disqualify himself! It’s a stunning upset! The champion, our champion, is the armorer’s daughter Kizza!”


  A…stroke of luck?


  Cheers. Screams. Shouts. Claps. The arena buzzed like a disturbed hornet’s nest, and in the middle of it all, Corio felt sick to his stomach.


  Good luck…is that what we just witnessed? Where did Kizza get ahold of that rope from? Did she toss it around the post at the edge of the seating at the exact moment that Sedem took out his sword?


  It seemed too good to be true. 


  But Corio had other things to worry about.


  “Hey,” Frista muttered, eyeing the guildmaster. “Why did you say that Sedem the Hero ‘couldn’t do that’?”


  “Ah, well…” The guildmaster glanced away, flustered. “That’s…because we didn’t have time to reinforce the arena floors…”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Well, we were doing comprehensive repairs. We had all kinds of construction staff coming and going. I mean, of course we intended to patch up and reinforce the arena floors…but it was scrapped at the last minute.” He gulped. “I was told…since the hero wouldn’t go all out anyway, it wasn’t a good use of money.”


  “Wha…?”


  Everyone was lost for words. For a brief moment, Corio’s mind blanked. He heard Eni’s voice echo through his head:


  “Money isn’t a universal solution to all problems. Even though it’s a necessity, sometimes you’re better off not spending it.”


  Corio blinked. 


  Oh, he thought. Then… Was this all according to plan?!


  “Corio!” Frista yelped, seizing Corio by the collar and pulling him close. He returned to his senses as his field of vision filled with her bloodshot eyes. “She’s won! Kizza won!”


  “Y-yeah!” Corio managed to nod despite the violent way she was shaking him.


  “What a bet. You won’t need to return any of the betting tickets! Is this really happening…? Corio, there won’t be a riot, will there?!”


  “I…I don’t think so?”


  At some point, the shouts and cries settled down. Sedem clambered back out of the rubble to give Kizza a handshake. 


  The moment their hands linked, earsplitting applause rained over the arena.


  An overwhelming cavalcade of whistles, cheers, and roars reverberated.


  Their minds blown by a truly once-in-a-lifetime match, everyone seemed to have forgotten that they’d bet on Sedem at all. They instead showered praise and attention on every fighter.


  Ahh.


  Corio finally understood. This was the moment that Eni had been building toward: an unforgettable scene that would leave a deep impression in the hearts and minds of every spectator in the building. He could only begin to imagine the rumors that would fly once the news spread. How fast and how far would they go?


  Everyone would be talking about the Rook Coliseum.


  Without a lick of additional advertising, spectators would come in droves to flood the stadium gates. This first match was not just any old fight. It would become a legend carved into the annals of history; a monument to the glory of the institution itself. Their popularity would shoot through the roof as soon as word got out! Who wouldn’t want to see such mind-blowing scenes in person?


  Meanwhile, the guildmaster had another question for Corio.


  “You’ll…pay to fix the floor, right?” he inquired, nearly trembling out of his boots. Forget glory. He was just a laborer who needed to secure compensation for a hard day’s work. 


   


  ***


   


  Flutes and stringed instruments wove a peaceful, charming tune and mingled with the voice of a minstrel in perfect harmony. Torchlight reflected on ale overflowing from mugs. 


  The lobby of the Adventurers’ Guild was a scene of joyous mayhem. Tournament participants, venue staff, friends, acquaintances from the shopping district, and many more were drinking themselves to their hearts’ content. The sun had set hours ago, but the celebration showed no signs of dying down. 


  “Ahem! Excuse me.” 


  Corio stood at the podium and raised his hand, attempting to flag the crowd’s divided attention. The moment was finally right.


  Dozens of gazes concentrated on him. Corio fidgeted in place, but there was no going back. He cleared his throat and tried to loosen his stiff posture.


  “Now that everyone’s here, I’d like to say a few words.” He paused to take a deep breath. “Today we held the first tournament at the Rook Coliseum…and, well, it was a huge success thanks to all of you! Cheers, everybody!”


  A rollicking chorus of “Cheers!” erupted from the crowd. Anyone who still lacked food or drink flocked to the counters that were stuffed with ample amounts of both. 


  Corio sighed with relief and climbed down from the podium, at which point the guildmaster met him with a troubled expression.


  “That’s it? Today was an event for the history books! Perhaps you could have shared some more inspiring words…?”


  “I’m no good at that,” Corio said. Nor is it my job! But he swallowed that rebuttal. Instead, he scrunched up his face and offered a dismissive explanation. “Nobody likes a long speech. Folks just want a chance to toast and drink.”


  “On the contrary,” protested the guildmaster, “everyone adored your speech!” 


  Breaking out into a broad smile, he turned away and gave a signal to the music troupe. Their leader gave a thumbs-up in reply, prompting the guildmaster to raise his voice. 


  “In honor of Master Corio, our musical performers tonight have agreed to craft a song that immortalizes his inspiring speech! The tale of today’s glorious events and Corio’s heartfelt words shall be preserved in the form of a noble ballad, leaving a record of his wisdom for all time—”


  “Don’t do that,” Corio said. 


  Seriously, how did they plan to make a song out of him standing up to declare that everyone was there and state the obvious? 


  He raised a glass and made a toast,


  The tournament was today,


  And it was…um, well, a huge success,


  Hooray!


  For heaven’s sake. Not only would that be a terrible song, it would be beyond mortifying for him!


  “Erase the record,” Corio said. “Leave nothing.”


  “But, but,” stuttered the guildmaster, hot on Corio’s heels as he strode away. 


  Eni had directed Corio to thank everyone involved with putting on the event. She’d said it would stabilize the operation moving forward and establish a sense of camaraderie among their allies.


  This sure is a lot of work. There are so many people.


  Eni deserved to inherit the weapon shop. She was the one who should have been hearing this applause and praise. If only her health weren’t so frail.


  This might be enough to get our shop back on its feet. With adventurers on our side, they can spread the word about the coliseum…


  Out of nowhere, an ominous tingle shot down his spine. For some reason, his hand balled into a fist. Then he stopped just short of bumping into someone. He was doused in bone-chilling shadow as the enormous figure loomed over him. Tentatively, he raised his head.


  “Hello,” said a deep, unexpected voice.


  Corio was shocked to see a man with familiar blond hair, chiseled features, and a broad chest wrapped in a scarlet cloak. “S-Sedem the Hero!” he exclaimed.


  He’d never expected the great hero to show up to the after-party. Sedem was invited, of course, along with all of the other fighters, but his representative had declined on his behalf, stating that Sedem was a very busy man and would have to make his way back to the royal capital after the tourney.


  “I… I’m surprised you came,” Corio managed.


  Sedem looked puzzled. “Why wouldn’t I?”


  “I heard that you were busy.”


  “Ah.” Sedem chuckled and broke into a grin. “Nothing but errands of the most tedious sort. They presented me seven different posts at the court and told me to choose which to take, after I already turned them down the first time. Yet they just won’t let me off the hook.”


  Corio could only nod.


  “They’ve been lecturing me at no modest length about the various roles, threatening to lull me to sleep in the process. A day like today, spent against foes giving their best…that’s far more worthwhile. There’s just no comparison.”


  “Glad…to hear it.”


  “Yes. And above all else, I wanted to speak to you.”


  “Me?” Corio couldn’t believe his ears. 


  Had Sedem deduced Eni’s scheme? The method through which they’d practically cheated the strongest warrior in all the land…? 


  If so, the punishment would be swift and fatal. Corio had seen that Sedem literally packed more power in one pinky finger than he possessed in his entire body.


  Sweat beaded at the back of Corio’s neck, and he restrained a gulp as he looked into the eyes bearing down on him—eyes as bright as the sun itself.


  “Wh-what about?”


  “Mm. Just as I thought,” Sedem muttered. He gave a satisfied nod and stepped back. “You want to be an adventurer, right?”


  Corio’s throat tightened. Without realizing it, he’d held his breath for so long that he nearly choked. It felt as if Sedem had just reached under Corio’s mattress and wrenched out the diary he’d stashed there, the contents laid bare for the world to see. He was instead gripped by a powerful tremor. 


  “Why…why do you say that?” Corio forced the words out with great difficulty. His nails pressed little crescents into his palms as he squeezed his fists.


  “I see it in your eyes,” Sedem said. “It’s a one-of-a-kind look I’d recognize anywhere. Everyone who’s part of our world has it—eyes that always look somewhere else, somewhere beyond. Though I see the rolling hills of your hometown and the warmth of your family reflected in your eyes, it’s but a mirage. The eyes are not a mirror but a window to the soul, and yours pierce far beyond, toward the limits of the horizon.”


  Corio didn’t know what to say.


  “The moment I saw you, I was sure that you were a fighter ready to step into the ring. I was surprised to discover you were merely the organizer of this tourney. And yet you have no discernible interest in business or trade. To me, it’s an obvious mismatch of man and occupation.” Sedem rubbed his strong chin. “Of course, countless people dream of a different path, but…” He paused. “Anyhow, this was just something that struck me as curious, and I thought I should address it. I’m happy to end our dialog here if it displeases you.”


  “Mm,” Corio intoned, wrangling his expression into muted disinterest. He forced himself to remain cordial but distant, though his blood had suddenly caught fire. When he opened his mouth and dredged up the words, they flowed unbidden from deep inside him. 


  “I’m not displeased at all,” he said, looking down. “Though I gave up long, long ago.”


  “On becoming an adventurer?”


  “Yes.” He nodded at the floor. Memories that he’d buried began to float to the surface. “My childhood friend had some trouble at her family’s store. Hoodlums barged in and just ran off with a bunch of goods without paying for any of it.” 


  Corio could still see Kizza’s tearful, stricken face as she sobbed to him: 


  “What do I do, Corio? Corio…Corio…what do I do? It’s not fair…”


  “I swore to her that I’d do something about it, grabbed a weapon from home, and went after the villains myself. Told myself that if I could get just one hit, some kind of surprise attack, they’d know to not mess with us anymore. But…”


  He’d frozen up from head to toe the moment the thugs had spotted him. Like he’d turned into a stone statue of himself.


  “They sneered at me and asked me what I was doing. My legs almost gave out from under me, and I told them nothing. I told them it was nothing and I apologized.”


  Sedem watched Corio gravely.


  “A family friend, the owner of a local tavern, found me crying there. When I told him what had happened, he gave me some advice. Told me to wait for them to get drunk on booze, and when they were vulnerable, take their wallets and make things even. So I did. When I gave the money to my friend, she thanked me… And yet…”


  That was when Corio had learned something important about himself. Something that would stick with him for the rest of his life: He was, at his core, a coward. He lacked the courage, honor, and righteousness required of any adventurer worth their salt. 


  After that day, his life had melted into dull misery. He had to cope with the bitter realization that he would never become the person he wanted to be more than anything else. Eventually, he decided to settle for the next best thing. If he couldn’t be an adventurer, he could at least be an ally. He agreed to inherit his father’s store and sell weapons to them instead. He’d stopped making decisions and had rolled through life like a tumbleweed from then on.


  On rare occasions, he’d dared to ask himself the question again: What if…?


  But he already had his answer. All he needed to do was look in the mirror.


  He didn’t stand a goddamn chance.


  “So…” His voice lowered to a husky whisper. “It’s not about whether or not I want to be an adventurer. I just can’t.”


  “Hm.” Sedem tilted his head. “So having been betrayed by the object of your desire, you figured you would have adventurers dance like puppets at your fingertips in the coliseum, raking in vast profits for yourself in the process?”


  “Oh, no!” Corio said quickly. “That’s unrelated to the coliseum.” 


  He didn’t know how to explain things, but he couldn’t reveal Eni’s role in this—or even her existence—no matter what. It was his job to play the “prodigy businessman” part. 


  “I just meant to say that once I learned I couldn’t become an adventurer, well, I had to earn my bread some other way.”


  This was hardly a lie. He’d chosen this path to protect himself and support his family. Even if he built a future that failed to inspire him and cultivated a livelihood he hated, he had to make a living. He had to provide for the people he loved, no matter how pathetic and unbearable his own life became.


  Sedem fell silent. When Corio looked up, he found the hero lost in thought. His eyes were narrowed, though there was a residual kindness in his gaze.


  Finally, Sedem nodded and rose to his full height.


  “Hmm.” He gave a slight smile. “I won’t pass judgment over your decisions, but I will say one thing. If you believe the only people capable of becoming adventurers are those who can charge fearlessly into battle, then you are mistaken.”


  “Really?”


  “There are adventurers who heal wounds or who dismantle traps. There are mapmakers, toolmakers, weapon-menders… And what would we do without those who recite poems, haul luggage, or make meals? Without those adventurers, I could not have set out on my own journey. Success in this field is nine parts preparation. Physical strength and combat skills are only the remaining tenth. You can’t play cards you don’t have, after all.”


  Corio grimaced.


  “Stick to your own way,” Sedem said. “You’ll find your niche. Without question, there is an adventure out there that demands your capabilities.” 


  He patted Corio on the shoulder and strolled off into the crowd, prompting gasps and then a particularly startled shout. 


  It was a short-haired girl pointing wildly in his direction. Beside her stood another girl in a finely quilted robe.


  For a moment, both Kizza and Frista stared in unmasked, wide-eyed shock.


  “It’s Sedem!” Kizza exclaimed. “Sedem the Hero! You came!”


  “Ah, Kizza,” Sedem answered with a genuine smile. “Of course I came! How could I turn down the opportunity to revel in our glorious fight all night long?”


  He gripped Kizza in an ebullient embrace. It was rather like a bear hugging a baby but without any of the associated distress. In fact, both parties seemed over the moon. They were laughing and smiling.


  “They’re sure close,” Corio muttered—without real­izing Kizza could hear him.


  “How could we not be?” she answered with a wink. “I practically fought to the death with him!”


  To the death, huh? Did she not feel guilty about the trap laid for Sedem? Or had Eni hidden that information from even Kizza?


  “This calls for another toast,” Frista declared. She passed out more mugs of ale. Her face was ruddy, suggesting she’d already had a few herself. “Just drink! Drink up! This is an order from the top, so get on it.”


  “Aren’t you already drunk?” Corio asked.


  “Of course I am! Do you know how many years I’ve lost off my life thanks to you two?” 


  Frista practically shoved a mug into Corio’s face. He supposed he had no choice but to accept it. Following Kizza and Sedem’s lead, he raised it into the air. 


  “To the greatest fear I’ve ever felt,” Frista announced.


  Seriously? What’s with you? Corio thought. But no one so much as stuttered when they shouted the toast back to Frista and started clinking glasses. A beat late, Corio followed. The cold bitterness of the drink seeped into his throat, washing away some of the tension that’d strangled him all day. His aching muscles started to loosen, and his exhaustion melted into much-needed relaxation.


  “So, what were you and Sedem talking about?” Kizza asked, popping up at Corio’s side out of nowhere.


  “What were we…?” he repeated, startled.


  “You were talking for quite a while, and so seriously!”


  “It was nothing. Just small talk.”


  “Really? That’s all?”


  He chuckled. “Well, if I had to say, we were talking about the future.”


  “The future!” Her eyes went wide, like she’d seen a bolt of lightning. “You, talking about the future? That’s like an ant talking about politics.”


  “Hey, cut it out.”


  “Come on. The guy who picked his classes by rolling dice is talking about future plans? I’m supposed to just smile and nod at that? This is a big deal!”


  “Well…” Corio couldn’t bring himself to tell her the truth. Under the weight of her stare, he decided to evade. “What about you? Have you thought about the future?”


  “Of course I have. I’ll be the successor to the armory. My little brother’s certainly got no interest.”


  “Even without customers? Now that the Demon King’s gone?”


  “People will still need armor and protection of some kind. For hunting and whatnot, and especially for this coliseum.”


  “Are we going to keep it up for that long?” Corio wondered. But before he could say anything else, Sedem butted into the conversation.


  “Wait a moment there, young Kizza,” he said. “You too should consider the path of the adventurer. If you’re interested, I could introduce you to some parties I’m friendly with.”


  “R-really?!” Then she paused. “Huh. Well…I dunno.”


  “You can get your hands on legendary sets of armor,” he said. “There are spectacular treasures to be found, but only by those bold enough to seek them out.”


  “Oh, whoa, that’s amazing! Did you hear that, Corio? Maybe you can become an adventurer and look for legen­d­ary weapons too!”


  Corio shook his head. “No thanks.”


  “What? Why not? You don’t think it’s a good idea?”


  “I told you, no thanks. Just—hey, don’t shake me! Quit grabbing—argh, you’re drunk!” Corio escaped his friend and glanced up at the hero. “If you don’t mind me asking, what about you, Sedem?” 


  “What about me?”


  “What are you going to do next? Are you going to go on a new adventure?”


  What had piqued Corio’s interest had been their previous conversation. He remembered how dismayed Sedem had sounded when talking about the positions offered to him in the royal court. 


  Sedem gave a bitter smile.


  “That would be nice if I could,” he said in a low voice.


  “Is there some reason you can’t?”


  “The kingdom has commanded me to always make my whereabouts known to them.”


  Corio felt the temperature in the room plummet. Even Frista and Kizza were…


  Actually, they were already swept up in a new conversation and didn’t seem to notice.


  “The adventurer who felled the Demon King is the strongest person in the world, in both fame and practice,” Sedem said. He shrugged. “No one would dare stand against me, which makes me a potential threat. Of course they can’t let me go and do as I please. I’ve been ordered to either stay in the capital and work for them or retire to some hideaway in the countryside. I can’t be an adventurer anymore. Although I may be able to negotiate my way into some well-planned ‘trips,’ so long as I offer plenty of details.”


  “W-wow. I had no idea.”


  It didn’t make sense. How could they do that to him? Why seize precious freedom from the man who’d saved the world? Corio looked troubled, but Sedem smiled softly.


  “One must always pay a price for great power,” he said, looking into the distance. “Only a fool would think power buys freedom. I can’t do as I please anymore, like adventurers who are just starting out.”


  “What will you do, then? Accept one of the positions?”


  “No.” Sedem twisted his thick neck and focused on Corio again. “I’m thinking about settling down somewhere quiet. I was born and raised in the mountains. I might build a small hut far away from civilization and frolic in nature as I please.”


  “Are you being serious?”


  “Very. There are some good mountains to the west of Rook. Kopitoto, right? There’s plenty of lumber…”


  “Oi! What are you two whispering about?” Frista’s bejeweled wrist lunged into view. She glared at the pair of them with unfocused eyes. Corio noted the presence of five empty mugs on the nearest table. 


  “Do you have ears? I’m calling for another toast! No fancy talk today, not on my watch!”


  “Well, the hero won’t still be here tomorrow,” Corio said. 


  “Say what now? He’ll depart? Sick of piddling around in the boonies with us country bumpkins, I suppose? Hardy har har, who’da guessed? It only hurts because it’s true. Hurts because it’s…just simply too damn well true.” Frista rapped Corio several times on the shoulder as she spoke, then she frowned. “Alas…a moneylender can never become a good person. I never wanted to appraise human beings for a living, you know. But what choice did I have? The successor, there must be a successor! We’re talking about a two-hundred-year-old business of significant purport here. How could I refuse and bring it to ruin? How…?! Ah, if only, if…if… Waaaghh!”


  Corio didn’t know what to do. He certainly couldn’t deal with Frista’s drunken wailing. He bowed his head to Sedem.


  “Sorry she’s like this,” he said. 


  “Worry not,” Sedem said, raising a hand. He paused, then smiled. “Actually, I think it’s a good thing to run headfirst into one’s true feelings now and then. Such experiences become rare as one begins to age.”


  “I suppose so.”


  “Indeed. You’re blessed with good companions, Corio.”


  Um… The woman who was ready to sell me into slavery? Yeah, I’m so lucky to have her. 


  While Corio struggled to keep a straight face, Kizza burst back into the conversation.


  “’Scuse me!” She thrust a piece of paper under Sedem’s nose. It was the coliseum flyer, inscribed with the date and details of the fighters and tourney. She bowed deeply. “Will you sign this for me?”


  “Sign?”


  “I’ll treasure it forever! As a memory of today!”


  Sedem looked taken aback for a moment, but he could hardly refuse. He took the pen from her and signed the sheet.


  “Will that do?” He returned the paper to Kizza, who accepted it with sparkling eyes, only for Frista to swipe the sheet from her hands. 


  “Hey!”


  “Hm. What’s this? A loan certificate?” she asked as she eyed the paper.


  “No! Give that back, it’s mine!”


  “You’re still missing some pertinent details. The name of the lender, for one. This will never hold up in court. Here we go…Frista…Valentinov.”


  “Are you serious?!” Kizza wailed. She lifted the paper up to the light to examine it. Sure enough, Frista had signed her name right alongside Sedem’s.


  “Oh, so we’re all signing the sheet? That’s such a nice sentiment,” said the guildmaster, who had happened to pass by. “If you’ll excuse me…” 


  He swiped the paper and added his own name to the collection. After that, Frista’s guard signed the sheet, followed by several others as it was passed around. Soon signatures covered every corner of the page.


  Seeing how livid Kizza was by the end of it, Corio put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. This is special in its own way, don’t you think?”


  “I was really planning to make that a family heirloom…” she grumbled.


  “The hero’s signature is still there. Now there are just more of them. Couldn’t that make the value go up?”


  Kizza accepted the flyer when it came back to her with a reproachful glare. It was filled corner to corner with random signatures.


  She flung the sheet toward Corio. He nodded and added his own signature.


  On the far side of the hall, some of the adventurers were fighting with wooden swords. The clapping of onlookers blended in with laughter and the clinking of mugs. Everyone was enjoying themselves, letting loose, and celebrating the day. In this brief moment, it was as if the torments of the past had never happened at all.


  Kizza, Frista, and Corio exchanged glances and tapped their mugs together once more. When Corio raised his mug to his lips, the lukewarm ale had never tasted so rich and mellow. 


   


  ***


   


  When Corio arrived home, it was well after midnight. 


  His familiar shop seemed so much more imposing in the dark. Faint rays of moonlight lit up the sharp weapons on display. He staggered through the shop, almost crashing into them. He made it past them as gingerly as possible, then climbed the stairs.


  At the top, he was surprised to see a light on in Eni’s bedroom.


  She’s still up?


  Worried, Corio made for the door. It was ajar, and he peeked inside to see Eni sitting at her desk, fast asleep yet still holding a pen in her hand. Just what was she doing? A girl as sick as her shouldn’t be working herself half to death like this.


  Shaking his head, Corio tiptoed into the room and draped a quilt over her.


  He tried to do so gently, but her small shoulders twitched the moment the quilt touched her. She blinked up at him with sleepy eyes.


  “Corio?”


  “Ah,” Corio said, grimacing at his failure. “Sorry. Did I wake you?”


  “No…” Eni looked around, seemingly woken from a dream. “How…how was the wrap party?”


  “Finished a while ago,” Corio said. “It’s the middle of the night, you know.”


  Eni’s eyes flicked over to the grandfather clock and gasped. “It is? Oh no, I totally fell asleep! I still have some work to do.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. You need to rest. Everything went well.”


  “Yeah, but…”


  “But what?”


  Eni faltered and didn’t say anything else. She let out a resigned sigh, set down her pen, and shuffled over to bed to lie down, still wrapped in the quilt.


  “Brother…”


  “What is it?”


  “Won’t you sleep here tonight?”


  “What?”


  Eni looked away. “Or you can just sit by the bedside.”


  Ah… Corio frowned. What could it be? Repressing his concerns, he walked over to the bedside and sat down beside her. 


  Eni’s expression relaxed. “Thanks. I…I haven’t been able to sleep well lately.”


  “Are you all right? Maybe we should get the doctor—”


  “It’s not that,” Eni interrupted. She turned over on her side. Her head sunk into the pillow as she looked up at Corio. “Do you remember? When I couldn’t sleep as a little kid, you would sit on the bed just like this.”


  “I did?”


  “Yeah. You would sit there and hold my hand or stroke my head.”


  “You must’ve been so little then.”


  “But I remember.”


  “Right.” 


  Since their parents were busy with work, he often looked after his sister. He was a child himself back then, and he remembered those times spent lulling Eni to sleep as just a perfunctory chore. When she asked him to hold her hand, he gave her a pinkie; when she asked him to stroke her head, he lazily obliged until she fell asleep.


  “I remember feeling like so long as I had you, Corio, I’d be safe from everything in the whole world. That you’d fight off anything to protect me.”


  “Things have really flipped on their head.”


  “That’s not how I feel,” Eni protested. Her eyelids drooped, as if she might collapse into sleep at any second. She seemed a little dazed. “Please, hold my hand?”


  “Sure.”


  The moment Corio took her hand, he was reminded just how small and frail she really was. She was such a tiny thing, all the way down to her fingers. Though she acted so mature, she was still a child at the end of the day. Corio gripped her hand, feeling somewhat awkward.


  “Brother.”


  “Mm?” He looked down, but her eyes were closed. She was breathing softly—and steadily, in the rhythm only sleep could bring.


  Asleep already, Corio thought. If he were still a child, he would’ve stood up right then and slipped off. 


  But now, he wanted to stay by her side. He crossed his legs and held on to her hand. 


  As he averted his gaze from her face, his eyes were melancholy.
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  Chapter Three


   


  A CLATTER SOUNDED IN THE NIGHT.


  Silhouettes gathered in the shadow of a building. They piled up thin objects, then old rags. Their stifled voices snapped urgently.


  “Hurry, finish already!”


  “People will see!”


  The harsh scrape of metal on metal, and then a spark of flame bathed the scene in a short burst of light. A small crowd stood before a small pile of rags, kindling, and firewood.


  The newborn flame latched on to the kindling, then the wood, and before long it matured into a raging bonfire. The logs started to crackle and split as the flame consumed them one by one. 


  And then, just as the quivering tip of the flames reached out to lick the wall…


  “Hey! What are you doing?” 


  Bright lantern light flooded the street.


  Men were posted at the street entrance. The footsteps of reinforcements clacked over the stone.


  “Oh crap,” muttered someone with their arms full of firewood. 


  “They found us!”


  “Run!”


  “What about the fire?”


  “Leave it.”


  Footsteps on footsteps. An overlapping cacophony echoed down the dark road. 


  Some fled without a second thought, while others tried to put out the fire.


  A handful of passersby came to an abrupt stop as they realized the source of the commotion a bit too late.


  Running, shouting, crackling flames—and then, piercing through it all, the ring of the fire bell.


  The embers of the fire, nearly put out, illuminated the sign before the building with the last of their dying light. 


  Rook Coliseum.


  Beneath the sign hung a small scroll with scribbled text that read: Rigged match!


  ***


  “It’s the second arson case this month. And the seventeenth case of harassment or vandalism. The perpetrators fled the scene of the crime, and their affiliation is unknown,” the staff member explained grimly.


  The man had heavy bags under his eyes. The exhaustion of the aftermath of the latest incident was catching up to him.


  Sighs could be heard around the meeting room. The atmosphere was stifling. The boisterous after-party from three months prior felt like a distant dream compared to the regular meetings between coliseum management of late. Beside Corio sat Kizza and Frista. All three of them wore frustrated expressions.


  “Have we not submitted a request to the city council for improved security?” Frista demanded.


  The staff member nodded. “They say they’ve increased patrol frequency, but around-the-clock surveillance simply isn’t possible.”


  “Tax thieves,” grumbled Frista, slumping in her chair. “And what do you mean, ‘culprits’ affiliation is unknown’? There’s only one group who could be behind these organized attacks, and that is…” She took a breath. “One of our competitors, of course.”


  When she said it, the air in the room seemed to lower several degrees. All the meeting attendants grimaced or clenched their teeth. 


  Corio looked over Frista with a disappointed frown. “We have no proof of that.”


  “Who else could it be?”


  “Customers upset after losing big on their bets.”


  “That’s seventeen incidents in a month. All coordinated in groups.” Frista waved her hand, as if to swat away invisible vermin. “Cut the nonsense already!”


  Corio didn’t protest any further. Beneath the surface, he agreed with her opinion. They did have competitors: rival coliseums that had opened in the neighboring towns. It was highly possible that one of these rivals was trying to bring down their operation.


  After its legendary first battle, the Rook Coliseum had shone like the dawn of spring to the world’s long winter. Customers poured in; ticket sales and bets swung up, up, and up; debts were wiped away, and new investments were secured. An expansion of the arena. Additional facilities. More fights.


  But profitable ventures attracted attention.


  Rook’s neighbors were suffering just as much in the wake of the Demon King’s defeat. Several of those towns also opened new coliseums, one after the next. At first, they were exact copies of the Rook Coliseum, but before long, they leaned more on the gambling angle as well as making a flashy spectacle.


  Unfortunately, even if new coliseums opened, the pool of potential customers in the region remained the same. Only two months had passed before a business brawl broke out over the fighting tournament market. At first, the competitors engaged in a mere marketing war, but soon enough that evolved into a flurry of accusations. The competing coliseums not only poached fighters but established rental taverns and businesses in the arenas in order to secure more customers. Public order deteriorated as a matter of course. There were even incidents of betting ticket robbery. The situation was devolving into chaos.


  The guildmaster raised his voice tentatively. “But…but even if a rival coliseum did it, how would we know which one?”


  “There are four suspicious candidates,” Frista said, listing out the names of the nearby villages. “This one recently made a business proposal, which Corio declined. When their meeting ended, they said, ‘You’ll be itching to sell soon.’”


  “Then that all but settles it!” shouted the guildmaster. He was trembling from head to toe. “We must appeal to the capital for an investigation, posthaste!”


  “That’s not proof,” Corio said with a sigh. “They’ll turn us away at the door if we base our appeal on vague comments and conjecture.”


  “So, what do we do then?” the guildmaster asked. “Just leave it be?”


  “No, I don’t mean that either.”


  “Hey,” Kizza said. Her eyes were sharp and narrow, almost like daggers. “Shall I go negotiate directly with them? Tell them that if they’ve got something to say, say it to our face?” She jabbed the air with her fist.


  “That doesn’t mean they’ll be honest,” Corio said.


  “I don’t care! If they don’t roll over and show their belly, I’ll use force if necessary.”


  “You can’t do that.” Corio’s voice was firm. He needed to rein this madness in as soon as possible. “If there are ever any injuries on our account, that will only lower our own reputation. It’ll lend truth to our rivals’ accusations.”


  “But those guys can threaten us without any blowback, huh? How come it doesn’t hurt their reputations? What about that?”


  Kizza’s tone was piercing and provocative. Corio had no answers for her. She huffed and crossed her arms, then glanced away.


  “There is one more item on the agenda,” said an employee, looking around the room with expressionless eyes. “We are unlikely to meet our target revenue this month. With all the different coliseums, schedules overlap constantly. It is becoming harder to secure both players and spectators.”


  More groans echoed through the room. Just when Corio thought the meeting’s mood had already hit rock bottom, it somehow sank even lower. He glanced around, wondering how everyone else would take it—only to find every single person was staring straight at him instead.


  “All right,” Corio said.


  He didn’t have a choice. Given his position, he couldn’t just shrug his shoulders. He had to be the one with a plan. 


  “At our next regular meeting, I’ll have some ideas,” he assured them. “About how to attract more customers, boost sales, and pin down players.”


  “And how to put an end to this harassment campaign,” Frista added.


  Corio nodded, but the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach only grew heavier and heavier.


   


  ***


   


  On the way out, he spotted an advertisement for a competing coliseum. It was pasted right on the Adventurers’ Guild bulletin board. Two bloody, bare-knuckled men stared each other down beneath gaudy text that read: Blood gushes! Flesh tears! Feast your eyes upon the dance of death!


  Apparently this emerging establishment had chosen to lean hard into the blood-and-gore angle to set themselves apart from the pack. 


  How are we supposed to compete against this kind of place? Corio wondered. How much longer could the industry continue to up the brutality? What were they supposed to say? “The other guys might have pitiful rivulets of blood, but Rook Coliseum offers an entire ocean of it!”? How preposterous!


  Yet their current trajectory was not sustainable. He needed to seize some kind of business leverage or marketing angle. Surely there was some way to shake things up and put the Rook Coliseum on track for renewed growth, all without attacking their rivals. 


  Corio felt like he was trying to bail a sinking ship with a hole-filled bucket.


  Though I suppose I’m not the one responsible for bailing us out.


  Eni was the true mastermind behind the business plan. Corio’s role was to present the plan with utmost confidence and conviction. There was no use trying to wring ideas out of his head, given that it was empty in the first place. For now, he had to quickly and precisely communicate the difficult reality to Eni.


  He dragged his heavy feet into the house and up the stairs. 


  As always, Eni was up in her room, writing something. However, when Corio saw her hunched over the desk, something about it stopped him in his tracks. It might have been his imagination, but he swore he saw a dark look in her eyes. Just approaching her was daunting.


  No wonder, Corio thought. She must be drowning in the mountain of problems we have. It’s too much. 


  Corio finally worked up the nerve to give a short greeting. 


  “What is it?” she replied.


  Well…


  He longed to beat around the bush but knew there was no use. “The thing is, um…we’ve got a few problems on our plate.” 


  Before Eni could say anything, he listed them all in a row without even a brief pause. Whatever Eni decided afterward, so be it. If she asked him to stop, if she wanted to give up in face of the challenges, then she would do so and Corio would simply go along with it. But for now, he unloaded everything off his own shoulders and onto hers.


  Eni didn’t move so much as an eyebrow until Corio finished. After the rapid-fire speech, he waited for her response. 


  “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ve come up with solutions for everything.”


  He blinked.


  Come again?


  “What…what do you mean?”


  “I mean exactly what I said, Corio.” She dropped her gaze back to the desk. The sound of a scratching pen once more filled the room. “I’ve sold the Rook Coliseum, so there won’t be any further trouble with competitors.”


  She said it so casually that Corio didn’t even process it at first.


  Then, even once he registered what she said, it took a long moment to sink in.


  Sold, huh? he thought. That certainly would solve all of our—


  “Wait! Wait, wait, wait!” he cried, grabbing her shoulders. “Just hold on a second here! What are you talking about? Did I just hear you right?!”


  “Corio, I can’t write when you’re doing this.”


  “This is no time to be writing! Look at me!”


  Eni gazed up at Corio, brow knit in annoyance. It was a fierce expression, but Corio was too worked up to be intimidated.


  “You sold the coliseum. To who? When?” He braced himself for the answer.


  “A competitor. I received offers from three of them, so I signed a deal with the best one. I started the negotiations a month ago and settled everything just yesterday.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?!”


  “If word got out, some people might’ve sold their stake before I could get the deal done. Maintaining the value of a business is crucial in any pending sale. I had to do everything I could to protect us from inside deals.”


  “That, but, well…”


  Corio couldn’t put his thoughts together in any sort of order. Try as he might to form intelligible words, only nonsense escaped his lips. Eventually, something like a gasp burst out from his throat, and the dam broke. He began rambling wildly.


  “So you’re selling the coliseum, and then what? How will we get by? And what about all the investments? Everyone’s jobs?”


  “We’ll move on to our next venture, that’s all,” she said. “A crowded market only leads to flagging profits. We’ve got to shift over into an area with fewer competitors.”


  “As in what?” Corio asked breathlessly. “What exactly is the next venture? Do you have something in mind?”


  “No, nothing certain. But I’m working on that now.”


  He shook his head. “Eni, you can’t be serious.” She was leading them without any sense of direction, like blind warriors into battle. “You’ve gone too far. That was selfish of you, and it’s reckless. How can I possibly explain this to everyone?”


  “Just tell them what I told you. Anyone who’s realized the difficult position will agree with you. And those who are upset, you’ll just have to let them be.”


  “You…you really mean that?”


  “Why on earth would I be joking around now?” Eni scowled. “I’m rather busy at the moment. Can you stop disturbing me? I’ll explain the rest to you later if you need me to.”


  Explain the rest? That was it. Those words were the last straw for Corio. A shock coursed through his limbs and seemed to sew his joints tight. 


  Over the last twenty-four hours, pent-up rage had built inside of him. Nothing but anger, bitterness, frustration, fear. Now those repressed feelings were bubbling to the surface.


  He let out a cold laugh.


  “Corio?”


  “Nah, it’s all good,” he said, grinning humorlessly. “I get it.” 


  He leveled her with an intense glare, lightning crackling behind his eyes. 


  “I know that you don’t care about how the rest of us think or feel, not in the slightest. You’ll just hit us with the helpful explanation after something terrible happens. Only after Kizza gets injured in a fight or after the employees are left out in the cold. You don’t need to discuss anything with any of us or accommodate any of our needs. Believe me, I get that. But screw this, Eni. I’m sick of it. We’re not your pawns to manipulate as you please!”


  She stared up at him.


  “These are my friends we’re talking about,” he continued fiercely. “People I care about. People who are counting on me. You think I can just throw them out on the street because we can’t milk them for profit anymore? I’m not playing around either, Eni! This isn’t a game.”


  Her eyes widened when she saw him put his overcoat back on. 


  “Where…where’re you going?” she asked quietly.


  Corio snorted. “To stop the sale, of course. As far as everyone’s concerned, I’m the one in charge. I’ll prove to them that you forged my signature, and they’ll have no choice but to believe me.”


  “N-no!” she cried, reaching toward him. “It’s the best deal we’ll get. I’ve been negotiating nonstop. It was on the verge of getting called off, but I managed to get it through. If we cancel the deal, we’ll never be able to get anything like it!”


  So what? Corio didn’t know any of those details. He flared his nostrils as he glared down at her.


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll just explain how things turn out to you later.”


  That would make everything square.


  Corio turned on his heel and started to walk away.


  That’s when he heard a thump.


  He wheeled around to find his sister lying on the floor, flat on her face. Her long hair pooled messily around her motionless body. He stood there, frozen in horror, but she didn’t move.


  “Eni…?”


  He came to his senses. He hurried down to her and turned her over. She was blue in the face, her breathing ragged. When he gripped her hand, he could feel the sickening throb of her racing pulse beneath the flesh.


  “Eni! Come on, Eni!”


  Something was horribly wrong. He leaped up, leaving his anger behind, and flung the window open.


  “Help! Somebody, help! Call a doctor!” he shouted.


   


  ***


   


  “How could you have possibly let things get to this point?” the doctor scolded, his countenance stern. 


  He glared like Corio was a convicted murderer, and his lips, bristling with unshaven fuzz, quivered with outrage. 


  “What did I tell you?” he hissed. “I told you that she needed to rest. Along with medicine and nutritious food, what she needed most of all was rest. And now you tell me that she’s been working all day, every day? No wonder her condition worsened. What in the world were you thinking?”


  “But…I…”


  Corio had never received strict orders regarding Eni’s health, other than to keep her safely indoors. Was Eni hiding that from him? Had she thrown herself into work knowing it was ignoring the doctor’s orders?


  Anger still evident on his face, the elderly doctor turned to the bed and examined Eni once more. He checked her pulse, measured her breath. All the while, his brow remained furrowed. 


  Unable to hold himself back, Corio asked, “Will she get better?”


  “Get better?” The doctor’s voice pitched dramatically. He shot Corio a look that suggested he thought he’d lost his wits. “What are you saying, boy? No chance she’ll get better. Not with our current treatment. She will only continue to weaken. Sooner or later, she’ll die.”


  “What?!” Corio froze.


  The doctor sighed. “All I can do is keep her alive and comfortable for as long as possible. Keep her with her family, at home, in peace and safety. I thought she’d be able to make it three years in her condition.”


  “Three years?”


  “In the best-case scenario. But now that she’s declined like this, there’s nothing more we can do. Perhaps a few months… No. In all honesty, it wouldn’t be surprising if she were to leave us tomorrow or the day after.”


  “That…that can’t be right.” Corio was aghast. Eni could actually die? As soon as tomorrow, or the day after? It couldn’t be. It was a lie. It had to be.


  “Can’t we do something about it? L-like… I don’t know, give her different medicine, or bring her to a hospital?”


  “I’ve done everything possible. This is the outcome. There are no tools left to us.” 


  The doctor grimaced as he stood from Eni’s side and began to pack up his tools. Corio seized him by the arm, but the doctor refused to look him in the eye.


  Corio tightened his grip. Finally, the doctor returned to the chair with a deep sigh.


  “If you choose to hospitalize her, nurses can monitor her condition and provide continuous treatment. However, it will be expensive, and improvement is far from guaranteed. What will you do?”


  “Yes. Do it. Please.”


  “Very well.” The doctor pried Corio’s hand from his arm. “I’ll go and make arrangements. In the meantime, gather her belongings. I doubt she’ll ever return to this room.”


  “Okay…”


  “Then, if you’ll excuse me.” The doctor pulled his hat down over his eyes and left the room.


  The next half hour passed by in a blur. Service workers were called as Corio struggled to tidy up and pack. He didn’t know what to bring or even what he might be allowed to bring in the first place. He just shoved various items into a bag. Piles of weapons for sale were tossed out of the way to make a wide enough corridor for Eni and her luggage.


  A horse-drawn carriage arrived about an hour before nightfall, the last few faint rays of the setting sun gleaming like spilled blood on its canvas. Out of the shadowy mass emerged a team of nurses with blank faces who wasted no time in moving Eni from her bedroom into the carriage. Once that was done, they set off down the street.


  Corio couldn’t even tell her goodbye. Couldn’t offer her promises to visit. 


  In an instant, a treasured family member who had lived at his side for thirteen years was whisked away like a feather in the wind.


  All he could do was stand there and stare down the road after her.


  Then someone was pulling his sleeve. A shrill voice clashed against his eardrums. 


  “Young Master!”


  It was one of the salesclerks. As Corio pulled himself out of his nearly catatonic state of shock, he realized that she might’ve been calling him for some time. She had a frantic look in her eyes.


  “What is it?” he mumbled.


  The clerk held a letter out to him. She glanced around and then lowered her voice. “It’s from the young mistress. She instructed me to give this to you if anything were to happen to her.”


  Confused, he took the piece of stationery. It had a hefty seal on it and no signature. 


  “She said to read it when nobody else is around.” The clerk bowed, then rushed away. 


  So I can’t let anybody else see this? Corio wondered. What could possibly be written in it?


  He wanted to open the letter then and there, but he didn’t dare disobey Eni’s wishes. 


  He looked around and confirmed that no one else was still in the shop. Then he snuck up the stairs and entered his bedroom. After pulling the curtains shut, he sat in a chair and broke the seal.


  Inside, he found a few pages of Eni’s tight, precise handwriting.


  Corio took a deep breath as his eyes began to race over the lines. 


   


  Dearest Brother,


  First of all, I would like to apologize. 


  If you are reading this letter, it means I am incapacitated. I’m terribly sorry to leave so much to you.


  I’m sure it must be frustrating that I never tell you anything. Are you upset with me…?


  The truth is, there just hasn’t been time. Since the doctors have told me for so long that I don’t have much time left, I knew the best thing I could do was prepare for what happens after I’m gone. 


  I’ve considered the possibilities, prepared strategies, and committed everything to writing here. I can’t say that it’s perfect, but there should be plenty of options for you. Please use them.


  I’ll quickly review the main points. First and foremost, we must liquidate the coliseum business. Since its operation relies almost entirely on human labor, the barrier to entry is low, and competitors will soon flood the market. Competition will be fierce no matter how much we raise award sums or improve the spectacle, and profits will suffer. We’re already walking a thin line with the betting ticket operation. Remember that the entire business exists in a legal gray area. The kingdom may already be breathing down our neck as you read this.


  If you are able to sell the Rook Coliseum at a good price (and there’s a chance that I’ll manage it before I run out of time), use the capital from the sale to start a new venture. I’ve hidden the various proposals for that in my bedroom bookshelf. Look for the volume that starts with either “Carriage” or “Carnival.” As always, make sure you present the ideas as your own.


  I’ve had staff dispose of most of the weapons, heavy armor, and associated tools. There are still some sales of light equipment to travelers. Make sure to consult our staff for ideas in this area.


  I recommend re-employing coliseum staff in the next venture. Only upright people, of course—those with a good head on their shoulders will understand the decision to liquidate, and those who don’t may not be worth keeping. Even if this results in a smaller organization, it will be a stronger one. The people who remain will be the ones you can trust to help pave a path forward.


  That definitely includes Kizza and Frista. They’re already invested in our operations, and I believe we can trust them. So long as you don’t bring in any “unwelcome” outsiders, if you get my drift. 


  One last word.


  I wish this didn’t have to be all I talk about. Forget work—I just wanted to stay with you, Corio. I remember how happy I was when you stayed by my side the night of the coliseum launch. I already knew then how little time I had left, so it meant the world to be treated, just for that day, like your darling little sister again.


  Corio. Brother…I’m so, so scared. 


  Never forget me.


  Never forget that you had a sister who loved you.


  I love you.


  Forever yours,


  Eni


   


  Corio’s hands trembled.


  Raw, unbridled emotion took hold of not just his mind, but his body. A moan shredded its way through his throat and mouth as he finished reading. 


  No… It can’t be. It just can’t.


  And the last thing he’d said to her was…was…


  He wanted to beat himself bloody.


  Eni! Eni! Eni!


  He wanted to throw himself at her feet and remind her that he loved her with every fiber of his being. But she was gone. And this guilt would loom dark and heavy over him for all his days.


  Corio stared outward, trying to see beyond his misery, but there was nothing.


  Then, the window rattled. At the outer edges of his consciousness, he heard a voice.


  “Corio! Corio!”


  The tone was urgent. Corio looked out to see Kizza standing in front of the store, her face taut.


  “It’s an emergency!”


  Corio threw open the window. “What is it?”


  “There’s a new royal decree, straight from the capital,” she called back, frowning. “About laws regarding coliseums. They’re going to start regulating matches and revenues, and any unlawful operations will be shut down. What are we supposed to do? This is the worst timing! We just got started on expansions!”


  Corio was as speechless as he’d ever been. He stood there, unbelieving, trying to seize control over his tongue. His nervous hands toyed with the letter until it crumpled. He let out another sharp groan of agony as he realized what he was doing. 


  Suddenly, he found some words: “Don’t worry.”


  “What?”


  “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”


  But that was all he could say before he sunk to his knees. He moaned at first, then sobbed, and soon was beset by a roaring waterfall of tears. He wept like a child, calling Eni’s name again and again.


   


  ***


   


  A despair the likes of which Corio had never known seized control of his days and nights. 


  The handover of the coliseum, tabulating wager payouts, forming a new business organization—there was a mountain of tasks for him. Without the organizational backbone of the coliseum, he felt like an unmoored ship in stormy seas. If he made one wrong move, a wave might just drag him under. He lacked the leeway to wallow in his grief.


  Fortunately, the sale and organization reshuffle advanced smoothly, despite his initial fierce opposition to the idea. Thanks to the strict regulations in the contract Eni had drawn up, the buying party was averse to further complications or delays. For this reason, they seemed committed to seeing the deal through in spite of the new laws.


  Of course, they resented the position they found themselves in now. Corio received quite a shock when he finally met them, only to be pierced by the most hateful glares he’d ever received. They cursed at him for “forcing” the sale on them, as though he had known the new law was coming and trapped them in his devious scheme.


  Once that first issue was dealt with, Corio realized just how troubling the next looming issue was: a new venture. 


  In other words, a new way for him and his associates to keep roofs over their heads and food on their plates. The prospect of finding a stable way to do all that was challenging, to say the least.


  Not that Corio didn’t have options—possibly too many of them, in fact. Eni had left him a huge pile of business proposals, including a few that could progress almost immediately. As promising as some of them seemed, each proposal also had its own host of risks and challenges. None of them were a guaranteed success. And that wasn’t even considering things beyond their control, like changing laws, natural disasters, or unexpected conflicts with other businesses.


  One common theme was that the greater the potential profits, the greater the risks. But if the risk level dropped to zero, all they had at their disposal were ways to make petty change.


  Corio now felt keenly aware of how sweet a deal the coliseum had been for them, not to mention how skillfully Eni had managed the inherent risks.


  Nonetheless, he couldn’t just sit back and fret. He and his employees could never get by on tiny ventures. He would need to invest in something that carried some degree of risk.


  And yet, and yet…


  In the study installed on the second floor of the guild house, Corio repeated these words to himself as he perused Eni’s proposals. There was a scowl on his face.


  Each and every one included risks and dangers listed realistically, honestly—but ruthlessly. The actual likelihood varied, but each and every one of them included dire possible consequences for the entire city of Rook. Risks that Corio couldn’t afford to overlook at any cost.


  One month had passed since Eni’s collapse. The time flew by as Corio struggled to decide the way forward. He kept escaping reality by focusing on the easiest options. Today as well, when he came to his senses, he realized he’d spent most of the day overviewing a low-risk venture.


  He was scared.


  Simply the idea of being the one and only person responsible for the success and failure of all those who depended on him made him freeze up. 


  How did Eni bear all that pressure? And how did I say such things to her when she was feeling… 


  “Augh,” Corio groaned once more, besieged by regret. But how could he possibly feel sorry for himself now? That would further disgrace Eni’s memory, what he owed to her, and what she had left behind for him.


  I’ll review the options and compare their risks. One more time.


  His thoughts were dulled by his inner turmoil and lack of sleep. A piercing headache tore at one side of his consciousness; the swamp of business proposals consumed the other. And then, cutting through both, a sound from downstairs:


  Thud!


  This was accompanied by what Corio thought might be a person shouting.


  “What’s going on?” he muttered. He rose from his chair.


  As he advanced down the corridor, the voices only got louder. Protests, scolding, anger. Loud demands to “halt!” and then a scuffle. Accusations. It seemed to originate from the first-floor corridor, probably from the little room just beyond the central atrium.


  The room where they kept company documents.


  Corio raced down the stairwell and crossed the main hall. Confused workers scrambled every which way as he cut through in a mad dash to the room in question.


  When he got there, he struggled to understand the scene before him. At first glance, it was baffling.


  Papers that should have been lined up neatly on desks and in files were strewn across the floor. Important documents pertaining to fighters and staff, advertisement drafts, receipts, deeds, contracts… It was as if a tornado had torn through the room.


  In the middle of it all stood Kizza and Frista. Kizza was rampaging around the room, snatching up every paper she could. Meanwhile, Frista did her best to restrain Kizza and calm her down.


  Behind the pair of women was a man Corio didn’t recognize.


  His face was square and sculpted as a brick. A tiny pair of spectacles rested atop the thick bridge of his nose. He wore a scarlet doublet decorated with gold embroidery, indicating he was no average citizen. Nearby, some people who seemed to be his attendants were picking up documents one by one, examining them, and then tossing them to the floor.


  “Stop this already!” Kizza howled. Frista threw herself in front of her to block her from charging forward. That was when Kizza noticed Corio in the doorway, and her eyes widened. “Don’t just stand there, Corio! Stop them!”


  “Stop?” Corio blinked. “How did a bunch of thugs get this far in the first place?”


  “Ngh!” Frista clenched her teeth. She looked as if she was about to blow a gasket. She pointed at the man in the doublet and shouted, “That’s the tax collector! As if we could lay a hand on him! We’d get arrested right on the spot!”


  “Tax collector?” Corio frowned. From the capital? A bureaucrat?


  The man leisurely approached Corio. He looked down at Corio and then nodded. “Greetings. Are you the man in charge here? I apologize for the belated introduction. My name is Petkov, Minister of Taxation.” 


  “Minister…” Corio raised both eyebrows and looked around the room strewn with papers anew. “What would an important individual such as yourself be doing out here in the middle of nowhere?”


  “An investigation. It is our job to make sure that the citizens of this realm pay their taxes in full. Not everyone follows the law faithfully, as you can imagine. It’s most ­effective to peruse documents without proper introduction. Hence the current scene.” He nodded at the intruders searching their papers. “We need to conduct a thorough check for hidden rooms, concealed cabinets, hollowed-out books, so on and so forth. You’d be surprised at just how rational a search like this is. That young lady over there, however, does not seem too pleased about it.” He nodded in Kizza’s direction.


  I don’t think Kizza’s the strange one on that account, thought Corio. Who wouldn’t lose their cool at having their business invaded and searched? Ordinarily you’d grab such an intruder by the collar and drag them to the nearest policeman. But in this case, it was the law itself behind the disruption.


  He gritted his teeth, suddenly understanding just how dire this situation might be. He swallowed and raised a hand. 


  “Kizza,” he called. “Step back, please. Let me handle this.”


  “But—”


  [image: ]


  “Just do it.” He stepped forward and drew a deep breath. “So, what about an investigation?” He chose his words carefully and studied the tax collector’s expression. “What are we being accused of? We’re an upstanding, aboveboard company.”


  “Aboveboard?” Petkov gave a slight smile. “I must say, you don’t seem like the sort to establish a full-on fighting ring. You’re quite reserved for an entrepreneur pioneering such a grisly business. It’s become a topic of conversation, you see, even over in the royal capital. It happens from time to time. People find a loophole in the law and profit from it. We are always interested in having a chat with those who do.”


  Corio gazed at him quietly.


  “So imagine our surprise,” Petkov continued. “Soon as we fix up the loopholes in the law to put a stop to the tomfoolery, suddenly your business is already sold! What immaculate timing. So perfect, in fact, that one might even think you’ve got a rat sniffing about in the capital. How else could you have gleaned…certain information?” 


  Petkov gave Corio a searching glance. 


  Though gripped by terror in the pit of his stomach, Corio kept his face composed. After a tense moment, Petkov looked away.


  “Regardless, it seems like you were desperate to avoid confrontation with the law. Of course it was only natural that we assumed something off-the-books might’ve been going on. Hence the investigation.”


  “I see,” Corio said, nodding. “And did you find anything? Unexplained cash flow, or proof of illegal activity?”


  “We have not,” Petkov said, shaking his head. “Your records are clean as a whistle. Everything has been carried out correctly and precisely, at that.”


  “Then I think you’re done here. Perhaps you could tidy up our documents and withdraw from our office?”


  “Tidy?” Petkov chuckled and kicked at a pile of papers with his foot. “Menial chores are not my strong suit, unfortunately.” 


  With a flourish, he trampled over the scattered documents. 


  Corio knew he needed to just let it slide, and he intended to, however…


  Among the documents scattered beneath Petkov’s feet, he spotted one familiar sheet of paper that made his blood run cold.


  It was a colorful flyer with an illustration of gladiators and advertising copy. All of the space surrounding the print was covered in signatures. Including Sedem the Hero’s.


  Kizza’s autographed paper from the after-party. 


  Petkov did not overlook Corio’s wandering eyes. He gave a sadistic grin as he dug his foot harder into the fragile paper beneath it. “What do we have here?”


  That was when it ripped. It tore—and Corio snapped. He charged forward, but someone seized him from behind.


  “How many times must I say it?” Frista snapped, both arms squeezed around Corio. “If you lay a hand on him, you’re done.”


  “But—”


  “He found nothing in his investigation, so he’s trying to rile you up into doing something he can take you down for. Stay calm, and you win.”


  Corio clenched his fists and tried to calm himself. 


  Sensing that the provocation was in vain, Petkov let out a sigh. He stepped off the flyer. “Alas, duty calls, and I must be on my merry way. No time to tidy up. If you don’t mind, I’ll be sure to stop by some other time for further questions.”


  “As you please,” Corio said. “For now, see yourself out.”


  “That I shall.” Petkov summoned the staff behind him, and as they shuffled out, Corio and the others turned to watch them.


  “Ah, one more thing,” Petkov said, leveling a steady gaze on the team. His eyes narrowed behind his spectacles. “There is an interest applied to any tax penalties. The more time that elapses, the higher the fee. If there is any matter that seems concerning, I recommend you come consult us in the capital at your earliest convenience.”


  Without waiting for a reply, he walked away. 


  After the steps receded, Corio groaned. Frista’s grip loosened.


  “Damn it,” he spat. “How can he do that? Treat us like a bunch of criminals!”


  Kizza sunk to her knees to pick up the damaged flyer. She bit her lip and began to smooth out the wrinkles.


  Frista stepped forward. She started piling heaps of ­papers back on the desk as she muttered, “In the meantime, we should refrain from starting a new business.”


  “What?!” Corio cried, more dramatically than he intended. 


  Frista averted her eyes. “It’ll just give the tax ministry something to work with. We’d best keep our heads low for now.”


  “You’re not serious, are you?” Corio said, unable to contain his disappointment. “We’ve done everything perfectly in line with the law. Why do we have to tiptoe around like we’ve been breaking it?”


  “It’s not anything unique to us, per se,” Frista chided. “It’s something we’ve heard from neighboring towns as well. The capital is bearing down on business activity, looking for any excuse to pile on tax penalties. I was ­going to bring this up at our next meeting.”


  “What’s up with that?” Corio raised an eyebrow. “Why would the kingdom do that?”


  “I cannot say,” Frista said simply. “They seem pressed, almost. About what, I do not know. As a moneylender, I’ve never had much contact with any of them.”


  The situation only piled question upon question on Corio’s shoulders. He felt trapped and confused. The scattered documents rubbed salt in the wounds. 


  Why is this happening? What’s going on here?! I thought the Demon King was the source of ill in the world. Why has everything only become worse since the war ended?


  He couldn’t comprehend any of it, and yet he still had a responsibility to look to the future. He had to say something, do something. 


  “How long will we get by on our current capital if we don’t start any new ventures?”


  “Best-case scenario? One year,” Frista said.


  “Worst case?”


  “Six months.”


  “Got it,” he said, though his voice sounded distant to his ears, almost muffled. “I’ll think about what to do. We’ll decide at our next meeting.”


  “Corio…” Kizza cast a worried look in his direction. Her brow was wrinkled with concern. “Are you okay? Your face…your face is going gray.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Perhaps you should rest?”


  “No.” He rubbed his forehead. “I have some important work that I need to get over the finish line. I’ll be out tonight. If we have any visitors, can you handle it?”


  “Well, yes, but…”


  “Thanks,” Corio said and turned to leave the room. In the doorway, an urgent shout reached his ears.


  “Corio!” 


  He turned. It was Frista, her face set in a stiff, determined expression. “I’ll think up some ideas too. Don’t overdo it, okay? You’re not alone.”


  Corio could only nod in appreciation. He left the room. 


   


  ***


   


  As planned, Corio left the guild house at dusk.


  He wore a hat low over his eyes to remain unseen. He even flipped up his collar to hide his chin. 


  He crossed through the sleepy, twilit city on a different route than usual. Instead of walking back to the weapon shop, he headed toward the outskirts of town. 


  He entered a torchlit tavern. It doubled as an inn and restaurant, so it was bustling with the expected amount of activity. Pushing his way through the crowd, Corio found a man dressed in black and raised a hand to greet him. He was bald and elegantly clothed, and he smiled in Corio’s direction.


  “Hello there,” he called.


  “Hello, I’m Corio. Thank you for coming all this way to meet me.” Corio reached out, and the hand that shook his was warm and firm.


  “Oh, it’s hardly a journey from the next town over,” the man said. “The name’s Dorragan. I’m a doctor and researcher for incurable or treatment-resistant illnesses.”


  Of course, Corio knew that already. The rumors about Dorragan were what had led Corio to contact him in the first place. With Eni in a comatose state, the doctors in Rook had all but declared her dead. Some of them refused to treat her, while others boasted that they had solutions before they heard the whole story, at which point they rescinded their claims and told him there was nothing that could be done. 


  But Dorragan was different. Even after Corio wrote to him with the full context, he’d agreed to meet.


  “Please, sit down.” Dorragan gestured, and Corio joined him at the table. Dorragan pushed aside his drink and leaned forward. “If you will, explain to me your sister’s condition once more. In as much detail as possible.”


  “Sure.” Corio proceeded to tell the story as calmly as he could. What he’d seen and heard, what had happened, and what the doctors had explained to him. 


  After a few minutes, Corio began to run out of words. Silence crept in, and once he shut his mouth at last, anxiety rose within him. How would Dorragan respond? What opinion would the doctor offer? Corio watched every minute movement of the physician’s expression.


  The black-clothed gentleman fell into deep thought, his gaze on the table.


  Corio fidgeted uncomfortably. 


  “Um,” he prompted. “So do you think there’s anything you can do for her?”


  The response Corio received to that question washed over his numb mind without fanfare at first. He was unable to process the words. As he clawed his way through the thick haze of despair, realization hit.


  Was it really true? Had he misheard? Or had the doctor truly said… 


  “I think I can help her.”


  “Huh?”


  “I have encountered cases like this before, though very rarely. Assuming it is the same illness, there are methods of treatment. It’s not an incurable disease.”


  “Really? Do you mean it?” Corio launched himself to his feet so violently that nearby diners looked over in surprise, but he couldn’t care less. 


  Dorragan smiled gently at Corio. “I know it must be hard for you. You’ve done well to reach out to me.”


  Corio felt his legs give out from under him. His whole body quivered, then he sunk back into his seat and put his hands on the table.


  “Let me be perfectly clear,” Dorragan said with a serious nod. “I cannot promise anything before I examine her. It’s already been one month since she lost consciousness, correct? We may or may not make it in time. The treatment must advance straightaway.”


  “What shall I do?”


  “First, transfer her to my hospital. We have some tools available to us that other hospitals do not. I’ll examine her right away, decide on a course of treatment, and from there, do everything in my power to cure her.” He paused and leveled his gaze on Corio. “However…”


  “However?”


  “There is a fee.”


  As it turned out, that fee was enough to make Corio choke. It was nearly a month of his current business’s sales.


  Dorragan looked down. “My apologies. These are all cutting-edge treatments, so the medicine and tools are pricey.”


  Corio took a deep breath.


  “I know it’s a hard choice. You can return home and think on it,” Dorragan said.


  “No.” Corio couldn’t afford to let this opportunity slip through his fingers. He’d found a light of hope, so he had to seize it. “I’ll pay for the treatment. Please, doctor. Save my sister.”


  “Understood.” Dorragan opened the briefcase at his feet. He withdrew documents and a pen to sign them. “Please sign this contract.”


  Without hesitation, Corio took the pen. He swiftly moved it to the bottom of the page and was about to sign his name when—


  “Hey, hey, hang on!” A large shadow fell over the table. “Now that’s a face I haven’t seen in some time. How are you doing, Dorragan? You seem in mighty fine shape.”


  It was the lead doctor at Eni’s hospital. Corio blinked. What was he doing here? And the two doctors knew each other?


  The old physician gave a cheeky smile. “I’ve heard that you’ve discovered some impressive treatments of late. Please, tell me more about how they work. Surely you’ve submitted some research papers, right?”


  Dorragan didn’t respond immediately. Then, to Corio’s shock, he jumped to his feet. His gentle demeanor and expression vanished without a trace. He marched over to the other doctor and spat viciously, right in his face: “Stay the hell away from me. Keep your nose outta my business deals!” 


  With that, he kicked his chair and swept out of the store.


  What just happened? Corio was hopelessly lost.


  As Dorragan disappeared out the door, the old doctor raised his voice. “You fool. You nearly fell for his scam!”


  “Sc-scam?”


  “It’s a scheme, boy! It was all lies. He ropes you in by saying he’s found rare cures to deadly diseases, then makes you pay a fortune for nothing. He used to operate here in Rook, but his reputation got so bad that he had to move over to the next town. He’s well known in the medical community.”


  “Oh,” Corio whimpered.


  “Doctors talk, Corio,” he said, glaring sternly. “I know that you’ve been reaching out to every doctor in town hoping to find a cure for your sister. If you bait your hook with the promise of money, desperate to fish up anything and everything, of course you’ll eventually catch a bad actor. You’re lucky that I happened to be passing by. You must understand that there are people who won’t hesitate to take advantage of you. If you’d signed the contract and handed over your sister, you’d have lost her as well as everything you’ve ever owned.”


  In other words, Corio had been saved by this local doctor’s intervention. But he could hardly feel gratitude. Anything positive he felt toward his savior was overridden by an even greater amount of despair. 


  A scam. Still no cure. Still no way to save Eni…


  The thoughts attacked every corner of Corio’s mind until his head drooped and he slid pitifully into his seat. 


  The doctor pulled out Dorragan’s chair and sat down. He placed his briefcase on the edge of the table.


  “Listen, young man,” the doctor said, exasperation evident in his voice as he kneaded his salt-and-pepper brows. “We want to cure your sister. We’re not telling you these things to torment you. Of course we’d like to save her. I wish I could promise to fix everything and send her back home to you. But I can’t. No one can. With the knowledge and tools that we have, there is simply no recourse.”


  Corio stared blankly at the doctor.


  “It’s a miracle that she still lives,” he continued. “I can only imagine God himself is giving you the time to say your goodbyes. Why not accept the miracle as it is? Follow the natural course, and see your sister off?”


  Ugh. Blood pounded in Corio’s ears as his nails sank into his palms. His fists trembled. It took everything to hold in the misery, the rage that possessed him upon hearing those words.


  Meanwhile, the doctor shook his head and muttered to himself, “For goodness’ sake. Is he going to force our hand for this…?”


  Corio’s head snapped up. 


  “For what?” Corio slammed his hands on the table. “Force your hand for what? How?”


  “Wait a moment,” the doctor said. “Don’t look at me like that. What I’m talking about is incredibly unlikely. Close to impossible. From everything I’ve heard, it’s a nonstarter… At least, it should be.” 


  Looking almost as if he regretted bringing it up, the doctor met Corio’s eyes.


  “I have found a case similar to your sister’s—just a mention in a research publication from abroad. There was a method of treatment too, with a complete recovery rate of around 40 percent.”


  Corio shot to his feet once more.


  “Wait, Corio! Haven’t I told you to wait? Sit down, for heaven’s sake! Just listen to me,” the doctor begged. “While the text details the method of treatment, the problem lies in the medicine required. It’s unavailable in this kingdom.”


  “What?”


  “The medicine is made with plants unique to the far eastern regions of the continent. Moreover, it’s rather rare. From what I hear, you practically need to scour a whole forest to find enough of it to make medicine for one person,” the doctor explained patiently. “Not to mention, the sea route to the eastern lands is infamously dangerous. No captain would set out in that direction for a single apothecary vial. Since the medicine cannot be stored, you need to secure a continuous supply of ingredients. As you can see, using this to treat your sister is nigh impossible. Unless you’re capable of opening up a trade route between nations, we won’t be able to move forward.”


  “But if I did, there’s a chance the medicine would cure her?”


  “Well…”


  “There is, isn’t there?”


  The doctor looked up at the ceiling. “Don’t you make this out as if I’m telling you to have hope. There’s little hope to be found. No merchant crew is reckless enough to dare traverse the eastern shore, and even if there were, there’s but a slim chance you could get your hands on the plants. And again, the amount needed for a single dose… It’s impossible.”


  “Fortunately,” Corio said, grinning ear to ear, “I know someone who can make the impossible a reality.”


  The doctor did a double take. “What?”


  “Thank you for telling me this, doctor,” Corio said. “As payment, your drinks are on me tonight. Excuse me.”


  “Hey! Young man! Where are you going?”


  But Corio left the doctor’s protests behind and exited the store. 


  His pulse thumped in his ears. His breathing was ragged. 


  Somehow, the moonlit night was brighter than noon.


   


  ***


   


  The Kopitoto Mountains could be roughly divided into three parts. 


  From the base of the mountain range up to the third trail marker, the terrain was heavily wooded and full of rolling hills where humans and nature coexisted. While largely rural, there were inns and facilities for pilgrims looking to climb, and the flow of trade connected them directly to Rook.


  Beginning around the fourth trail marker and extending up to the sixth, the area became much more rugged. Sharp cliffs and the abundant population of predatory animals prevented any significant human settlement, so the land remained lush and wild.


  The last section, from the seventh trail marker to the tallest summit, was desolate and remote, crossed only by the fiercest of wild beasts. There were no green forests here; only gnarled trees and gigantic outcroppings of rock could take hold in the craggy slopes. A magnificent stony spire jutted brazenly into the clouds, ruled by nothing less than the might of heaven itself. 


  After days of climbing, Corio took his first steps into this little-trodden territory. 


  His new hiking gear had been smeared in dirt and dust, worn into antiques by a single journey. Scratches and scuffs covered his boots. His hair was windswept and ruffled, his cheeks dappled with scratches and scars. Despite it all, his eyes blazed in the stormy climes. To a passerby, he would’ve resembled a mountain brigand. 


  But he couldn’t care less about any of that. He moved forward, putting one foot down, then the next. 


  Two full days had passed since he set out. His sense of time had grown hazy out in the wilderness, but he recalled watching the sun set and rise once, then set and rise again.


  Not more than a few steps into this barren territory, his ears—adapted to the silence of the mountains—picked up a strange sound.


  It wasn’t the howl of the wind nor the rustle of the scraggly trees. It was a regular, controlled sound.


  Whack, whack, whack.


  Like a moth to a flame, Corio tromped in the direction of the sound. He clawed through the brush, hacking away branches, and trudged through a soup of mud and fallen leaves.


  And then, finally, the path opened up.


  He saw a clearing free of looming trees. Someone had cleared out the strip of even ground, now dotted with neat piles of logs and branches for firewood. In the middle of the clearing stood a small log cabin.


  Whack.


  It was a sharp, controlled sound—the sound of an axe being buried in a log, which split in half. Shards of wood scattered to the sides of the tree stump.


  The towering figure wielding the axe grunted and turned. His eyes widened in disbelief.


  “It’s you.”


  “Good to see you,” Corio said, bowing his head. “I wanted to talk to you about something, Hero Sedem.”


   


  ***


   


  “I must say, I was never expecting anyone to visit me here of all places.”


  Corio sat in a chair inside the cabin as Sedem prepared tea. The interior was homier than he’d expected. A fire crackled in the central hearth, and there were neat stacks of dishes and meal ingredients on shelves or arranged in baskets. The thick walls blocked the cold wind from outside. If he judged by the inside alone, he wouldn’t know they were in the mountains, not a normal home in the city.


  “I chose this place because no one ever comes up here,” Sedem remarked, smiling.


  Corio bowed his head, suddenly aware that he might have been intruding. “I’m sorry for coming without letting you know in advance.”


  [image: ]


  “Don’t worry about it,” Sedem said, shaking his head. He placed a teacup in front of Corio and gestured. “And how did you find out about this place? From Kizza?”


  Corio nodded. “You said at the Rook Coliseum after-party that you were going to hide away up here. So I asked Kizza, and that’s when I heard that you two have been in touch.”


  “And so you climbed all this way. On your own.”


  “Yes.”


  “Rather reckless of you.”


  “True.”


  “In other words, you have a good reason.”


  Corio nodded. Sedem sank back into a couch on the opposite wall. He seemed to forget about his own cup of tea and narrowed his eyes. 


  “So, tell me.”


  There was no way to elegantly weave his way to the subject. Corio took a deep breath and told Sedem everything: about his younger sister; her terrible illness and comatose state; the medicinal cure lying in forests to the far east of the continent; the dangerous sea routes in between; the reality that no crew would sail the route. 


  “There’s little hope to be found… It’s impossible.”


  The words of the elderly physician echoed in Corio’s ears. Hopeless, yes. But impossible? Also yes…were it not for the man in front of Corio right now.


  “I thought that you might be the one person who could do something,” Corio said. “The Hero Sedem, whose existence has surpassed the realm of human possibility and encroached upon the powers of the gods.”


  Surely the demon-slaying savior of the world might calm the seas, repel the winds, and blast attacking pirates to smithereens? Surely he could retrieve Eni’s medicine from the land to the east?


  There was a vast, insurmountable silence, unbroken but for the soft pop and snap of the hearth. 


  Sedem closed his eyes and crossed his arms. The light of the flames carved deep and complex shadows across his face.


  At last, he opened his mouth and delivered to Corio the words he least expected to hear.


  “I’m sorry. I cannot help you.”


  It knocked the breath from Corio’s lungs and doused every ember within him. The world grew black. A bloodcurdling scream crashed around his skull.


  Why? Why, why, why, why, why?!


  “Because, b-because the kingdom wouldn’t permit you to? Since you’re not supposed to go on quests and such?”


  Sedem shook his head. “That is one concern, but the main reason lies elsewhere.”


  “And?”


  “I wouldn’t be the one to carry this medicine. It would need to be a ship.”


  Well, duh! Corio thought. He stared at Sedem in confusion.


  “And yes, to be sure, I’m tougher than the average man. I doubt any storm or tsunami could do me in. But a ship is a fragile thing. Ships can be capsized by waves, their sails shredded by storms, their hulls smashed in battle… Then the ship will sink and fail to deliver the precious medicine. It would become buried treasure at the bottom of the sea.


  “And let’s say I tried to block a mighty storm with a swing of my blade. The energy required for such a feat—enough force to change weather patterns—would potentially sink our ship at the same time.”


  In the back of his mind, Corio recalled the floor getting torn out from underneath Sedem’s feet back in the coliseum. Fair enough. Sedem couldn’t generate that level of power without serious consequences for everything nearby, whether friend or foe.


  Sedem grimaced. “As I said before, the ship will need to carry the goods, not I alone.”


  A stone dropped in Corio’s gut. The reality behind his words sunk in.


  No matter how strong the hero was, he couldn’t guarantee the safety of the ship. Any extreme measures he might take would risk the vessel and its cargo. 


  Corio felt a pain as if his own body were tearing apart. The exhaustion of the journey started to catch up to him. He stiffened up, unable to move a muscle.


  “Corio?” Sedem prompted, still watching him from the sofa. “Do you remember what I told you?”


  Corio struggled to raise his head and opened his eyes. But his stare was vacant. “What do you mean?”


  “That if you thought only men who battled on the front lines were true adventurers, then you were sorely mistaken.”


  Searching his memory, Corio recalled it. Sedem had said that after Corio shared why he’d abandoned becoming an adventurer.


  “There are adventurers who heal wounds, adventurers who dismantle traps, adventurers who create maps. Without those adventurers, you could not have set out on your journey,” Corio summarized in a monotone. 


  Sedem gave a small nod. “Combat strength is but one-tenth of being an adventurer. What’s most important is the preparation and the human talent that enacts such preparation.”


  “Right.”


  “Doesn’t that apply to you right now?”


  Corio paused, not sure what Sedem meant. Sedem was still and silent. But within his eyes, Corio detected a glistening light of wisdom.


  “The ship that hauls the medicine is but one-tenth of this adventure. What is most important are the preparations that will allow the ship to set out and return safely to port, and the preparations that enable the economic and political will for the mission to embark in the first place. Isn’t that part what you ought to be focused on?”


  Corio felt flustered. “That… Yes, that’s why I’m here asking you. Having you aboard the ship will put everyone at ease.”


  “But as I just told you, I cannot prevent a disaster at sea. You need to think bigger, Corio. I’m surprised I have to tell you that. Aren’t you the same man who devised the Rook Coliseum?”


  The coliseum.


  A brilliant scheme that had jump-started sales to his weapon shop and raked in regular spectators and bets. A business that had generated a remarkably steady flow of revenue.


  Sedem relaxed his shoulders. “I’ll help you think, Corio. I’ve got all the time in the world.”


  Upon seeing the kindness in the hero’s eyes, Corio went limp. Sedem wasn’t declining yet. He was still here—still on Corio’s side. It was written all over his face.


  Tension had been all that held Corio together these past few days, and as it dissolved, his body was beset by tremors. Hope and despair mixed into a dizzying whirlwind.


  He looked at the ground. “Can I…can I do it?”


  “I say you can,” Sedem said with a steady smile. Then one corner of his mouth quirked upward, turning it into a mischievous grin. “You managed to defeat the strongest man in the world. I’d say you can overcome a sea passage or two.”


   


  ***


   


  Sedem turned out to be a true source of support and knowledge for Corio. He spared no detail in accounts of his journeys, sharing information that was vital to Corio’s plans.


  For example, Sedem explained that there was a group of mercenaries in the southern isles that were as reliable as they come, provided they were compensated well enough. Perhaps Corio could consider dispatching one of their ships—bearing in mind the ever-present risk of storms, of course.


  Or how, in the frozen lands to the north, there were reports of an unbreakable magical pillar. Perhaps Corio could use that for the ship’s keel—again, bearing in mind that the pillar would slowly lose its magical strength once cut or altered.


  Also worth considering was the mysterious connection between the vast wastelands to the west and the eastern side of the continent. Perhaps Corio could establish a trade route there—bearing in mind, as always, that the current overland route took a year to cross.


  None of these suggestions resulted in easy answers. But they gave Corio both data and peace of mind.


  That night, Sedem served Corio a generous meal made from the mountains’ bounty. Before Corio knew it, he was starting to feel optimistic. He could think logically once more.


  After resting in a warm bed, Corio awoke early and set out into the forest with Sedem. They collected branches for kindling, hunted, and gathered tree nuts. They fished later. Sedem explained the ways of survival so high up in the mountains along the way. He also made idle chitchat, smiling and chuckling as Corio struggled now and then.


  “So,” Sedem said over a fresh cup of tea, “who will you take as your bride?”


  Corio nearly spat his drink all over himself. He glared at Sedem, cheeks bright red. “What’s with that question?”


   


  “Well, I noticed you with a few attractive young ladies,” he said. “Choosing between them wouldn’t be easy.”


  “Who are you talking about?”


  “The warrior Kizza, of course, and the young moneylender.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous, please,” Corio said. The only women in his life were a childhood friend, a savage businesswoman, and his little sister. There were certainly no bridal candidates among them. “To start, neither Kizza nor Frista see me that way. All we ever talk about is work.”


  Sedem tilted his head with a huff. “Though you may work together, events of the past have brought you closer. Take the moneylender girl for example. She has more or less entrusted the fate and fortune of her inheritance to you.”


  “Well, that’s…” Corio trailed off. 


  Only because we’re at such risk with the competitors, the laws, everything. We’ve been forced to throw in our lot together. But as he thought that, it occurred to him how desperate he seemed to make excuses. 


  Perhaps it was wise to change the subject altogether. 


  “What about you?” he questioned. “You don’t seem to have a woman in your life.”


  “Me? Mm.” Sedem rubbed his chin. “It’s a long story. But look at me, Corio. What kind of young lady would come accompany me in this kind of life?” He gestured to the hunched trees and the craggy peaks.


  Corio shook his head. “I don’t know any.”


  “And that’s that,” Sedem said.


  “Mm-hmm.”


  Sedem chuckled. “What’s the long face for?”


  “But you’ve chosen this ascetic lifestyle for yourself,” Corio said. “You could be living a life of luxury, indulging in every pleasure. It’s like you don’t have desires.”


  “I have desires,” Sedem said. “I’m frequently beset by yearning for a soft bed and a good meal.” 


  “Not those desires.”


  “I know, I know.” Sedem calmly raised a hand. “To be honest, I do have some fairly vulgar hobbies. For one…I love to gamble.”


  “You do?”


  “I do. I can never keep a handle on how much money I’ve earned or lost. For me, it’s always about whether I can make more off what I’ve got.”


  Corio blinked in astonishment. 


  Sedem grinned. “So, you can imagine why the coliseum caught my interest, yes? I loved the idea of people wagering on me. Additionally, I wanted to take part in gambling as a spectator.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “I’ll have you know that through an assistant, I wagered on Kizza in our match.”


  Corio let out a strangled squeak of surprise. 


  Sedem shrugged. “That just goes to show how much I love gambling. Anytime I encountered a chance to gamble in my travels, I jumped at it like a dog after a bone. Just about anything and everything in this world could become a wager to me.”


  “What do you mean?” Corio asked.


  “The placement of horses and cows in a race, of course, and combinations of cards and dice. Whether one’s hand will signal rock, paper, or scissors. Anything can be gambled on. I’ve even made wagers on the weather, and the winner of a war.”


  “War…?” Corio’s eyes widened at the word. He stared at Sedem in disbelief. “You bet on an actual war?”


  “I did,” Sedem said, eyes drifting away as if to look back into the past. “It was the war to the west. A minor lord caused a scuffle that spiraled into a bit of chaos. It resulted in one fight that spun into the next, and so on until it all went on for so long that the people started to place bets on the winner.”


  “They really—?”


  “Unbecoming, right? And yet so interesting.” A fire roared to life in Sedem’s eyes. “Their lives were on the line. No match fixing or prearranged outcomes, guaranteed. You need to make an honest bet based on the number and quality of soldiers, the terrain of the battlefield, and every other consideration that could affect victory or defeat. It’s a veritable coin toss. Ah, however…” He lowered his voice, as if revealing some great secret. “Once and only once, something peculiar happened. I remember it well. Want to hear?”


  Having been told that much, of course Corio was going to listen. He nodded, and Sedem shifted forward on the sofa before continuing.


  “Just to make things easier to explain, let’s say there is a battle between Redland and Blueland. They have the same number of soldiers of the same quality, and the terrain is flat and will not affect the outcome of the battle. It’s a truly fifty-fifty outcome. What do you think the payout ratio on bets is?”


  The payout ratio—in other words, how much you could make on the bet if your desired outcome came true. It was a calculation that Corio had run many times in his work at the coliseum. He examined the ceiling as he thought.


  Fifty-fifty odds. Half of the coliseum customers bet Redland, and the other half Blueland.


  “Things would be different for a bookmaker, but between individuals where you hit net zero, the odds would be 2 to 1. Bettors would win twenty silver pieces if they bet ten.”


  Sedem nodded. “Right, yes. But to my surprise, in this case, the payout for Redland was 4 to 1, and for Blueland, it was 1.3 to 1.”


  Corio tilted his head. Why would the payout for Redland be higher? “Does that mean more people bet on blue? Three times more people?”


  “Not at all,” Sedem said with a cheeky grin. “Let’s think. How could such a thing happen?”


  Corio thought some more. “The different sides were equally strong, right? That means it must’ve come down to a popularity contest. Maybe people hated Redland more, so they wanted Blueland to win.”


  “No,” Sedem said. “In fact, more people placed their hopes in Redland. By a slight margin, to be sure. I’ll spare you the details, but the lord of Redland was also responsible for starting the war in the first place.”


  “Then it must have been a population thing,” Corio said. “Among bettors, there were more people from Blueland than Redland. It would be easier to collect bets on your own territory.”


  “Bettors were split evenly.”


  “Maybe the Redland bettors spread some sort of rumor. ‘Blueland’s going to win the war,’ or something like that, in order to get a better payout.”


  “No,” Sedem said. “Nothing like that happened.”


  “Then I have no idea.” Corio shook his head and raised both hands in surrender. “I give. Tell me why the payout was like that.”


  “It’s quite simple. One person made a massive bet on Blueland. An incredible, incomprehensible amount—practically their entire fortune.”


  “Who would do such a thing?” 


  “The lord of Redland. He bet on his own defeat to Blueland.”


  Corio blinked. For a few seconds, his thoughts ground to a halt. “What?” he exclaimed. “He bet on the other side?”


  “Yes.”


  “So if he won, he’d lose everything?”


  “Yes.”


  “But…but that sounds ridiculous. Do you think he was trying to fix the match after all? You know, betray his own territory and send troops to Blueland, pretend to lose, and take half the profits?”


  “No, no,” Sedem said with a chuckle, clearly enjoying himself. “That wasn’t the case. Both sides were fully serious about the war. They thought defeat would result in them losing everything. This fear especially consumed the Lord of Redland. And that’s exactly why he bet everything on his enemy.”


  “I don’t get it.”


  “Think it through. In this situation, let’s say Lord Redland wins the war. He’d lose his bets but gain the fortune of Blueland. It would even out in the end. And if he lost the war?”


  Corio paused. If Lord Redland lost the war… Well, he would win his bet.


  “Ah!” Corio gasped. 


  “He’d lose the fortune of Redland in the war,” Sedem said, nodding, “but win his fortune back at a 1.3 to 1 ratio. While he’d lose his territory, he’d have more than enough money.”


  “So he wanted to set up a situation where he could win even if he lost? Hedging his bets, as they say.”


  “Indeed,” Sedem said, his voice trembling with appreciation. “It was this incident that made me realize gambling is more than a fun pastime. It’s a strategy to fight your way through an uncertain future. It’s because you do not know what will happen next that you calculate your odds and place a bet. It’s a battle against the monster of probability.”


  A battle against probability, huh? 


  Summoned by those words, a lightning bolt struck Corio.


  It all came together. What the old doctor had told him, what he’d learned from Sedem, all of it dovetailed perfectly with their talk about gambling.


  “I see,” Corio murmured. Suddenly his palms felt sweaty. “So that’s an option.”


  “Corio?” Sedem’s eyebrows raised. “Did you just realize something?”


  “I did,” Corio said with a firm nod. He immediately picked up his rucksack. “Thank you, Sedem. I’ll be heading down from the mountains now.”


  He gave a deep bow. But before he was out the front door, he stopped and looked back.


  “Ah! There’s actually one thing I could really use your help with. May I ask? You don’t need to give me an answer right away.”


  “If it’s within my power,” Sedem said, eyes smiling. 


  Corio sighed with relief and began to formulate the question.


   


  ***


   


  Frista Valentinov had been beset by depression. 


  She’d never been the type to take much pleasure in life, but lately she was especially miserable. Food, clothing, sleep—none of it satisfied her. Whenever she was awake, anxiety gnawed at her. The uncertainty of everything left her petrified.


  Where had she gone wrong?


  Had she made a mistake by placing her bets on Corio’s business? Was that one decision the root of her current misery? Perhaps she should have exacted merciless repayment from each and every debtor, ensuring her own lonely survival.


  But even as she considered that alternate path, another part of her chided her for being absurd. For one, there had been the sheer thrill that the coliseum venture brought her. When Kizza won her fight, how she had shouted with joy. And she was the one who succumbed completely to the excitement of the victory and the raucous after-party.


  Yes, at the time, she had thoroughly enjoyed herself. There was no use regretting things in hindsight. No, not at all.


  And yet all she felt now was despair. 


  There was no new revenue to be found. No new venture. Meanwhile, the cost of labor and facilities slowly bled them dry of what little capital remained. Meetings went nowhere, and the whole staff sank into a shared depression right alongside her.


  To make matters worries, Corio had vanished. He’d left a note saying he would be away from town for a few days, but he’d told no one where he went.


  “He’s fled.”


  “His business is done for. This is just him saving himself before we all go bankrupt.”


  Frista had heard such rumors whispered here and there.


  And though she shut them down whenever she heard them, inside she couldn’t help beginning to doubt. Perhaps it made sense for him to try to escape the current situation. If he did, then what? Would she try to settle the debts with what funds remained? Shut down the whole operation and brace herself for the inevitable pushback? 


  If she were to do that, when? Next month? Next week? Tomorrow?


  Urgh… Frista’s head started to throb. It felt like termites were boring holes into her skull. She pressed her fingertips against her forehead until she noticed someone approaching: her bodyguard. He seemed to sense she was on the verge of collapsing. But Frista waved him away as he moved to steady her.


  “I’m all right,” she said. “Can you leave me by myself for a moment? At the very least, let me act without regard for others in my own home.”


  The guard gave her a concerned look.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t leave the house.”


  Without waiting for a response, Frista set out. She left her office and shut the door behind her, then she heaved a sigh and let the tension ease out of her shoulders. 


  She paced around the house for a bit longer, then thought perhaps a hot bath would help change her mood. Going to bed early after a soak wasn’t a bad idea. She certainly didn’t feel hungry.


  She changed in her bedroom, then made her way to the ceramic soaking tub in the interior garden court. Plumes of hot steam wavered in the night air and moonlight danced on the surface of the water.


  For a moment, she tried to see her reflection there.


  Then she shed her bathrobe, untied her hair, and looked down at her body with a frown. She’d always been frustrated by her womanly—and completely unnecessary—curves, but at least she didn’t have to reveal them to anyone.


  She set down her clothes and approached the tub. After a quick rinse, she slipped a foot into the bath. Heat pulsed at the edges of her toes. She closed her eyes and breathed in. Slowly, she lowered her leg and allowed the water to engulf her ankles.


  “Ah…” she sighed. 


  It was remarkable how much bliss a bit of hot water could bring to tense, exhausted muscles. She wouldn’t mind staying in all day. In fact, perhaps she ought to quit the moneylending business and start up a hot spring inn in the country somewhere. The turmoil in Rook was simply too much for her. A life deep in the mountains might be a better fit.


  As she gazed ahead, lost in thought, she suddenly made eye contact with a shadowy figure peeping over the fence and hedges.


  …A voyeur?


  “Eep!” The bushes rustled and Frista yelped.


  The man who climbed over the fence looked nothing short of a grizzled bandit as he grinned at Frista from afar. 


  “There you are! I figured you’d be home this time of day. What are you doing outside in the cold?”


  Just as Frista opened her mouth to scream for help, the moonlight illuminated the stranger’s face enough for her to get a good look at him. The sight made her want to scream for a different reason. Though he was covered in scratches, bruises, and filth, the man before her was no stranger at all. In fact, it was none other than—


  “Corio?!”


  “Yup, it’s me! Sorry for disappearing like that. I’ve got good news. Hear me out.” He charged across the garden, as if they were meeting in the middle of the street. 


  Frista quickly crossed her arms over her bare chest, flustered. “H-hear you out?! Corio, what the hell are you doing? I’m in the bath!”


  “Mm?” Corio blinked. He looked around, like an awakened dreamer. “Ah, well, that’s no big deal. Just stay in there and hear me out.”


  “This is hardly the time or place!”


  “I know what to do for our next venture,” he said, a powerful light shining from his eyes. 


  Frista was at a loss for words.


  “I’ve got a plan and everything,” he continued, a grin spreading across his face. “I want to ask you to help out with the details and structure the systems we need. You’re great at that.”


  “What’s the venture?”


  “Gambling.”


  “C-Corio! What are you saying?”


  But Corio looked her straight in the eyes with dead seriousness.


  Frista stood up angrily, forgetting that she was naked. “Look at what a gambling operation just got us into! You know that the royals won’t stand for gambling in the kingdom, so if we do anything to do with betting—”


  “Don’t worry,” Corio said. “Our business will bring plenty of benefit to the kingdom.”


  Frista raised an eyebrow, and Corio hurried into an explanation. 


  Before long, Frista could tell how thought-out his plan was. It met her expectations of practicality and executability, and was even easy to understand. By the end of his explanation, she found herself nodding. When her voice came out, it was almost a whisper.


  “That… You know, that just might work. Though it will be a complicated operation, to be sure…” She grimaced. “The more I think about it, the system and the details are pretty much everything. You’re going to leave all that to me?!”


  “You can put it on me if you prefer,” Corio said. “In that case, though, I won’t take responsibility for getting into the red.”


  “But you’re the one—ah, never mind.” Frista shook her head. “Yes, on the surface, this idea is a gold mine. I’d be happy to play my part. I’ll handle the operation plan and system design, as you ask. And you’ll be hearing about anything I need in order to sort that out. On that note, let me tell you the first thing I need.”


  “What is it?”


  Corio beamed beneath Frista’s simmering glare. Her rage boiled over, and she hit a pitch previously heard only from teakettles: “Get the hell out of here before I have my guards knock you into next month!”


  Chapter Four


   


  “WE REQUEST A MEETING WITH TAX MINISTER Petkov.”


  When the royal guard heard these words, he gave an incredulous look. He must have misheard. It simply couldn’t be. Someone requesting a meeting with the tax minister? Of their own accord? This was a joke, right?


  All those thoughts were absolutely evident on the guard’s face, and they were understandable. As far as Corio and Frista knew, the tax minister’s reputation was in the toilet. He was renowned far and wide as a monster who barged into people’s homes and made off with their hard-earned money. A thief draped in the cloak of a public servant—public enemy number one. Nobody visited unless they were summoned for a hearing before the minister. Who would choose to come to the tax bureau?


  The guard gaped at them, frozen in disbelief. But Corio came with the serious intent to pay Minister Petkov a visit.


  He repeated the request once more. And again, and again. To the guard, then before the gates of the royal castle, and finally at the security checkpoint.


  “Can you pass on a message to Minister Petkov, please?” Corio asked. “Simply tell him that Corio and Frista from Rook are here.”


  Within ten minutes flat, an attendant appeared to take them inside the castle grounds.


  They were led down a winding maze of alleys and corridors, beneath arches tall and short, and up staircases, until they stopped before an imposing door. It lacked any ornamentation whatsoever. Even the color of the base metal lay exposed and unaltered. An inscription with the seal of the tax ministry—salt and tobacco—hung on the wall beside the door. 


  The latch of the door unclasped, and the door swung open. 


  A blinding light pierced their eyes. Sunlight flooded in through tall windows, spilling across the single desk positioned beneath them. Standing behind that desk was a man clothed in a doublet, his brick-like face squared at all corners and tensed from brow to chin. Small spectacles balanced on the bridge of a broad nose.


  Tax Minister Petkov.


  He opened his arms as Corio and Frista entered the office. 


  “Welcome,” he said. “I certainly didn’t think you would take me up on my offer.”


  Corio looked back at the minister with an inscrutable expression. “As I recall, your offer was such that we could consult you ‘at our convenience.’ Right?”


  “Very true. But it’s not often that a criminal offers up his own neck to the guillotine…so to speak. That’s just a saying, of course. I certainly do not intend to label you as criminals. Oh, no.”


  Petkov doesn’t hold back, does he? But Corio was not in a position to pick fights, so he bit his tongue. 


  After a moment of tension, Petkov gestured for them to sit. He lowered his body into his chair and clasped his hands together. “So, what would you like to discuss with me?”


  “We want to consult with you about our next business venture,” Corio said. 


  Naked scorn colored Petkov’s beady eyes. He snorted, then chuckled. “Ah, ahem, I see. You wish to know how much tax you’ll owe for your venture? In hopes of my leniency, I suppose? It is an admirable effort, but tragically misguided. I am no private accountant, nor can I answer the queries of individual business operators. I simply investigate according to the law and level penalties when demanded.”


  “No, that’s not our intention,” Corio said, trying to stop the derailment. If he let Petkov get up on his own high horse, they’d be sent packing before they knew it. Corio sat up straight and looked Petkov right in the eyes. 


  “We won’t be operating things with this venture,” Corio explained. “The kingdom would. We’re here with a business proposal.”


  Silence. Petkov eyed them suspiciously, then confusedly, and at last burst out into laughter. 


  “Of all the foolishness in the world, you come to me with this?” he cackled. “A business proposal? For the kingdom? I cannot begin to understand you. We are an institution of government, not some guild of merchants!”


  “But the kingdom needs money,” Corio said. “Am I wrong?” 


  The blunt question stunned Petkov into silence. 


  “Allow me to rephrase,” Frista interjected. “The kingdom is struggling to recompense its debt obligations—are we wrong?”


  Petkov blanched. Frista raised her brows and continued, pinning the expression of discomfort to Petkov’s broad face. 


  “While the war against the Demon King raged on, the kingdom understandably poured massive amounts of money into adventurer activities,” Frista went on. “Equipment, weapons, supplies, training, recruitment—all costly matters. And the money needed to pay for it all came from borrowing. In other words, the national debt has increased significantly. And of course, as is always the case with borrowing, the loan was procured on a basis of fixed interest rates, where the amount owed grows the longer it remains unpaid. This wasn’t a problem so long as the war against the Demon King continued, since even when the period of owed interest elapsed, the kingdom could declare matters a state of emergency and push back the repayment of its debts. Sometimes the kingdom even repaid old debt with new debt. But then, something unbelievable happened.” Frista paused and narrowed her eyes. “The Demon King died.”


  Silence.


  “The never-ending state of emergency ended, and with it, the cycle of borrowing. No more loans, no more deferment. All that remains is the mountain of debt accumulated through many years of war. It is, of course, impossible to repay. That’s why you’re patrolling nonstop, trying to shake down every profitable small business you can find, is it not?”


  “What…” Petkov’s voice was hoarse. He cleared his throat. “What is your basis?”


  “Why, we’ve seen the national accounts,” Frista said. “Sedem showed them to us.”


  Petkov’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. 


  “That…that bastard hero!” he groaned at the ceiling. “Showing royal documents to random—”


  “I requested to see them,” Corio interjected. “My meeting with you made me very aware that the national tax collection was getting more strict and more scrupulous. Sedem used his connections and prepared the documents. He wasn’t sure about the actual figures, so we needed to get an expert involved.”


  That was where Frista stepped in to apply her moneylending expertise. 


  Apparently this revelation served as the final blow for Petkov. Though he said nothing, the look on his face spoke volumes. They were right. 


  “You’re out of money,” Corio said. “You know it. We know it. So why don’t you let us tell you about our little idea?”


  Petkov did not speak.


  “We’ve also been informed of your personal situation, Minister Petkov, through Sedem’s connections,” Corio added. “I know you’re having a rough time. You’re surrounded by lords demanding their gold back on one side, and bureaucrats who don’t understand the severity of the situation on the other. You’re basically fighting on your own to protect the reputation of the kingdom.”


  Petkov waved his hand, irritated. “Spare me your sympathy. I’m doing my job. If the kingdom runs out of money, I’ll be out of a job too, after all.”


  Corio and Frista continued to watch Petkov expectantly.


  He sighed, lifting up his glasses and leaning back in his chair. “Fine. I’ll hear your plan. But I’ll throw you out of this room myself if it’s anything less than brilliant.”


  “I’m up to the challenge,” Corio said. He took a deep breath. “The venture we are proposing is what you might call ‘inverse gambling.’”


  “Mm?” Petkov’s eyes widened. “What did you say? Inverse?”


  “Yes,” Corio said. “You see, the way it normally works, you bet on an outcome and if you’re correct, you win money. This is the opposite. If your bet loses, you win money.”


  “So…you’re betting on something to go wrong?”


  “Yes.”


  “What kind of competition could you build on a system like that?” Petkov scoffed. “No player would lose on purpose. That would incentivize them to surrender the moment a competition began. Strength and strategy would be thrown out the window, rendering any system of gambling meaningless in turn. Players could bet on themselves.”


  “In a normal sort of competition, yes,” Corio said, nodding. “But there is a situation in which inverse gambling can work. Imagine that the players are bound by some condition where they still have to fight for victory on normal terms. Wouldn’t that allow the betting to proceed as normal?”


  Petkov blinked in confusion. “What are you talking about?”


  “Under this structure, the player and the gambler are one and the same. In this match, to lose means losing everything—your entire fortune, or even your life—right then and there.” Corio gestured at his own throat. “That means there needs to be a few different conditions. Firstly, that the match involves a direct danger to one’s own person. Fire, sickness, violence, robbery, natural disasters, lawsuits. Anything that one would do their best to avoid. So in this match, no reasonable player would attempt to lose on purpose.”


  “I see. Misfortune, eh?” Petkov muttered. “Betting on one’s own misfortune,” he said, louder. “So then, when you actually meet misfortune, you make money. This sounds ridiculous. Nothing more than a fraud or a game.”


  “You think so?”


  “I do. As you said, few people would willingly bring misfortune upon themselves. Who is out there tempting fate so recklessly? No one, I tell you. So no one would put up bets in the first place in order to incur that type of risk—”


  “You’ve got it backward,” Corio said, stopping Petkov in his tracks. He affixed his gaze on the minister. “You don’t pay for the chance of misfortune. You set yourself up so that you earn money in case you do face misfortune. A small bet, hedging against a massive disaster.”


  “Hedging one’s bets,” Petkov muttered. He gave a small nod. 


  “The bookmaker functions the same way as in normal gambling,” Corio continued. “They take money from customers and store it. Then, when one of the customers faces misfortune, the bookmaker pays back some of that money at a fixed rate. Since, as you say, no one would willingly face misfortune, these payments will be relatively uncommon. And the more customers, or citizens, that you gather, the greater the pool of money you have to draw from. This could become an incredible source of wealth for the kingdom.”


  “Wait a moment. Wait, just wait.” Petkov shook his head, as if reaching some unseen limit of his patience, and closed his eyes. “Let me get this straight. What you’re proposing is this: Civilians who cannot afford expensive medical treatments put forward a small amount of money while they’re healthy. Then, if they do become in need of an expensive treatment, the bookmaker—the kingdom—pays for it. Or if a homeowner puts forward money on their home, only to lose it due to a fire or earthquake, the money to rebuild it will again come from the kingdom. Correct?”


  “Yes,” Corio said, nodding.


  When Petkov spoke, it was nearly a scream. “That’s no business. That’s welfare policy!”


  “But it will earn the kingdom revenue,” Corio said. “Revenue to repay debts.”


  Petkov sat there, thinking.


  “Are you going to tell us we’re in the wrong jurisdiction? Suggest we bring the idea to some other ministry?” Corio shook his head. “I doubt you have the leeway to be concerned about things like that.”


  Petkov grimaced as if pricked. He looked away, still deep in thought. At some point, his finger began to tap on the desk.


  “It all depends on the probabilities,” Petkov said. “If we underestimate the number of fires, then we’ll hemorrhage money. Not just the upfront bets on fire but the entire treasury. You say ‘sickness,’ but there are some diseases that everyone catches, and some that are one in a million. How are you going to evaluate these different factors and set prices and rates?”


  “That’ll be our job,” Frista said, setting her bag on the desk. “In fact, here. We’ve brought prices and rates for common disasters.” 


  She opened the bag to reveal a sea of papers stuffed within, each sheet covered edge to edge with neatly written formulas and calculations. Petkov’s eyes widened. As he leaned forward, Frista snapped the bag shut. 


  “Naturally, we won’t be able to show you those,” Corio chided, grinning. “Unless, of course, you want to offer funding and administrative support for the operation. Those are the conditions of our proposal.”


  Petkov’s face darkened. “Don’t get carried away. I’d be more than happy to seize your belongings and expel you from the castle.” 


  “A brilliant plan…if you think these are even close to all of the calculations,” Frista said. “Or if you think it would be acceptable to construct such a complex operation on a half-built foundation.”


  “You think I couldn’t do it?”


  “Maybe you could,” Corio said. “But I do wonder if you’d be able to do it in time for the kingdom’s repayment deadlines.”


  Corio felt a cold sweat and gulped. Had he gone too far, being this provocative? Did he really have the upper hand? He wasn’t sure. By his side, Frista remained still despite the anxiety quivering in her eyes. They were dealing with one of the most powerful people in the kingdom. Who knew when he would turn on them and exert that power? But in the back of his mind, Corio remembered Sedem’s words.


  After gathering rumors about Petkov, Sedem had supplied Corio with some vital information.


  “At his core, on the most fundamental level, he is a man of laws and logic. If you can make him see the logic in your point, I’m sure he’ll hear out even the most far-fetched scheme. On the other hand, if you act flimsy and uncertain, he’ll suspect you. Forgive me if this advice leads you astray.”


  Corio clenched his fist. That’s right. Reason will overpower him. 


  Still, all of what Sedem had told him was only second­hand. It was possible that this assessment was flawed. Corio watched Petkov closely.


  He exhaled and raised two fingers. “I have two questions for you.” His gaze was unreadable. “First, regarding anti-fraud measures. For example, deliberately setting fire to shoddy houses to procure funds to rebuild them, or hiding an illness that one already has at the time of betting. These are likely to occur, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Yes,” Corio said, glancing at Frista. The question was one they’d expected. 


  “We have measures for that,” Frista said, nodding. “First, we’ll create an organization that investigates whether or not the fires or illnesses were legitimate. It will proceed according to a set schedule—investigate, appraise, then decide on the payout. If any misconduct is found, the payout will be canceled.”


  “And if the bettor complains?”


  “They can complain all they like. Since we plan to hire adventurers as our investigators, it doesn’t matter how much of a fuss they kick up.”


  “A-adventurers?!” Petkov’s voice betrayed his shock. “You plan to designate important matters to a ragtag bunch of thugs? That lot cares about nothing but lining their own pockets with get-rich-quick schemes. If the fraudster dangles a pouch of coins in front of them, they’ll betray you in an instant.”


  “No, they won’t.”


  “How…how can you say that?”


  “Adventurers respect allies more powerful than themselves. And the head of our investigation team will be the individual who defeated Sedem the Hero in one-on-one combat: Kizza.”


  Sheer, unadulterated surprise filled Petkov’s face. 


  Corio looked back with confidence. Kizza had already gotten a head start on this part of the operation, recruiting adventurers she had met over the past few months.


  “For adventurers, securing a source of livelihood is a matter of life and death. With coliseums on the downswing, more of them will be seeking other jobs in order to support themselves. They’ll be happy to remain loyal in exchange for stable work.”


  “Very well. Now, my second question.” Petkov lowered his voice. “Why not just start this business yourself? From everything I’ve heard, you’ve put great attention to detail into crafting it. You already have the expertise to run the operation, so why did you deliberately bring it to us? You could just start the business and get rich. By getting us involved, you’re only lowering the potential share.”


  “If we do it all ourselves, the business will take too long to launch,” Corio said. He raised his voice and strengthened his tone, pouring all of his fears and restlessness into his words. “Scale is what really seals the deal we’re proposing, and that’s why we’re here. We need many, many customers, or it won’t be possible to produce reasonable payouts when necessary. Starting from Rook with a business of our size, it will take considerable time to build up that base. We don’t have the time to grow our name, trust, market, and so on. For example, if you didn’t have the knowledge that you do, would you consider betting on inverse gambling?”


  Silence was the best answer. Petkov eyed the ceiling for a while, then sucked in his breath.


  “Publicize the operation throughout the entire kingdom,” Corio said. “Let it earn the scale it needs. And just like that, the business is in motion.”


  “So long as no competitor emerges,” Petkov said.


  “Use government institutions to advertise and recruit competitors into the business,” Frista said. “They won’t compete if they’re incentivized out of it. The national treasury will be watered like a garden, and you can reap the benefits.”


  “Nobody loses,” Corio said.


  “It will even give the tax ministry a better name, making your job easier.”


  Petkov made a sound, something like a gasp. Though he looked infuriated, Corio could tell that his hostility had lessened. 


  He breathed out hard from his nose.


  “Very well,” he said. “It’s a proposal worth our consideration. I’ll take your idea to court and begin laying the foundations. How about it?”


  “For you to do that, we have one condition.”


  “A condition? Now, of all times?” Petkov glared at Corio in utter disbelief.


  “Just a procedural matter,” Corio said. “I want to prioritize inverse gambling for a specific natural disaster. It will take too long to wait for everything to be set up in full. If possible, I want to establish an inverse bet tomorrow or the day after.”


  “Tomorrow? For what?”


  “Shipwrecks,” Corio said, unable to stop his anxiety and pain from leaking into his voice. The lifeline he’d been searching for, the breakthrough he’d been desperate for, was right before his eyes. “An inverse payout for sinking ships, collisions, and damage to goods. The model will allow ship captains to decide in advance what dangers to bet on, paying an amount equivalent to the inherent risks. And if disaster does strike, the kingdom will pay for the damages.”


  “Why prioritize merchant ships?”


  “I want to establish a certain shipping lane,” Corio said. “But as of now, it’s too risky for merchant ships. With an inverse gambling policy, I’m sure I can find some captains willing to dare the route.”


  “So, it’s to benefit a second venture you have in mind?” Petkov asked.


  “Is that a problem?”


  “Well…” Petkov shook his head. “No. But I certainly would like to hear more details. What route? To acquire what products? And what are the inherent risks?”


  “I want to open a shipping route to the far east of the kingdom to acquire prized, highly priced local products,” Corio said. “They will return value that far exceeds the cost of opening the route.” He tried his best to weave together the various pretenses. Above all else, he needed to emphasize the economic reasons. 


  Of course, beneath the surface, Corio had motivations that were personal and emotional, defying logic altogether.


  The herbs grown in the eastern lands, Corio thought. Ingredients for medicine.


  Medicine to save Eni.


  Everything was for her.


  I’ll never be an adventurer, Corio thought. Not in the typical sense, at least.


  Never in his days would Corio cross raging seas, ward off beast with sword and bow, or retrieve treasure from untrodden lands. 


  But in this way—his own way—Corio could catch at least some small glint of that shining glory. His business would embody the word “adventure” wholeheartedly.


  “Stick to your own way. Without question, there is an adventure out there that demands your capabilities.”


  Corio took Sedem’s words to heart and used them to weave the tapestry of his own adventure.


  “There are immense profits to be made from a new shipping route,” Corio continued. “And of course, along with those profits, plenty of tax revenue. The sooner the better applies for you as well.”


  Please, Petkov. The voice in Corio’s heart wept and howled. Please, it moaned. Agree. Agree to this. 


  It makes sense for you to agree. It’s good for the kingdom, no question about it. So please just go along with it, here and now. And if possible, without unnecessary conditions.


  Most of all…please don’t realize how desperate I am.


  Petkov remained silent for a long time. He seemed to be reviewing each point in his head, one by one, as he stared at a fixed point on the ceiling. 


  Corio felt as if his heart might rend itself in two from the tension. He nearly collapsed on the spot when Petkov finally spoke.


  “One condition.”


  It was a miracle that Corio didn’t slide out of his chair to the ground. If a few more seconds had passed with Petkov keeping him on edge, he really might have. Instead, he somehow managed to nod and say, “Yes?”


  “The shipwrecks matter is fine by me,” Petkov said. “As a whole, it will take a bit of time to implement matters due to court politics. So if you have a way to start raising tax revenue immediately, it’s a win-win. However, this entire proposal does necessitate one important change.”


  “Which is?” Corio could barely hold himself together.


  Petkov wrinkled his brow. “‘Inverse gambling.’ The name of a business like that will never make its way through the court. We need a more serious name.”


  “Serious?”


  “You know, for official documents.”


  Corio froze in place, partially due to bewilderment and partially due to relief. He felt so stunned that Petkov had agreed that he could hardly think of anything at all, much less a “serious” name. That’s what he needs from me? Corio thought. Now of all times? A better name for the business for the royal court?


  Petkov didn’t say anything further, simply affixing a steadfast gaze on Corio. As Corio engaged in the strangest stare-off in his life, a hand from the side went up into the air.


  “I have an idea.”


  Corio and Petkov turned to look at Frista.


  She gave a small nod and said, “How about we call it an ‘assurance policy’?” 


  “Assurance…policy?”


  Corio and Petkov both spoke at once, the unfamiliar phrase slightly awkward on their lips.


  Frista looked back and forth between them. “We are assuring customers that their risks are managed. A policy of assurance is a promise, and it is applicable to all the various risks that inverse betting schemes cover. Rest assured, we guarantee you’ll keep your home, receive any treatment or medicine you might need… And so on and so forth.”


  Petkov gave a minuscule nod, then shrugged his shoulders. “It’s certainly better than ‘inverse gambling.’”


  “Then ‘assurance’ it is,” Corio said. 


  Assurance. An inverse gambling model devised by Corio and Frista, implemented by the kingdom. 


  In that case, Corio supposed the scheme as applied to disasters and risks related to sea shipping could be called “maritime assurance.” Thinking about it in this way, the name wasn’t half bad. 


  [image: ]


  Assurance, huh? he thought, turning the word over again and again in his mind. So this was the name of the enterprise that would secure them a way to make a living. It might even save the life of his sister.


  I really made it this far. I really did it.


  Corio leaped to his feet and extended his hand.


  Petkov narrowed his eyes for a moment, but then reciprocated the handshake. He was still sharply on guard as he searched Corio’s expression.


  “For the time being, your new shipping route can be tax-free,” Petkov said. “We’ll see how everything is received in court.”


  “Now that’s kind of you,” Corio said, grinning. It felt like a challenge. “But you should be careful. Soon we’ll be drowning in so much gold that you’ll wish you could take that offer back.”


  Epilogue


   


  IT BEGAN WITH WARMTH.


  A steady heat, tingling as it spread from the fingertips to the bottom of the jaw and the edges of the lips.


  Next, a strengthening heartbeat vibrating through the eardrums—th-thump, th-thump, th-thump. Her pulse strengthened until it almost seemed powerful enough to knock away the layers of sheets and blankets that covered her frail body.


  Ah.


  Her eyelids opened. She blinked once, then several more times. At first, everything was a blur, but slowly the world around her came into focus. 


  She stared up at white.


  A white ceiling. Had she been asleep? In her bed? She wondered what had happened as she lifted her head from the pillow. Staring down at herself, she could see the blanket covering her, and as she lifted it up, the dressing gown she wore underneath.


  Where…where am I?


  She wasn’t at home, that much was certain. But her senses were muddied, and she had no idea how much time had passed or where she was at all. 


  Turning her head to each side, she spotted a large window. The row of shops and buildings on the street outside indicated that she was still in Rook. That felt like a relief, but if she was still this close to home, what in the world was going on?


  She struggled to lift herself further out of bed.


  Nearby, a shout rang out. There was the sound of something dropping to the ground.


  It’s so noisy, she thought, turning toward the source of the havoc.


  Someone was staring at her with wide eyes.


  “Eni!”


  The successor to the weapon shop, the leader of the new business organization in Rook, and her beloved older brother: Corio. 


  He sprinted across the room to her, face wrought with emotion. 


  “You’re awake! Oh, thank goodness, you’re awake!”


  “Co…Corio?” Eni felt bewildered. She searched her memory, but it felt like sloshing through a thick pile of mud. 


  It all came crashing back when Corio put his arms around her and started to weep onto her sheets.


  Her father’s collapse. The weapon shop’s financial doom. Panic in Rook. Devising the coliseum. The emergence of competition and the search for a new enterprise. But none of these memories offered the answers to her most pressing questions: Why was she here, and why was her brother sobbing at her unfamiliar bedside? 


  She needed answers, but she didn’t think she would be getting them anytime soon. Her brother’s fountain of tears showed no sign of letting up.


   


  ***


   


  Corio felt like his face had caught on fire. His tears burned like timber, crackling and spitting and blazing, until finally he doused them well enough to function. At that point, he kneeled, face-to-face with his sister.


  “Are you finally finished?” She stared down at him with a sober, repulsed expression. She didn’t show the slightest sign of joy at their long-awaited reunion. The only emotion he could see on her face told him she was at an utter loss.


  “I need you to explain to me what’s going on,” she said.


  An emotional reunion is only possible when both parties are equally emotional. She remembered nothing, so from her perspective, he had just lost his mind. 


  That clicked into place for him, and he flushed red as a beet. He tried not to think about how long he’d spent weeping for joy.


  He shook himself and tried to put on a dignified expression. “Well, that… I mean, so much has happened that I can’t just explain everything at once. I suppose you must be pretty confused, waking up like that.”


  “I’ve already had to sit here for a while, so I feel pretty calm,” Eni said. “This is a hospital, right? And looking at that calendar on the wall over there, it looks like three months have passed since we sold the coliseum. If I’ve really been unconscious for the past three months, it has to be a miracle that I’m still alive at all, much less sitting up and talking to you. You must’ve done something. Right, Brother? And judging by the fact that we’re still in Rook, it means that you stayed and found some way to keep running the business. I suppose it’s going well. Is that all correct?”


  “All…all correct.”


  “Yup,” she said. “As you can see, I’ve got a grip on the basics. Can you fill me in on the details? Just keep things brief.”


  It was unthinkable that she’d been wavering on the very brink of death. She’s as sharp as ever, he thought. And cute too. 


  He almost vocalized those thoughts, but launched into a proper explanation instead. He needed to tell her about these things at some point, so why not now? Eni had said she felt calm and collected, so there was no need to walk on eggshells around her.


  “First, I went ahead with the sale of the coliseum, just as you told me,” he said. From there, he described how the laws had changed after that sale, and just how narrowly they’d avoided a catastrophic outcome. As he spoke, the vivid memories flooded back in all their colors.


  There’d been the wretched condition of Eni and the grim diagnosis from all the doctors. The intrusion of Petkov, the tax collector. Corio’s narrow evasion of the medical scam, and the resulting discovery of a rare-but-certain cure to Eni’s illness. 


  He talked, talked, and talked: about how the only way to acquire the necessary herbs was opening a sea route to the east; his hike into the Kopitoto Mountains to meet with Sedem; the resulting conversations that led him and Frista to develop an inverse gambling product called “assurance;” and the ensuing need to join their business with the kingdom as quickly as possible. 


  From there, he told her about the launch of maritime assurance and the contracting of merchants. The venture had secured medicine for Eni and two new channels of income for the business. It took some time, but Eni listened as Corio went on, and on, and on.


  At the end of it all, she appeared lost in thought. After a beat, she curled her upper lip in dissatisfaction.


  “You’re telling me that for my sake, you sold off a literal money tree to the kingdom?”


  “When you put it that way—”


  “That’s the truth!” she said sharply. “If you had been a little more patient, you could’ve maintained complete control over this assurance thing and grown the business yourself. But because you were in such a hurry, you got the kingdom involved.” She shook her head. “It seems that I became the burden that tied the whole operation down.”


  “Listen, Eni,” he said, stunned. “I didn’t know whether you would survive at all. You didn’t tie the operation down, not in the slightest. It sounds to me like you’re saying we would’ve been better off if you’d died.”


  “Of course I’m happy to be alive. But in terms of a business, profits are all that matter. If keeping me alive resulted in an increase in assurance policy sales and revenue or a reduction in costs, then you would have made the correct business decision. But I’m not so sure about it. As I just said, I was a burden on the enterprise.”


  Corio sighed. This was not the happy reunion with his sister that he’d been dreaming of. When he had let his imagination run wild, it was not just him but Eni weeping tears of joy as they hugged and held each other all the while. Thank you, Brother, Eni would say, and Corio would say, No, I’m sorry, Eni. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said all those things. None of it matters! Then the waterworks would’ve continued.


  But none of that was even close to transpiring. Rather, the conversation had somehow turned into a corporate performance report.


  He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Seriously. After that heartwarming letter and everything.”


  “Huh?” She tilted her head.


  “When you told me to never forget you. That you love me.”


  Her reaction was unexpected. She flushed scarlet from the bottom of her jaw to the tips of her ears. “That’s totally wrong.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I didn’t write that letter. I never said those things.”


  “But I read it…”


  “I never said that.”


  “But how—”


  “I never said that. Never said that.”


  Corio could only blink at her. He struggled to understand the words coming out of Eni’s mouth. But as he studied her sullen face, a sudden realization hit him.


  “Ahh,” he said. He chuckled. “I get it.”


  Her eyebrows raised.


  “You wrote that letter believing that we’d never see each other again. And you unexpectedly survived. So, now you’re embarrassed about having expressed your truest feelings—”


  “Don’t over-analyze things!”


  “Did I hit the mark a little too close?”


  “No, Corio! I’m telling you the opposite!” She sounded unusually flustered. His gaze softened into a gentle smile—like he was very confident in his interpretation. She bit her lip and looked away in silence, a long frown stretching over her pale face. 


  She refused to look in his direction, no matter how long he waited. He scratched his head. Then he pulled up a chair to her bedside.


  “I’m sorry, Eni,” he said softly. “What I’m trying to say is that there’s no reason for you to feel like you’ve been a burden. I’m so happy that you’re alive. You haven’t done anything to hold up the business.”


  “But…” Eni’s voice was scratchy as tears glistened in her eyes. “What about sales?”


  “Sure, we’ve lost a cut to the kingdom,” Corio said. “But we’ll also gain more business opportunities by building a relationship with them. They’re commissioning us to do things like figure out how to use all the empty storehouses and useless treasure boxes, and other things that are causing the kingdom trouble. We wouldn’t have gotten those opportunities if we’d kept the idea of assurance all to ourselves. So, Eni…”


  He waved his hand as if sweeping everything away. It’s okay.


  She glanced up at the ceiling. There was still some ambiguity in her expression, but the anger in her eyes had faded away. Her thin eyebrows lifted ever so slightly.


  “All those sound like good opportunities, but have you figured out how to actually turn them into revenue?” she asked.


  “Not yet,” Corio said. “Everyone’s brainstorming ideas, but we haven’t decided anything. I’m sure we’ll be all right, though.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Because you’re awake now. You’ll help, won’t you?”


  Eni sat still for a moment, seemingly stunned to the core. Once she thawed out, she blinked in rapid succession. “You want to send a hospitalized young girl directly to the mines?”


  “There’s no need to worry. The doctor said you’re on the road to recovery.”


  She took a deep breath. “I don’t think I’ll be able to work like I did back then, just so you know…” She trailed off, then abruptly sat up straight in bed and made one firm demand. “I don’t want to work for free anymore.”


  “Hm?” Corio raised his eyebrows. “You want a salary? Of course, you’ll have whatever you want.”


  “No, not that,” Eni said. She lowered her voice. “Do you remember what…what the letter said? Not that I wrote it or anything. But I…there were some things in it…”


  Corio paused. He narrowed his eyes and thought hard, going through the letter line by line in his memory. “I don’t remember it saying anything about compensation.”


  “It did.”


  “It did? Really?”


  “Really.”


  Try as he might, he couldn’t conjure the memory of a line from the letter about money. Then was it something else she’d wanted in exchange for work? What could it be?


  “Never mind,” she said, voice draped in disappointment.


  Oh, no, he thought. I’ve upset her again.


  Just as he started to worry, she flew into his arms. He felt her slender shoulders tighten as she laid against his chest.


  “Corio,” she said. She rested against him, her warmth radiating out in soft ripples.


  The smile he saw on her face brought to mind a fledgling returned to its nest, or a weary traveler catching a long-awaited glimpse of his hometown after a trying journey.


  “I love you.”


   


  ***


   


  I wish this didn’t have to be all I talk about. Forget work—I just wanted to stay with you, Corio. I remember how happy I was when you stayed by my side the night of the coliseum launch. I already knew then how little time I had left, so it meant the world to be treated, just for that day, like your darling little sister again…


  I love you.


  Forever yours,


  Eni
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  Afterword


   


  IN JAPAN, WE HAVE TWO COFFEE DRINKS THAT sound awfully similar. There’s American Coffee, and then there’s Caffé Americano. To make matters worse, both are practically the same—coffee brewed with a lot of water, so you can drink it in large quantities, either for a lighter flavor or to avoid caffeine overload.


  To most people, these two identical-sounding drinks may as well be the same, but there is a crucial difference between them.


  American Coffee refers to brewed coffee, either made with drip or a filter, while Caffé Americano is a shot of espresso diluted with hot water. So it’s a pretty common point of confusion. Imagine someone who thinks to order an “Americano” because they dislike bitter espresso and want something easily drinkable. This hypothetical person has one sip of an Americano, only to realize they haven’t solved the bitterness problem at all.


  There are two ways to soften up bitter espresso with two different names. If you pour hot water into espresso, then it’s an Americano, but if you pour espresso into hot water, it’s a Long Black. That name is less likely to confuse the bitter-adverse consumer, since “black” is conveniently in the title. Makes you really recognize how important naming things is, doesn’t it? “Be sure to name things in a way that doesn’t invite confusion.” A fine lesson to learn from a coffee.


  But hang on. Are we sure that the real lesson isn’t “Just know what things are before you buy them, you dum-dum? And especially don’t triumphantly announce your incorrect knowledge for all the world to hear?”


  Damn it all. Why does an Americano have to be so damn bitter?!


  Yup, I did it. In a super-stylish café in the most stylish neighborhood of Tokyo, I announced loud and proud to the barista: “I like my coffee nice and light. And Americano’s the way to go if you like something light!”


  Why, barista? Why did you have to give me the sauciest side-eye I’ve ever had the displeasure to see? 


  Why, barista? Why did you have to say to me, “It was the darkest roast we have. I presume you enjoyed it, sir?”


  The good news is that I fixed my line for next time. Next time, I’ll triumphantly declare, “Americano’s the way to go if you want something slightly less bitter than a shot of espresso!”


  Okay, time for acknowledgments.


  I owe a genuine thank you to my editor Onodera-sama. You’d think after the seven millionth isekai book, there wouldn’t be much appreciation for a story about villagers after the defeat of the Demon King. But Onodera-sama let me run with it. I’d also like to thank Reita-sama for bejeweling this book with such gorgeous illustrations. I especially like Eni’s adorable pajamas. I would also like to thank the anime director Ono Katsumi (who adapted Girly Air Force for the screen) for his comments and suggestions. Above and beyond all else, thank you, reader, for picking up this book and giving it a read. 


  Thank you from the bottom of my heart! See you in the next volume.


   


  —KOHJI NATSUMI


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:
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I pass on a message from His High Majesty,
our Beloved Father bestowed with God’s grace,
to His subjects.

On the 17th day of the Wolf Moon, a troop of
valiant beroes stormed the gates of the Demon
King's castle. With their peerless martial might,
there they slayed our foe.

Thus, the beroes have lifted the eternal darkness
and cleansed our land of the terrible miasma that
spawned demon and monster alike. This brings
an end to our long war against the forces of

the Demon King, and it beralds the beginning
of a glorious peace that shall span a thousand

generations.

Long live our kingdom!
Eternal glory to His High and Heavenly Majesty!

March 24, 245
Chief Minister Bogomil
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