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     PROLOGUE The Bowl Must Cometh Before the Meal 


    “Answer me! Are you really Mardukas the Giant-Eater, from the Million Blades?” Vincent demanded, shaking me. His fingers bit into my shoulders.


    It was evening, and people on the street turned to watch us from a distance. Vincent was a tall man, though not as tall as me. Two big galoots arguing was bound to draw attention.


    “What do you mean—?”


    “Don’t play games with me!”


    My usual tactic of playing dumb wasn’t going to work this time. The fury in his eyes made it clear that he wasn’t going to release me until I explained.


    Vincent was still suspicious of me. He thought that I’d killed his sister, Vanessa. I’d been arrested but not executed, thanks to both Arwin’s plea and the lack of hard evidence. Vanessa’s neck had shown signs of strangulation. That was why I’d gone out of my way to show off my weakness around Vincent.


    Now that premise was falling apart. Mardukas the Giant-Eater was famous for his monstrous strength—not that I’d ever bragged about it.


    “So she must be Natalie…the Tempest. And the dwarf who is always hanging around with you is Dez the Mobile Fortress.”


    There, you see? Way to go, Natalie, you idiot. You ran your mouth, and now he’s figured out all our identities as a result. I oughtta kick her ass later.


    “Is it just you three in this town? Where’s Sariel, ‘the Angel of Death’? Is Ugliness here, too?”


    How the hell should I know? I haven’t seen them in years.


    I couldn’t even slip away because he had a death grip on my shoulder. Now that the sun was low in the sky, we were in the shadows. I was the weakest of weaklings at the moment.


    “Even if I were the handsomest man in the world, as you call me, so what? Are you gonna invite me to another play session?”


    Most importantly, Arwin and I had demonstrated that the means and motive Vincent had put forth were “impossible.”


    “Then why…?”


    “Why keep it a secret? That should be obvious. It’s that thing,” I said, pointing at the sinking sun. “Thanks to that mole rat sun god’s curse, the great Mardukas is no longer able to fight the way he once did. And obviously, there are plenty who bear grudges against the great hero, so if he can’t fight anymore, he has to run.”


    An adventurer who can only fight in broad daylight is a useless excuse for an adventurer. Finer details aside, the news that I had lost my strength had immediately spread far and wide. They came after me, day and night. I could take care of my challengers during the day but not after dark. I nearly died many times.


    “You must’ve had companions.”


    I sure did. The strongest and best and worst and lowest companions a guy could hope for.


    “All seven members of the Million Blades got cursed.” I lost my strength, Dez lost his dream, and Natalie lost her finely honed skill. That dung beetle sun god ruined all our lives. Their suffering was just as great as mine, if not greater. “You expect them to carry me around on their backs for the rest of my life? If I can’t fight, I’m nothing but a hindrance who needs to be protected, huh?”


    That was exactly why I left them after our party fell apart. I didn’t want to return home, so I spent years wandering the land until I ended up in Gray Neighbor.


    “…I’d heard the rumors,” Vincent said softly, his righteous momentum dulled. At last, he’d realized that Vanessa’s murderer wasn’t automatically the Giant-Eater. It was merely possible because of the monstrous strength, but there was no evidence that I had done it. An ignorant government official might have tortured me in an attempt to procure a confession, but that wouldn’t work on me. We’d already tested it.


    I took the opportunity to swat his hand off my shoulder.


    “I understand why you’re feeling pressed, but you ought to slow down and take the long view.”


    Deep down in my gut, the other side of me cackled and called me shameless. Despite my admonitions, I was the culprit. I had killed Vanessa.


    “Are we done? Because I’d like to get going.”


    He said nothing, so I turned my back on him. Just when I thought we’d settled the matter of the mobster’s buried treasure with April, I learned that Natalie, my old companion, was working with the preachers who were servants of the sun god. So much had happened in such a short time that my head was about to explode. I didn’t need even more problems to worry about.


    “Wait,” Vincent called out, after I had taken a half dozen steps. Under the darkening sky, he declared, “I’m not giving up. I’m going to catch her killer myself.”


    “You said that last time.”


    I can’t move past her because you keep reminding me about it.


    I hunched my shoulders and continued walking, feeling his stare on my back. It tore at me, like a burn. Hostility, hatred, regret—so many fierce feelings were wrapped up into the gaze fixed on my retreating form. Even after I turned the corner and went out of sight, I could still feel it.


     


    It had been several days since I’d fled from Vincent’s accusation. I’d expected him to come charging into my home, but there hadn’t even been a peep from him. I hadn’t seen him once, in fact. But now it was clear that he had neither given up nor removed me from the list of suspects. As evidence of that, I could look out the upstairs window and see plenty of Vincent’s Paladins lurking about below. However, they didn’t seem aware that I was once known as the most handsome man in the world. Vincent hadn’t told his subordinates about that yet.


    Just the other day, Arwin and I had a spot of trouble with the Devil’s Alliance. Since then, the Paladins and guards had been regularly patrolling around the house, purportedly to protect us from retribution.


    Thanks to that, I hadn’t seen any mobsters or sickos looking for the princess knight. I appreciated the security, but it wasn’t a situation I could wholeheartedly celebrate.


    Now the Paladins were following us on every trip to the market or the pub. Vincent had them watching my every move in the name of safety. I feared that pretty soon, they’d be slipping into my bed at night. I never wanted a man to sneak under my covers again. It wasn’t good for my heart.


    Being under observation made it much harder to attack drug dealers to secure a supply of Release. Before, this might have been a fatal situation, but things were different these days.


    We were flush with money, and at last we could have large quantities of antidote produced for us. There was no need to risk the danger of getting more of the drug. But I couldn’t visit places that I didn’t want others to know about, like the location of the gold I’d hidden. I’d left enough of it with Nicholas so that he could keep making the antidote, but if the situation lasted for several months, we might have a problem.


    And the Paladins had been created at the royal court’s request, so they were loaded with equipment and money. In a battle of endurance, they had the upper hand.


    We were so close to Arwin being able to walk freely with a clean conscience; the last thing we needed was to get stuck in a stupid mess like this one. I wanted to shave Natalie’s head for causing this, but I hadn’t seen her for a while. According to rumors, she was taking frequent trips out of town. Probably running errands as a minion to that freak of a sun god. I couldn’t believe that she’d betrayed us—and I didn’t want to—but I heard what I heard.


    I still hadn’t told Dez. If he learned about it, he and Natalie would wind up in a fight to the death. Whoever won, I would lose a companion. But I couldn’t let the situation stand like this forever. I would have to steel myself for the possibility. I just hoped it would never come.


    Just as I heaved a sigh, I heard a noise out front. I looked up and bolted down the stairs.


    “I’m back.”


    The princess knight had returned. She was filthy with dust and spattered blood, but she was home again, safe and sound.


    When she saw the look on my face, she asked, “Has something happened? You look pale.”


    “Too much. Too much.”


    Once she’d bathed and eaten, we sat across from each other at the table in the dining room. First, I told her about what had happened with Vincent: He knew my old name now.


    “I figured it would happen eventually. The timing was just unfortunate.”


    Now I was back at the top of the list of suspects.


    “Don’t worry about it,” Arwin reassured me. “He’s just agitated because he learned something he hadn’t known already. The suspicion will be cleared soon enough.”


    “I suppose so,” I said, accepting her clumsy attempt at consolation with a straight face. Arwin didn’t know that I had killed Vanessa to protect her secret. “I’m sure he’ll ask you about a bunch of stuff, too. Just be honest and tell him you already knew about my past.”


    If anything, it was a good reason to explain why the princess knight would keep a man like me around as a pet. Vincent would probably buy that.


    “I’ve also got unfortunate news for you. Your secret is known to someone we didn’t want having it,” I admitted.


    The preacher Samantha had realized that the power Arwin used during the stampede was the same as that used by the preachers. The preachers were also using the forbidden drug known as Release to supplement their power. In that sense, it was inevitable that she would realize Arwin’s secret.


    “For now, there haven’t been any demands or threats. I’m guessing the preachers are just waiting for the right moment.”


    The first possibility in my mind was the moment Arwin’s party found the Astral Crystal. They might use her secret as blackmail material to demand the crystal from her. This was the kind of person who needed to be silenced as soon as possible, but Samantha was an eerie woman. She wasn’t like the other preachers. If I didn’t do it right, I’d either suffer or lead to Arwin’s secret being made public.


    “I see,” she said, as calm as could be, in contrast to my consternation. “If that woman is after the Astral Crystal, she will be biding her time for now. That gives us a chance to think of a plan to counter her.”


    “You make it sound so simple.”


    If Samantha’s identity went public, she couldn’t stay in town, either. The residents of Gray Neighbor hated the pimply sun god. But then she was likely to attempt some kind of revenge, too. In a nasty battle of unveiling secrets, we were holding the short end of the stick.


    “But you’ll do something about that, won’t you?” she said. As usual, she gave me the most difficult jobs. Which I always performed. “What else? That alone wouldn’t make you so mopey.”


    There was something strangely certain about the way she said it.


    “What are you hiding? Talk to me,” she demanded, irritated.


    I contemplated denying it but eventually told her about Natalie. If she came across her in the dungeon, Natalie would kill her for sure. My warning wasn’t just to advise Arwin; it was a sign that I was feeling shaken by the whole ordeal. Betrayal by a comrade hurts, no matter who you are.


    “…I suppose it wouldn’t be fair to tell you not to worry. But you’re better off not thinking too much about it,” Arwin said when I finished. She pensively put a finger to her mouth and thought it over. “…Do you think that Natalie has a good reason for doing this?”


    “A reason to wag her tail for the tooth plaque sun god?”


    “I only met Natalie briefly,” said Arwin, choosing her words carefully, “but she did not seem the type of person to follow orders. I suppose you would know that better than me.”


    True, she did not listen to anyone else, for better or for worse. She was a woman who went her own way.


    When she swore to protect April, she’d invoked the name of the Million Blades. From what I could remember, she had never once lied when bringing up the name of our group. At the very least, I wasn’t worried about her harming April. And if she had wanted to silence me, I would have been on my way to the underworld long ago.


    “I’ll be on the lookout for her activities. Just don’t do anything hasty,” Arwin said.


    In any case, I wasn’t likely to beat Natalie in my current state. The temporary sun had been performing poorly since the battle with the preacher named Randy. Half the time, it just wouldn’t light up. I wasn’t the kind of sporting, chivalrous fellow who would fight Natalie on the up and up. I’d learned that when you had the chance to kill, you did it immediately and without mercy. That lesson came from me.


    Ambushes and assassinations and sneak attacks wouldn’t work on her, which only left poisoning, I supposed, but even that was a long shot. While she seemed daft, she was actually extremely cunning. She’d gotten plenty of annoying lessons about thinking what you would do if you were trying to kill yourself. Lessons from me.


    “…Is that all?”


    “Yeah, I guess so. Thanks.”


    The problems hadn’t been solved in the least, but it felt better to talk about them. Everything was backward here. I was a poor excuse for a kept man if Arwin had to come home from risking her life in combat just to lend me an ear about my problems.


    “Is that really all?” she asked again, leaning forward with a deadly look in her eyes. “There’s nothing else you want to say to me? Such as how you survived in Mactarode?”


    Ah, yes. I’d been making up weak excuses not to talk about that, too.


    “Speak. Are you really under a curse from the sun god? What kind of curse is it anyway?”


    Terrible, hateful memories flooded into my mind. The curses that were placed on us in the sun god’s tower were not deadly, but they were all fatal in nature and true torment.


    “I’m not lying. It’s exactly what you’re already aware of.”


    I couldn’t put on the act of being a wimp for the sake of jokes for years on end.


    “I’m still suspicious.” The princess knight was not convinced. “Speak truthfully.”


    “Since when did you join the Paladins?”


    “I have a right to know these things.”


    “If you want to question me, let’s take it to bed. I have nothing to hide when I’m naked.”


    “Don’t play word games with me.”


    Usually, when I brought up sex, she always turned red and pushed me away, but Arwin was determined this time. The room wasn’t large; if I tried to run, she’d catch me at once. I had to use my secret weapon.


    “All right, fine. Examine me all you like,” I said, stripping off my clothes until I was entirely nude.


    “…I’m not going to fall for that one,” she said, blushing and looking away but refusing to budge. I was glad I didn’t have the nature of a mother, beaming as she saw how much her son had grown. At any rate, it was enough to create an opportunity.


    “Then come and get me.”


    I rushed for the front door in the buff.


    “Don’t run away!” She chased after me, studiously looking in the opposite direction. “Give up!”


    That wasn’t going to work. She was too much of a pampered princess to understand the lengths humans might go to.


    “Come and make me.”


    I pulled open the door and stepped outside. Instantly, I was trapped between Arwin’s admonitions from inside and the shouts of passersby just outside the door.


     


    I was nearly thrown in jail for public indecency. A mustached member of the Paladins rushed over and jabbed me with the butt of his spear. On top of that, Arwin scolded me for my behavior, and she even lowered my allowance. But she assured me that she wasn’t going to ask me again for the time being. That was a relief, if only temporarily. Sooner or later, we’d have to have this conversation to a proper end—and talk about Arwin, about me, and about the situation with Vincent.

  

  
    

     CHAPTER ONE When One Speaks a Lie, Ten Thousand Speak It into Truth 


    I ventured out the next day to ensure silence and get stories straight. According to what Mustache and Tan said, Vincent was sniffing around carefully, trying to dig up dirt on me.


    First, I needed to warn Dez. He would be working at the guild that day.


    Despite just earning a fortune for himself, he continued his dangerous, low-paying job. In my mind, he ought to quit and go back home with his wife, or build a mansion, or something.


    The Paladins continued to follow me; I felt like a powerful and famous man going undercover. They made me stand out, but at least none of the local thugs bothered me on the way to the Adventurers Guild.


    I was heading through the gate, intending to ask where I could find Dez, when someone flew right into me, knocking me off my feet. The next thing I knew, I was lying face up on the street. A familiar face rested on my chest.


    “Feeling rather randy this morning, are we, Commander?”


    “Shut up,” said Vincent weakly. His hair was bedraggled, like wet weeds. Oh dear.


    When I looked past him, I saw the Beardo whose face I knew better than my own parents’. He was stomping off toward the building in a huff. I also noticed that the tanned guard who had been following me was buying himself a skewer from a roadside cart. Always nice to see a professional with pride in his work.


    “Dammit!”


    “You’re only going to get knocked on your ass again,” I said, grabbing Vincent’s sleeve before he could rush off. No doubt he’d been trying to find out more about my past, but he was barking up the wrong tree.


    “What is that man’s problem?!” he hissed, taking out his frustration on me. “He barely says a word in response to any question I ask him, and just when I thought he was finally about to talk, he lifted me up and hurled me out the door!”


    “Oh, you’re lucky.”


    When Dez was serious, he could throw a person much higher in the air, making sure they died on impact.


    “He’s extremely shy, you see.”


    Dwarves lived in a compact and extremely tight-knit society. So when they came to human society, they became overly cautious and tended to keep silent. Dez was an extreme example of this. He hardly ever talked. He didn’t respond to comments. He didn’t make a sound. He mainly communicated with nods, a shake of his head, or his third option: a punch in the gut. He was an outlier even among the dwarves.


    It was the same when he first joined the Million Blades. I’d found his standoffish attitude annoying and brought my fist down on his head. I’d intended the blow to be fatal, but he completely shrugged it off. On top of that, he’d responded by socking me in the solar plexus, which caused me to vomit.


    He was softer on women and children, but he would beat up anyone who didn’t listen. His fist was his primary tool of communication. It got the point across much faster than any words could.


    If a topic wasn’t to his liking, he’d either clam up or chase the pest off by swinging at them. His fists moved faster than his mind did.


    “But I’ve seen you holding regular conversations with him,” Vincent said sourly.


    “All it took was several hundred punches for him to lower his defenses around me.”


    And for that matter, he still hit me regularly. Even now, years later, there were few humans he would actually speak with. I didn’t know how much he even talked to his wife. He was so besotted with her that he would tense up when she came into view. The great, ugly Beardo was just a blushing boy underneath all that facial hair.


    Arwin only found out who I was because she reached out to Dez’s wife. She was a big admirer of the princess knight.


    “I could have him arrested for assault…”


    “Don’t bother,” I said, a warning from the heart. “I don’t think you want to suffer the humiliation of seeing the Paladins wiped out as a whole.”


    Sending Mustache and Tan up against Dez would be like trying to fight a bear with a twig. Plus, Dez was technically a guild-affiliated adventurer and member. The old guildmaster would be furious about losing Dez. He’d demand a return worth his time.


    “And while I’m giving advice, don’t even think about going after his son or wife.”


    Someone would die—no kidding. It would be safer to mess with a hungry dragon.


    “…Of course I won’t,” Vincent said, getting unsteadily to his feet.


    “Just forget about Dez. You need a special skill to have a conversation with him.”


    “…I’ve still got a lead.”


    He wasn’t intending to ask Natalie about me, was he?


    Vincent confirmed my suspicions. “At the very least, she’ll be more talkative than the dwarf. She already told me about you.”


    “No, you idiot, don’t even think about it,” I said in a panic, but he evaded my grasp as I reached for him. The sky overhead was cloudy.


    “What’s the matter? You sound desperate,” Vincent gloated. The moron had no idea.


    “I’m saying this for your sake. Don’t get involved with Natalie.”


    “I already know where to find her. She’s a bodyguard for the guildmaster’s little girl, isn’t she?”


    “Don’t you value your life?” I asked.


    “I won’t make the same mistake twice.”


    He was going to take some of his underlings with him. Vincent strutted off, ignoring my plaintive warnings. I wanted to chase after him, but he slipped into the crowd and out of sight.


    “Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you. Clown.”


    There was no way I could catch up now. Better to just get my errands over with. Even Natalie wasn’t going to pull out her weapon in front of April. I hoped. I prayed.


    I went into Dez’s room. When he saw me, his face soured. How rude. That’s no way to treat your closest friend.


    “Remember the guy you clobbered a few moments ago? He flew into me and injured me. You need to make that right. You owe me,” I said.


    Dez breathed onto his knuckles to warm them up.


    “No…no! I’m just kidding.” If he actually socked me, I’d fly right over the walls of the town.


    “Anyway, how’d it go with the thing I requested?” I asked, sitting down across from him.


    “Your hunch was right.” Dez tossed a letter to me, stroking his beard. “Since we crushed those guys from West Sylvester, they haven’t been back. Some of them might’ve survived, but none were bold enough to attack her home again.”


    “That’s what I thought.”


    So Natalie’s explanation for coming here was a complete fabrication.


    “…Listen, don’t take it too hard. If she feels like it, she’ll explain.”


    “Since when did you get so relaxed about things?”


    “You know as well as I do that she’s always been flaky.”


    Both Dez and I had been yanked around plenty by Natalie’s unreliable nature. If we put together a plan, she wouldn’t play along or even pretend to try. Even if she wanted to help with a detailed strategy, she simply couldn’t memorize the specifics. That was why all our plans were extremely straightforward: I’d go in and draw the enemy’s attention, and they’d go in later and tear up. Thanks to that, I always took the most damage.


    “Or was there something else you’re worried about?” said Dez, without an inkling of what was going on. I almost thought of spilling the beans, but knowing Dez, it would just lead to mortal combat with Natalie. And even if he won, who knows what the preacher Samantha would do. She could decide to expose Arwin’s secret in retaliation. No, it was best to sit back and watch for the time being. The likelihood of Natalie messing with Dez was very low. She always liked him, and there was nothing for her to gain by bothering him.


    “Are you done? Then get lost.”


    “Why the foul mood, Professor Beardo? Something happen?”


    “This is our problem.”


    “C’mon, don’t be sour with me.”


    We’d been through countless battles together. If Dez and I weren’t close enough to share secrets, then brothers and sons might as well be perfect strangers.


    “Did your people get up to something perhaps?”


    When Dez, who had few friends or acquaintances, used the word our or us, it was either about dwarves as a whole or the Million Blades.


    He scowled and clicked his tongue. If he was so angry that I could see through him, he should try working on his facial expressions. Then again, no human other than me could tell his moods apart.


    Begrudgingly, Dez admitted that he’d heard from his people.


    “…Someone apparently got caught in a spot of trouble. With some unsavory types.”


    “What, did he lay hands on a gangster’s woman?”


    “No. Money.” He made a circle with his pudgy fingers. “He was trying to make a fortune and wound up drowning in debt.”


    A few months ago, a dwarf settlement had been hit by a landslide. There were basically no casualties, but everything, including houses and tools, was flattened and ruined. They was able to get tools and supplies from other villages, but it wasn’t enough to get them back on their feet. Anything and everything was available in human society, but they needed money for that. They’d gathered up all the crafts and weapons they could scrounge together and went to a human town to trade.


    Somehow, they managed to exchange the goods for money, but it still wasn’t enough to save the settlement. It was at that point that the poor sap holding the purse strings was approached by a kind and helpful human who told him, “I know a good way to make money.”


    The rest played out as you can imagine. They took him to a gambling den where he promptly ended up penniless. Even worse, he left owing them money.


    “Since he wasn’t able to pay back the debt, they locked him up somewhere, and now they’ve got him slaving away for them. He’s a fool, no doubt, but a good, talented worker.”


    Despite their burly appearance, dwarves were very good with their hands. Any kind of metalworking was right up their alley—weapons, armor, even fine accessories. Of course the mob wouldn’t ask for anything classy, so they were surely demanding he make weapons of some kind.


    “Apparently, he’d run into a crooked gambling operation. They cheated him blind.”


    Eh, serves him right, I thought, but out of respect for Dez’s mopey face, I didn’t say it out loud.


    “They’ve been dragging him around to different towns, I guess. This group had been looking for a dwarf to make stuff for them. The dwarves who were ordered to track him down have searched all over the place, but they’re not used to human towns, and they haven’t seen hide nor hair of him.”


    “So now Dez will be the hero and lift his heavy brow to take on the mantle of responsibility,” I said. If it were up to me, the unlucky sap would be on his own. “And who are the actors playing our villains in this dramatic production?”


    “The trackers beat up a few random thugs, but none of them knew,” he said.


    So it seemed that the culprits had several intermediaries between them and their henchmen to ensure that they stayed well out of sight.


    “Got it. If I hear anything about it, I’ll report back to you.”


    “I wasn’t askin’.”


    “This sort of thing is more my style.”


    Dez wasn’t cut out for investigations and searching. He wasn’t equipped with any means of negotiation aside from violence.


    “As soon as I find something, I’ll let you know. Then Dez the hero can step in.”


    Storming into the lair of the evildoers to rescue his friends—the kind of scene worthy of a true hero. Not the sort of thing I was best at doing. I’d let him enjoy the glory.


    “By the way, what happened to the you-know-what?” I asked in hushed tones, holding up three fingers.


    Dez, Natalie, and I had split part of the hidden fortune of a deceased gangster lieutenant three ways. I used my share to buy the materials for Arwin’s antidote, and Natalie said she’d bought a new sword, but nothing had changed with Dez, from what I could tell. He continued to act as an errand boy for the Adventurers Guild.


    He didn’t reply. Despite how he looked, he was a very careful and thrifty man. He was probably saving it for the right occasion. Some people might call him cheap.


    “Why don’t you buy your wife some clothes as a present?”


    “Not with that kind of money.”


    “Money is money. It’s neither clean nor dirty.”


    “I’m not gonna consult with you.”


    Stubborn bastard.


    I finished up my warning to Dez, reminded him to stay quiet, and headed for the orphanage. As Vincent had said, Natalie was currently attending to April as her bodyguard-slash-servant.


    As usual, April was helping take care of the kids at the facility, despite having so recently been involved in heaps of trouble. She just couldn’t sit still and behave herself at home. With such a willful young girl, the old man’s hair was going to fall out and leave him bald.


    Not that I had an ounce of sympathy for the old badger. I gazed down the street, which was starting to look lonely, and shrugged. The sudden rise in closed businesses stood out these days. And it wasn’t because of the stampede leading to ruined stores and goods.


    Just days ago, there had been a huge riot in town involving April and a major mobster’s hidden fortune. It wasn’t just hoodlums looking for chump change; even ordinary people started tearing up the town. The closed businesses belonged to the people who took part in the chase. After they’d closed up shop, they all vanished to who-knows-where.


    Most rumors said they had fled town in fear of the old man’s retribution but only a few lucky and smart ones had made it out. The majority were now goblin poop in the dungeon. Bradley the Gravedigger had to make repeat trips all night long into the dungeons to feed the goblins fresh bodies. Though he himself was mute, the fact that he’d been so active told all the story you needed to hear.


    They’d harmed his precious granddaughter. He was going to send a statement about what happened to anyone who tried that again—and a very thorough one.


    Unaware of any of this, that granddaughter was putting everything she had into helping the orphans once again. It was better that she didn’t know. I certainly wasn’t going to tell her. I had a shitty life, but I preferred it to becoming goblin shit.


    I was so wrapped up in my thoughts I managed to reach the orphanage without even thinking about the route. I could tell that she was there because the old man’s carriage was parked by the gate. To be honest, I didn’t want to see Natalie. We had already gone through a very awkward farewell the other day. I didn’t know what I’d say to her.


    In the past, our only choices were to punch or kill each other, but now that I was Matthew the wimp, I had a million more options, and I couldn’t choose one. Arwin warned me not to do anything hasty, but depending on Natalie’s reaction, it might turn into mortal combat. I’d brought the temporary sun, just in case, but it had been acting up lately and sometimes didn’t work at all. At this point, it was a gamble to rely on it, and my luck was horrendous. But if I turned on my heel and walked away from the problem, I’d just be kicking that stone down the road.


    Let the chips fall where they may. I was just reaching the orphanage gate when something flew over the carriage and came plummeting toward me. Our eyes met—it was Vincent. This time, I dodged him.


    There was a dull thud. He crumpled into a heap at my feet, groaning. He’d managed to take a defensive position, but it wasn’t enough to absorb the brunt of his momentum.


    I peered around the carriage at the orphanage grounds and saw some familiar faces in the dirt. It was plain as day what had just happened. Just as I was about to speak to Vincent, the answer landed on top of the carriage. Despite taking the impact of something that leaped out of a second story of the building, the carriage itself didn’t even budge. The horses weren’t spooked. They were very calm beasts. The woman atop the carriage, however, was not. She spat a comment about him still being alive and hopped down, holding a knife in a reverse grip, ready to strike downward and stab Vincent.


    I was reaching down to help him up, but he rolled away first. A moment later, the knife jammed deep into the ground where he’d been. The woman, who was dressed as a maid, pulled it out and glared at me. She flicked the knife in her hands and warned, “Don’t move from that spot. I’m going to finish you both off.”


    “Take a look in the mirror, you mad murderer.”


    Was she going to let April see her like that?


    “The mistress is eating inside,” Natalie said. “They called me outside and dared to…”


    She clenched her jaw.


    “We did nothing,” said Vincent, sitting up. “I just asked about the past. About Ugliness…”


    “Are you still going on about that, you sick bastard?!”


    She raised the knife once again, so I stepped in and blocked her with my body.


    Vincent looked completely flabbergasted. I couldn’t blame him; if you didn’t know anything about her, you’d think she was a madwoman who’d just snapped and flown into a homicidal rage. And if you did know her, you’d think she was a madwoman who’d just snapped and flown into a homicidal rage.


    My appearance distracted her, however. Natalie turned her head away and held the knife out to me, handle forward. I took it and murmured some advice to Vincent.


    “Be careful what you say. Natalie hates Ugliness.”


    They’d tried to kill one another on a daily basis. The only thing they had ever done was bicker.


    “Weren’t you companions?”


    “In name only. They detest each other.”


    That’s what adventurers are like, in fact. The stories about adventures speak of unbreakable ties and the bonds of friendship, but in reality, it’s much more cut-and-dried. Everyone’s in it for themselves. Once the adventure is done, everyone goes their own way. Then people wind up together again for more adventures. Rinse and repeat. You hardly know your fellow party members. People don’t just become best friends like Dez and me.


    “This is a warning. Don’t mess around here, or you’ll die.”


    Unlike Matthew the weakling, her right arm was still strong and intact. She could make do against your average nobody.


    “You expect me to back down, after what she did to me?”


    “Spare us the speeches about your pride until you’ve arrested all the gangsters in this town,” I snapped. Getting stubborn wasn’t going to earn him anything. It would only cause the damage to spread.
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    Fortunately, no one had died here. Maybe Natalie had finally learned the meaning of moderation.


    “I’ll be back,” Vincent spat, then left. The ingrate. If I hadn’t rushed here, he would be dead right now. The Paladins departed, leaving only Natalie and me behind.


    “……”


    The awkward silence was broken by Natalie, who didn’t find it awkward.


    “You look like you have something to say.”


    “…What are you thinking?”


    She was like a cloud, ethereal and impossible to grasp, but even then, I found it impossible to understand why she’d stoop to serving that exhibitionist sun god.


    That thought caused me to realize that she’d personally executed Randy the preacher, who was supposedly on her side. She was always capricious, but since coming here, she’d been practically schizophrenic.


    “Let me give you a statement. No, a warning,” she said, chuckling smugly. “Don’t go prying into things if you value your life.”


    “You think a weak threat like that is going to make me back down?”


    “Don’t stretch yourself too thin.” Before I could so much as move, the tip of the knife I’d been holding was pressing against my throat. “Having a giant lug who can’t fight lurking around is just mucking things up. If you don’t want to die, you’re better off staying inside and stroking that princess knight’s bum.”


    “Have you gotten dumber?”


    We were standing out in the open in broad daylight.


    I grabbed the knife blade bare-handed, then jabbed it at my own throat with Natalie still holding it.


    Something hard fell by my feet; the chipped end of the knife. If she’d truly tried to stab me, that would be one thing, but a cheap and flimsy blade was nothing to me.


    Natalie grimaced and muttered, “…You still have that freakish body, I see.”


    “I thought I was just a giant lug who can’t fight? Are you so stupid that you can’t even remember the thing you just said? I’m not going to be threatened by a fool.”


    When the strength in her grip loosened, I snatched the knife loose and crushed it in my hand.


    “Talk. What are the Scissors of Lombardi? What is Samantha going to use them to do? And don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. You’ll just be wasting your time.”


    The preachers who served the shitstain sun god were looking for it. Clearly, it was bad news and dangerous.


    Natalie shook her head, disgruntled. “I don’t know. She asked me to look for them, and while I was wandering around town, I heard a rumor that the guildmaster had them. So I slipped in there to look but couldn’t find anything. While I was trying to figure out what to do next, I came across Dez. The rest is what I told you last time.”


    So it hadn’t been a coincidence that she was in the area.


    “What do they look like? Are they actual scissors?”


    “…Let’s put a stop to the questioning there.”


    Natalie’s hand was on her sword hilt. This time, she seemed to be serious. It wasn’t going to be like that cheap knife. She would cut right through my neck.


    “If you don’t have anything else to say, I need to go to the mistress now.”


    “You haven’t been putting any weird ideas in April’s head, have you?”


    “Don’t worry. I haven’t told her anything about you.”


    I couldn’t trust her on that. She’d already given away my secret once, and it was proving to be a major pain in the ass.


    Since I was already here, I decided to follow her in so I could see the squirt for myself.


    “Hey,” said a little boy who came trotting over. He was Luke, one of the orphans. He was a bright kid with a promising future as a potential kept man himself, but he spoke to Natalie, not me. “She went that way.”


    He pointed around the back with his little hand.


    “Alone?”


    “No, with Eddie.”


    Natalie clicked her tongue with exquisite distaste.


    “Thanks,” she said, slipping Luke a copper. She grabbed the hem of her skirt and started running. I walked beside her with large strides.


    “Since when did you tame Luke?”


    “I’ve been here several times with the mistress.”


    Suddenly, Natalie came to a stop. I could hear April’s exasperated voice saying, “And I said, that’s enough of that.”


    Behind the building, April was talking with Eddie. He was fourteen, just like she was. The rules of the orphanage stated that once a charge turned fifteen, they had to be independent and make a living.


    “Oh, okay.”


    The brat was the sort to probably end up as a street thug. Just the other day, he’d tried to capture and sell April off when she was wanted by the mobsters. If it were up to me, I’d have forced him to pay for his crime and kicked him out, but April, who went beyond forgiving and into naive, argued for him to stay at the orphanage. On top of that, she also funded the facility.


    “…I heard you want to be a teacher in the future?” he asked.


    “How do you know that?”


    “I heard it from Luke.”


    “Ugh, he’ll tell anyone!” April’s cheeks flushed.


    “…Well, keep at it. I know you can do it.”


    “I will be a teacher. I don’t need to be told.”


    She certainly didn’t need encouragement from the likes of Eddie. The squirt was determined to make it happen, no matter what.


    “Was that all you wanted?”


    “Er, no. It wasn’t.”


    Eddie pulled his hair in consternation. His cheeks turned red, and he turned away but threw her a few meaningful glances. April didn’t seem to recognize it, but it was obvious that the kid had a crush on her.


    “…Well, when I leave here, I’m gonna be working with the foreman.”


    “With Angus?”


    He was a carpentry foreman who owned his own business nearby. He was a generous man who cared well for others and had many apprentices. However, that wasn’t the only side of him; in secret, he was the leader of a small criminal group called the Six Owls. They primarily made their money from bodyguard services, protection money, and embezzling construction funds.


    “He said I had potential and invited me to work for him. He pays well, and I can go independent in ten years. Then I’ll be able to build my own house, see?”


    Nobody could say how things would turn out in ten years, even if things were good now. He might have the skill, but without the money, there wasn’t going to be any house. Plus, knowing his carpenter boss was a mobster should’ve been a big warning sign, but as usual, the kid couldn’t see anything beyond his own nose.


    “Wow, that’s amazing!” April said, breaking into a huge smile. She grabbed Eddie’s hand. “Good luck. I’m rooting for you.”


    She only knew about Angus’s public persona. She seemed to think that Eddie had finally done good with his life.


    “Y-yeah,” he said absentmindedly and squeezed her hand back. “I’m gonna be a great man…er, carpenter. And when I am, will you—?”


    “Oh no, look at that gigantic bug,” said Natalie in a very loud and deliberate monotone, shortly before she kicked Eddie in the side. He collapsed to the ground, completely taken aback.


    “I just saved you from big trouble, mistress,” she continued. April was wide-eyed with shock, but Natalie just gave her a grave look and grabbed her by the shoulder. “You shouldn’t be alone with a horny kid like this—it’s just asking to be taken advantage of. You need to be more self-aware. You should treasure what you have.”


    “What the hell was that for?!” raged Eddie, getting to his feet. Natalie made a shooing motion with her hand.


    “This is why I hate dogs in rutting season. Go on and get lost before I cut off your manhood and stick a chastity belt on you.”


    “What would be the point of the second part?” I asked, making my appearance. Natalie’s meaningless, crude, and vulgar statements were so shocking that they made chaste and refined li’l ol’ Matthew blush.


    “Listen up,” I continued, thinking back on the past. I’d had to beat the common sense of the world into Natalie often when she was just an ignorant rube from the country. And despite all my lessons, she had regressed into being foulmouthed and overly aggressive. On top of that, I had reason to suspect her of treachery. Suppressing all the emotions that arose within me, I said, “If you’re going to do it, just get it over with.”


    Leaving him alive was only going to lead to disaster down the line. He might back down here, but he’d get the same stupid idea in his head again eventually. There wasn’t much use trying to teach a dumb kid with no self-control because he’d never keep his promises. His head might make lofty statements, but it was his cock that was doing all the thinking and acting. That’s just how men are. I can vouch for it.


    “You guys are crazy,” Eddie said, backing away with fear in his eyes.


    “What? We’re normal, right?” I said.


    “I swear upon the mistress,” Natalie agreed.


    “There. We’ve been proven to be normal. So since you’re the crazy one who attempted to engage in perverted actions, you need to be executed. If you have a final statement within ten words, we’ll hear you out.”


    Not that it was going to amount to much, given the only words he knew were idiot and die.


    “All right, that’s enough joking around,” said April, standing in front of Eddie. They weren’t jokes, though. She smiled, utterly ignorant of our very real concerns. “Eddie wouldn’t do anything like that. Right?”


    “Y-yeah,” Eddie said uncertainly.


    “Plus, the whole buried treasure thing has been solved. Hardly anyone’s going to come after me,” she went on, lackadaisically.


    I pulled Natalie’s sleeve and muttered into her ear, “What’s the total?”


    “Six ruffians and four adventurers by the looks of them. One professional to boot.”


    Many people had witnessed April ruining the mobster’s fortune. They were left with the frustration and anger of losing their chance at getting rich. In a sense, that loss was bound to stick with a person longer than having their own money stolen. Any one of them could go after April out of revenge. The old man had hired Natalie to be her bodyguard for that very reason, no doubt.


    The ruffians were from the Devil’s Alliance, and the adventurers had surely been hired by them. When she said “professional,” she was presumably talking about someone who made a living off their ability to commit murder. In other words, an assassin.


    “Don’t worry, though. I got rid of all of them. I even made them cough up who’d given the orders, then tore them to shreds.”


    “Where are the bodies?”


    “My client disposed of them.”


    Getting rid of dead bodies was like a daily chore for the old man. He tossed everyone who tried to mess with April into the dungeon. At this point, Natalie was less of a maidservant than the guildmaster’s personal assassin. Didn’t she say she came to this town because she wanted a more peaceful life…?


    “There haven’t been as many lately, though. Basically, I take her safety seriously, so don’t worry about it.”


    While she wasn’t trustworthy in many ways, she knew how to fight. From what I could tell, she was doing her bodyguard job properly.


    “Look, would you guys just get out of here?” Eddie asked, unsteady on his feet. “My point is, I’m gonna make somethin’ of myself and be a great man who would make you proud.”


    He just didn’t learn.


    “You’re not gonna be at the top in this town if you’re only with the Six Owls. Forget about it, kid.”


    “Well, they’ve got a powerful new backer now,” Eddie said proudly. What he was describing was just being absorbed into a more powerful organization, though. They’d been doing their own thing as a small, independent group, it seemed, but several members had died in the stampede.


    “Don’t piss your pants when you hear this: It’s the Birds of Prey. We’re not some small-time operation.”


    “Oh boy, you’re upgrading from cat shit to dog shit. What’s the difference, beyond the fact that they both smell terrible?”


    “They protect the town, remember? They’re doing patrols now, looking for the sun god’s believers. That’s so cool. Those guys are planning to mess things up again, right? Everyone’s talking about it.”


    “Stop dreaming, kid.”


    Sure, they probably looked like heroes to him, making money and sleeping with beautiful women, cutting a bold figure with their posse as they strode through town. But on the other side of that image were dozens, if not hundreds, of people who suffered on account of them.


    “Well, your princess knight is working with the Birds of Prey, too, ain’t she?”


    “What?” I snapped, grabbing Eddie by the head. “Where’d you hear that? Who told you?”


    Oswald, the lieutenant of the Birds of Prey, had been trying to get closer to Arwin. It was obvious that he wanted to make use of her fame as the Crimson Princess Knight for his own unsavory purposes. Nothing good would come from associating with mobsters, and I’d acted as a shield to keep them away from her, but we owed them a favor after the stampede. Arwin thought it was a clean, fair deal, but to his type of people, that was all the connection they needed to latch onto a person and suck them dry. They’d been quiet as of late, but it seemed they were just biding their time.


    “Talk. Who put that idea in your head?”


    “Let go.” He brushed me off. He was lucky that the clouds were out, or else his head would’ve been indistinguishable from a rotten tomato. Or maybe I would’ve twisted his neck instead.


    “If you want to know that bad, ask her yourself,” Eddie said, annoyed. Then he put on his best suck-up face and said, “Thanks for waiting. As I was saying…”


    But the person he expected to see wasn’t there anymore.


    “If you’re looking for April, that weird lady took her away,” said Luke, sucking on a piece of candy.


     


    Since April was gone, I left the orphanage. On the way out, I gave Eddie an ultimatum: If he did anything to harm April, he really would lose his manhood. Natalie would do it, and I could attest to that. That should keep the kid at bay for a while.


    “Well, damn, what now?”


    Since the stampede, the Birds of Prey had been gaining power and not just in terms of territory and head count. Lately, they’d been messing around with the drugs they used to refuse to deal. That was another reason to keep them away from Arwin. It was why I was so insistent on not associating with their kind.


    Oswald was clearly the ringleader of this latest scheme. If I could get him out of the picture, the rest of them were mindless fools who were helpless on their own, and they’d calm down at once.


    Still, assassinating him wouldn’t be easy. He was targeted by others like the Devil’s Alliance and the Spotted Wolves, so wherever he went, he had a big group of guards and flunkies. He seemed like a freewheeling kind of guy, but when it came to safety, he was quite thorough.


    And the temporary sun, my trusty tool, was cracked and might shatter at any time.


    “If it comes down to it, I’ll have to use these.”


    I pulled a stack of cards out of my pocket: a magic item the old man had given me for saving his granddaughter. They were called the Dei Consentus. While I didn’t much care for the fanciful name, depending on how they were used, they could be much more powerful than that beanpole sun god’s cheap little relics. However, once I used a card, it would vanish. There were thirteen in all…no, twelve. I’d tested one out already.


    I’d have to be very stingy with them and make sure I used them at the right opportunities.


     


    Back home, the Paladins were loitering around like always. It was annoying, but I couldn’t tell them to get lost, either. I’d just have to take advantage of their ability to keep ruffians away.


    “Oh, it’s you,” said Mustache. He’d recently been promoted to squad leader. Since the Paladins had grown so much, they’d split up into several squads. The second squad was in charge of patrolling the town; Mustache was the leader, and Tan was his second-in-command. But despite his fancy new title, he was still just some guy who loved gambling.


    “You’re too late,” he continued. “You missed it. We had a spot of trouble.”


    “What, was someone peeping in on the bath?”


    “It was trouble for the princess knight.”


    He went on to explain that while I was out, a good-looking man flanked by goons came to pay a visit to Arwin.


    “Who the hell was it?”


    “He was a bit short but looked like an actor. Definitely in the business of violence. I could tell by the smell of him,” said Mustache. Prior to joining the Paladins, he’d been part of the town guard and had plenty of experience with organized crime. I could trust his instincts. “I know I’ve seen him somewhere before, though. I think it was…”


    “I remember. It was Dustin,” said Tan. “A newer guy with the Birds of Prey.”


    I grabbed Mustache by the shoulder. “Why didn’t you stop him?”


    “The princess knight herself said that there was no problem. At that point, there was nothing for me to do.”


    So her overconfidence had gotten the better of her.


    “What were they like? Where’d they go?”


    “Don’t worry, we made sure to put a tail on them. We’re basically bodyguards at this point,” he said, annoyed, and slapped my hand away. A minute later, a man in the Paladins’ uniform came up and whispered something into his ear.


    “To the Horse’s Howl, apparently,” he told me.


    “Here’s a tip.” I placed a bit of coin into his burly hand and took off running.


    I heard him stupidly say, “Thanks for your business,” as I rushed away from the house. The Horse’s Howl was a bar along the big street, down a ways from the Adventurers Guild. It looked totally normal from the outside but was a popular spot for gentlemen of the criminal sort. If my intuition was correct, I needed to get there soon, before disaster struck.


    She must have been tired from the dungeon crawl. Why couldn’t she just relax and take it easy? I cursed my slow feet, moving them as fast as I could, until I reached the narrow entrance to the bar. I kicked the door open with my foot, drawing the attention of all present.


    Some of them did have that look of unrepentant criminal scum, but others appeared to be nothing more than merchants.


    “Ah. Do pardon the interruption, my good fellows. By all means, continue your meal. Try the ale and the chicken,” I said to no one in particular, making my way to a spot near the center of the room. “Having a rematch of that drinking contest, are we?”


    Sitting across from each other were the princess knight and Oswald from the Birds of Prey. Which meant the man standing behind him had to be Dustin. He was indeed a fetching fellow, but without the raw adult sexuality that was my calling card, if I were to say so.


    “Why are you here, Matthew?” Arwin asked. I ignored her and glanced at the table. There was a smaller cup, a larger cup, and a bottle of ale. Just what I’d feared.


    “Shouldn’t that be a half-moon? Why is it a crescent?” I demanded. Oswald gave me a glowering look.


    “What are you talking about, Matthew? He said he wanted to thank me for the other day. That’s all,” Arwin said.


    But it wasn’t anything near that innocent. I grabbed her hand and pulled her up.


    “Let’s go. You shouldn’t be here.”


    “What’s wrong, Matthew? Why are you so insistent…?”


    She was stunned and had no idea what was going on.


    “Not so fast,” said Dustin, stepping in to intercept me. “Hold it right there, buddy. You really think you can barge in here and insult Oswald like this?”


    “A tip for you, sonny: Grow a bit taller before you try threatening people.”


    Instantly, Dustin’s face purpled with embarrassment and rage.


    “You want to talk shit, old man?” He punched me in the stomach. “Don’t just walk into other people’s business expecting you won’t get hit.”


    I fell to my knees with a thud. I had been expecting this, especially since I couldn’t make use of my strength indoors. “If you Birds of Prey want to try shaking down some random dwarves, that’s no business of mine. But not her. Try your luck elsewhere.”


    In a fury, Dustin hauled back and punched me in the cheek. I flew backward and hit the wall.


    “Don’t tell us what to do.”


    He threw a knee into my gut for good measure. I couldn’t breathe, nor could I stand. I fell onto my ass, and he kicked my forehead like it was a rock on the ground. The impact and vibration rattled my molars. I bounced off the wall and rolled forward; he grabbed my hair and yanked me up to my feet. There was a thick dagger in his hand, which he thrust against my throat.


    His expression was full of fury and aggression. What a waste of good looks.


    “Now stop talking, if you know what’s good for you.”


    The blade bit into my skin. Unlike when Natalie had her knife to my throat, I was in the shade now. If he pushed hard enough, a fountain of blood would shoot from my neck. I reached for the cards in my pocket, thinking that the time had already come to use them. But Dustin’s hand froze.


    “I would say the same to you.” Arwin had her sword pressed against Dustin’s neck, too. “I can see now that you were lying when you said this meeting was to apologize and make up.”


    Dustin said nothing. At this point, there was no excuse he could make for what he’d just done.


    “Get away from Matthew right now, or your head will fly from your shoulders. Or will you attempt to reassure me that you are an upstanding member of society?”


    The Adventurers Guild bylaws forbade violence against civilians but said nothing about members of organized crime syndicates. If you chose to get into trouble with them, you were on your own.


    “That’s enough,” said Oswald, getting to his feet. He put a hand on Dustin’s head. Beads of sweat appeared on the smaller man’s forehead.


    “M-Mr. Oswald…”


    “You’ve humiliated me,” he said, then slammed Dustin’s face into the wall. When he let go, Dustin’s body fell to the floor. There was a crack and a trail of red left behind on the wall, like a flower made of violence. Dustin’s face was crushed, but he was still alive enough to spasm on the floor. He’d ruined Oswald’s public face, so Oswald ruined his actual face.


    On their boss’s orders, two of the other men picked Dustin up and carried him out of the building. If he was lucky, they’d only beat him. If he was unlucky, he had a date with the dungeon.


    “Sorry about that.” He placed a small bag in my hand. It appeared to contain coins. He leaned over toward my ear and said softly, “Come see me sometime. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”


    Before I could ask who that was, Oswald was heading for the door. His goons followed him.


    “Just a second,” I called out. The moment he turned, the little bag full of coins was hurtling toward him. “You dropped something.”


    Oswald caught it and put it in his pocket. He left without another word. If I’d taken them from him, he would have found a way to collect in some other way.


    “Thankfully, we have all the money we need for the moment.”


    “Enough of the jokes.” Arwin lent me her shoulder and helped me to my feet. “What’s going on here?”


    “I’ll explain.”


    I looked around the room. At their table, the ale in the cups was rippling slightly from the disturbance. I picked them up and poured the contents onto the floor.


    Once we’d walked far enough away from the bar, I leaned against a wall. Arwin patted at my face with a handkerchief.


    “Oswald was trying to pull you into his orbit.”


    “Was he up to something? I didn’t notice him putting anything into the drink.”


    “It wasn’t the ale itself. It was the cups and their placement.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “It’s an underworld custom, albeit a simplified version of the real thing. They do it to strengthen the ties between a boss and subordinates. You know how a knight has a knighting ceremony? It’s their version of that.”


    A half-moon was conducted between equals, but a crescent moon indicated a leader and follower. Though it was hard for someone to tell if they didn’t know already, the smaller cup belonged to the boss, and the larger cup was for the subordinate. In short, Oswald was trying to make Arwin his lackey.


    She seemed confused by this. “Why would he do such a thing? Does he really think I would simply do what he says?”


    “It’s not what’s on the inside that matters. The important thing is the gesture. What he wants is to create the connection between you and him…and with the Birds of Prey. You noticed how his followers left the bar with him, but a couple of other people stayed put? They were senior members from other organizations.”


    All he needed was the formality of the ritual. And he had third parties to bear witness to it.


    “After that, he’d use your name to commit fraud, smuggling, whatever else he wanted. You’d argue against it, of course, but it wouldn’t matter. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, it’d be already true.”


    If anything, she could be blamed for being careless enough to share drinks with people she knew were criminals. The Crimson Princess Knight’s social standing would plummet. There were plenty of ways to kill someone socially if you couldn’t do it in a direct fight.


    “Remember how you beat him in that drinking contest? That’s probably where this idea came from. Since you beat him at drinking, he had the idea to get you back over drinks. It wasn’t a bad idea, honestly. I’m just glad I made it in time.”


    “…I’m sorry,” she said, hanging her head. “He seemed to be on the level for once. He fooled me.”


    “If he was a good guy, I wouldn’t have gone to these lengths to stop you.”


    Among his kind, there were people who seemed good and people who pretended to be good, but there were no good people. They only tried to pass themselves off that way when they were trying to make money or get something they needed.


    “He did say that some worshippers of the sun god were plotting something unsavory.”


    “Those guys are good at digging up rumors. They’re also good at spreading them.”


    It was probably just a ruse to draw her attention. Was it true or not? We could flip a coin.


    “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to blame you for this. I’m just glad you’re safe,” I said. She looked truly miserable. “Just make sure you stay away from those people at all times. Ignore them if they talk to you. And if they won’t back down, have Ralph brush them off.”


    He could be cut loose if needed anyway. It would be no big loss to the party if he wasn’t around anymore.


    After yet another apology, Arwin asked, “What did you mean by ‘shaking down’?”


    “It basically means trying to trap or threaten someone into getting what you want from them.”


    “So you were saying that they’ve tricked some dwarves into doing something?”


    I explained what I’d heard from Dez.


    “So you think the Birds of Prey have some dwarves held captive?” she asked, leaning closer. She always had a strong sense of justice and was too kindhearted to ignore the plight of suffering people. Plus, having nearly just suffered a similar shakedown, she surely felt some pity for her fellow victims.


    “Based on their reaction, it has to be them.”


    Gambling had long been the bread and butter of the Birds of Prey. Abducting dwarves and an expanding criminal syndicate were both recent developments. I’d thrown that comment out there just to mess with them, but the reaction suggested that I’d guessed correctly.


    They’d have them at a Birds of Prey hideout. The problem was that they had plenty of hideouts all over town, including some I didn’t know about. It would be nearly impossible to check each place, one after the other.


    I was mulling over my options when Arwin muttered, “It takes a thief to catch a thief.”


    “No! Don’t!” I shouted. “Listen, I’m going to put my foot down on this one. Don’t you dare think about going to another group to get help. It’s not an option.”


    It would be like trying to escape high-interest debt by taking out another usurious loan. Either way, you were stuck in financial hell.


    “Of course not,” she said, puffing out her cheeks in a pout, but I couldn’t trust her. For better or for worse, Arwin would use any means necessary. She just had to widen her perspective a little. Then she would start to see the truth.


    “It shouldn’t be that difficult to figure out where they’re keeping the dwarves.”


    They were recruiting them to put them to work, not to kill them. If the dwarves died, they would lose a valuable income stream. Every living thing converted food into crap. They needed a place to sleep. And the items they were making had to be sold or stored somewhere. They had to be traveling along a shipping route.


    “As long as we follow them, we should find the place nice and quick.”


    “You’re going to tail them?”


    “Let’s get this out of the way first: You can’t do this. You’re about the last person in this town who can pull it off.”


    “Oh, like you don’t stand out, either?” she said, staring me up and down. She could do any number of things to me up and down, but I saw her point: It was hard for someone as big as me to clandestinely tail a person. And of course the Birds of Prey members would recognize both of us.


    “It doesn’t have to be us doing the tailing.”


    The only thing that mattered was getting the location of the abducted dwarves.


    “Who are you going to put on the job?”


    “I’ve got just the person.”


     


    When I ran it past him, Eddie gave me a suspicious look.


    “Why me?”


    “Aren’t the Six Owls going to join the Birds of Prey? In other words, you’ll be the underling of the underling of the Birds of Prey. You can make use of that connection to get to know them and learn a little about their hideouts. I’ll pay you for the trouble.”


    I showed him a gold coin, which had a dramatic effect on him.


    “Where did you get that?” he demanded.


    “You didn’t forget that I’m a kept man, did you?”


    Arwin was an adventurer. She went into the dungeon and came out with all kinds of rare and valuable monster parts. Plus, she was a former royal princess. As far as anyone knew, she had never had to worry about money in her life.


    “I thought you were against me joining a crime family.”


    “I believe what I told you was that I don’t give a shit what happens to you. If you want to sink as low as you can go, that’s your choice.”


    “……”


    “But I can tell you this much: There’s absolutely no way that April will ever fall in love with a man who brings up his group’s name to force hardworking merchants to cough up protection money.”


    She was a very kind and merciful girl, but she wasn’t shallow enough to fall in love with scum who was rotten to his core. Eddie didn’t have a response to that. For a brain-dead kid, he at least had enough sense to recognize when he was beat.


    “If you don’t want to do it, that’s fine. I don’t blame you. It just means you’ll be missing out on a chance to show off the good you can do.”


    I waved the coin in his face again. Eddie stared at it greedily at first, but he didn’t want to show off his exploitable side and turned away.


    “I wonder which money would make her happier: money earned by helping people or money ripped off from old people trying to do their shopping…”


    There were two types of people in the world: those who cared about where their money came from and those who didn’t. April was most definitely the former. She would never, ever accept money gained by preying upon the weak.


    “…I don’t even have to follow them,” Eddie said mockingly. “You’re talking about where they have the dwarves? I know where that is.”


    According to Eddie, he’d been so eager to join the Birds of Prey that he had followed one of them around before. That was a dangerous stunt. One wrong move, and he would’ve been feeding the dungeon right now. Apparently, he’d happened to spot it at that time.


    “I saw this small little bearded guy try to escape, and they beat him. I guessed that he was a dwarf because he looked like Dez from the guild.”


    Not only were all dwarves the same height, but they also all had big beards. Thus, it was difficult for other races to tell them apart. If someone wasn’t used to looking at them, they all just looked like Beardo.


    But from what Dez said, there were numerous reasons that they grew their beards. First, culturally speaking, having a beard made someone look stronger and more important. If everyone dressed the same, then there was no way to tell who was the boss or who was the enemy. When they fought, even the women put on fake beards to ensure that they didn’t get singled out as women and attacked. That was the source of the folk tale that dwarven women grew beards, too.


    By their nature, dwarves fought in groups. They banded together and used heavy weaponry to make up for their small stature. Even after taking damage and losing a comrade or two, they would continue charging and pummeling their enemy as a group, no matter if it was a dragon or a giant. It was how they made up for their lack of speed.


    “Where was this?”


    “A backstreet in Poison Swamp Alley. Behind the whorehouses.”


    That was close to the Birds of Prey’s main hideout. Sounded right.


    “Thanks, kid.”


    I flipped the coin to him. Eddie flinched but managed to catch it in his palm.


    “You gonna go raid them?”


    “Maybe I will.”


    The naive, foolish dwarves I could do without, but Dez was my best friend. And if the Birds of Prey were trying to mess with Arwin, then all bets were off. I needed to break their noses right now, or things would only get worse in the future. And it was too much for me to handle on my own.


    “Just report them and get it over with.”


    “You still think the law is going to do anything about it?”


    The guards were no doubt already getting their hush money, and it was pointless to report them to the Paladins. Dwarves weren’t humans. They did not fit in with human society, and they couldn’t be bound by human laws. Which means that, on the flip side, they weren’t protected by those laws, either. Maybe the Paladins would be kind enough to step in if a dwarf were being beaten in front of them, but they were under no obligation to go around searching for trouble to solve. Live or die, it was the dwarves’ responsibility. Dez was the exception, given how he was able to make a living in a human town. Even without Vincent being a pain in my ass, I wouldn’t count on the Paladins for help.


    If it were Dez alone, he could easily solve the problem. It’d take him no more than one ax to raid the villains and punish them all. But in response, he would earn the hatred of the Birds of Prey. Though he could survive against an army of a million, his wife and son were a different story.


    Arwin was out of the question. It would lead to a fight among her party companions.


    “Yeah, but you can’t do it alone… Oh! Unless you’re gonna go with that weird lady?”


    He meant Natalie. Sure, she would be helpful, but it wasn’t clear if she would actually help or not. This had nothing to do with April, for one thing.


    I shook my head.


    “I’ve got the best possible help in mind.”


     


    Two nights later, I was crouching on the side of the street in Poison Swamp Alley, staying in the shadows while I kept an eye on the Birds of Prey hideout. There were no guards standing watch, but light leaked out of the slats of the wooden windows.


    I asked the dwarf next to me, “Can you manage?”


    “No problem.”


    Dwarves had good night vision. Foot traffic was very light. It was the sleepy part of the night.


    “Let’s do it like we went over, then.”


    I walked up to the door and knocked in rhythm four times, then twice, then three times. That was the signal. The hoodlum we’d just collared had coughed it up for us.


    There was a sound from within.


    “Who the fuck is comin’ in at this goddamn hour?” grunted someone, cracking the door slightly. Dark, fat fingers jammed into the crack.


    “Folks comin’ to get what’s ours.”


    The hinges of the door broke off with sheer force, and a mass of dwarves rushed through the doorway.


    The plan was simple. I just called for help from the clientele—the folks who had come to Dez for his help in the first place. Ten dwarves answered the call to take back their brethren. At this moment, Dez himself was working a night shift at the guild.


    The hideout was swarmed by small people with monstrous strength and murderous rage. The outcome was not in question.


    “Whoa.”


    As I expected, I found myself in a sea of blood and corpses. While brutal, we couldn’t afford any survivors. They had to be massacred. Just in case, I checked them all and confirmed that they were members of the Birds of Prey.


    “Is that everyone?” asked Raga, a dwarf with a salt-and-pepper beard. He knew Dez personally, he’d said.


    “Definitely. I see all the faces I noted when doing my research.”


    In the same way that humans couldn’t tell dwarves apart, dwarves had difficulty identifying humans individually. That was my role in the operation: to be a witness. Just in case, I wore a fake beard, but I was the only giant dwarf in the group, so I felt more nervous than usual.


    Many dwarves came up out of the underground. They were carrying more bearded dwarves, as I expected—the kidnapped craftsmen. They were weakened, but not fatally so. There were shackles around their ankles. That was how they kept them captive.


    “That hurts, dammit! How about a little care?!” wailed a younger-looking dwarf. He was being carried on a door ripped off its hinges. There was a bandage around his left arm, and he sported a few other visible wounds.


    “Who’s that?”


    “A coward, though he’s the chief’s get.”


    So the pampered son of a powerful man had gotten full of himself, caused trouble in a human town, and found himself a servant of the Birds of Prey. He and his followers found themselves in a trap, and he went penniless playing dice and owed a fortune. In the end, they were all taken hostage. He was an idiot, but they couldn’t abandon him here, though in my opinion, they could have just left him to die.


    Either he tried to run away from them or had acted rebelliously and been punished for it. There were beads of sweat on his forehead from his injured arm, and he was groaning with pain.


    Our eyes met, and instantly, I recognized him.


    “Gadd, right? We meet again.”


    He was the thug of a dwarf we had come across when using the Dragon Hall to get to Mactarode. First, he picked a fight with us, then he cut off my arm. Thankfully, I reattached it very quickly.


    “How come your arm is back on?!” he wailed.


    I guess he hadn’t seen me get healed. If he had, he would have found some excuse to keep messing with me.


    “I spat on it, and it sealed back up.”


    “Liar!” Suddenly, Gadd was reaching for me, pleading. “Put me back to normal, too!”


    There was blood seeping through the bandages on his arm. Either it had been severed, too, or perhaps crushed in some way.


    “Don’t ask the impossible.”


    We didn’t have the materials that it took to heal my arm. And it had been some time since he was injured. Even if there were a mage here to help, it wouldn’t be easy to heal his arm.


    Gadd clutched his wounded side and scowled. “Dammit, it’s all your people’s fault!”


    Before the other dwarves could stop him, Gadd took a swing at me. Even one-armed, he was far stronger than me. With my curse of weakness, I couldn’t move the way I wanted. Just as I thought he was going to hit me, a white-bearded dwarf stepped in and stopped the punch. As Gadd watched, stunned, the dwarf easily lifted him with one hand and hurled him across the room. His cocky face, so used to complaining, slammed into the wall, and he fell to the floor.


    He didn’t seem to be dead, at least.


    “Wait a second.” I grabbed the sleeve of the white-bearded dwarf, who was making his way out of the room. “What are you doing here? Are you sneaking around on your wife?”


    The dwarf glowered at me, then removed the fake beard. It was my best friend in the whole world, Dez. He sighed and fiddled with the white beard.


    “I couldn’t fool ya.”


    “Nope.”


    Like I could fail to recognize my best friend. And in such a terrible disguise.


    “Was it an obligation? Or did you do it out of compassion?” I asked.


    We had chosen a night he was working the late shift specifically to prevent him from joining in. Dez jabbed me as an answer. It hurt. If it weren’t me, he would’ve broken a bone.


    “Let’s go.”


    Don’t punch me to hide your bashfulness, man. Just say it. Say you were worried about me.


    I didn’t tell him this, of course. I didn’t want him to hit me again.


    It was hard having such an exhausting best friend.


     


    The next morning, Dez actually came over to our house.


    “Sent them back home first thing in the morning,” he said.


    That was a wise decision, getting them out before anyone came looking for them. Surely, Gadd wouldn’t have any desire to visit human society again.


    “What about the debt?” I asked. There weren’t any statements at the place we attacked. The money owed was through another lender, so it was hard to do anything drastic about it.


    “They took back the debt contract. And it sounds like the village is gonna manage, after all.”


    What?


    “You mean, the money he owed and the money to rebuild the dwarf settlement…?”


    “I paid it off.”


    “You idiot.”


    They didn’t have any means of paying him back. They barely had anything that could be hocked as collateral, I assumed. All Dez was getting out of this was a rusty ax or a couple of stones.


    “How much is left?”


    “I got enough. I took out an advance.”


    “Double idiot!”


    Lookie here, everyone. Step right and see the world’s most naive man.


    “It was money for a rainy day anyway. And I’m not gonna borrow money from you,” he grunted.


    He’d have done a much better thing for the world by moving to a nicer town with his wife and pumping out another five or ten kids.


    “Well, fine.”


    I slapped a pile of coins into Dez’s hand.


    “The hell is this?”


    “The money that I owed you. You can have it back.” It was far from the total amount I’d borrowed, but I had expenses of my own, so it was all I could spare for now. “I owed you a repayment anyway. And money’s money, neither clean nor dirty. Use it to buy her some clothes or shoes or something.”


    “Mind your damn—”


    “It’s for her,” I said firmly, cutting him off. “Think about how much she suffers on account of a worthless husband like you. Gotta make it worth her while every now and then.”


    “Look in the mirror.”


    He meant that as a sardonic comment on my and Arwin’s relationship, but it didn’t hurt at all. We were mistress and kept man. I was worthless by definition.


    “Anyway, here’s the real news.”


    Dez reached into his bag and pulled out a strange statue. It was made of stone. Though it was finely crafted, it didn’t look valuable. Is it an icon of some kind?


    “That’s what they were being forced to make. Statues of some devil or another.”


    “Can’t you find tons of these things at souvenir shops already?”


    “This is the part that matters.”


    Dez broke the statue in two and showed me that it was hollow inside. There were tiny letter-like symbols carved all over the inside of the cavity.


    “Some kind of magic thing?”


    “Magic circles,” Dez muttered darkly, tracing the symbols with his finger. “It’s the power of wind.”


    So if someone infused it with magic, the statue would amplify that power. Individually, they wouldn’t amount to much, but if somebody had enough of them, they would produce a significant effect.


    The symbols were woven together as tightly as fabric and became even more complex. No amateur could produce something like this. It was the reason they’d needed so many dexterous dwarves.


    “They’re probably using them for magic or some kind of ritual. The slightest miscalculation could be fatal, see,” he growled. He said that dozens of them had already been shipped to who-knows-where.


    “You seem to know your stuff,” I said. I had assumed that Dez was as ignorant of magic as I was.


    “Yeah, well, Lydia taught me.”


    “That’d explain it.”


    She’d always been nice to Dez. She really hated me and Natalie, though.


    “And that’s not all.” He produced another statue. While it looked similar, it was lighter. This one was hollow on the inside, too. I shook it and heard something inside. After a quick examination, I found a plug sealing it on the bottom.


    “Down here?”


    Carefully, I pulled it loose and stuck my fingers inside.


    There was a small, folded-up piece of paper. I opened it and found white, grain-like things. They looked like seeds, but I couldn’t recall seeing anything like them before.


    “I feel like if I planted these in a seed bed, some government official or another would rush over and cut my head off.”


    “This one’s different, too.”


    He handed me another statue, which contained white powder. That was a little easier to identify. I ran my finger through it and tasted it. The powder was horribly bitter and caused me to gag and retch. I kept spitting, but nothing got the taste out. I reached out toward Dez, who handed me some water. After a few mouthfuls of swishing, I finally felt human again. It was horrible.


    Concerned, Dez asked, “Is it a drug? Release, maybe?”


    “Even worse.” I threw the paper into the trash. “It’s Calling.”


    It, too, was a drug that had been around for ages and was used by shamans in the distant past. Ingesting it was supposed to bring bliss and a feeling of omnipotence, but the withdrawal and the strain it placed on one’s body were more than twice as bad as Release. Once a person started using it, they were done. People died in no time at all.


    This was the sort of thing that even the underworld types didn’t want. They couldn’t make it a business if buyers kept dropping dead. What the hell is Oswald thinking?


    “I’m surprised you recognized it,” said Dez, impressed.


    “I knew someone who got hold of this stuff in the past.” And thanks to that person, I’d gone through hell. “Calling’s bad enough when you swallow it, but it also produces poisonous gas when it’s burned. The moron tried to smoke it like tobacco and nearly died as a result.”


    “Sounds like a real idiot,” Dez grunted. I chose not to add the follow-on statement: And it’s someone you know, too.


    “Seems like the Earth Mother’s got some part in all of this, too.”


    Production of Calling was one of the secrets of the Church of the Earth Mother. They were the ones who spread it across the land. According to Samantha, the preacher of that toilet stain sun god, there were followers of the Earth Mother called ministers in Gray Neighbor. She could stop a full-power punch from me, and she was wary of them, so they had to be monsters in the same vein as her.


    Joining forces with the underlings of another god to fight against the sun god and his preachers was an option, of course—but not when it came to the Earth Mother. If these people were faithful and true to her tenets, there could be no mutual understanding.


    “The Birds of Prey and the Church of the Earth Mother.”


    Scum and trash, joining hand in hand. What could they be up to? Whatever it is, it isn’t good.


    “And speaking of the Earth Mother,” Dez said, his eyes narrowing, “they’re going to be building a new church here in town.”


     


    “They paid the lord quite a hefty tribute, I hear. The building will go up in the northeast,” Arwin told me the following morning. “They were afraid that they’d lose reputability within the town on account of the Sol Magni uprising.”


    As if they had any to begin with.


    “Basically, they waited for their opportunity and found a chance to move in on some turf.”


    Since the stampede, all the churches in town had been feeling the squeeze, not just the ones belonging to the friendless sun god. They clearly saw this as an opportunity to set up a major foothold.


    “And now they’ve paid off the most powerful man in town so they can build their own little castle here? So much for being humble people of the cloth.”


    “But building a church involves employing people, too. And they’ve promptly begun cooking food and helping the impoverished in other ways, too.”


    “The first step to an invasion.”


    It was human nature to suck up to those who would provide food. First, they’d build up their followers. Then they’d turn them into an army of fanatics.


    Arwin gave me a critical look. “Do you hate the Earth Mother, too?”


    “Gods like to speak in all kinds of fancy platitudes. The one thing you never hear them say is to get along with people of other faiths.”


    It was all about how many believers they could hook in. If they ran out of followers, they were out of business. The source of a god’s power was faith—or so I supposed. Some of the older gods had been forgotten, lost their strength, and were no longer considered gods.


    “The only thing they’re thinking about is how to conquer the world.”


    The Earth Mother, Opus, was originally worshipped only by the forest people of the continent far to the west. The forest people lived in the deep woods, despite their advanced intelligence and civilization, and did not interact with others.


    On top of that, they built their own unique magical system and killed anyone who dared to invade their forest. They were especially adept in herbology and curses. They created all manner of concoctions and turned people into monsters and beasts.


    However, over a millennium ago, a portion of their people left the forest. Their population had grown too large to sustain, some said. They were no longer able to live in their forest home because a curse went out of control and took on a life of its own, others said. The only thing we knew for certain was that the forest people scattered and put down new roots in many places, spreading their religion.


    That was all fine and good, but Opus was a monotheistic god, and those people could not abide other gods or faiths. For the first time since leaving the forest, they had to confront other religions. There were two options: bend the faith to allow coexistence or wipe out the heretics who followed other gods. They chose the latter.


    Religious wars broke out across the continent. They invaded and pillaged other lands. And wherever they conquered, they demanded the locals worship the Earth Mother, too.


    Of course, the people of the kingdoms they took over were not passive. Several nations joined forces and fought back. Many people were lost over the course of the long war, and most of the forest people died out. Those who survived retreated into deep wooded areas that resembled their homeland, and they resumed living as they once had.


    Though the forest people had vanished, their religion and teachings remained. Their faith flourished, and the Church of the Earth Mother spread across the land. In the past, it was treated as a cult and suffered great persecution, but now it was recognized as a major religion. Some countries, like Baradelle, even upheld it as a state religion. While they no longer acted as extreme as the forest people did, the religion itself had not changed.


    “If they’re Clavorian, that’s at least slightly better. But if they’re Kirigginos, there’s going to be blood raining from the skies.”


    The Earth Mother had many splinter sects, but they could all be grouped largely into two categories: the realists and the fundamentalists.


    The realists were pragmatic about the application of their faith, and the Clavor denomination was foremost among them. The church that had operated an unlicensed brothel here was a Clavorian church, for example.


    The fundamentalists believed in the supremacy of the Earth Mother. They were made up entirely of the Kiriggino denomination, but it was a vast group. They saw worshipping any other god as a grave sin. The inquisitors were part of the fundamentalist wing.


    The Clavorians shied away from confronting other religions and sects and advocated for harmony instead, while the Kirigginos would happily attack other religious groups. Like the forest people, they started holy wars. On top of that, they put pressure on the Clavorians by forcefully reforming them.


    This did not mean that the realists were well-meaning people, however. They took money from their flock and spread it around by buying favor with nobles and powerful businessmen. They drank heavily and fucked women. And men. They were well-versed in depravity. But because they were religious, too, it was the kind of depravity I couldn’t get along with.


    “I’ve got bad news,” Arwin said, scowling bitterly. “These are Kirigginos.”


    That was indeed bad news.


    “Can we cap off the depressing news there?”


    She was going to the dungeon after breakfast. If she left with nothing but gloomy news to consider, it was going to affect her morale, which could be fatal.


    “Look, Ralph and the others will be by soon. Here, eat this.”


    There was bread and butter, corn soup, fried bacon, tomatoes, and cabbage, with an orange on the side.


    “And here’s your dessert.”


    I handed her a plate with a piece of sponge cake.


    “You baked this?”


    “I bought it.” It was from a popular bakery, where you had to line up early before things sold out. “A bit too sweet for me, but I thought you’d like it.”


    I rolled up the bag it came in, which smelled of burnt sugar.


    “…Hopefully, it’s not our last breakfast.”


    “Are you feeling sick?” I asked. It wasn’t like Arwin to make self-deprecating jokes. Now that I examined her, she looked pale, too.


    “I had trouble sleeping last night.”


    “Worried about something?”


    “…It wasn’t confirmed information, so I wasn’t sure whether to bring it up. As a matter of fact, I’ve heard another piece of bad news.”


    She paused and gave me a pleading glance.


    “It seems that the Paladins are—”


    A knock at the door interrupted her. It was firm but reserved and considerate. I’d never heard anyone knock that way. Ralph and Noelle were more polite. The Maretto twins were much rougher. Who would be knocking this early in the morning? It better not be a bunch of mobsters. What are the Paladins doing?


    I peered through a crack in the door and saw some familiar faces: Mustache and Tan from the Paladins.


    “What is it?” I asked, opening it up. A whole host of men pushed their way past the pair I knew, slamming me against the wall and surrounding Arwin at once. They were wearing Paladin uniforms.


    “What’s all this about? We didn’t invite you to breakfast,” I snarked, but Mustache and Tan just looked away awkwardly and said nothing.


    Craning my neck, because I couldn’t move anything else, I saw Arwin still seated in her chair. She looked unfazed by the spears pointing at her face.


    “Unhand Matthew,” she commanded, placing her hand on one of the spear shafts.


    “Pardon me. I don’t mean to interrupt your meal,” said Vincent, marching into the scene. I had a feeling.


    “Sorry, but today’s breakfast is a private event. If you don’t have an invitation, you’ll be asked to leave.”


    Vincent spared nothing but a single glance at me as he passed. Once he was standing next to Arwin, he unfolded a piece of paper.


    “We have received allegations that you are involved in the smuggling of illegal drugs.”


    “Then I am being framed,” Arwin said coolly. “I am not involved in the smuggling of any drugs. And neither is Matthew.”


    “We’ll hear what you have to say for yourself at our headquarters.” Vincent held out his hand. “Will you come peacefully?”

  

  
    

     CHAPTER TWO Truth Spun from Lies 


    “What kind of bullshit is this?!” I demanded, still pressed against the wall.


    He had tried me, Dez, and Natalie and had only been punished for it. So instead, he was going after Arwin.


    “I’ve got a new name for your group, Commander. You’re the Pig Rimmers now.”


    “I have no use for you. This is about Lady Arwin,” Vincent said, without sparing a glance at me.


    I snorted. “Can’t you see? Arwin has important business coming up. Your job is to round up the pieces of shit who sell kids into slavery and throw them into prison.”


    “If you resist, it will only make your position—and hers—worse.”


    “If it turns out you arrested the hero of the city on false charges, the Pig Rimmers will be known far and wide as a bunch of shit-brained nincompoops. If you don’t want rotten eggs thrown at you every time you march down the street, you should probably take off those uniforms and burn them, boys.”


    Arwin wiped her mouth with a napkin and stood. She approached the man who had me pinned, grabbed him by the back of the neck like a kitten, and hurled him away.


    “I told you to unhand him.”


    Vincent’s men surrounded Arwin instantly but did nothing else. They were clearly terrified in the presence of the brilliant swordfighter who saved the town. Vincent strode forward and held up a fancy-looking piece of paper.


    “I have his lordship’s permission.”


    “…So it seems.”


    That was why I hadn’t seen Vincent around recently. He was making moves behind the scenes.


    “If you continue to resist, I will be forced to apprehend not just this man, but your other companions as well.”


    A dark shadow leaped into the room out of nowhere.


    “Fuck you!”


    It was Ralph. He spread out his arms and positioned himself in front of Arwin. He glared at Vincent with eyes full of fury.


    “You’re going to arrest a princess? That scumbag, I understand, but her?”


    Another shadow leaped over the Paladins and landed behind Vincent.


    “If you dare accuse Lady Arwin of false crimes, I will show you no mercy,” Noelle announced, putting a hand on her sword. She was ready for combat. The soldiers bristled with alarm.


    Though they were elite troops, they couldn’t hold a candle to Arwin and her party. Even Ralph could take any of them in a one-on-one fight. Though their defeat was certain, they did not retreat. If they made the move to arrest someone and fell back on their heels in defeat, they would lose any dignity and authority they’d built up. Neither side could fall back, which left only victory or defeat as the possible outcomes. Depending on what happened next, this room might turn into a battleground.


    “Stop,” commanded Arwin. “Stand down, Ralph and Noelle. If you start fighting here, it will have a negative effect on our attempts in the dungeon.”


    But despite her orders, neither of them moved.


    “Matthew is right. I’ve done nothing,” she went on.


    Yeah, exactly. Arwin didn’t do anything. Not the way he described it anyway. They would find out that she was innocent of that right away—but that wasn’t the real problem.


    If they examined her body after arresting her, they would discover her secret.


    And once that happened, Arwin would be ruined. Forget the dungeon; her reputation would be in tatters.


    “But…,” Ralph protested, unconvinced. Noelle was equally stubborn.


    “Don’t worry… I’ll return in no time,” Arwin said.


    No, she wouldn’t. There was only one thing the authorities did to addicts: throw them behind bars to rot.


    “Matthew.” She turned toward me. “I’ll be away for a bit. Just wait for me. I will be back.”


    Her face fell sadly. She turned toward the wall so that I wouldn’t see her cry. Her fingers twitched and trembled.


    “Don’t you dare bring any other women in here while I’m gone.”


    “Arwin…”


    She made it sound like this was our last moment together. I embraced her from behind.


    Without allowing anyone else to see, I slipped a pill into her hand. It was the decompositioner. Though it had no effect on the poison of Release itself, it erased the black spots on the back of her neck and her wrists.


    “Just be patient. I’ll make sure you’re out in no time,” I whispered into her ear. Arwin put her face in her hands and sobbed quietly. Then she suppressed her emotions, making a little quivering noise in her throat, and slipped out of my arms.


    She was once again the proud and regal princess knight.


     


    As soon as the door shut, Ralph bellowed, “You’re okay with this?”


    “Of course I’m not.”


    Sure, if I could punch a huge hole in the wall, that would be a fine demonstration of my anger, but I couldn’t put a scratch on it right now. It would only hurt my fingies.


    “I’m going to the guild. You find the Maretto sisters and Doc to explain the situation. I’ll go alone to negotiate with the old man.”


    “You’re asking the guildmaster for help?” Ralph asked, his face brightening. He probably thought that with the old man’s political power, there was hope that we could rescue her from captivity, but that was naive.


    “No, I’m just going to ask about the situation.”


    They were arresting Arwin, the Adventurers Guild’s star and the hero of the town. Vincent would have laid the groundwork for it ahead of time. That was why it took so long for it to happen. I wanted to know what he had done. Was it a true, diligent investigation, or was it just for show?


    “I’ll think of what to do after that. I’ll get the old man’s help with it, of course. He owes me, big time.”


    Despite having no money or power, I had risked my life to save his precious, precious granddaughter. He owed me at least twice what she was worth.


    “Anyway, you two leave first. I’ll lock up the house before I go. And no matter what you do, don’t go attacking the Pig Rimmers,” I instructed, then escorted Ralph and Noelle out. They were still furious, but the introduction of a plan and some measure of hope had them more clearheaded than before. If I’d turned them out without a word, they would’ve gone after the Pig Rimmers… Oh, whatever, that’s too long. Paladins, it is. Anyway, all I needed was for them to stay on good behavior.


    “Aren’t you angry about this?” Noelle asked in wonder once we were outside. “You seem strangely calm to me.”


    “Do I look that way to you?” I shrugged. “I’m pissed as hell.”


    For an instant, Noelle looked the tiniest bit frightened.


    “Oh. Of course. Well, good luck with your errand.” She slapped her cheeks, collecting herself, and left with Ralph.


    Once they were gone, I started cleaning. I washed up the dishes and forks and then headed for the Adventurers’ Guild.


    You’ve really done it this time, Vince.


    As I walked, I considered what to do next. Vincent was moving with intention. He was determined to have me charged with Vanessa’s murder. The quickest way to escape punishment would be to produce a “true” killer, but it wasn’t clear he’d buy that. He had it out for me. Someone could walk up and claim they had murdered Vanessa, and he wouldn’t believe a word of it. So that meant I’d have to go with Plan B.


    The bait was already laid. I just had to pray that I caught my quarry.


     


    At the guild, the adventurers wouldn’t leave me alone.


    “Is it true they arrested the princess knight?”


    “Have you come to find your next master already?”


    Apparently, the word was out. It seemed too soon for that, but the direct cause was already present: the Maretto sisters, Cecilia and Beatrice.


    They were sitting—who knew where the chairs had come from—and holding a little party in front of the reception area. They’d already heard the news from Ralph, I supposed. It was still midmorning, and they had the whole guild reeking of booze already.


    “Oh, there he is. The kept man,” yawned Beatrice, the younger of the two. “Hey, gimme something. I know you’ve got a treat in there.”


    “You seem to be in high spirits.”


    Day drinking first thing in the morning. How droll.


    “Want a drink?”


    I would’ve loved to mix it up with them, but now wasn’t the time.


    “Where’s Noelle and Ralph?” I asked.


    “Over there.” Cecilia, the elder sister, pointed. The two she gestured toward were fast asleep. “They seemed ready to raid the Paladins at a moment’s notice, so I had to put them under.”


    “Thanks.”
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    Explaining the situation must have gotten them heated all over again. It was all well and good to be passionate, but Arwin didn’t need hotheads for bodyguards. Both they and I needed time to cool down.


    “Where’s Doc?”


    “He went home. He said that if we weren’t going into the dungeon, he had other stuff to do.”


    Professional enthusiasm was a plus. Especially because his work benefited me directly.


    “Here, take these,” I said, tossing a handful of candies, roasted beans, and dried grapes from my pocket. Then I walked past the snacking and chiding sisters and headed for the guildmaster’s office.


    I knocked on the door, and the old man’s voice came from within. Inside, he was sitting behind his desk.


    “Can you tell me why, at least?” I asked.


    “Well, you’ve got the presence of mind to knock first.”


    “Should I have kicked it down to give you more ventilation instead?” It would’ve been more satisfying, to be sure. But knowing the old man, he’d just bill me for the repairs. It wouldn’t threaten him one bit. “You’re an old man senile enough to sell out his star adventurer, the princess knight, to a glorified government official. Maybe your skull needs ventilation, too. I could clear out all those cobwebs that have filled up the empty space. What do you say?”


    “I was against it, too,” the old man growled, shaking his head. “But that snot-nosed kid got into the lord’s ear about it. He started asking me if the Adventurers Guild harbors criminals. Fighting back against it would only lead to more threats.”


    “The Birds of Prey,” I muttered.


    The old man clicked his tongue. “They’ve been using Arwin’s name without permission to justify plenty of their business behind the scenes. The only question is how much of that is actually true.”


    “None of it, obviously.”


    “But they’ve got a connection, you can’t deny that. I hear they worked together during the stampede.”


    “She did nothing wrong. No deals.”


    “It’s neither you nor I who judge such things,” he said. Once under suspicion, it was very hard to clear one’s name. You had to prove you hadn’t done something.


    “It’s Oswald who’s behind that. He’s been spreading all kinds of stories behind our backs.”


    “Sounds like the last kind of guy you want to be involved with,” the old man spat, sighing.


    “Unless we can do something about that rat, it’s just going to be the same situation, again and again.”


    I didn’t know much about Oswald. He was a lieutenant of the Birds of Prey and a bold figure in the criminal underworld. He’d come from the slums of Gray Neighbor and made a name for himself in a gang war with another group. In other words, a man who earned his reputation through deeds, not just words.


    “He didn’t used to be this way,” the old man said wistfully.


    “Can you save the reminiscing for another time?”


    “There was a certain spirit to him in the past. He didn’t cross the line. He hated the gangsters that got down in the mud,” he continued, ignoring my request.


    The first time they’d met had been around thirty years ago. At the time, Oswald was just an underling of the Birds of Prey, suffering at the whims of his superiors.


    “When it came to business, he didn’t try to squeeze the poor and weak dry. The Birds of Prey had a lot of momentum back then. They had a bunch of guys from the old school. And they didn’t fuck with drugs.”


    “And that’s why their turf got taken over, wasn’t it?”


    Playing by the rules only gave them a disadvantage against those who refused to respect them. The other guys could make money off everything they didn’t touch. And of course those who had money were more powerful than those who didn’t.


    The Birds of Prey had respect, but no money, and so they gradually lost more of their influence and manpower to newer, upcoming groups, as well as rival powerhouses like the Devil’s Alliance and the Spotted Wolves. Their main lieutenants either died or retired. By the time Oswald stepped in to fill a void, the downturn had already deepened.


    “Oswald went out and found a bunch of tough-looking kids and beat their heads in himself until he’d shown he was worthy of being their boss.”


    After that, the Birds of Prey became feared for their combative and violent ways. They started sticking their noses into all kinds of businesses and painted the town red with blood in their hunt for money.


    “But they still weren’t that bad even two or three years ago. Now he’s sunk to being the kind of shitty gangster he always hated.”


    Now that the head of their organization was on his sickbed, Oswald was the one actually running the show over there.


    “Happens all the time.”


    For better or for worse, people’s minds changed as they got older. Someone once said that the best way to shut up a person who complains about the people in power is to give them a taste of that power instead. Even the loudest proponent of fairness and justice couldn’t resist the nectar of that kind of authority. They turned into the thing they hated most. It was probably true of the man sitting across from me, too. The more somebody rubbed up against reality, the more they compromised, made mistakes, and regretted it until they were truly down in the mud like everyone else. He had sunk so low that he couldn’t even be truthful with his beloved granddaughter.


    “I’m not asking about his past, though. I want to know how to shut him up,” I demanded, trying to get the conversation back on track. “The fact of the matter is that without Arwin, there’s no progress being made on that dungeon.”


    “Look, if we were talking about small-time pickpockets, I could deal with them. But once drug deals are involved, it’s different.”


    “You know she’s not doing any of that shit.”


    “Sounds like we’re talking in circles, then.”


    The old man hung his head in fatigue. Arguing about it wasn’t getting us any closer to a solution.


    “I agreed to uphold their part of the argument this time. But only as far as it assisted the investigation. It’s not an arrest. Nothing’s going down on her record.”


    Well, the fact that everyone was already talking about it meant that her record was in tatters.


    “When will she get out? It better not be for days and days, like it was for you.”


    “I requested that she be released as soon as tomorrow. The lord agreed on those terms.”


    “And what if she doesn’t come out?”


    “We send a warning.” He rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. “You can imagine the rest.”


    They’d be taking adventurers and raiding the Paladins. It wasn’t about who was right or not. Once his reputation was threatened, the old man was ruthless. His reputation was worth more than his life.


    “I made it very clear that I didn’t want her treated roughly in any way. She’s staying in a guest room tonight, not a cell.”


    “And you believe them?”


    “I made sure to confirm it,” he said confidently. He probably had people undercover, then. “I know it’s infuriating, but have a little patience. In exchange, there’s something I need you to do for me.”


    He stacked up some papers, then crouched down and opened a trap door at his feet. It led to a hidden staircase. There were too many who wished ill upon the old man. He had to be ready for anything.


    “Are you being hounded by debt collectors? Or is some screaming jilted lover going to hunt you down?”


    “Just need you to clean up after me,” he said, not answering the question, and left through his emergency exit. I tried to follow him, but the door wouldn’t budge, as though he’d locked it tight behind him.


    A few moments later, I heard a clattering of footsteps coming down the hall. Suddenly, I understood what the old man had done.


    “Grampa, you won’t believe it! Arwin’s in troub… Oh, Matthew!”


    It was the guildmaster’s granddaughter, April, who had come screaming after him instead.


    The old rat. He’d left me behind to babysit her.


    “Matthew, you won’t believe it! Arwin’s been—”


    “I know,” I said, exhausted. “Also, you should knock before you enter a room.”


     


    Once I had finally talked April down from her state of agitation, we got into her carriage together. We were going to the Paladins’ headquarters, of course.


    “Oh no. Do you think she’s all right? What if she’s hungry?”


    After she had calmed down, April’s thoughts turned to concern for Arwin.


    “Maybe she’s flipping over her tray and saying, ‘I can’t eat this garbage.’”


    “Because she’s so spoiled from eating your cooking, Matthew?”


    “That’s very sweet of you, but no. I meant because she’s a princess.”


    The stuff I cooked for her was the sort of thing I arranged for the group in my mercenary days. Normally, a royal princess would never eat that sort of stuff—but if there was one thing I was determined to do, it was to get her to eat eggplants one day.


    “She won’t be left in there to rot, will she? Arwin will come out, right?”


    “Yes, she will.”


    Speaking broadly, getting her free was the easy part. Though I was a wimp, I wasn’t the only one here.


    “Right?” I asked.


    “Yeah, sure, why not?” yawned Natalie, who sat on the other side of April. She was a former seven-star adventurer and an excellent swordswoman. She could hold her own against the entire lineup of the Paladins. And not only that, she’d flattened Vincent just days ago. She made for the perfect threat. The only problem was that she didn’t have much interest in Arwin and had barely reacted when she heard the news.


    “If we need help, just command this woman to attack your target. She’ll bite whoever you say and never let go.”


    “She’s not a dog,” April chided. “Right?”


    “Unless you command me to be, mistress.”


    “Huh?”


    “Huh?”


    They were both talking past one another. Is she even listening to anything we’re saying?


    “Are you sleepy or something?” April asked.


    “…I was up late reading,” Natalie replied with her eyes closed.


    “You?” I demanded.


    “Yes. I do read books,” she replied grumpily. “Now if you’ll excuse me, wake me up when we get there.”


    “And you call yourself a maidservant.”


    But Natalie ignored my jab. She was already snoozing.


    “That’s enough,” April said before I could beat her bodyguard awake. “Just let her sleep.”


    “Forever? Your word is my command.”


    “No!”


    April’s eyes were narrowing with real anger, so I retracted my hand from Natalie’s neck. The girl was in a foul mood now.


    “Stupid Matthew! And to think I was going to give you a present!”


    “What?”


    She held out a small sack to me, suddenly looking bashful.


    “…It’s thanks for what you did for me. I haven’t had a chance to give it to you.”


    Ah, the whole buried treasure thing? She didn’t have to.


    “You know what?” she said. “Forget it. If you don’t want it, give it back.”


    “I always make a point of accepting what I’m offered, as long as it’s not a disease.”


    I opened the bag, evading the squirt’s attempts at interference, and found a smaller cloth bag inside of it. There was a fine string sewn into the top of it—a drawstring. The stitching looked stilted and clumsy.


    “Did you make this?” I asked.


    “Yep.”


    She could have bought any bag she wanted. Hell, she could’ve gotten it for free. She had bought some bread from the bakery and received a complimentary bag with the store’s logo on it. They gave her one on each visit during their giveaway period, so she had tons left over.


    “You’re always putting that thing in your pocket. You know, the crystal from Vanessa.”


    “You mean this?”


    I pulled out the temporary sun. April seemed to think of it as a handy little magic item—and a memento of Vanessa.


    “See, you just put it in and pull it out directly. You don’t want to scratch it… Hey, it’s already cracked! What happened?”


    “I stepped on it, and it broke.”


    I certainly couldn’t tell her that I’d slammed it against the skin rash sun god’s relic in order to save the town.


    “You’re supposed to take good care of it. It’s important, right? I thought you were being extra careful with it lately,” she lectured me and snatched it out of my hands. Gingerly, she slipped it into the drawstring bag and passed it to me. “Treasure it, okay? Both what’s inside…and the bag.”


    “I gratefully receive your gift.”


    She was an angel of a master to serve. It was too bad she had a maidservant like a naked blade.


     


    A little while after that, we arrived at the Paladin headquarters. Contrary to April’s hopes, our reception was less than gracious.


    “She’s in questioning now,” snapped the front guard when we arrived. That was the only thing he would tell us.


    “Take it up with Lord Commander Vincent. Tell him Matthew is here, and he’ll change his tune.”


    He was after me. I assumed that this would be what he wanted, but the guard continued to brush me off. It seemed that this wasn’t a personal call on his part but a direct order from Vincent.


    “Please, sir.”


    “Buzz off.”


    He grabbed his spear with annoyance and lifted it to threaten me, but it was he who ended up plastered against the wall.


    “Are you hurt, Mistress?” asked Natalie. He wasn’t dead, so he’d be fine.


    Hearing the commotion, a number of uniformed fellows jostled forward. But they would be easy for Natalie to deal with. Once she’d gotten rid of a few, we could threaten that the rest of them would be next, and that would give us some leverage.


    “What should we do, Natalie?” asked April, worried. Natalie yawned.


    “Let’s leave for today.”


    “Huh?”


    “Persisting here is only going to make things worse for both you and the princess knight. Let’s try our luck another time.” She turned to the Paladins, yawned again, and said, “We’ll leave for today, but don’t do anything rough with her. If you visit any discourtesy upon her, I’ll, uh…let’s see…I’ll raze this place into an empty lot.”


    The Paladins bristled at the threat and were clearly thinking, How dare she claim she was going to destroy their entire headquarters?


    “So you get the idea. And I’ll, um, kill the princess knight, too, I guess. Anyway, let’s go.”


    She was just making stuff up so she could get back home and take a nap, clearly.


    “We’ll be going, then. See you next time.”


    “Hey, Natalie.”


    “Just come with me already.”


    She wrenched my arm and dragged me back to the carriage. Dammit. If only it weren’t cloudy out right now.


     


    “If you try to get your way by force, then the moment you actually rescue her, you’re a wanted criminal,” Natalie pointed out in the carriage, quite wisely. “She’s not a baby. She can handle being on her own for a day or two. They said she wasn’t even in a cell. They’ve got her in a guest room.”


    Arwin was used to the struggle of fighting in the dungeon, so a change in scenery wasn’t going to traumatize her. The problem was that Arwin had a secret. I’d given her the decompositioner, so she’d be fine for a day or two, but who could say what might happen in the days beyond that?


    “Or is there some reason you’re so desperate?”


    “Huh? Really? Is she sick?” April asked with concern.


    “Yeah, there’s a reason,” I said gravely. “She was taken away so suddenly, I wasn’t able to get my allowance money from her. I’m the one who’s sick—with a terminal case of being broke.”


    “Ugh!” April shoved me away. The carriage rocked a little.


    “You sure pulled back quickly, though,” I noted. Natalie loved going hog wild in a fight. She normally would have been the first one to draw her sword.


    “Even I can choose my battles,” she said smugly, folding her arms and shifting positions. But I didn’t miss the brief grimace that crossed her face.


    “Wait a second.” I grabbed her arm and pulled up the sleeve. “Who did this to you? And don’t say that you just tripped and fell.”


    It was clearly a battle wound. While I’d never compliment her personality, I would freely admit that her skill in combat was of the highest level. There’s no way anything less than an extraordinary fighter could catch her off guard like this.


    “…I was out walking at night, and I got jumped. There were four of them.”


    “Any idea who it was? And you can’t say something typical like ‘a couple of muggers.’”


    She scowled at me with annoyance. “Don’t you get tired of setting up people’s answers before you hear them?”


    “You’re the reason I’ve been getting more gray hairs recently.”


    “Old man.”


    “I’ll kill you.”


    I grabbed her wound and squeezed. It produced two screams—from Natalie…and me.


    “Now stop that,” said April, who was pinching the back of my hand.


    “Since when did you become my mom?”


    “You’d be the biggest baby ever.”


    “Goo-goo ga-ga, I’m hungry. Gimme a snack. Gimme some allowance.”


    “…Matthew?”


    “I’m sorry,” I said, before she got even angrier. April reached down below the seat and pulled out a small box with bandages inside. She also had a healing ointment of some kind. She kept these sorts of supplies around because of how often the kids at the orphanage got hurt.


    “Now don’t move, Natalie. It’ll sting a little, so just be brave. And you turn that way, Matthew!”


    Behind my back, April was tending to the wound. Just from the sounds and atmosphere, I could tell that she was used to doing this and was adept at it.


    “You’re a grown woman, Natalie. You shouldn’t be so reckless with your health,” she grumbled. I glanced over her head and made eye contact with Natalie. We were both smirking.


    Once the process was done, Natalie yawned once again. She was probably tired from her fight last night. Who had it been? I tried to ask again, but she just cut me off and said, “Good night.” She was already snoring.


    “Silly girl,” said April, who pulled out a shawl from under the seat next and placed it over Natalie’s shoulders.


    “You’re her employer, you don’t need to do that for her.”


    “Wouldn’t you feel bad if she caught a cold?”


    “Trust me, she won’t.”


    She’d been left behind on a snowy mountain for three days and nights and survived. She made her way back on the last day and was as hale and hearty as a horse.


    “…You’re good friends with Natalie, right?”


    “No, we just go way back. That’s all.”


    “You were both adventurers years ago, weren’t you? Were you in a party with her?”


    “…For a bit.”


    In truth, the time I spent with Natalie was the shortest of anyone in the Million Blades. She was the last of the seven to join. Technically, there were others who joined after her, but they either died or left the adventuring business. I, myself, had nearly died on many occasions. Sometimes I’d saved Natalie, sometimes she’d saved me. The seven of us were the ones who stubbornly refused to die, through all the battles we experienced.


    She was stupid, fickle, and sword-obsessed and picked fights all the time. But she had never betrayed the rest of us. That was why I wanted to find out what was going on, despite Natalie’s refusal to explain her situation.


    “Hey,” said April, in hushed tones. “Was Natalie…your girlfriend?”


    “Nope.”


    “It would never happen,” Natalie said.


    I knew she was awake.


    “I’ve said this before, but Natalie and I are not like that at all. You’re mistaken.”


    “That’s right,” she said grumpily. “I’d never mess around with a man like him. Besides, his old girlfriend wasn’t me, it was Ly—”


    “Natalie,” I said softly, “shut up.”


    “Fine, fine,” she said, rolling her eyes before closing them again.


    “Anyway, I’ll get out of here. Thanks for the ride,” I said and hopped off the carriage. I watched it trundle on, then walked until I arrived at Nicholas’s house. I wanted to talk to him about Arwin, but we also needed to have a discussion about Samantha the preacher.


    While he was the placid sort, he could still be fiery when the occasion called for it.


     


    “You needed to mention that to me much earlier than this!” Nicholas snapped once I explained the situation to him. He was quite angry.


    “Sorry.”


    It was connected to both Arwin and Natalie, so I was still having trouble deciding how much I should tell him.


    “And this woman’s name is Samantha?”


    “You know her?”


    Nicholas was a former priest of the sun god and a “preacher” as well. To them, he was the traitor who ran off with their precious Shroud of Bereni. It would certainly make sense if he knew Samantha.


    “The name might be different, but I think I know who it is,” he said, looking displeased, which was not a common occurrence. So he had to have an old score with her.


    “What’s she like?” I asked.


    “Cunning and crafty. Never shows her true hand to anyone. And if needed, she’ll sacrifice anyone, even a friend. In fact, she seems to think we’re meant to be her sacrifices.”


    That matched the impression that I’d had.


    “And when was that?” I asked.


    “Back when I was still human.”


    She should be an old woman by now, but the man before me was proof that the appearance of a preacher did not necessarily match their age.


    “Did something happen with her?”


    “…I’d rather not say,” he replied and stayed true to his word after that.


    “Well, if you’re not interested in talking…”


    I was interrupted by a knock at the door.


    “A customer?”


    “I put out the sign saying that we were closed, I thought…”


    Our eyes swung toward the door, just as the visitor knocked again. The knob turned a little, but the bolt was through the latch on the inside, so it wouldn’t open—as long as no one tried to break it down.


    They had tried to get inside without announcing themselves. That suggested either this person couldn’t speak or had a reason for not wanting to speak. Perhaps a burglar or an assassin. The sun was still out, but a true professional didn’t need to wait until night.


    Before I could ask if we should pretend not to be here, the bolt silently slid back, as though an invisible person had removed it from the latch. Like it was mocking us as we stood there, frozen, the door creaked open to reveal our visitor.


    “Good afternoon,” said Samantha, dressed in her usual barkeeper outfit. She was holding a tray covered by a towel. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


    She smiled bewitchingly from the doorway before stepping inside.


    “Pass. Send a different hooker,” I said right away. “Doc here ordered a much younger, blonder, and bustier one.”


    “I’m afraid I’m all you get for now. Sorry about that,” she said, smoothly disarming my joke.


    She sat down next to me and gracefully lifted the white cloth from her tray to reveal a cup bearing a black liquid. From the smell, it seemed to be coffee.


    “A little gift to celebrate your grand opening,” Samantha said. “It’s a bit late, but I knew I needed to pay a visit to an old acquaintance. It’s not poisoned, of course.”


    “What about drugged?”


    “If you’d like, I can do a taste test to demonstrate.”


    “It would be pointless.”


    Poisons that could kill a normal person in seconds would mean nothing to a preacher like her. It wasn’t predictive.


    “Enough games. Just get out of—”


    I grabbed Samantha’s arm to drag her out, but she didn’t move. She reacted coolly, reaching for the coffee she’d brought. Even with my state of weakness, her arm was as heavy as a boulder.


    “A warning for you, Doc. Whatever you do, don’t try cowgirl with her.”


    “Is that really appropriate?”


    “My bad, I was raised poorly. All of my comments come out as dirty jokes.”


    “I would think that being in a relationship with a princess would teach you to watch your tongue,” Samantha said—right before a black staff was thrust toward her face.


    I backed away, startled, as Nicholas chanted a spell. A ray of light burst from the tip of the staff and enveloped Samantha’s head. It was so bright that my eyesight flickered. Eventually, the curtain of white faded, and the rest of the world returned. There was a hole the size of a large plate in the wall.


    Samantha, now holding the cup over her head to keep it clear of trouble, lowered her hand so that she could take a sip. She grimaced and asked me, “I don’t suppose you have any sugar, do you?”


    She was utterly unfazed by a magic blast right to the face. If she were in her hideous, monstrous preacher form, that might make sense, but right now, she looked like a beautiful, tempting woman.


    Nicholas was rooted to the spot, clutching his staff, his frustration plain on his face.


    “Or honey, if you’ve got any?”


    “You can have all the honey you want, in exchange for everything you know.”


    “I’ll pass, then,” she remarked lightly, taking another sip of coffee and grimacing. “Though I was mildly tempted just now.”


    “Why are you here?” demanded Nicholas, staff in hand.


    “Didn’t I tell you before? I came to pay my respects to an old acquaintance on the opening of his business. With a free sample of my product.”


    “Begone. The next volley won’t be just a test.”


    “The fact that you didn’t say ‘I’ll kill you’ shows that you’re accurately assessing the situation, at least,” Samantha noted correctly. Nicholas and I together couldn’t hurt this woman. At best, we could only flee and hope to survive. “And one other thing.”


    She set down the rest of her coffee, pushed out the chair, and stood. With steps so light she might as well have been humming, she approached Nicholas. Compared to him—and especially to me—she was small, but there was an overwhelming aura to her presence that kept us on our heels.


    “Tch!”


    Whatever she was going to do, it wasn’t good. I was about to rush to block her way when I saw Samantha’s pale hand before my eyes.


    It felt like my head exploded. Only when I slammed against the wall did I understand what she’d done to me. Had she really thrown me all the way across the room with a forehead flick? Who was she, the old me?


    After seeing me laid out like that, Nicholas tried another spell with his staff. Before the tip could bristle with power, Samantha grabbed his wrist and pulled him closer. They were cheek to cheek, like dancers doing a waltz together.
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    “I came to take this back.”


    Suddenly, her pale arm was digging into Nicholas’s stomach. His thin body convulsed and spasmed. I called out his name.


    “Oh?” She looked confused for a moment, then her eyes filled with delight, and she stepped back from Nicholas. “Of course you’ve already taken steps against this.”


    She used the white cloth on her tray to wipe the purple substance off her hand.


    “You all right?” I crawled over toward Nicholas. The hole in his stomach was shrinking. He had avoided fatal damage by momentarily reverting into slime. “What’s going on here?”


    “That woman is after the Shroud of Bereni within my body.”


    That made sense. She was attempting to take back the cloth stained with that turd-burgling sun god’s blood on it from a so-called traitor. With that, she could act freely in the dungeon without consequence.


    “But that priest there placed a spell upon himself so that if I attempt to pull it out of him by force, the shroud itself will crumble into nothing,” Samantha explained wryly.


    “I always had a feeling that this day would come. I made sure I was prepared,” Nicholas added. If that stalker of a sun god was going to try to get it, he’d get more than he bargained for. “And to be clear, even I cannot undo this spell upon me. So there’s no point taking hostages.”


    “So it seems,” Samantha admitted. “Well, since there’s no way for me to get it out of you, I suppose I’ll leave you for today.”


    She tossed her sticky, goo-covered cloth into the trash, picked up her tray, and headed for the door.


    “You can send along a message to your master while you’re at it. ‘Undo this shitty curse already, before I shove an orc’s cock up your ass.’”


    Samantha stopped and turned on her heel. “What do you mean?”


    “Don’t play dumb. You know about what was placed on us in the Tower of the Sun God…”


    “No, no,” she said, wearing an expression that suggested she was affronted. “That was a blessing.”


    “It’s a curse to me.”


    What would you call being unable to use even a hundredth of your original strength, if not a curse?


    “You should have realized long ago,” Samantha chided, “that what was placed on you was not all bad.”


    “What, like stepping in dog shit meant I was saved from stepping in cat shit or something?”


    Like Samantha said, there weren’t zero benefits. But they were so limited, and the downsides were far, far worse. If that was a blessing, just forget it and leave me alone.


    “And you’re planning to round up all the believers who’ve received this so-called blessing and raise hell?”


    “Oh? Am I?” she asked, surprised. “It’s my first time hearing that.”


    “The whole town’s talking about it.”


    “I’m not aware of any such plans. At least for now.”


    With her, it was impossible to tell if she was lying or truly didn’t know.


    “If I learn anything, I’ll be sure to make you aware of it,” she continued. “It was good to speak with you again after so long. Let’s meet again.”


    “I hope that day never comes,” Nicholas spat. Samantha gave him a meaningful smile.


    “‘You are a goddess from Heaven.’ ‘There is no woman more beautiful than you in all the world,’” she quoted, bold words as sweet as they were sappy. “‘I would fight with my life on the line for the most divine creature in the world, even if it should cause me to be befouled with sin.’”


    I glanced at Nicholas, who was gritting his teeth with an indescribable expression. Rage, shame, and regret had him on the verge of biting his own tongue to commit suicide.


    “Ohhh.”


    I understood what had happened between them. Old acquaintances, indeed.


    “You can keep the cup. Use it, if you like. But toss out what’s in there.”


    “I’ll gladly make use of it,” I said, speaking in Nicholas’s place. “It should be perfect for scooping out the latrine.”


    “As you wish,” said Samantha, not outwardly offended. She left, leaving behind the echo of the door closing. Then there was silence. I exhaled at last—and the door opened again.


    “You there,” said Samantha, hand over her mouth. “You’ve got those candies, don’t you? Can I have one? This bitter taste is awful.”


    Was half a cup of coffee really worth this reaction? How much of a sweet tooth does she have?


    “Why do you run a pub anyway?”


    “I told you, the building was unoccupied, so it was cheap.” She made a coin shape with her fingers. “I would have preferred to run a sweets shop. It just costs much more to redo the interior.”


    “Get your sugar daddy sun god to pay up for you.”


    “Worldly problems are meant for worldly people to solve.”


    “Like I care.”


    “So? Where’s your candy?”


    “Out of stock.”


    Even if I had some, I didn’t have a single reason to share with her. And yet Samantha was not turning to leave. She just stared at me in silence through the half-open door.


    “Go to the main street and turn south until you see Ross Brothers’ Store. Their sponge cake is a big hit,” I advised.


    As the name suggested, it was a small shop run by two brothers. They used plenty of sugar they bought on the cheap from their relatives, and their baked goods were as sweet as candy as a result.


    “Thank you,” said Samantha as she closed the door again. This time, she seemed to have left.


    I exhaled and looked over to see the elderly herbalist hanging his head like it was the end of the world. I placed a benevolent hand on his shoulder and said, “Let’s hear the story, then.”


    I got him into a chair to calm down. He was reluctant to speak at first, but I was patient, and the story eventually came out of him.


    “We talked before about how I was tricked by the sun god’s revelation into creating Release, didn’t we?”


    It turned out that Release wasn’t a divine cure, but a horrific, demonic drug. Nicholas attempted to destroy all of it when he realized his mistake, but it had already spread, and there was no stopping its production after that.


    “So not only did a criminal organization steal the recipe from me, but they also locked me up and forced me to make more for them… That woman was a member of the group.”


    They’d crossed paths right around the time he started making Release, following the anthill sun god’s revelation. At first, she approached Nicholas in the role of a devout believer. She said that she had lost her husband and was living a miserable existence without any relatives to rely upon.


    “So you tried to offer her advice, and before long, you were rolling in the sack.”


    “…That’s right.”


    “So despite the evidence to the contrary, you’re a man after all.”


    His smug, aloof attitude might fool you into thinking that he’d left sexual desire behind in his mother’s womb, but the truth was a different story. So his displeasure at any kind of sex talk was a reminder of his own failings with women, then.


    “I feel a newfound kinship with you, Father.”


    “May I continue my story?” he said, glaring icily. I clammed up. “She was the one who spread the word about Release’s completion. Looking back on it now, I was probably only meant to be a test case. At the time, I couldn’t have imagined what would happen.”


    When he learned that what he’d created was a horrendous, debilitating drug, he tried to destroy the means of production—tools, ingredients, and so on. But they had already been stolen from his workshop. His church was invaded by a large gang of men, dangerous and surly. Nicholas and the woman were tied up.


    “They locked me up and forced me to make more Release. They said they’d kill her if I didn’t play along.”


    Given no other choice, Nicholas made Release for them to protect the life of the woman he loved. Later, the town guards finally broke up the group and freed Nicholas. That was when he learned the truth.


    “She was one of the leaders of the group. She made a ton of money selling Release and fled town.”


    “So basically, she was a preacher even before you met her.”


    “Most likely, yes.”


    To take something created as a result of a revelation and spread it across the land, she had to have an inkling that it was worth the trouble. If I took her word for it, Samantha’s revelation was to lead and control the preachers. So she would have approached Nicholas to get him to make Release and turn him into a preacher. With her power, the town guards should have been nothing to her, but maybe there was more to the story than that.


    In the end, having been betrayed by the one he loved most, Nicholas fell into despair and chose death. But ironically, because of the Release he took to kill himself, he came back as a preacher and still lived today.


    “You fell for the wrong girl.”


    All it took was falling in love with a baddie to wind up committing a grievous sin and hurtling headfirst into hell. We both had it pretty bad.


    “There’s no telling when she might come back. Keep your eyes open at all times.”


    “I know.”


    “And not just for Samantha. Be wary of the gangsters and thieves around town, too.”


    Nicholas was busy making the antidote for Release. With that, one could sell both the poison and its cure—double the business.


    “You should have an escape route set up for when you need it. Be especially wary when buying supplies and having guests.”


    “Good idea.” Nicholas nodded soberly.


    “And here, take this.” I handed him a gold coin.


    “You just gave me my development fee not long ago.”


    “That’s your war chest. Use it to visit a nice lady.”


    After decades of being alone, he had to miss the human touch. While he had made a mistake before, I was generous and understanding when it came to a man’s natural urges.


    “Just tell me if you run out.”


    “…I don’t need it.” He sullenly pushed the coin back into my hand.


     


    The next morning, I found Noelle and Ralph already standing outside the Paladins’ headquarters. April stepped out of the carriage, rolling up her sleeves. Natalie was with her, of course.


    “We need to make sure they let her out today.”


    “You seem motivated,” I commented.


    “Of course I am!” she snapped, rounding on me. “There’s just no way Arwin was selling drugs.”


    “Yeah. You’re right about that.” I patted April on the head. “I’ve decided that I’m going to kick Vince up the ass until he lets her out today.”


    “Stop that!”


    She slapped my hands away before I completely messed up her hair. I guess the squirt’s at that age where she cares about looking good.


    “So you’re back.”


    Vincent walked out through the gate.


    “Ah, esteemed Commander. We are graced by your presence today, I see.”


    “…I have nothing to say to the likes of you.”


    He turned his back on us, playing dumb.


    “Excuse me.” April stood in Vincent’s way. She reached out and grabbed his hand pleadingly. “Arwin isn’t that sort of person! Please believe me!”


    “Ah…yes.”


    Vincent’s reaction was muted because a wayward word could be life-threatening, thanks to the maidservant standing behind April. She had been tired and aloof last time, but she was sharp and alert today. All she was doing was standing there with a bloodthirsty smile. Her every inch screamed bloody murder. And Natalie was the type of person who would make good on that threat.


    After a few moments, Vincent carefully removed April’s hands. “I’m afraid it doesn’t matter how many times you show up to argue. We arrest criminals in the name of the king, in accordance with the law, to keep the town safe and orderly. The words of those without authority cannot affect our process.”


    Was it responsibility or a sense of justice that made him refuse to give in? Perhaps it was male stubbornness, a refusal to appear weak. Whatever his thoughts, he kept a stiff upper lip. His subordinates were right behind him. Quite a few, actually. They might be able to handle me—but not Natalie.


    “If a good argument was enough to make us back down, we wouldn’t even be here.”


    In this town, people got their way by treading all over common sense.


    A nervous moment passed.


    We prepared to charge the Paladins once again. But at that moment, a carriage came riding up behind us. It didn’t seem to be the kind that took apprehended criminals back and forth. There was a small symbol on the door, not bold enough to be noble in nature. If anything, it was worn down and dusty from a long journey. The carriage gradually slowed down and came to a stop in front of the building.


    The door burst open as a boy of five or six years old hopped out. He was dressed rather finely.


    “Father!” He rushed over to Vincent and wrapped himself around the man’s leg. A moment later, a lady with black eyes and hair stepped down from the carriage. She appeared to be about the same age as Vincent.


    “It is very good to see you well, my lord.”


    “Emmelaine.”


    The skin around Vincent’s eyes crinkled, either with familiarity or affection.


    “Is that…?” April beamed.


    “Seems like Vincent’s wife and son.”


    Knowing his personality, he probably played the good father and husband at home.


    Vincent came back to himself, cleared his throat, and approached his wife with the look of a commander of men.


    “Why are you here?”


    “Did you not read the letter?”


    “No,” Vincent said, after a brief pause.


    “We were summoned here by his lordship,” Emmelaine said, mystified. “You’re to be presented with a special honor. We were asked to be in attendance.”


    “Impossible.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I’ve been speaking with the lord, and he hasn’t spoken a word of this.”


    “But look here…”


    Wide-eyed, his wife handed him a letter with a broken seal.


    “This is not from his lordship,” Vincent said right away, crumpling the letter.


    I understood the situation. Someone had written them a fake letter and lured them to this town.


    I wasn’t the only one who was sick of Vincent. But nobody could attack him when there were always so many subordinates with him. In situations like that, you went after the family instead. Capturing his wife and child to make him do what they wanted was the nice way of handling things. If it was revenge, he’d be sent locks of hair or fingers instead. Then it would escalate to hands, eyeballs, and finally two options: either a corpse or a condition so horribly disfigured, you’d wish they had just died instead.


    He had specifically left his wife and son back in the royal capital so that there was no question of them being sacrificed in a squabble with criminals.


    “You called your wife and kid here for a little vacation? This is a violent place. You should probably send them back. Don’t know what might happen here,” I advised.


    Vincent instantly turned on me with hatred apparent in his expression.


    “You did this.”


    “Don’t you know what my handwriting is like?”


    My clumsy excuse for script would be a dead giveaway if he’d seen it. And it was a risky move to ask someone else to write a letter for me. For another thing, how was I going to kidnap two people at once, even if they were a woman and a child? Even if I had a place and a means to keep them locked up, I couldn’t stand watch over them all day long. If they were to escape somehow, I would be permanently ruined.


    “Who are these people?” the boy asked with great curiosity. Vincent demurred; it would be hard for him to explain that we were the companions and friends of a woman he’d unfairly arrested, and we were coming to complain. I could mention it, but it would guarantee a war on the spot. I was ready for that, but April wasn’t.


    She smiled and crouched down to meet the boy at her eye level. “Hello, my name is April. Who are you?”


    “Eugene.”


    “Hi, Eugene.” She grinned and took his little hand. “We’re friends of your father’s.”


    “Fwends,” he said awkwardly, his big eyes sparkling with excitement. “Lots of fwends?”


    “Yes. Very many.”


    Maybe even enough to count on one hand!


    “Do you like my father?”


    “Yes, I do like him.”


    Eugene’s little face lit up even more.


    “She’s got him eating out of her hand,” muttered Natalie, leaning closer to my ear.


    “It’s like second nature for her,” I replied. April had been taking care of the children at the orphanage for years. She’d dealt with children who were bashful, shy, and even those who kept their hearts guarded. She knew all the tricks to put them at ease. But for bad adults like me, there was no option better than a good kick in the pants.


    “Eugene,” the boy’s father called. He ran right to Vincent, who scooped up his son and told his wife, “You’ll stay here for today, at least. Then we can decide on what to do.”


    “Yes, husband,” Emmelaine replied courteously. Then, just to ensure she got her say in, she added, “though I would greatly appreciate this level of explanation on a regular basis.”


    “Your family issues aside,” said Ralph, ignoring all the subtext, “we’re here to free the princess. Where is Her Highness?”


    Behind us, someone sighed.


    “So much noise and fuss.”


    We spun around to see none other than the beauteous princess knight herself.


    “Arwin.”


    I held out my open arms, which she walked passed to embrace Noelle.


    “I’m so glad you’re safe,” said the girl.


    “Sorry about the trouble.”


    …Fine, be that way.


     


    I expected him to make a snide comment or two, but Vincent just spared us a brief glance and ushered his wife and son into the building. He probably didn’t want to delay us any longer and give the old guildmaster an excuse to chew him out. And of course he probably didn’t want to cause an ugly scene in front of his impressionable young son, either.


    From there, we went home. In her delight and relief, April cavorted around like an excitable puppy. If we let her, she was going to hold a celebratory party, so I asked her and her maidservant, who was boiling over with unreleased murderous anticipation, to leave. After that, Arwin was able to explain her side of the story.


    “They didn’t ask me much. It was just the same line of questioning, over and over: ‘Where did you meet with the Birds of Prey?’ ‘How long were you working together?’”


    “That’s a public official for you,” I said. If you gave even slightly different answers than before, they’d tear you a new one. “And if you try to fall asleep, they shout at you and toss water on you. All the punching and kicking they want.”


    “The questioning itself was over quickly. On the whole, their behavior throughout the process was courteous, starting with Lord Carlyle himself.”


    So they had different standards when it came to the treatment of a kept man and a princess knight, then.


    “But since they allowed you to leave, does that mean the suspicions are cleared?” asked Noelle, all innocence.


    “Not quite.” I turned toward the window. “They’ve got no evidence, and we were raising hell, so my guess is that they’ve let her go for now.”


    But outside, the Paladins were still keeping watch on us in the guise of “protection.”


    “Not that they’re going to find any evidence, no matter how hard they try. Bungling official,” Ralph grumbled.


    “Be careful what you say,” Arwin chided, with a pained smile. “He does seem to be quite concerned that I’ve been ensnared by those people.”


    “Yes, I suppose he is.”


    And it had been on the verge of happening when I’d barged in on that scene. Otherwise, things would’ve gotten much worse.


    “This is why I told you not to have anything to do with them.”


    “At the time, I thought it was the best choice,” she said.


    “It wasn’t. It was the worst.”


    “So what should I have done, then? After all, they were the ones who actually found Levi’s evidence, weren’t they?”


    “When you charge ahead through the brush without thinking, they call that acting like a wild boar. It’s another term for being stupid. You stand on the shoulders of others and lead them, so you need to think more about second and third options.”


    “Then why did you not gift me with these wonderful ideas at the time? Don’t just complain to me with the gift of hindsight. It’s obnoxious,” she snapped.


    “My apologies, your wonderfulness. I was raised wrong, after all.”


    “Please stop!” Noelle cried, jumping between us. “There’s no point in arguing over what’s already passed. We ought to think of what to do next.”


    I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. “Yes. You’re right.”


    “I’m sorry. I’ll go cool my head for a bit,” said Arwin, going upstairs. Noelle and Ralph followed her up.


    Alone on the first floor, I sat in a chair and stared at the ceiling.


    “Think about the consequences…”


    Who am I to lecture her about that? It was my failure to consider the consequences that brought Vincent down on us and made the situation worse. There was no question who was at fault here: me.


    “So what now?”


    The problems just kept piling up.


    Someone had said that life was a series of very nasty trials. As long as we were alive, we had to keep solving problems without a correct answer. Also, it wasn’t a guarantee that we could solve them all one at a time. Other riddles appeared while we were busy with the one before. Sometimes we had to solve two at the same time. And worst of all, this trial had a time limit, and there was no way to solve every problem before the end. Those we didn’t figure out had to be abandoned, while we pretended not to see them. Or we’d leave them for those who came after us. Sometimes that worked out, and sometimes they came back as even bigger problems than before. It was true for both me and Arwin.


    Challenges that we’d thought finished had come back around as bigger obstacles than ever before.


    So what do you do in that situation? Simple.


    Either give in and tackle that challenge or find a way to get around it once again and pretend you don’t notice the problem. Ideally, the former, but I recommend the latter. If lucky, a person can keep escaping until they die. But sometimes it comes back much harder than before, and they won’t necessarily be able to escape it the next time. It could be a one-way stop to a bad ending.


    Either way, the choice is a person’s responsibility. Choose wisely and without regret—or end up like me.


     


    Five days passed. Despite my insistence against it, Arwin was back in the dungeon the day after she was released. Such a busy lady. Her plans indicated that she would be back either today or tomorrow. As usual, the Paladins kept a close eye on me. I was just getting bored with hiding out at home when I received an urgent summons.


    “Oh, good. I was worried you went out to have fun somewhere,” said April in the orphanage’s kitchen, looking relieved.


    The orphanage had received a donation from a rich and important person that morning, she explained. They’d received money, clothing, and food, and one of the items was a rare vegetable. They couldn’t eat it, because no one had cooked it before. April decided that I was the right person to help. She had sent someone to get me without revealing any details, saying only that it was an emergency, so I rushed over as quickly as I could. I had assumed that it was some remaining trouble from the buried treasure that had happened upon April, but instead it was…this. Never going to worry about her again.


    “You’re good at cooking, right, Matthew?”


    “You should ask a professional.”


    April had a real chef at home, someone who would be much better at cooking than me.


    “I did already, but they didn’t know about it.”


    “And this is the crop?”


    It was pale green, and the size of my palm. Its body was round, but with spiky protrusions at the top like pine needles, and little buds all over.


    “Ah, landcoral.”


    It was a relative of broccoli and cauliflower that was grown farther south. The name came from its resemblance to coral. We almost never saw it around here because it didn’t stay fresh for very long.


    “Boil it and salt it and you’ll have a pretty good time. It’s got a bit of sweetness, too, so you can eat it without any flavoring, if you want.”


    It could be tossed into a salad with carrots, cabbage, and tomatoes. Nice and easy.


    “What else?”


    “Steam it with some fish or stir-fry it with meat. It fries well in oil, too. Drop it into a stew to add some nice variety.”


    “I knew you would help, Matthew!” cheered April, patting a fist into her palm. “Okay, you do the rest.”


    “Huh?”


    “Remember what I said? Someone donated all of this. We’re supposed to serve a meal to them with this vegetable,” she said.


    So I was the only one around here who knew how to cook this thing? Meaning that it was now my responsibility to do so.


    “But I had plans to go back to bed for a bit…”


    “At least come up with a more interesting excuse!” She grabbed the back of my collar as I tried to escape. It was so galling that I couldn’t even free myself from her grip.


    “But I don’t want to die yet…”


    This rich and powerful person was going to turn out to be a nobleman. If I served him something that tasted like crap, he was going to have me beheaded. Well, no thank you to that.


    “No, I think it will be very nice. This person won’t be mean and isn’t a big stickler about proper courtesy.”


    “Yeah, all the rich and powerful people say that.”


    And then, with a smile, they’d order you to be put to death. I knew because I’d seen it happen.


    “It only has to be one serving. Please? I’ll help,” April offered.


    “No.”


    “Please!”


    “I refuse……uh, to think that the wise and elegant Lady April would ask a humble servant like myself to complete a task that was beyond my ability. If you doth grant me your forbearance, I wouldst gladly serve thee this feast.”


    I went down on one knee and bowed deeply.


    “What’s gotten into you, Matthew?” she asked.


    Take that question to the bloodthirsty mobster of a maidservant standing right behind you.


     


    “Here you are.”


    For starters, a landcoral and ham marinade, with a landcoral and hard-boiled egg salad. A landcoral soup on the side, with a broth extracted from dried fish and boiled with pumpkin and onion, plus salt and pepper to taste. The meat dish was landcoral wrapped in thinly sliced and fried slices of meat. Last, I fried some landcoral with river fish in butter and poached it.


    I even made some cookies by grating the landcoral, stirring it with flour, eggs, and sugar, cutting the dough with molds, and baking them in the oven.


    “A bit on the sweet side.”


    I’d put in too much sugar. It was good as it was, but the sweetness of the landcoral was a little too accentuated. I preferred my sweets to be on the milder side, ordinarily. The squirt was currently stuffing her cheeks with a cookie under the guise of taste-testing.


    “Dese are wummy.”


    “Just make sure you leave a portion for your guest. Or you’ll get this,” I said, running my finger along my neck.


    “No, I won’t,” April said, pouting and wiping the corners of her mouth.


    “Go on, take them out there before they get cold. And make sure those new kids don’t steal any.”


    The renovated orphanage was split into the main building and secondary building. Originally, it was just the one, but they’d flattened part of the yard and built an expansion after the stampede. There were more children who’d lost their families and relatives now, and they didn’t have enough rooms for all of them, so a secondary building was under construction, scheduled to be finished next year.


    Some of the new kids had been abandoned by their parents. The adults lost their homes and jobs, had nothing to eat, and left the kids on the steps of the orphanage. The misfortunes of the weak always landed upon those who were even weaker.


    “So long, then. You owe me one now. Better pay it back.”


    “No, wait,” said April, as I attempted to slip out the back door. “Our new, um, donor wants to say something to the chef.”


    “Say that I just died of food poisoning,” I said, and turned to see a kitchen knife right before my eyes, in the hands of a smiling former comrade whom I was getting very sick of seeing.


    “Please, Matthew.”


    “You’re getting a little too big for your britches,” I warned. Now that she had a willing pawn in Natalie, April was used to getting what she wanted.


    Inside, however, there was no escape. When the meal was over, they dragged me to the dining room.


    “Was it you who made these dishes?”


    It was Vincent’s wife. Her name was Emmelaine, if I recalled correctly. Next to her, a well-dressed little boy was clumsily trying to scoop up some of his soup.


    I spun around and saw April mouth the word, “Sorry.” The squirt had tricked me. The whole thing was a scheme to lure me in here. It was his wife who made the donation. And a knight was, technically, a nobleman.


    “Your name was Matthew, I believe?”


    “That is correct, madam.”


    I couldn’t run or hide here, so I gave her an unctuous bow.


    “That won’t be necessary. I just wanted to have a conversation with you. There won’t be any need for formalities.”


    “I’m afraid that’s not true.”


    If I spoke out of line, her hubby was going to come smashing his way through the door to kill me. I’d seen this happen with a certain Beardo already. I knew how this game worked.


    “My husband told me that you are always making bawdy jokes. How do you normally speak?”


    “Please don’t ask me to do that. It would spoil your ears.”


    “I won’t be angry. I’m just curious. Are they all about the lower half, then?”


    “Your forgiveness, please.”


    I’d already seen him snap when I teased him about his wife. Thankfully, Emmelaine realized that she wasn’t going to get a rise out of me, so she changed topics.


    “The food was simply delicious. I wish I could hire you to be our cook at home.”


    “You jest.”


    “No, I’m serious. I’d take you back to the royal city, but my husband would be furious. I’m sure.”


    I would’ve assumed that Vincent’s wife was as joyless as he was, but she seemed to have a sense of humor, at least. Still, I couldn’t let my guard down. It could be a trap sprung by her husband. He wouldn’t have her lure me into an attempted affair, but he could very well be hoping that I’d loosen my tongue and say the wrong thing.


    “Eugene said it was delicious, too, didn’t you? Oh?”


    The boy had already closed his eyes and fallen asleep. He was so full that it put him in a food coma.


    “Can you take him?” she asked April, who sprang into motion and carried Eugene out of the room.


    I wished I could say we were alone now, but a handmaid of Emmelaine’s was lurking in the corner of the room. A lady of high station would not be left alone with a strange man in circumstances such as these. Especially a lady of esteemed repute.


    “I understand that you are close with my husband,” she said.


    “We’ve been to a brothel together.”


    “That is news to me.”


    She remarked to herself that she would need to ask him about that later. The look on her face was terrifying. Her husband was entirely whipped.


    From what she went on to tell me, their marriage had been arranged by their respective parents. During their betrothal period, Vincent had regularly sent her flowers and presents. While he was uptight, she did appreciate his diligence. There was a far-off look in her eyes as she reminisced.


    “Even still, he could be funny at times. He used to tell so many jokes.”


    “How droll.”


    Quite a difference from how he treated me. The moment we came face-to-face, it was only “Get lost” or “I’ll arrest you.” No jokes at all.


    “But he stopped smiling and laughing not that long ago. It was just before he told me he was coming to this town.”


    Emmelaine fixed me with a confrontational stare.


     


    “So did you kill Vanessa?”


     


    After a short silence, I asked, “Did your husband order you to ask that?”


    I put a bit of extra emphasis into my voice. If a man were ordering his own wife to interrogate a murder suspect for him, he was a man who needed to be divorced.


    “It was my decision.” Her expression did not change. “Our son is lonely. He needs his father to come back home.”


    “If what you suggest were true, did you not consider what I might do to you?”


    “That would provide all the evidence he needs.”


    “And is that why you had me cook you dinner?”


    If there were poison in the food, I would be sent to the gallows without a second glance. Not that I would’ve ever contemplated doing that.


    “I made sure it was taste-tested first.”


    “By that lady back there?”


    “By me.”


    For a moment, I didn’t grasp what she meant.


    “As long as my son is fine, that’s all that matters.”


    Her dedication was off the charts. I exhaled.


    “My answer is no, madam.”


    Of course I wasn’t going to tell her the truth.


    “That is unfortunate,” she said, taking a sip of her tea, which was no longer steaming.


    “You seem to have an even stronger spirit than your husband does.”


    “That is not true. My heart is racing fit to burst.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “Also, I must make a correction,” Emmelaine said, wiping her mouth with her napkin. “It was merely a coincidence that you cooked landcoral on my behalf. I was merely searching to see if anyone in this town might have an interesting way of cooking it.”


    “Is it your husband’s favorite?”


    “No,” Emmelaine replied. “He does not like it.”


    That took me aback. She rose to her feet.


    “Thank you for the meal. I will take my leave now. I must speak with the manager of this orphanage…”


    “B-big trouble! Big trouble!”


    Eddie practically blew the door off its hinges as he rushed through.


    “What’s wrong? Did April dump you?”


    “Hey! No, she didn’t! I mean…that’s not my point! There’s big trouble!”


    “Yeah, so what is it?”


    He turned to Emmelaine, practically breathless at this point.


    “That noble lady’s son went into the construction area and…”


     


    “Eugene!” Emmelaine called out, racing ahead.


    The secondary building was still under construction. It was roped off to keep people out, but that was it; even a child could get inside if they wanted. And because the noble guests were coming today, the construction work had been paused.


    There was a pulley at the side of the new building for hauling tools and materials upward. A wooden box was tied to one end of the rope in the pulley. The box was currently on the fourth floor of the construction site, and peering out from it was Eugene, who had left the dining room not long ago.


    “How did this happen? What’s going on?!”


    “Um…well…”


    April was too frightened to speak, so Eddie had to provide the explanation.


    “That kid said he was bored, so we decided to play hide-and-seek with him.”


    Apparently, while looking for a place to hide, he had wandered into the construction area. There were temporary stairs to get up there, which is how a six-year-old could get that high up. Then he’d hidden inside the wooden box but was now stuck there.


    “It’s dangerous up there. Come down at once!” Emmelaine cried.


    “Whoa, whoa… Not so fast, please.”


    I had to hold out my hand to block her from rushing toward the boy. If she agitated him, he might lose his balance and fall.


    I told Eddie, “There’s a weight on the other end of the pulley rope, right? If we can tie that down, we don’t have to worry about the box falling. Then we can carefully make our way up and get him.”


    “Yeah, but…”


    He brought the end of the rope to show me. The end was frayed like a broom.


    “It couldn’t hold the weight and snapped yesterday. They were supposed to replace it the next time they came to work…”


    The timing couldn’t be worse. So if he tumbled out of the box, it was a straight shot to the ground.


    “Go on up there and rescue him, Eddie. It’s a chance to look good for April,” I said. I was too heavy and might break the footholds I’d use to climb up there.


    By way of a response, Eddie pointed out a ladder on the ground beneath the construction site. “I think he kicked it over when he was climbing up there,” he said.


    The box wobbled, and Eugene ducked back inside of it. Screams resounded from all around.


    The situation was bad. If the sun were out, then at worst, I could catch the box if it fell. But we were in the shade. If I tried to catch it, I’d be crushed by the box. A single person acting as a cushion wouldn’t stop the box from breaking on the ground, and I didn’t want to think about what would happen to Eugene. Without thinking about it, my hand was clutching the temporary sun in my pocket. It would be easy to help him, but there were too many people watching.


    Because of the commotion, children and staff had gathered to watch. They all shouted for someone to do something and help, but none of them moved. They were afraid to accidentally be the one to seal his doom by attempting to help. I couldn’t blame them; I felt the same way.


    “Where the hell is Natalie?”


    She could catch the damn thing one-handed.


    April looked downcast and said apologetically, “I had her go back to my house to get something I left there…”


    The one time I needed her, she wasn’t there. I told April to call her back, but at that moment, the box wobbled again. The wind was blowing fiercely up there.


    “Eugene, sweetie, please say something!” Emmelaine cried, but there was no response. Either he had passed out or fallen asleep.


    “Just calm down. First, let’s tell your husband,” I suggested, right as a gust of wind hit.


    The box lurched this time, rocked twice left and right, tilted, and began to fall.


    April and Emmelaine screamed the boy’s name.


    Before I could even think, I was on the move.


    My hand emerged from my pocket, and I said the word.


     


    “Irradiation!”


     


    Light burst around me as I ran. The box was already at the level of the second floor. With one last leap, I slid under its landing spot and held out my arms.


    A moment later, it landed on top of me. It was heavier than I expected, but I had survived being trampled by a giant before, so this was nothing. Once I was satisfied that the box was still intact, I rested it on the ground.


    “All right, young master, it’s time for your spanki…huh?”


    But there was no sign of Eugene in the box. Instead, it was half-full of sandbags.


    “What’s going on? Where’s Eugene?”


    Had he been left up there? I looked upward but saw no little boys above.


    “Huh? What happened? Why were you…?”


    April was completely shocked. She was obviously taken aback by my show of strength, but I was even more confused.


    Behind me, I heard footsteps coming down the stairs.


    It was Vincent, holding Eugene in his arms.


    “I saw that,” he said, placing his son in his wife’s hands, then turning to me.


    Like catching a dragonfly, he plucked the shining temporary sun from the air over my head.


    “So this is the source of your little trick,” he said with wonder. “It does indeed seem to be a magical item that gathers the rays of the sun. So your strength is tied to the sun in some way. If it’s the curse of the sun god, that would make sense.”


    I heard someone mutter, “Curse?” It was probably April, but I couldn’t turn around to check. Even a dimwit like me could catch on to what happened.


    “So this was all a setup.”


    Eugene crawling into the box. Eddie rushing in for help. Natalie’s absence. All of it was a trap meant to force me to show off my ability in front of an audience.


    “I had my suspicions but no evidence.”


    Vincent said the word to extinguish the temporary sun’s light. He must have looked it up after the last time he took it from me.


    I grabbed him by the shirt. “You used your own child as bait?”


    “Since coming to this town, I’ve received threats on nearly a daily basis,” he spat. “My family has received similar letters, including some that were meant to resemble my handwriting. So I decided to use that to my advantage.”


    He had summoned his wife and son by pretending to be getting an award. Sure enough, the underworld started lurking, sniffing around after Emmelaine and Eugene.


    “But today, I caught myself a much larger and unexpected quarry. So I had a change of plans.”


    “And you lured Eddie into being a pawn in your game.”


    He was the one who had come in to tell us about the danger to Eugene, and he had also come up with reasons why I couldn’t just climb up there to approach the boy.


    To Vincent, luring a stupid, impetuous kid into doing his bidding would be easier than rubbing his wife’s shapely backside. He probably said something about helping him eliminate that obnoxious Matthew who’s always hanging around, and the kid leaped at the chance.


    “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”


    “Nope.”


    The conditions were too right to claim it was a coincidence. I’d just have to resign myself to the consequences.


    “Natalie told you the truth. That was my old name.”


    “I see.”


    Relieved, Vincent raised a hand. Paladins came rushing forth to apprehend me.


    “Then you’re coming with us.”


    “On what charges?”


    “The murder of the Adventurers Guild’s appraiser, of course,” said Vincent. He looked like a knight who’d been appointed with a grand duty. “I have no direct evidence of this, naturally, but there’s clearly a need to question you again.”


    “Sure thing, pal.”


    It was pointless to resist. They weren’t going to find any evidence anyway. It would be a nice way to kill some time.


    “What does this mean? Why are they taking Matthew away?” April demanded, turning on Eddie. “You said we were just going to play a prank on him! Why are they arresting him?”


    So he had lied to her to get her to play along. It was probably part of Vincent’s plan to get Natalie out of the picture, too. If she was around, the trap would be for nothing. And the only way to get her gone was via an order from April.


    Sure enough, Eddie just wilted under the pressure and couldn’t defend himself. Enjoy being hated, kid.


    Eugene just blinked sleepily from his mother’s bosom. When I glanced his way, Emmelaine clutched her son in a protective move. I smirked.


    “You weren’t scared, were you?”


    “I was fine. Fawther was there,” Eugene said, eyes shining.


    “You’ll grow into a fine man one day,” I said.


    With that done, they marched me to the prisoner carriage waiting outside the orphanage.


    “No! Wait!” April cried, rushing after us, but Eddie held her back. That was the right choice; if she started a fight with a public safety official, it was only going to make things more complicated.


    “I’ll be right back,” I told her. “Give Arwin some reason or another why I was arrested. Pickpocketing, burglary, fraud, it can be anything. Just don’t tell her I was stealing women’s underwear. I do have a reputation to uphold.”


    “Come on.” A member of the Paladins dragged me away.


    “Matthew!”


    “I’ll be out before you know it.”


     


    So once again, I was at the mercy of the Paladins. They bound my wrists together and confiscated my wallet and belongings. Then they loaded me onto the carriage and went back to their headquarters. It was only me and two guards inside the vehicle. Two drivers sat in the box outside. Four in total. Vincent rode on his horse ahead of the carriage.


    “Are we going to have another play session?” I said, to pass the time. They ignored me. What will happen to me now? The questioning would be much harsher. I was thinking of a few arguments I could make to get out of it, but which one I chose would depend on Vincent’s tactics. I hated to think about how much Arwin would worry this time. I might cry if she lowered my allowance.


    With a sudden whinny, the carriage stopped. I heard many footsteps, then the sound of combat.


    The guards warned me not to move, then went outside. The door of the carriage closed, but the sound of fighting continued. Who is it? It was too early to be Arwin, and she wouldn’t do something as bold as attacking a Paladin coach.


    As the roars of melee continued outside, someone pried the carriage door open. I spun around to see two masked men leaning inside. Before I could even ask who they were, they had grabbed me and pulled me out.


    There was a Paladin lying in a pool of blood in the road, seemingly dead. I could hear Vincent’s panicked voice from the other side of the carriage, where he was fighting with other attackers.


    The masked men pushed me toward a different carriage further up. It was of similar build on the inside, but this one had two passengers already.


    Sitting across from the driver’s seat was a familiar-looking mug and a subordinate of his.


    “I’ve been dying to see you again,” leered Oswald.


    The door shut, and the carriage started moving. I could hear Vincent shouting my name.


    “How’s the ride?” he asked.


    “A little too exciting. Might puke.”


    The vibration was horrendous and hurt my ass. I couldn’t escape, either, because the door was locked from the outside, and with my hands bound, I couldn’t resist.


    “C’mon, don’t complain. I’m not gonna gobble you up.”


    “I’m praying that’s accurate.”


    I didn’t need a man fondling my ass. I’d end up making some kind of embarrassing sound.


    “Anyway, where are you taking me?”


    “Somewhere nice,” Oswald said. His subordinate put a gag in my mouth. “Sorry, but you’ll have to deal with that for a bit. Can’t have you doing your usual wisecracks.”


    That aside, you’re not gagging me with your underwear, are you? You’re going to have me gagging all on my own. Please don’t do this to me. Don’t make me suffocate on my own vomit.


    I gave him a pleading look, but it had no effect on Oswald. He just chuckled smugly.


    The windows were closed, so I couldn’t see outside, but I could tell that the carriage was changing directions constantly to keep anyone from following. They were probably trying to prevent me from recognizing where we were, but I knew this city like the back of my hand, so they couldn’t fool me.


    We were in the upscale residential area in the northeast part of town. That was where Oswald lived, as I recalled.


    What are they going to do with me there? Use me as bait to threaten Arwin? Or would they pull out my eyes to serve as a warning to others?


    “We’re here.”


    The carriage door opened, and they dragged me out again.


    Beyond a massive gate was a building under construction. Lit by the moon, it loomed over everything like some castle of darkness. A familiar symbol adorned its walls. This was not Oswald’s mansion.


    It was the Church of the Earth Mother.


    As I registered this fact, the gate doors opened, and I was ushered inside.


     


    “Welcome to the house of God.”


    They removed my gag and brought me into a grand sort of reception room. I’d been in Oswald’s home before, and the interior design was familiar to me. They sat me down in front of Oswald, while two guards with faces like stone boulders flanked him. They looked quite capable. If I tried to kill Oswald, they’d step in to sacrifice themselves while he fled to another room as a flood of assassins took his place.


    The curtains were pulled shut, so it was dark inside. He also had a man stationed at the window. In the past, I could have dealt with this, but today, it was an impervious arrangement.


    “Are you having a masquerade today, perhaps? If you’d given me a warning, I could have dressed up for you, as a maid or even a princess,” I mocked, glaring at the leader of the thugs across from me, as I sat on their cushion.


    “There’s no rush,” he said calmly, offering me an apple. “Fancy a bite?”


    “Years ago, my mommy told me I’d get sick if I ate anything that’d been touched by filthy hands.”


    I felt a knife blade press against my throat.


    “Easy,” Oswald said, and the man with the knife removed it and stepped back. He wiped the knife on his sleeve and tucked it away without batting an eye.


    “Can we get to the point already?”


    Not only had I been forced to participate in a stage show that even a playhouse wouldn’t put on, but my reward was to be interrogated by public officials. Now I was apparently being asked to do a repeat performance for some very unsavory new audience members. I was sick of it. I just wanted to go home and savor the sight of the newly returned princess knight.


    “There are some people I’d like you to meet,” he said. He’d mentioned something about that the last time, just as he was leaving.


    “And if I refuse?”


    “A number of our sellers were killed recently. Heads split open, dead in an instant,” he said, changing the topic. I knew what he was getting at, though. “When I looked into it, I found a number of people had been killed in the same way. Almost all of them were either dealers or users.”


    “Giant drug addicts?”


    “Haven’t been able to get many witnesses to speak, but I found someone with a really interesting observation. They say they saw a will-o’-the-wisp.”


    Those were floating lights, said to be the souls of the departed still hovering around the mortal realm. They posed no real harm, but they showed up just about everywhere in the world.


    “Oooh, very scary. I might just pee myself… By the way, where’s the restroom?”


    “If you need fresh underwear, that can be arranged.”


    Oswald gave a signal, and a subordinate brought out a familiar leather sack—the bag that the Paladins had placed my wallet and belongings into. They must have seized it during the attack.


    “The hell is this?”


    He pulled out the Dei Consentus—a dozen long, narrow cards with men and women painted on them.


    “It’s for divination,” I explained hastily. Oswald wasn’t a master of sorcery, as far as I knew, but I didn’t want him catching on that they were magical. “Got them from an old fortune-teller. Sometimes I use them to see into the future when I’m bored.”


    “And what’s your luck today?”


    “They said it would be the happiest day of my life.”


    “If you want to turn this into a business, I’d be happy to arrange it for you,” Oswald said, putting the Dei Consentus into his own pocket. He reached into the sack again and pulled out another object, which he regarded with delight. “Kept in its own pretty little bag and everything.”


    He tossed the drawstring bag away. I reached out with my bound hands and managed to catch it in my palm. If I lost that, the squirt would be furious with me.


    “…It’s cracked. What’d you do, step on it?”


    He rolled the translucent crystal orb around on his thick palm. They had placed the temporary sun among my other belongings. Now Oswald had it.


    “Let’s see, how does it go, again? I think it’s…Irradiation.”


    In response, the temporary sun floated into the air. Once above our heads, it shone brightly.


    “Ah, yes, it shone just like this. That’s right.”


    He must have borne witness to the faked rescue scene, like all the others. I had a feeling the rest of the town would find out about it eventually, but why did he have to be one of the first? It was just my luck.


    “I didn’t see his face, but this accused killer was about as tall as you…”


    As he talked, the temporary sun began to flicker like a pulse. In the middle of his little speech, it suddenly lost its light and fell to the floor.


    “It’s broken now. It just flickers like you saw, and it hurts your eyes when you need to use it.”


    “Ah. I see,” murmured Oswald sagely. “So that’s why there’ve been fewer murdered dealers lately.”


    “You’ve got the wrong idea.”


    It was because we had the finished antidote. I no longer needed to kill dealers and steal their Release to treat Arwin.


    “You ain’t the one who decides if I’m wrong or not, are you?”


    If someone was important enough, guilty could become innocent. That was all the world was: a fight over territory between the powerful and selfish.


    Oswald bent down to pick up the temporary sun, so I acted quickly and snatched it up with my bound hands.


    “This is a memento of a lost friend,” I said. “Even if it’s breaking apart, I can’t just give it to you.”


    “The Adventurers Guild appraiser, you mean?” Oswald said, smiling sardonically. “They’re saying you killed her.”


    “I believe that you’re too smart to be manipulated by rumors and stories.”


    “Is this a rumor, too?” He pulled a small bag out of the leather sack.


    About ten candies rolled out, but he plucked up a black one and sniffed at it like a dog.


    “When you’re in this business, you learn to develop a good nose… This is Release.” He whistled. “The Crimson Princess Knight’s pet pimp, sinking to murder in order to get a supply of drugs.”


    It was at this point that I realized my mistake. I’d been carrying around plain candies without any drugs while Arwin was away, but after the panic with April, I’d mistakenly mixed those into my possession. Someone, split my skull for me.


    “I picked that up off the ground. It was somewhere around Poison Swamp Alley. There are lots of dealers over there.”


    Hiding drugs among candies was a common concealing tactic. Oswald just chuckled.


    “You wanna try that excuse with the Paladins?”


    “Are mobsters using the law’s name to threaten people now? We truly are in the end of days.”


    “Oh, our days are just getting started.”


     


    From there, Oswald and his flunkies took me to a room on the first floor. They held my arms down before we went inside, and they took the drawstring bag from me again.


    “Just in case,” he told me. “You can have it back later.”


    “Pinky promise?”


    He didn’t respond. They pushed my back, and the door opened to usher me inside.


    It was a large, spacious room. But this one wouldn’t be hosting a ball. More likely a slave auction or an orgy.


    In the back of the room stood dark shadows. There were three of them: three monsters.


    One had a body like a centaur, with feeler-like horns dangling from its head. It also had the face of a dragon.


    Another had an iridescent body and avian wings attached to its arms. Its face was hawklike. A birdman, then.


    The last one had a head like a tropical flower, with black, beady eyes. Long tusks extended from its mouth, and huge white petals flanked its wrists.


    While I had never seen these particular faces, I’d had more than enough experience with this type of monstrosity.


    “Preachers.”


    Before I could even wonder why they were here, my body moved on its own. I couldn’t handle three of them at once. I tried to run, but Oswald’s men dragged me to a kneeling position before the monsters.


    “Is that Matthew, then?” said the monster with the petaled head. It sounded like an old man. Given the way it was lounging about in the center of the group, it seemed to be their leader.


    “Yes, sir,” said Oswald, taking a knee in an obsequious bow, “esteemed apostle of our most holy God, Lord Gideon.”


    “What the hell are you doing?”


    I could scarcely believe what I was seeing. While there were many in the criminal underworld who were religious, Oswald was the sort of man who didn’t hold with faith.


    “Am I seeing this right? The fearsome Oswald of the Birds of Prey, stooping to doing the bidding of the stink bug sun god? Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”


    The monster he’d called Gideon snapped, “Have you not explained the situation to him yet?”


    “I thought he would learn faster by seeing, rather than hearing,” said Oswald, prostrating himself.


    In a stern tone of absolute authority, Gideon said, “We are ministers. The agents of the Earth Mother.”

  

  
    

     CHAPTER THREE Water Takes the Shape of Its Vessel 


    Ah. It all added up. These were the followers of the Earth Mother that Samantha had mentioned. This was my first time seeing them in person, but if the preachers had difficulty fighting them, then it stood to reason that they looked just as monstrous and hideous as their counterparts.


    “Did you folks receive a revelation, too, then?”


    It stood to reason they wouldn’t be much different from the consolation prize sun god.


    Gideon snorted. “We were always the chosen of our God.”


    So they were people of the forest, then. They had come out of their settlement in the woods to repay their debt from the war of invasion that they’d lost in the past. They should have stayed in the dark, offering up their prayers. But they couldn’t leave it up to the ordinary believers and took it upon themselves to join the fray.


    I was introduced to Byron the centaur, Paul the birdman, and Gideon the flower garden.


    “You teamed up with the Earth Mother?” I asked Oswald.


    “The enemy of my enemy is my friend, right?” he said, shamelessly.


    “You’re going to get the Earth Mother to clean up after you?”


    The underlings of the sun god still lurked within the town. There were others aside from Samantha, waiting for the right chance to strike. While the Birds of Prey were a combative gang, they couldn’t handle the preachers. It would only make the stack of bodies higher. So borrowing the strength of the ministers would make a huge difference.


    There was a benefit for the Church of the Earth Mother, too. Religions were in a weak position within the town, and thanks to the poison spew sun god, even other gods were seen in an unfavorable light. While there were churches dedicated to the Earth Mother here, their followers had decreased drastically since the stampede. There was no one to proselytize to. But the Birds of Prey could act as go-betweens, and they could get around where others couldn’t. Naturally, they had all kinds of connections in the underworld.


    “You make it sound so dirty. We have an alignment of interests. That’s all.” Oswald flashed me a flattering smile. “And it’s not a bad deal for you, either.”


    “Why, because you’ll never run out of fertilizer for your flower beds?”


    “The sun god’s preachers still have their eye on this town, don’t they? You’ve fought against them before, as I understand it.”


    “Yeah, and I fought against a nice lady at a brothel last night, too. What’s it to you?”


    “We share a common foe. If they cause another disaster like that stampede, the town won’t make it. It might not be to your liking, but it’s the rational choice to band together and fight off a more powerful opponent. You know this.”


    From the way he described it, this would be a good thing for me, too. If I took Samantha at her word, the power of the ministers was equal to or greater than the preachers’. And if we and the Birds of Prey joined in, we had the upper hand. The preachers were mighty but had no cohesion.


    “Life would be so much easier if it were that simple,” I said. Teaming up to fight a shared enemy was a common tactic. But such cases rarely ended in friendship when the battle was over. Sometimes people attacked their temporary allies as soon as the war was done, and sometimes they teamed up with another enemy instead. Life was strange and complicated that way.


    “What are the terms?”


    I didn’t like it, but if it gave me the chance to kick the nuts of that hideous mother-in-law sun god, it was worth hearing them out. However, nothing in life came without a cost.


    “There are four,” said Gideon, to no surprise. “First, you will convert to the faith of the Earth Mother. I will do you the honor of baptizing you myself.”


    There we go. One condition in, and the deal already stank like shit.


    “Second, you will dedicate the entirety of your being toward the destruction of the sun god and his disciples, and those of any other heretical faith. You will obey all our orders unconditionally toward that end.”


    At this point, the deal was pretty much off, but Gideon was determined to finish.


    “Third, you will hand over Natalie the Tempest.”


    “Why?”


    “Don’t play stupid with me. She’s an agent of the sun god…a sufferer.”


    While I already knew this, hearing it from someone else made me strangely furious.


    “That man told us that you’re a companion of hers. If you bring us her head, I would be willing to reward you handsomely.”


    “And I can’t just get her to turn apostate or convert to you guys?”


    “It’s too late,” said Gideon, anger clear in his voice. “Four of us came to this town, including me. But in a recent battle, our brother Manuel fell to her blade.”


    So her recent sleepiness was because she had been up all night fighting against them. Even for Natalie, four against one would be a tough slog. She must have been working with Samantha or another sufferer I wasn’t familiar with.


    “What reason do you have to hesitate? I understand that you hate the sun god. Surely you cannot consider her a comrade when she wags her tail for your nemesis.”


    That was true. If she was taking the side of that garbage heap of a sun god, then she was our enemy now. She would one day be a menace not just to me, but to Arwin. When it came to sword-fighting ability alone, Natalie was a level or two better. Plus, she had the relic named Dawnblade. If all of Aegis fought her together, it would be a draw at best and a total slaughter at worst.


    Thinking of the future, the best option would be to eliminate her. There were ways to do it, as long as I wasn’t picky. The reason I hesitated was that a part of me still didn’t want to believe it was true.


    It would be easier for me to move on if she looked like those monstrous preachers, but she still looked and acted like the same old Natalie. If I tried to ask her what was going on, she would just brush me off.


    And that was the reason I couldn’t make up my mind. If she was dealing with some circumstances she couldn’t reveal, then as long as her problem was solved, she could go back to being a friend. I knew it was a convenient fantasy, but I still couldn’t dismiss it out of hand.


    I knew I was being pathetic. But I didn’t have an answer.


    While he waited for me to speak, Gideon held up a fourth finger.


    “Last, after eliminating the sun god, you will conquer the Millennium of Midnight Sun and hand over the Astral Crystal.”


    “You’re using your words incorrectly,” I helpfully pointed out to him. “This isn’t a negotiation, but ‘orders,’ ‘a demand for capitulation,’ or ‘an unequal treaty.’”


    “What are you talking about?” Gideon demanded, affronted. “When did I ever call this a negotiation?”


    “You’re a tool for your god, right? Can’t you find something a little more motivating to use?”


    “After death, your soul will find eternal peace at the side of the Earth Mother…”


    “Nah, not interested.”


    Forget it. I turned to Oswald instead.


    “How did you get hooked up with these freaks?”


    “These fine people are seeking allies in the fight against the sun god.”


    “Don’t think I’d want to work with any religion that would team up with gangsters.”


    What are they going to say next, “Extort thy neighbor”?


    The monster named Byron, which had stayed silent thus far, suddenly cried out, “You dare mock God?”


    “You find reasons to demand money and valuables, then take them from other people. How is that any different from how gangsters demand protection money?”


    “Do not associate the Earth Mother with such pretenders,” screeched the one named Paul. “The teachings of the Earth Mother are holy and benevolent.”


    “Yeah, yeah. Every god has its platitudes. Even the charlatan sun god says these things.” I fixed the hideous creatures with a look. “Plus, if I interpret your teachings in the most straightforward way possible, you required everyone who believes in a different god to be converted. In other words, you don’t allow anyone to believe in other gods.”


    “And what’s wrong with that?”


    “Basically, the choices are slavery or death.”


    There were plenty of people in the world who were sick of thinking for themselves and turned to gods instead, but I wasn’t one of them. If someone couldn’t take responsibility for their own mistakes, then there was no point in living. It was easy to abdicate responsibility, but the life that awaited beyond that was just playing with dollies. Gods were as cruel as children. They would beat you and snap your neck and pull off your limbs without a second thought. And when they were bored with you, they threw you into the trash.


    “I refuse to be a slave, and I’ll not make anyone else my slave, either.”


    If I were that kind of person, I would’ve taken the princess knight as my slave first. I’d have used Release and her secret as tools to devour every last bit of her. And it wasn’t my intent to die, either.


    “I’m fine with destroying the earwig sun god and his followers. But what exactly do you mean by ‘destruction’?”


    “No traces of the heretical faith can remain.”


    “And after you’ve burned all their books and churches, what then?”


    “Their believers will be harshly judged, of course.”


    “And how do you prove that? You don’t know what people truly believe in their heart of hearts.”


    The gloomy little sun god allowed his followers to falsely claim other faiths in order to escape persecution, for example.


    As long as a person didn’t act on it, anyone could imagine becoming a mass murderer if they wanted. Everyone has wished they could slug someone who annoys them. Everyone wants to swear and scream insults once in a while, even toward their lovers or family. Humans are emotional creatures and susceptible to their desires. Even those with partners or spouses find their eyes straying toward others. Sometimes the devil overcomes them. But in most cases, these are fleeting things, and many people never follow through on them. In time, they forget that they ever had such a fantasy.


    “A reprobate like you, lecturing me on the freedom of religion?” Gideon mocked.


    “I just don’t want my innermost thoughts being read.”


    “So you will not obey, no matter what?”


    “I’m not going to sink to working for a monster.”


    “You would make light of those who gave their everlasting souls to the Earth Mother?”


    “Now, now,” chided Oswald, “let’s all calm down. Will you let me try to handle this one?”


    I was escorted to an adjacent room. This one appeared to be a chapel. It was under renovation, and only half of the pews were installed. Directly ahead of us was a statue of the Earth Mother, which I’d seen a few times before. They forced me to sit beneath it. My hands were still tied.


    “Now think rationally. If you defeat the sun god, you can be a hero again, Giant-Eater. Don’t you want to relive the glory of your past? In just a few decades, you’ll be an old man. You can’t live this life as a kept man forever.”


    But his hard sell, disguised as helpful advice, only made me less interested. For one thing, I didn’t want to be a hero.


    The man with me right now was the one spreading the rumors about the sun god’s followers starting a riot. As long as he kept painting a picture of danger, and that nugget of fear remained in the minds of the people, Oswald could be a hero. They were a convenient villain to prop up his ongoing popularity.


    “Plus, it’s to the benefit of your beloved princess knight, too.”


    “How so?”


    After destroying the pube sun god and his faction, they were demanding that we go into the dungeon and give them the Astral Crystal. That clearly wasn’t to Arwin’s benefit at all.


    “Are you saying that the Earth Mother is going to rescue the kingdom of Mactarode from its plight?”


    If they could clear out the thousands upon thousands of monsters infesting her homeland, then I supposed it was worth considering. But Oswald’s noncommittal response was all the evidence I needed. Mactarode did not follow the Earth Mother’s faith. They didn’t give one shit what happened to a country of heretics.


    “You’re too old to be making huge gambles like this,” I said.


    Things might be looking up at the moment, but at the end of the day, the Birds of Prey were just a provincial gang. They couldn’t compete with the Spotted Wolves and the Devil’s Alliance in terms of manpower and finances. They were too big to fight against.


    “It might have worked out during the stampede, but you can’t just keep rolling sixes forever. You should know better than anyone what happens to people who lose at dice.”


    “And that is where the Earth Mother comes in.”


    “You haven’t gone so senile that you failed to notice the reason they chose the Birds of Prey over the Spotted Wolves and the Devil’s Alliance, have you?”


    It was because they were easier to absorb. The other two groups were much larger and more resistant to change. They didn’t want to ally themselves with extremists and have it unbalance the whole operation until the house of cards fell over.


    “You think you’re using them, but in the end, they’ll take you for everything you’re worth and finish you.”


    “You’re worried for me? How sweet.” He grimaced.


    “You stay true to your ideals and play by the code. You’re a man among men.”


    Oswald briefly paused, thrown off guard.


    “An old man who used to know you told me all about you.”


    “Blabbering fool,” he cursed, looking away.


    “I hear you were a guy people looked up to. You protected your little turf and stayed true to your roots. Why launch yourself into such a wild gamble?”


    “…Even back then, I had my ambition. It was a small-time dream to be the boss of this whole town.”


    “And now you’ve gotten old enough that you want to go back and chase the dreams of your youth? Or do you have some other reason for doing this?”


    Oswald blanched. “Yeah…I do have a reason, but it’s as stupid as can be. It’s a huge problem for me, but you’ll just laugh if you hear it. But if you do, I’ll kill you.”


    “You clearly want to tell me, so out with it. I’ll hear your atonement.”


    He hesitated, then pointed down at his crotch.


    “I can’t get it up in the morning anymore.”


    “Huh?”


    There was a long silence.


    I waited, expecting him to say it was a joke. But Oswald didn’t take it back. Despite the ridiculous look on his face, I saw only desolation and fear behind it.


    “It’s been this way for about three years,” he said emotionally, not waiting for a response. “I can use it still, but it’s not as lively as it once was. Won’t react the same way when I see a good woman. In the past, I could run through five women, ten women in a single night, but now one is the best I can manage. And now I’ve got this to worry about.”


    To be honest, I’m more surprised you were able to keep it up this long.


    “I can’t keep my food down any longer. My eyes are failing me. My shoulders and back and knees are killing me. I run out of breath sooner. I used to think I could keep up. More white hairs, more wrinkles, I took them in stride. But this? This hurts.”


    So basically, thanks to this particular issue, he’d become conscious of the aging that was eating away at his body, and the death that awaited him in the future. As people get older, they lose their strength and willpower. Some folks who were wild and violent in their youth lost that edge and became friendly old men, but Oswald had gone through the opposite process. His time left in the world was scarce, and now he was desperate to revisit the dreams of his youth.


    “You’re the first one I’ve told about this,” he said.


    “What is this, repentance? Fine, fine, I forgive you. Just let me go home, ya big softie.”


    He kneed me in the stomach for that one. I fell to my knees.


    “And let me be clear: This will happen to you one day, too.”


    “I’ll be on the job…for life,” I grunted, trying to hold back the stomach acid.


    “That’s what I thought, too, not long ago. But it didn’t turn out that way. Both you and I will grow old and die one day. And there’s nothin’ we can do about it.”


    “Unless you ask the Astral Crystal for eternal youth?”


    “Conquer the dungeon? Now that’s the real fantasy. And this is the great dungeon, the Millennium of Midnight Sun. Even the Crimson Princess Knight might not have what it takes.”


    “We’ll see.”


    I didn’t deny it, but I didn’t agree with it, either.


    “I’m not going to cooperate with them. Who would say yes to something like that, knowing what awaits them in the end?”


    “Are you done talking?” said a voice from behind us. It was Byron, the centaur minister, standing at the door. When did he get here? I hadn’t heard or sensed the door opening.


    “You will get one more chance. Follow us, and your life will be spared.”


    “Sorry, but my schedule is full of dates with the princess knight. Maybe I can squeeze you in a hundred years from now.”


    Byron heaved an incredible sigh. “So the answer is no, then. I should not expect insects to understand the value of mercy.”


    “Right back at ya,” I said. “Everything you say only has weight because the Earth Mother has your back. Without that, you’re just making empty wisecracks, just like me.”


    I shrugged and laughed. Then the alarm bells in my head clanged; I launched myself sideways to evade.


    Just as I landed face down, I heard a tremendous booming, and a shower of wood and stone fell on my back. A dusty smell filled my nostrils, and I grimaced at the pain from my fall but got to my feet. Behind me, there was an enormous hole in the wall next to the statue of the Earth Mother, through which Byron’s body was visible.


    We were a significant distance apart, but he’d crossed the gap in an instant. Shards of broken stone littered the floor. He had launched himself at top speed without any buildup. So that was what Byron was capable of as a minister. He had smashed into the wall at considerable speed but hadn’t suffered any visible damage. So he was quite sturdy.


    “I won’t miss next time,” he said, turning toward me. His hooves pounded the ground.


    I pointed out the shattered floor. “Do you use your offerings to pay for the repairs?”


    “Forget it, Matthew.” Oswald pulled the drawstring bag from his pocket. “I’ve already figured out your trick, and I have your precious temporary sun here. You don’t stand a chance. Wise up and surrender.”


    “Sorry, but if there’s one thing I hate, it’s people ruining my dates.”


    My hands were still bound, so I could only use my fingers to dig into my pocket for the cracked crystal ball. Oswald’s eyes widened. He opened the drawstring bag.


    All that rolled into his pudgy hand was a scratched-up glass bead.


    I already expected that the temporary sun would be taken from me. So I crafted a lookalike and slipped it into my shoe. I didn’t have the time when I was captured, but when I snatched it back from Oswald, I pretended to return it to the bag, while secretly slipping the real one into my pocket. This trick was intended for Vincent, but you never know when careful planning might pay off.


    “Come on, motherfucker,” I hissed under my breath. If it failed to work now, I was dead. With that prayer on my lips, I shouted, “Irradiation!”


    Brilliant light flooded the scene before my eyes. I ripped through the ropes tying my wrists together and charged with a tremendous roar.


    “Good show,” said Byron. His body flickered, right as I launched myself in a different direction. I was heading for Oswald. I grabbed his arm and pulled the Dei Consentus from his pocket.


    “I’ll take this, too,” I said, taking back the empty drawstring bag. If I lost it, the squirt would be furious. “By the way, I read your fortune earlier.”


    I hurled Oswald for all I was worth. The burly man screamed as he flew through the air and ended up on top of the Earth Mother’s statue.


    “It said, ‘Heights are your lucky place.’”


    I didn’t want any complications. If I had to expose a weak point to this mysterious minister, it would be the death of me.


    The moment I put the deck of cards into my pocket, I hopped backward as Byron charged at me from the side. Fragments of pews sprayed into the air, and the wall buckled with another resounding boom. The entire building shook.


    So obstacles meant nothing to him. And because he moved so quickly, I couldn’t keep my distance from him. I could see the means to handle him, though. The speed was a problem, but it just left him more vulnerable when he missed.


    Next time he charged into a wall, I would jump on his back. The centaur’s back was defenseless by nature. There, I could snap his neck. While his source of power was from a different god, his weakness was the same as a preacher’s, I was sure.


    “What’s wrong, horsey? Did you get scared?”


    I needed to wrap this up before the other two arrived. They were leaving this situation to Byron for now, but if it continued for much longer, his reinforcements would arrive. I needed to finish him off now, while I had the chance.


    “Don’t panic. I will come to you now.”


    Byron pulled a long, narrow spear off his back. He swung it overhead and leveled the point at me, then charged. Given his speed and weight, a badly mistimed move would lead to one Matthew skewer. I moved back to the wall. The first step to my strategy was getting him to slam into the wall.


    “Humph!”


    With a grunt from the pit of his gut, he hurled the spear. I briefly panicked until it stuck into the ground a few steps in front of me.


    “Incompetent sucker. You can’t…”


    But Byron was hurtling toward me before I could finish my wisecrack. Where’s the fun in that? I jumped to the side again to put more distance between us. Byron charged directly toward the spot where I’d been and was on course to smash into the wall—until he stretched his arm out, grabbed the spear thrust into the floor, and used it as an axle to spin his body around and in my direction instead.


    “Shit!”


    I didn’t know he could perform such acrobatics. I jumped away once again.


    Now I realized that I was in the center of the chapel room. Damn—he’d lured me into the open. Now I couldn’t get him to ram into the wall.


    Where do I go? I glanced around the room.


    As soon as I recognized his form near the door, Byron disappeared. He was so fast—even faster now than before. By the time I saw him, he was upon me. I didn’t have time to fight back. I tried to evade, but I couldn’t get out of the way fast enough.


    “Too slow.”


    The impact made my vision go dark. When I could see again, the chapel was upside down. It was then that I realized that it was my body that was upside down in the air.


    My shoulder hurt. Just a graze, and this was how much force it imparted. But at that speed, there was no way he could use that spear trick to change direction. He would just slam into the wall. It wouldn’t hurt him, but he’d have to start over again. I was getting used to the speed now. I turned in midair and landed on the ground.


    Once again, my eyes darted around for him, but Byron was nowhere to be seen. I thought he might’ve jumped outside, but there was no hole big enough for that. And I would’ve heard a huge crash if he had done so.


    But my next thought sent a chill down my spine.


    I hadn’t felt or heard anything when Byron came into the chapel the first time. So how did he get in? My instincts told me it wasn’t safe to stay in one place. I tried to move, but Byron came bursting through the wall next to me.


    Before I could do anything to get out of the way, I was soaring through the air and smashed into the far wall. It felt like my body was being torn to pieces. My vision flickered as agony tore through me.


    Once I could see the light again, I saw only the drawstring bag, stained with blood, the bottom torn.


    …Now I’m guaranteed to get chewed out by the squirt. Oh, joy.


    But I would have time to think of an excuse later. Terrific speed wasn’t Byron’s only skill.


    “You can go through walls.”


    “And not just walls.”


    Byron’s face appeared out of my own stomach. I thought my heart would stop.


    “I can pass through anything, even living creatures.”


    He passed through my body, laughing with delight. When he was loose, he grabbed my ankles and peeled me away from the wall. I hung upside down from his wrists. The blood rushing to my head was going to make me go stupid.


    “I could simply kill you right now, but depending on the conditions, I might be willing to ‘negotiate’ with you, as you wanted. But first,” he said, before I felt a terrible pain in my left ankle. He was trying to crush it. “Just in case. You never know.”


    If he immobilized me, then I couldn’t even run away, much less fight back. I would be done for.


    “Are you sure we’re speaking the same language? This is not negotiation. Do youuu understaaand the worrrds I’m saaaying?”


    “Call it orders or extortion. I have something I want to ask of you,” Byron said, the anger rising in his voice. “Your companion, Natalie the Tempest. She slaughtered our brother, Manuel.”


    “You said that already.”


    I wanted to tell her Well done, but it was also one of the direct reasons I was in this situation, so I couldn’t exactly celebrate it.


    “Manuel was also a sorcerer. He cast many curses on her, like Agony, Rot, Temptation, Faunization, Florization…”


    “Sounds like a lot of nasty work.”


    It was like a going-out-of-business sale on curses.


    “However, none of it affected her. She did not have any magic items that would protect her against them, but she fought Manuel without a hint of discomfort.”


    “She’s always been like that.”


    The type of person who got more excited when she had a strong foe to go up against. I didn’t get it, personally.


    “Ultimately, she got the better of Manuel. Our young brother was sent to the afterlife after just a hundred years of life.”


    Maybe that’s “just” a hundred years to your kind, but to us, you’re an ancient man at the end of his life.


    “What is that power she has?” he demanded. The grip on my ankle tightened. It hurt. Basically, Byron wanted to know the secret to Natalie’s strength so that he could avenge his comrade.


    “Well, it sounds like…he was just a poor match for her.” It was the only thing I could say.


    “You still cover for her, even now? She betrayed you!”


    “Even still,” I said, flipping Byron off as I hung upside down, “I haven’t fallen so low that I’d sell her out to the likes of you, clown.”


    If she betrayed us, then that was a score for me and my companions to settle with her. We weren’t taking help from others.


    “Heretic,” Byron hissed. He squeezed harder; my ankle began to crack. I was in trouble now.


    My consciousness wavered, possibly due to the pain.


    “Hmm?”


    Byron looked up, clearly annoyed. Above his head was the flickering temporary sun.


    “A relic of the sun god.”


    Not only was it half-broken, but it also only lasted a short time, and now it was erratically flickering on and off. Given Byron’s annoyance, it was clear that he couldn’t cut through light like he did everything else.


    “What a bother.” He reached up and plucked the temporary sun out of the air, then clenched his fist. It crackled and crunched. “Hmph!”


    When he opened his hand, shards of translucent crystal tumbled to the floor. They melted into little motes of light that evaporated into the air. The temporary sun was utterly destroyed.


    “Even a holy relic can be easily crushed when it is in such a decrepit state,” Byron laughed, now that the chapel was gloomy and dark once again. “…What’s wrong? I’ve destroyed the property of that sun god you loathe. Where is your gratitude?”


    “You were the type of kid who bullied other children by destroying their stuff, weren’t you?”


    Ripping April’s bag wasn’t enough; he had to ruin Vanessa’s keepsake, too. He was mean, sadistic, cruel, and trashy.


    “What you destroyed was a gift from a friend.”


    “You should choose better friends.”


    “That’s good advice.” It’s why you ended up dead, Vanessa. “That’s the one area where I’ll agree with you. There’s a first time for everything.”


    “Then in the interest of expanding our shared understanding, let’s resume our negotiation,” Byron said. The agony in my left ankle resumed.


    “Quit struggling. It’s pointless.” Oswald had approached, thinking that the fight was over. He’d gotten himself down from the statue. “This is your last warning. Work with the Earth Mother and her ministers, and let’s fuckin’ kill those shits who worship the sun god.”


    “Sorry, but the talks are off.”


    I finally managed to work off my other shoe. I had some backup plans in case I couldn’t make use of the temporary sun anymore, and this was one of them.


    “I apologize if it smells.”


    It wasn’t just a fake glass bead that I had tucked into the tip of my shoe. There was a black ball nestled between my toes, too. I tossed it onto the floor, where it shot a purplish-black smoke out. I was released, and my body plummeted. I held my breath, careful not to inhale, and, struggling against the pain, rolled away from Byron and Oswald. Escaping was the only option, before the other ministers joined the fight; they had to be getting impatient by now. If they sensed their fellow was losing and took it seriously, I didn’t stand a chance.


    While I fled, the sound of coughing filled the chapel.


    “I wouldn’t breathe that in, if I were you,” I warned them, from my safe position. “It’s nerve gas. You won’t be able to use your lungs.”


    Despite their monstrous appearances, both the preachers and the ministers still needed to breathe through their lungs. I was glad I’d set this little trick up, just in case.


    The hole in the wall that Byron had made earlier was a convenient exit for me to crawl through. I was in a hallway now, still in Oswald’s mansion. Since I was smack dab in the middle of the enemy’s lair, his subordinates came rushing at me en masse.


    “There! It’s him!”


    “Don’t try to run, bitch!”


    Not an original bone in their body. This is what happens when you panic: You can’t stretch your vocabulary. A sad reminder of the consequences of not practicing your daily wisecracks.


    I wanted to get outside somehow, but they’d have the exits blocked off already. It was hard to win a game of hide-and-seek when in an unfamiliar building, playing against its owner. If I ran the wrong way, I’d end up trapped on both sides. Best to put my foot on a nearby windowsill, then launch myself out of it. After a moment of weightlessness, I would land on the grass. Painful but momentary.


    I needed to get outside. There were still people walking about at this hour. Those ministers weren’t going to come after me in their monstrous forms.


    Just when I was praying for a chance to get away, there was an explosive sound outside the walls of the mansion.


    “Hey, what was that?”


    “What group was it?”


    The Birds of Prey hastily rushed off in the direction of the explosion. Whoever did it, their timing couldn’t have been better.


    I went out a window and down into the yard. While the grounds were enclosed, there would be an access door somewhere along the walls. I stayed crouched to make myself less visible. Right near the corner where two walls met was a wooden door.


    Almost there. Almost to freedom—and then the door opened. I was face-to-face with a dark figure coming through.


    I stopped. After we stared at each other for a moment, I scratched my head.


    “Sorry, guess my timing was bad. Should I have waited a bit longer for you?”


    “No matter,” Arwin said, relieved. “I was getting tired of having to go and save you myself every time.”


    “I’ll try to be careful in the future,” I said. That was the hard part about being a kept man. If she got tired of me, she could just toss me right out with the trash.


    “Let’s go. I’ll hear your story later.” She grabbed me by the hand and pulled me outside. “Noelle and the others are distracting the Birds of Prey now.”


    “I’m surprised you knew where to find me.”


    I wouldn’t have dreamed that they’d come this soon.


    “You can thank April and Noelle for that.”


    They had just come back from the dungeon when April rushed up to them to explain the situation. Noelle had been the first to rush off and found the destroyed carriage and the bodies around it. Nearby were the wheel marks of another carriage, which she tracked to this particular lot.


    “I’ll get them some flowers later.”


    A myriad of stomping footsteps came up behind us. The Birds of Prey were on the chase.


    “We don’t want to be surrounded by however many of them there are. Let’s move,” Arwin said.


    “Yeah.”


    But when I tried to run, I lost my balance and tumbled spectacularly to the ground. My left foot wasn’t cooperating after being trapped in the monster’s grip. The ankle wasn’t broken, but it might be fractured. I’d done my best to ignore the pain, but it could only work for so long. Sometimes having dulled senses wasn’t the best thing.


    “We need to run, Matthew.”


    I was able to stand, but I couldn’t push off my foot. We were going to be surrounded by the gangsters first.


    “I guess we have no choice.” She drew her sword, preparing to fight.


    “Well, well, well, if it ain’t the Crimson Princess Knight.”


    A group of about ten or so street toughs rounded the corner. At the head of the pack was Oswald.


    Perhaps Arwin on her own could handle her business. But not when she had a wounded kept man at her side. Not only was I unhelpful, but I was actively holding her back.


    “Perfect timing. I was hoping to talk to you again, in fact. You see…”


    “No.”


    “I haven’t even said what it is yet.”


    “The last thing I was told was not to speak with you. And you can’t say you’ve forgotten about what happened the other day.”


    The false courtesy disappeared from Oswald’s face, replaced by hostility and madness in his eyes. He was ready for combat.


    The air rippled with tension.


    Then it was broken by a whistle. The kind blown by the Paladins.


    A shadow crossed Oswald’s face. He needed more than just ten men to get into a fight with the authorities.


    “We’ll pick this up again later. We can have a nice chat over drinks again,” he said shamelessly before tossing a white blob over my head. It was my bag of candies. I spun around, but Oswald was gone, and the Paladins arrived before I could pick it up.


    Vincent was leading the group. Before his usual scowl appeared, he actually looked relieved for a moment when he saw me.


    “You’re all right, then.”


    “Thanks to your excellent work, Commander.”


    He had personally led the prisoner escort when Oswald attacked and captured his star suspect, whisking me away right out from under his nose. He was an embarrassment. An incompetent piece of trash.


    “Anyway, are you gonna resign in disgrace now? Go on back to the royal city with your lady wife and heir.”


    “Eventually I will,” he said, easily disarming my barb and giving his men their orders.


    He’s grown a thicker set of skin, then.


    “So what happened?”


    After a moment of hesitation, I told him some of the honest truth. After being kidnapped by the Birds of Prey, I was ordered by the ministers of the Earth Mother to do their bidding, under the guise of “negotiation.” After a battle, I somehow managed to escape, but the temporary sun had been destroyed. During my escape, I ran into Arwin, and when Oswald chased us out here, there was nearly a fight. That was when the slowpoke Paladins finally showed up, and Oswald and his goons turned tail and ran.


    “So you’re gonna throw them all in jail, right?”


    “…The matter of the Birds of Prey is simple enough. They cannot be allowed to attack the Paladins without judgment. I’ll make the arrangements right away.”


    I see. But no punishment for holding me captive.


    “Sure you won’t just be cutting off the lizard’s tail?”


    “They’ll try it. But they won’t succeed.”


    Apparently, he was determined to arrest Oswald, their ringleader.


    “What about the religion, then? It’s pretty obvious that they’re connected to the Birds of Prey if you take a look at that church there. Plus, they’ve got these monsters called ministers on their side.”


    “That complicates matters,” Vincent murmured darkly. “I’ll have them investigated, but it is not against the law to worship the Earth Mother. And just because there are criminals who worship her does not give me the right to rebuke or prosecute them.”


    Worship of the sun god was now against the law in this town, but all the other religions were allowed.


    “Even though they take the form of monsters?”


    “At the moment, you are the only one to have witnessed it.”


    So a kept man under suspicion wasn’t a worthy witness. Natalie had seen them, too, I assumed, but she’d never speak up about it.


    “Also, the Church of the Earth Mother has grown quite a bit within Baradelle, and they hold some influence over national politics at this point. It makes sense that someone would try to harness that power.”


    “Even if it was a no-good criminal?”


    “That is for the church to decide, not me.”


    He was useless to me. Vincent gave me a searching look.


    “…For now, you might as well go home. You’ve been through enough. I’ll hear more from you later.”


    “Sure thing.”


    I’d been through plenty and just barely survived being abducted. The fight against Byron had left me tattered—both health and wardrobe. I just wanted to go home, change clothes, eat something, and sleep.


    “Commander, this was on the ground over there,” said one of the Paladins, holding my bag of candy.


    “Ah.” Vincent reached out to take it, but the bag opened, and several of the candies spilled out. He reached down and plucked one off the ground.


    My heart leaped into my throat.


    “Oh, it’s just candy,” Vincent said, disappointed. But he kept his eye on it. Don’t tell me the proud and mighty commander of the Paladins is going to eat food he picked up off the ground.


    If I reacted the wrong way, he’d suspect something was going on.


    Vincent was turning around to toss it aside when someone gasped. I didn’t need to look to know who it was.


    And the voice caught Vincent’s attention.


    “Are these candies yours?” he asked.


    “Er, no,” said Arwin, shaking her head when she realized her mistake. But that only had the opposite effect.


    Sure enough, Vincent didn’t seem to believe her. He looked at the candies, then at Arwin, and back again.


    “Are you eating food off the ground? Disgusting, greedy behavior,” I said, rummaging in my pocket to distract him. Miraculously, there was a wrapped candy that had escaped the Paladins’ pat down. I handed it to Vincent. This one had herbs in it. “If you want one, you can have it. On the house, because you did come to rescue me.”


    “……”


    “Don’t worry, it’s not poisoned. There’s not even a tiny bit of cat piss or dog shit in it. Trust me.”


    Vincent scowled, then opened the wrapper and compared the two candies.


    “Interesting. I see,” he said, nodding to himself. “And you made these candies?”


    “I did,” I admitted. I’d given some to Ralph and other people before, too. The truth would come out sooner or later, so lying would only make things more difficult for me.


    “But when Lady Arwin noticed the candies that fell on the ground, she showed quite an interest in them. How strange. If you make them, she could just ask you for them. You had one on hand to give to me, for example.”


    I felt an unpleasant sweat coming over me. What was it about Oswald and Vincent that they had to notice the candy packages at the exact moment that I made a little mistake? How could such a tiny mistake lead to such overlapping misfortune? Next time on, I needed to make sure the candy wrappers could be told apart—if there was a next time.


    “Meaning that the candies that were on the ground are special in some way.”


    “Oh, of course. They’re a special type, rolled in mud and dust. And a bit of rat turd for flavor.”


    “You can’t fool me with your wisecracks this time,” Vincent announced smugly, and instructed his men to pick up all the fallen candy. He then wrapped up the two in his hand and tucked them in his pocket.


    “The Paladins will be examining these,” he said.


    It sounded like a death sentence.


    “I look forward to seeing what I learn.”

  

  
    

     CHAPTER FOUR Trapped Like a Rat 


    We were subjected to a simple search after that, but they found nothing else, of course. Vincent didn’t seem disappointed, however, and left with a spring in his step. He seemed to expect as much and was content to pull back with the evidence he’d just acquired. It would be hard to take it back by force. And grabbing them to eat them would be all but a confession of guilt. They could force me to vomit, and that would be it.


    Arwin’s face was pale with anxiety. We met up with Ralph and Noelle after that, but she told them that she was feeling unwell and hurried home with me. Her gait was unsteady and weak, like a toddler learning to walk. She looked like she might fall over at any moment.


    “Want me to carry you on my back?”


    Thanks to my natural toughness, the pain in my foot was receding. The sun had gone down long ago, but I’d carried her all the way out of the depths of the dungeon before. I could manage this much.


    Arwin shook her head weakly. But she did cling to my arm in concern.


    “Don’t worry about it. He’s not going to arrest the beloved princess knight over some stupid candy. He would only be embarrassing himself.”


    “……”


    But she did not respond. She just looked downcast, lost in her thoughts.


    It was a bad sign. She’d end up relapsing into her dungeon sickness. And just when she was on the verge of being able to walk through town with a clean conscience. She’d end up back on Release. And everything I’d done to help her would be for nothing.


    Everything I’d fought to protect. Even by killing Vanessa.


    Knowing Vincent, he would investigate the ingredients in the candy and realize at once that Release was a part of the mix. If he tied Arwin to Release, it would create a motive for Vanessa’s murder.


    Everything was going Vincent’s way. I thought I’d done everything I needed in order to get past this problem, but now we were hurtling toward oblivion. Is it just bad luck, or has Arwin’s fortune finally run out?


    “…So, um, about my strength…”


    It was best to find something else to talk about. This wasn’t the topic I wanted, but it was better than letting her sink deeper into her thoughts.


    Thanks to Vincent, my secret—the curse that afflicted me, and the way I could undo it—were now public knowledge. After I had done so much to hide it from even Arwin.


    “…I heard from April,” she said sullenly.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lie to you, but…”


    “…It was more convenient for you to keep it hidden?”


    “That’s right.”


    Knowing an enemy’s abilities was a hair’s breadth away from knowing their weakness. It was the first step of strategizing. It was how you came up with a plan. If it was known years ago that I was once Mardukas the Giant-Eater, I wouldn’t be here. I’d have been chased out of town or killed—nothing else. I’d survived for this long because I was a great big lug of a kept man who was so much weaker than he looked. Because everyone thought I was a weakling without any money or power, they overlooked me, and it gave me some cover to get around.


    “But…”


    “It’s not a reason to keep it a secret from you…right?”


    I sensed that she had nodded her head. Arwin and I shared one fate. If we went to hell, we went together. There were any number of chances to have told her, but I lied and distracted her to keep the truth to myself. I put the problem off until later, and this was the result.


    “It’s because you’re a bad liar. I thought it would be easier to hide if you didn’t know.”


    “…Is that all?”


    Right now, it was my third reason. The first reason, of course, was that I didn’t want Arwin to know my other secrets: that I was killing Release dealers to get a supply for her, that I had erased others who figured out the secret, and that I had taken out Vanessa, too. I could camouflage all the secrets I didn’t want Arwin to know. That way, even if she stumbled across their existence, she wouldn’t immediately connect them to me.


    But since I couldn’t say that, I told her my second reason instead.


    “I didn’t want you to put too much hope in me.”


    If she knew that I could use the strength from my prime, Arwin would lean upon my assistance. Maybe she would have called in magic items like the temporary sun from all over the country. But that wasn’t good enough. The dungeon wasn’t that simple. It would be suicide to bring around a helper who had a time limit on his effectiveness. I would be another mouth to feed, and I’d need protection when I couldn’t fight. What Arwin really needed was party members she could trust to watch her back.


    “It would be touching to have you rely on my help, but the dungeon isn’t my area of expertise. You shouldn’t be counting on an unreliable helper. You have to make it through the challenges with your own power. You get it, right?”


    “That’s true, but…”


    “What you should be doing is building your own Million Blades.”


    To be perfectly honest, Aegis was two or three levels below the Million Blades at its best. That wasn’t an insult; we were just a collection of monsters on an individual basis. But in terms of future potential, they had to be nearly as promising.


    “Conquering the dungeon is an unfathomable dream. The road is long and winding. But if you keep at it and do what needs to be done, you might one day get close enough to grasp your goal. It’s a lifelong gamble. It’s not easy enough that passion alone will get you to the finish line.”


    There is a certain luck in gambling well. If you always make the biggest bets, you’ll quickly bottom out. When it seems like you’re losing, a tactical retreat is wise. As long as it gets you to the goal in the end, it’s all good.


    “…I had nothing I could count on. I lost everything that day.”


    She was talking about the day that the monster horde overran her kingdom of Mactarode.


    “I lost my father and mother, and so many of my people and servants died. I tried to lean on more distant relatives in an attempt to take my homeland back, but it all ended in futility. Even Kingsford, my final hope, abandoned me.”


    I’d heard of that place before; she was referring to their second prince, her former fiancé. After their marriage, he was supposed to serve as Arwin’s prince consort. But before any of it could happen, Mactarode was destroyed, and he canceled their betrothal.


    Royal and noble marriages were a political tool—a product of the system. If the kingdom no longer existed, then there was no benefit in it for him, and no reason to marry her anymore.


    “I only met him a few times, but he was a splendid man. Though it was arranged by my father, I truly believed that I could have built a new Mactarode with him.”


    “You were in love with him?”


    “Why, are you jealous?”


    “It was a serious question.”


    She apologized. “…I had thought that he felt the same way about me, but it seemed that I was under an illusion.”


    They drove her away without ever letting her see her fiancé. Not only did she lose everything she could count on, but her people and vassals had lost the land they’d need to revive the country. The responsibility on her shoulders was tremendous. It was enough to imbalance anyone’s state of mind.


    “But it’s different now, right?”


    “It still feels like standing on thin ice.”


    If Arwin’s secret got out, there was much she could lose. The trust from the public and the esteem she’d earned from her companions would crumble. She would lose her license as an adventurer, and the dream of the Astral Crystal would be over. The structure propping up the Crimson Princess Knight was very brittle, indeed.


    “In the end, you’re the only lifeline I have,” she said, looking at me with pleading eyes. I glanced away.


    “Only for the moment. You’ll have more in good time.”


    It wouldn’t be long before Release’s poison would be gone for good. She could walk down the street knowing that she was a free woman—the perfect, complete version of the princess knight.


    And to get there, we had to keep deflecting Vincent’s attempts.


    “It’ll work out somehow,” I said, as much to myself as to her, and pushed open the front door to our house.


     


    The next morning, I stood in the kitchen, yawning. I hadn’t slept much last night, thanks to ruminations on the spilled candy. Arwin didn’t look great when the morning rolled around. She tried to get up, but I pushed her back into bed. She was still exhausted after returning from the dungeon. While she didn’t have much appetite, I was able to give her some soup. The mind couldn’t summon good thoughts when the stomach was empty, after all.


    Once she was full and had more rest, she’d have a new outlook on things.


    As usual, the Paladins had our house surrounded, keeping tabs on us while pretending it was security. Knowing Vincent, he’d have the candy’s ingredients analyzed before the morning was over. I expected we’d get hauled in for possession of illegal substances, but there was no sign of activity yet.


    Outside of my view, however, I was sure that he was making his arrangements to set up my arrest, just like the last time. The timing was uncertain, but I expected it would be in the next few days at the latest.


    If I didn’t come up with a counterplan—and fast—Arwin and I were headed for jail together. I stared at the guards outside the window, considering potential plans, when I spotted a carriage coming to a stop in front of the house.


    The door opened, and some familiar faces emerged.


    “Ah, it’s you.”


    I opened the door to welcome in April, who was looking quite gloomy for some reason. Naturally, Natalie hovered over her shoulder. She had the temerity to click her tongue when she saw my face.


    “Sorry, Arwin’s still sleeping. I was a bit rough last night. If it’s an emergency, I can go and wake her up for you.”


    “Uh, no…”


    Ordinarily, she would kick me for daring to be so suggestive, but today, she was quite withdrawn.


    “Oh, did you want me instead? Don’t worry. I’m doing just fine. Look!”


    I flexed and showed her my biceps. Yesterday, the Paladins arrested me after my old name was made public. Knowing April, she probably felt terrible, thinking that it was her fault I’d been arrested. I made a big show of being fine to put her at ease. But rather than getting her to look back to normal, she acted like she was being scolded.


    “Um…I’m very sorry for all the times I’ve been rude to you, Mister…Mardukas.”


    “Stop that!” I shouted on impulse. I didn’t want the squirt to feel like she needed to distance herself from me. It gave me the willies.


    “I’m disappointed in you,” I continued. “Are you really the kind of person who changes depending on who you’re talking to? You’re willing to be sassy and feisty with a no-good kept man, but not a seven-star adventurer?”


    “Of course she is,” snapped Natalie coldly. I ignored her, of course.


    “Forget about what you saw yesterday. The past is the past. I’m the same worthless boy toy you’ve always known. Treat me the same way you always have.”


    “But…”


    “Please.”


    It was making me want to cry. Why do I have to stoop to begging this little girl? This was all Vincent’s fault.


    “I don’t want you to act this way.”


    I wasn’t clinging to my former glory. I was a powerless kept man. If anything, I should be treated poorly. And in all truth, it felt good to be scorned for being a weak and worthless man, and to have my needs taken care of.


    Natalie reached forward and patted April’s shoulder. “Isn’t it just like I told you? He’s not going to care about little things like this.”


    “Natalie’s right,” I said.


    “His skin is thicker than an orc’s. It’s why he doesn’t feel any pain. Go ahead and use your whips and other torture implements to discipline him. It’s what he deserves.”


    “You. Step outside.”


    Today was the day I finally settled my score with this wicked, corrupt excuse for a maidservant. We were just about to lock horns in combat when April scolded us.


    “Oh, would you two just stop it, already?!”


    Two badly behaved adults, getting yelled at by a child. That was right. That was how it should be.


    April went on to tell me what happened at the orphanage after I left. There hadn’t been any particular chaos, but it was clear that the news about my past had spread far and wide. It was only a matter of time before the entire town knew about me. I was expecting that, so it wasn’t a shock. She was quite furious at Eddie for facilitating it, however. His chances at love were getting worse by the day. Sucks to be you, kid.


    “Is that all, then?”


    I was worried about Arwin upstairs, so I didn’t want to stand around talking for too long.


    “I heard you got kidnapped by some bad people after that. Did it turn out all right?”


    “For me,” I said. It was best to be upfront and apologize before she found out later. “But the bag you made for me got ripped when I was getting away. Sorry. The thing inside shattered, too.”


    Her expression tightened. “You mean, the thing you got from Vanessa…”


    “It was already cracked, though. The bad guy said the flickering light annoyed him, so he smashed it. And now I don’t have a single piece of it left anym— Hey! What gives?”


    I had to cut myself off; April had started crying.


    “What’s the matter, huh?”


    I tried to give her a handkerchief, but my hand collided with Natalie’s. She, too, was holding a white kerchief. We glared at each other until I backed down.


    “B-because…that was your keepsake of Vanessa’s, and now it’s… And she’s… It’s just not fair…”


    She dabbed at her cheeks, but the droplets kept falling from her eyes.


    “There’s no reason for you to cry.”


    For one thing, the whole “memento” part of it was something I made up so that it sounded better.


    “But…but…”


    She sobbed, her eyes red. Apparently, my wording had been poorly chosen. April had clearly taken it to mean, in essence, that Vanessa’s soul had transferred to the temporary sun and that she had saved me from my predicament.


    If only she knew the truth.


    “Let’s go now, mistress,” Natalie said, rubbing her back and guiding her back outside. Before the door shut, she looked back and made a hand gesture to me that meant Go to hell!


    After they left, I stared at the closed door and envisioned Byron the centaur monster.


    I’d slice him up and serve him raw on a platter even if it was the last thing I did.


     


    Three days passed without any further visits.


    “Here you go.”


    “…Thank you.”


    Arwin gave me an awkward smile and started eating her breakfast.


    The shock had largely worn off, but she still wasn’t quite herself yet.


    “Seems like you should give the dungeon a little more time,” I said. Normally, this would be the day she went back in. I’d have been happy for her to go back, to escape all the distractions of the surface, if nothing else. But right now, Arwin was likely to be distracted. Rest was a better option now, for her own safety.


    “No,” she replied, shaking her head. “The Maretto sisters are already annoyed at how many delays we’ve had. I want to avoid taking any more time away.”


    “And what if you extend yourself too far, and something happens to you?”


    “I know, I know.”


    She was like a child who refused to listen.


    “I’m well aware that I’m not in my normal state of mind right now. But I really want to go back down. We’re almost done with the twentieth floor.” Arwin smiled sadly. “And this might be my last chance.”


    Once it was known that she was a drug addict, Arwin would be arrested. The reputation of the Crimson Princess Knight, hero of the town, would crash to earth. She would even have her adventuring license revoked, most likely.


    It was a rule for the entire Adventurers Guild. The old man couldn’t play favorites. Only adventurers could go into the dungeon. Without Arwin, Aegis was nothing. The Maretto sisters would be the first to leave. Nicholas’s goal was revenge against the sun god and stopping his aims, not the restoration of Mactarode. Ralph and Noelle would stick around, but on their own, they couldn’t do it. Arwin’s dream would go forever unfulfilled.


    Paying for more adventurers was an option, but not a realistic one. The value of the Astral Crystal, which could make one’s dreams come true, was greater than a million gold coins—a person could use it to have as much coin as they wanted. Arwin was in no position to pay that kind of money.


    “The dungeon isn’t a place you go into to make memories.”


    “If you’re going to raid the Paladins and take the candies back, I’m all ears. Otherwise, waiting here accomplishes the same thing,” she said.


    “If you want to try it, I’m game.”


    Sneak in at night and either steal or destroy the sample of candy they were analyzing—and assassinate Vincent, to boot. It was risky, and if anyone found out it was us, we would be truly ruined. Plus, knowing Vincent, he would see it coming. The last thing he’d said to me was a kind of challenge, as I recalled. It was like jumping into the trap ourselves, but at least it was better than going quietly to the gallows.


    “I’m joking,” she said, annoyed. “To attempt to cover up my own sins by taking an innocent life would truly mark me as a monster in human skin.”


    “…Yeah.”


    Like, say, the man in your presence.


    “In any case, I’m going. I’ve already told Ralph and the others. Plus, if the Earth Mother’s ministers are also after the Astral Crystal, I can’t just sit back doing nothing.” She reached for the sword resting against the wall. “It’s nearly time for our meet-up. I’ve got to go now. Watch the house while I’m gone.”


    “I will.”


    She was always like this. Once she set her mind to something, it would never change.


    “And one more thing,” she said, spinning around. She paused. “I plan to be back in four days. Come and meet me outside.”


    “Sure, but why?”


    She had never told me to come meet her before. In the dungeon, where there was no day or night, one’s sense of time went awry. Four days from now could mean the morning or the middle of the night. That was why she always told me to wait at home.


    “If I get arrested, it may be the last time I see your face.”


    If the Paladins arrested Arwin, it would be right after she emerged from the dungeon. She would be tired from all the battling, and there were no other exits, so she couldn’t escape from them. They’d set up a sentry and several rows of guards. Once that was done, she couldn’t get back home.


    “Well, I’m off,” she said, wearing a smile.


     


    I stood in the empty entryway for a while, staring into space, before I firmed up my resolve for good.


    Oh well. At this point, I might as well take this as far as I can. I’d infiltrate the Paladins and get rid of both the candy and Vincent.


    It wasn’t impossible. I had fallen a long way, but I was still Mardukas the invincible Giant-Eater. At worst, I could blow everything up, Vincent included. It disgusted me to think that my partner on the road to hell would be someone like him, but that’s just how life is sometimes.


    Just as I was about to start getting ready, there was a knock at the door.


    Who is it?


    So much had happened recently that I was starting to get paranoid about visitors.


    “I want to speak with you,” said a familiar voice.


    I opened the door.


    “Pardon me,” said Vincent, coming in. He had a square package under his arm. “I’m aware that Lady Arwin has already left. It’s why I’ve come.”


    He must have gotten word from his guards stationed outside. His timing was so accurate that he’d probably been waiting nearby, if I had to guess.


    “I can put on some tea. I was just thinking about you.”


    “And I, you. What a coincidence.”


    “Creep.”


    “The feeling is mutual.”


    We sat across from each other. I did serve him tea, as promised, but naturally, he did not taste it.


    “So what do you want?” I asked.


    Vincent was alone, without any of his subordinates. It would be easy to kill him, but there were dozens of Paladins in the vicinity of the house. It would be nearly impossible to destroy them all. That had to be part of Vincent’s calculations in coming alone. Knowing that the man I’d been thinking about killing had already taken the initiative against me cooled some of my homicidal drive.


    “I would like to make a deal with you,” he said.


    “You want to know how to talk your way into a woman’s pants?”


    “Admit that you killed Vanessa, and I will look the other way with Lady Arwin.”


    There it is.


    He had decided he couldn’t torture that information out of me, so he’d brought me a deal instead.


    “I’ve already done my homework.”


    He tossed a stack of papers on the table. It looked like a collection of reference materials.


    “I examined the candy you dropped on the ground. Some of them contained Release, one of the most dangerous of the drugs circulating in this town.”


    I knew that. It was why I was in this situation to begin with.


    “While it came as a surprise to me, it helped put some details into perspective…including the reason for Vanessa’s murder. At some point, she realized Arwin’s secret.”


    “……”


    “Knowing Vanessa, she would have insisted on going public with it. So you killed her to keep her quiet. It was probably your decision alone. I considered that Lady Arwin might have ordered it, but I cannot imagine she would do such a thing. If she had, she would’ve turned herself in.”


    Probably. I would expect her to do the same thing.


    “I can imagine why the princess of Mactarode would violate a taboo like this: dungeon sickness. It happens to big, strong men. It stands to reason that it could happen to her, too.”


    He was trying to earn my sentiments by acting sympathetic, but I was too smart for that. If you could trick me like that, Vincent, then Vanessa would’ve gotten me, too.


    “I can find evidence quite quickly. Once the public knows, her reputation will suffer. And it won’t just be her who will be hurt by this. So will Mactarode itself, and all its people.”


    “And?”


    “If you turn yourself in, I’ll close my eyes to her illicit drug use. She can focus on her treatment. I will hold myself responsible for ensuring that.”


    If he was turning a blind eye to crime under his nose, then the commander had certainly adapted to life in this town.


    Well, it was out of the question. The “treatment” Vincent spoke of was simply locking her up until the drug left her body. If that is a responsibility you were capable of shouldering, then what am I doing?


    “Do you have any idea what you’re saying here?” I asked, as coldly as I could. “I’m as good as a saint for not splitting your skull right here and now.”


    “I’m aware of that, of course.”


    It was because he had evidence that Vincent could maintain his composure.


    “Also, on that note, to be ratified as a saint, you must be given the honor by the church after your death. On top of your good deeds in life, it will require evidence of a miracle.”


    “Thanks for the church lesson,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Maybe you should go turn into a saint, too.”


    “I’ve no interest in honors after death.”


    “A knight disinterested in honors?”


    “Honor to me is the number of people I’ve protected.”


    The pompous ass. I’d saved hundreds, if not thousands, of lives as an adventurer. And killed a hundred times as many.


    “So why should I admit to something I haven’t done anyway? All you achieved, while risking your wife and son, was finding out my old name and the fact that I can use great strength in a limited fashion.”


    He might have circumstantial logic to suspect me, but no evidence. There were dozens of men in this town with monstrous strength.


    “I’ve found proof.”


    “You’re lying.”


    It had been many months since then, and the stampede had totally ruined that area of town. Her remains were cremated and buried. Even the lot where she died was being rebuilt into a different building. There was no way he could have evidence.


    “No, I don’t have clear evidence that you killed Vanessa. But Sterling is a different matter.”


    That was a familiar name. For an instant, I flashed back to the death scene of that softy. He was Vanessa’s boyfriend, the unsuccessful painter. What an idiot. He got involved in drugs—Release, specifically—so I killed him. I jabbed his chisel through his throat. He drowned in his own blood and died begging for help.


    I could tell what Vincent was thinking. Following Vanessa’s line of inquiry was a dead end. But if he could prove that I killed Sterling, then by the transitive property, he could show that I killed Vanessa, too.


    It wasn’t a bad line of inquiry, but he was too late. Sterling had been dumped in the dungeon, and even the goblin crap he turned into was gone by now. The room where I killed him had been cleaned and was now home to a different tenant. Most of his belongings had been dumped or sold off, all before Vincent came to this town.


    “I found this,” Vincent said, taking the cover off his package.


    My eyes bulged.


    “Do you know what it is?” he asked.


    “It’s a portrait of you.”


    It was a unique, stylized painting of something that looked like a monkey with octopus tentacles, done in vivid and toxic colors. One of Sterling’s faux portraits. It was even placed in a gaudy frame. The fine frame was ruined by the hideous painting.


    “Are you thinking of quitting the Paladins and becoming an art trader? Forget about it. Take my word for it: You don’t have an eye for art.”


    “This was being sold at an antiques trader.”


    “And you’re going to gift it to your wife? I’d divorce anyone who did that to me.”


    “The content of the painting is not the point.”


    Vincent pulled out a knife and thrust it into the gap of the frame, working it with the finely honed blade until he could reach his hand inside of it.


    “Look at this,” he said, holding out a small baggie. There was white powder inside.


    “Flour?”


    “Your wisecracks are getting weaker,” Vincent grinned at me. “It’s Release. Sterling was also involved in selling drugs. This is one of the ways he would hide his stash, wherever he got it. It’s just a small amount of the whole.”


    So he brought the painting here and cracked it open…just to show me that? Who knew he had such a cheesy flair for drama?


    “I thought all of his paintings had been thrown away.”


    “The majority were disposed of, but a few wound up with the gentlemen of the street. From there, they took them to various art dealers and traders. This one didn’t fetch even a single silver, apparently.”


    “I think I’d demand consolation money to take something like that.”


    His art was horrendous and bad for one’s mental health.


    “Anyway, what does this prove? It probably shows that Sterling was dealing drugs, but it doesn’t suggest that I killed him, does it?”


    “It gives you a motive to kill Sterling.”


    “Do you know how many people are dealing drugs in this town right now? Those folks die all the time.”


    “Because you keep killing them.”


    “Commander, you can’t keep accusing me of things you have no evidence for,” I said, resting my cheek on my hand and making a shooing gesture. “Now put that painting away. It’s blasphemy to dogs.”


    “How?” He thrust the painting toward me. “How did you know that this is a painting of a dog?”


    “Because I’m used to seeing his stuff. I used to hang out with Sterling. I remember seeing it in his place.”


    “That’s impossible.”


    “How can you claim that?”


    “Because this painting was commissioned by a merchant on the day of his killing. The merchant was tired of normal art and wanted something eccentric. It’s supposed to be a portrait of his dog.”


    “……”


    “When I showed it to the other Paladins, not a single person identified it as a painting of a dog.”


    That was no surprise.


    “And yet, at a single glance, you recognized that this bizarre, freakish image was that of a dog. And we have an eyewitness account that someone saw a person matching your description going into his place on the night he was killed.”


    I had been in a panic at the time and banged on the door. Someone must have heard it and came to see what the ruckus was all about.


    “At some point, you learned that Sterling was a dealer. So you killed him and took his Release for Lady Arwin. Two lovers, killed by separate killers on the same day? It would be such a coincidence it beggars the imagination. They were the work of one individual. The person who killed Sterling also killed Vanessa.”


    I put on a look of disgust and shook my head.


    “And do you have anything that actually identifies me in that eyewitness account? And you’re forgetting that there are plenty of gangsters in this—”


    “It’s much more logical to suspect a person who knows both victims and has a motive to kill them than some shadowy mystery killer who may or may not exist.”


    And thanks to the demonstration the other day, I had shown how I could have done it.


    “You think I did all of that?”


    “I haven’t known you for long, but I think I’ve learned a thing or two about the kind of man you are.”


    Vincent fixed me with a meaningful glare.


    “You’re a man who takes on trouble by himself. You don’t go to Arwin or that dwarf to share your problems with them.”


    “What would such a laudable, responsible man be doing working as a lazy pimp?” I asked. I was forcing my woman to earn all my living and entertainment costs and pay bills for me.


    “In order to steal the Release, you worked the hiding place out of Sterling, then killed him. And that hiding place just so happened to be at Vanessa’s house—under her bed. The charring was worst in that spot.”


    “You think Vanessa was a drug dealer, too?”


    “Either he kept it hidden from her, too, or he placed it there and lied about what it was. I can’t imagine that she would willingly help out a drug dealer, even if he was her lover.”


    Agreed.


    “Knowing this, you snuck into her house while she was gone, but she came back and found you there.”


    “And I killed her to keep her quiet? I thought I was supposed to be protecting Arwin’s secret?”


    “There might have been more under the bed than just the drugs. Perhaps there was a client list that had her name on it.”


    “You think Sterling was that diligent a person?”


    “It’s just an example. If Sterling were selling drugs and was attached to Lady Arwin in some way, there might have been other evidence of that sort.”


    “You can say anything in a hypothetical case. Why, I could potentially be a secret bastard of some royal line somewhere!”


    “A jade necklace.”


    My breath caught in my throat.


    “Your eyes widened for a moment,” Vincent chuckled, hatefully so. “I understand it was a valuable piece of Mactarode heritage. But at some point, she stopped wearing that jade necklace. It lasted for about a year, and the next time it was seen was the day of Vanessa’s funeral.”


    “It’s because she belatedly realized that the dungeon wasn’t a ballroom. The necklace is in her bedroom. I can show it to you if you want.”


    “And yet you seemed quite rattled when I brought it up.”


    “What?”


    “Before I came over here, I crossed her path and asked her about that very necklace. She said that she lost it for a period of time and blew me off, like you just did. She looked quite pale to me, in fact.”


    I grabbed Vincent’s shirt. “You son of a bitch.”


    Of all things, he tried rattling Arwin’s cage? Just before she went into the dungeon?


    “There’s still time,” he said. I stared a hole in his face like I meant to kill him, but Vincent shrugged it off like piss off a frog’s back. “Confess your sins.”


    “Why do you want me to admit to a crime? You could just fabricate whatever you need, like you always do.”


    If he made use of his authority, he could certainly have me executed. He was close to doing that before this, in fact. If it weren’t for Arwin rushing to my aid, my head would have left my body.


    “You and I seek revenge in different ways,” said Vincent, holding the knife under my nose. “If I wanted to kill you, I could do it now. I could also frame you for a crime and send you to the gallows. But that would be personal enmity only. You would simply die, bearing your sins, never admitting them. In the truest sense, that would leave Vanessa’s murder forever unsolved.”


    “What does knowing change? It’s not going to bring her back to life.”


    “Because it’s the only thing I have,” he said painfully. “It’s the only thing I can do for my sister.”


    “Weren’t you the one who said I shouldn’t work out of a feeling of guilt?”


    “True. I do feel guilt. I won’t deny that part of this is atonement. But it was thinking about what Vanessa would truly want above all else that brought me to this. What she wants is repentance and rehabilitation. That is what this conversation is about.”


    In the end, Vanessa was concerned about Arwin’s well-being. She was kind and correct. She tried to do the right thing. It was that blinding kindness and justice that drove her to her death. For human beings, just as it was for me, the light of the sun was both necessary and a bringer of death when it dried out the earth.


    “This is your final warning. Admit your crimes and confess everything. If you do, I will turn a blind eye to Lady Arwin.”


    “All right, fine,” I said. “Your persistence has worn me down. I’ll talk.”


    “That’s more like it.” He looked relieved for an instant. “Speak.”


    “I was the one who went behind the Paladin guard station and pissed on the wall. I’d had too much to drink and couldn’t hold it in. I’ll go and offer them a personal apology. I shortchanged the bar, and I slipped past the ticket taker at the theater and watched for free. I was also the one who freed the songbirds that rich man was keeping as pets. And half a month ago, when someone was walking around town in the middle of the night completely nude, yes, I admit it. I have nothing to hide. That was—”


    “Shut up!” Vincent roared, leaning into my face. “These petty infractions are not what I want to hear! Tell me about Vanessa—”


    “I’ve said this before, but it seems you forgot, so I’ll repeat myself.” I leaned closer to him. “I can’t admit to what I didn’t do!”


    Fear momentarily flashed through Vincent’s eyes. But he recovered his fighting spirit and glared daggers at me.


    “You want to drag Lady Arwin down with you?”


    “We already share one fate. Whether we live or die, we do it together.”


    “I see.” Vincent stood up. “Then there will be no mercy. Both you and Arwin will fall into hell together.”


    “In that case, I’ve got a warning for you, too,” I said. “Don’t try to drag Arwin into this. Or you’ll suffer the greatest embarrassment of your life.”


    “You’re quite a fortune-teller.”


    “It’s a forecast.”


    Easier than guessing the weather.


    “In that case, I’ll get going before it starts raining on me.” He fixed me with another steely glare. “As far as the public urination goes, that’s a fine of six silvers. I’ll have someone come by another day to collect it from you. Make sure you have it prepared.”


    “…Sure.”


    The door shut, and the house was quiet again.


    I sank back into the chair.


    “‘Fall into hell,’ my ass.”


    What a stupid thing to say. We’re down in the depths of hell already.


    Aside from missing the presence of Oscar, Vanessa’s ex, who was the real dealer, Vincent was right about all of it. I was another step or two up the stairs to the gallows or the guillotine. But I wasn’t done yet.


    And none of it meant anything if Arwin didn’t come back alive.


    Please. Your life is only getting started. Yeah, you stumbled a little, but you can still recover. That’s what I’m here to help with.


     


    And just like that, four days passed. Arwin was scheduled to come back today.


    I left the house early in the morning. Like always, the Paladins trailed me closely. I was used to their presence.


    Vincent would be waiting near the exit to the dungeon, too, so that he could force Arwin’s secret into the public eye and throw her down into hell. But if I tried to do anything about it, I would be jumping right into his trap.


    So for the past several days, I’d done nothing at all.


    I waited for the time to pass, trying to hold back my impatience. This was all to make sure I met up with Arwin before Vincent did.


    The last thing I needed was for Arwin to give up and admit everything—and for her to learn about my crimes.


    I was confident I could wriggle out of it, no matter what Vincent said. If anything, he wanted to make contact with her before I could. If he could take her down, then anything I did would be futile. I supposed I could wait for her inside the dungeon, but for now, Vincent hadn’t left headquarters yet.


    I knew this because I had my own guards watching him. There were many gentlemen of the street in this town, and they would happily stand watch if you paid them.


    The sun had not crossed the horizon yet by the time I reached the entrance of the dungeon. It was in the center of the town, so even at this early hour, there was some foot traffic along the way.


    I sat down some distance away from the entrance and waited for Arwin to emerge. Nearby, there were some men wearing Paladin uniforms: Mustache and Tan. At ease, gents. I recognized the pain of having a boss with a flair for the dramatic.


    As the sun rose, more and more people came to and fro from the Adventurers Guild.


    I yawned and waited.


    After midday, when my fatigue reached its peak, the door to the dungeon opened from the inside. It was the Crimson Princess Knight and her party.


    They were dirty but unharmed. It had been quite a slog, apparently; there were claw marks on their armor. Noelle was completely exhausted and borrowing the shoulder of Ralph, of all people, to walk. They were alive, though. Making sure the Paladins weren’t rushing in, I walked up to her slowly.


    “Welcome back.”


    “Thanks,” she said, with a little smile when she saw me.


    “Shall we get going back home? There’s a lot to talk about.”


    “No celebration? No toast?” complained Beatrice unhappily.


    “Sorry, but there’s business first. Maybe next time.”


    I helped take Noelle to an inn, teased Ralph, held a little meeting with Nicholas, then headed home with Arwin. Vincent did not show himself.


    That was a bit of a surprise, but I couldn’t relax yet. He might be waiting at the house instead.


    Indeed, he was.


    But unlike the last time, his expression of confidence, fury, and pursuit was muted. Instead, he looked pained, like he was holding something back. To my surprise, his wife Emmelaine was there, too.


    When he saw me, he ran over and grabbed me by the shirt.


    “Did you do this?!”


    “What do you mean?”


    “My wife and Eugene were attacked.”


    I snorted. “Listen, you can’t keep trotting out the same accusations against—”


    “No!” he shouted. “This is different.”


    His wife nodded serenely.


    “They had guards. They’re staying within the Paladin headquarters.”


    “So someone snuck into your headquarters and attacked them there, you mean?”


    The story, as they told it, was that someone used April’s name to lure Eugene out into the open. When Emmelaine realized it, she chased after him and encountered the would-be kidnapper. The Paladins realized what was going on but were just a bit too late—Eugene had been taken. That was a bold move, the work of a professional.


    “We got the letter shortly after that.”


    He showed me a crumpled piece of paper. In crude handwriting, it said simply that their son was captive and his head would roll if they refused to negotiate.


    It wasn’t that far-fetched. I wasn’t the only one in town who hated Vincent. It seemed that his worst fears had come to pass after his family wound up here by accident.


    “May he rest in peace,” I said. “I’ll pray that the boy’s soul makes its way to heaven.”


    My vision went dark and woozy as a black, heavy impact registered; Vincent had punched me in the face. I fell backward and he straddled me, raising his fist. Mustache and Tan worked together to pull him off, but Vincent was still screaming with unbridled rage.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught his wife’s cold gaze.


    “Are you just gonna do the bidding of the kidnapper, then?”


    He wouldn’t stoop to obeying a criminal, even if it meant sacrificing his own family. That was the kind of man he was.


    “Maybe you should stop wasting your time around here and find the guy who kidnapped your son. That’s the one thing you can do now. And unlike with your sister, there’s still time for you to make it right.”


    “You bastard!”


    Vincent launched himself at me again and only just managed to regain control of his emotions. He turned his back on me.


    “I’m sorry to bother you.”


    And having said his fill, Vincent went outside.


    “…Please forgive my husband,” his wife said. “I told him there was no point in coming here, but he wouldn’t listen…”


    “No. He never does.”


    Vincent had definitely punched me more times than he’d ever said “I love you” to his wife. You could put money on it.


    “I will be on my way as well, then. Oh, and also…”


    She spared me a smile, then slapped me in the face. Because I outweighed her so heavily, it was only enough to make me wobble, but it hurt all the same.


    “I would love to have another feast from you sometime.”


    She bowed gracefully and left. What a fine, fine woman. She was wasted on that stick-in-the-mud.


    “Matthew.”


    “Hmm?”


    I turned and felt another pain run through my cheek. This slap came from the princess knight. I was going to get a nosebleed at this rate.


    “Why did you say that?” she asked.


    “If I didn’t, he was going to stick around here and never leave.”


    If they wanted help looking for a home, that was fine, but it was a waste of time.


    “…Do you suppose Eugene is all right?”


    “I assume he’s still alive, at the very least.” If it was just for revenge, they would have killed the boy the moment they infiltrated the place. “But he should probably forget about hugging his boy and caressing his head while he’s still alive.”


    The next thing he’d see would be his son’s body. If he was lucky, it would still have the head on.


    “Do you have any ideas about who did it?”


    “Too many to narrow it down.”


    Vincent had earned the wrath of all the criminal groups in this town. The number of potential suspects was in the dozens. There wasn’t enough time to hit all of them in a row. Even the entire Paladin force wasn’t enough.


    “Then if we help, it will improve the chances of the boy surviving.”


    “I knew you’d say that.”


    Arwin was going to drive herself into ruin for Vincent’s sake. She was going to save his son for him, as if she didn’t have enough problems to solve.


    “I do not hate Lord Carlyle. More importantly, his son does not deserve this. I may have committed many mistakes in my life, but I would like to be right in the end.”


    It wouldn’t be the end. I’d make sure of that.


    “Well, whatever you want.”


    “You act as though this is only my problem.” Arwin sulked. “You were planning to go and rescue the boy from the start, too, weren’t you?”


    “Sure, let’s say that.” It was a waste of time to argue otherwise.


    “Fortunately, it’s the middle of the day. You can use all the strength you want.”


    Yeah, but I turn back into a useless lump in the shade.


    “But we don’t have enough help on our own. I’ll call for reinforcements.”


    “Noelle and Ralph?”


    “Someone more talented than that.”


     


    “Ordinarily, I would prefer to refuse this request,” said a woman dressed up like a maidservant. It was Natalie the Tempest. “But the mistress cried and begged me to do it.”


    April must have heard about Eugene’s abduction. Knowing that her name was the tool the kidnappers used to lure him out had to be weighing heavily on her conscience.


    “So you’ve been running all over the town, then?”


    “It was worth the trouble.” She spread out a map on the table. “This is where they’ve got him.”


    She pointed out a corner of the commercial district. It was a go-between, a business that put people in touch with other people for a fee, and collected from the ones they steered folks toward, too. They put up a legitimate front, but they had a powerful group behind them.


    “The Birds of Prey, then.”


    This was Oswald’s work. That incident the other day had lit a fire under their asses. They’d come for blood. Even before the latest events with Vincent, the Paladins had been a painful enemy to them. And now it was everyone’s problem.


    “They were really holding that baby hostage in such a busy place?”


    “That’s why they did it.”


    Arwin was shocked, but it made perfect sense. With so much foot traffic, no one would think twice about people coming and going so often. It was built to be tough to resist fire, so the sound wouldn’t leak out as easily. It was the perfect place to lock someone up.


    “I’m surprised you figured that out,” I said. Natalie had only been in this town for a bit over a month. I couldn’t imagine her being particularly good with directions.


    “I happen to know someone who’s pretty sharp,” she said.


    “An info broker?”


    “…You might say that.”


    That was an odd pause. It was probably some connection that she couldn’t talk about honestly. After all, Samantha was probably keeping tabs on the Earth Mother’s actions here.


    “Shouldn’t we tell the Paladins about this?”


    “It will only cause more casualties in the end,” said Natalie disapprovingly. “The problem is that they have these monsters called ministers. And there are three left. No ordinary person can deal with them. You know about them, too, don’t you?”


    “Who can say?”


    She knew that I’d had a run-in with them. This info broker worked quickly. So they’d placed the ministers here, expecting us to come and take back the kid. Either that, or they’d taken Eugene to the ministers’ hideout. Either way, we’d have to deal with them.


    “I couldn’t get around to all these places on my own, so I came here to ask you for help.”


    No wonder her timing was so good.


    “So we’re going in, just the three of us?” Arwin asked. I wished she wouldn’t count me in that total.


    “I’ve asked someone else, too. We’re supposed to meet up here. In fact…there.”


    She gestured toward a familiar figure: my best friend and confidant, Dez, carrying his battle ax.


    “Why him?”


    “Because he’s strong and helpful. You didn’t seem like you wanted to ask him for help, so I did instead.”


    When he reached us, Dez grunted, “Let’s go.”


    “You sure?”


    The Adventurers Guild tried to avoid mob-related trouble. There was too little to gain and too much to lose.


    “If the Church of the Earth Mother is involved, I can’t ignore it,” he said. They’d been forcing the other dwarves to make their statues.


    “How kind of you.”


    He stepped on my foot. “Quit talkin’ about stupid bullshit and show me the way.”


     


    We came to the business she singled out on the map. The walls were high and seemingly thick, too. They did solid business, it seemed. They even had outward hooks to prevent thieves from climbing over. It was like a little prison.


    “Might be tough to tackle this one head-on.”


    The front door was a regular storefront. If we busted out way in there, we would look like armed pillagers.


    Arwin suggested, “What if Matthew goes in pretending to ask for a go-between and causes a disruption?”


    “Oh, that works.”


    If I wasn’t doing the fighting, then it wouldn’t matter that I was indoors. It was the perfect plan, aside from the fact that I didn’t want to do it.


    “Let’s just fight our way in instead,” Natalie said, so we went around the back. There was an access door along the outer wall. Of course it was locked from the inside.


    “We could bust it down, but they’d hear the noise. This one’s your job, thief.”


    “Go to hell, you fake-ass fancy lady.”


    She could try to pass her speech off as a member of high society, but the inherent crudeness of her personality always shone through.


    I pressed my back to the door and listened closely. It only had a simple bolt, but it was very tough and thick. We could destroy it with sheer strength, but it would make too much noise.


    “We’ll just have to slip past and open it up from the inside.”


    “Leave that to me, then,” said someone behind us. Before I could even turn around, a dark shadow used my shoulders as a launch pad, leaping up and over the tall wall and landing silently on the other side.


    Just like that, the door was opening for us.


    “Come on in,” said Noelle.


    “Why are you here?”


    “Lady Arwin’s orders.”


    “Yes, exactly,” added Ralph. “You can’t do anything on your own. This is when you need to rely on your companions.”


    “Look who’s a big boy now,” I replied.


    Noelle ushered us into the lot. “Now’s our chance. The Maretto sisters are causing a disturbance out front.”


    “They’re here, too?”


    “They felt that it was necessary if they wanted to get more chances to make progress in the dungeon,” said Noelle. After all, the princess knight always found something new to get involved in up on the surface.


    Beyond the outer walls, the inside was a mess. They hadn’t done any upkeep on the grounds, which were overrun with weeds between a few different sheds.


    “They’re like temporary houses for vagrants.”


    “Where do you think Eugene is?”


    “Probably that building,” I said, pointing out a shed a bit farther away from the main structure. There was an aged well dug next to it. “That’s the only one with a guard posted. There’s just a tiny skylight for a window, too. And because it’s so high up, there’s no way the person inside could escape. The perfect place to hold someone captive. Plus, the floor there can be easily washed if needed.”


    Arwin grimaced with disgust.


    “But that’s why we’re here, to prevent that from happening, right? Don’t worry. There are no wet spots around the well. They haven’t used it recently, at least.”


    We cleaned up the guard in seconds. Natalie went to the lock on the door and sliced it open with one swing.


    The door opened.


    A small boy was sitting on the floor in the tiny room. It was Eugene.


    “Quiet,” I warned. Eugene slapped his hands over his mouth and nodded. They’d shackled his ankles to the floor.


    “This is just sadistic,” Arwin said, her face twisted with fury and pity.


    “Way to hang in there, kid. Good job. That’s what a hero does,” I said, starting to work on undoing the shackles. Thankfully, they were regular old iron shackles. We had the lock picked in no time.


    “Wheah’s Fawther?” Eugene asked.


    “He’s running all over the town looking for you. But we’re done playing hide-and-seek. Now it’s your turn to be ‘it.’”


    “I’m sowwy.”


    “You don’t need to apologize. The bad guys are the bastards who kidnapped you.”


    “Let’s go back now. The mistress is worried for you,” said Natalie helpfully.


    I sensed a presence behind us and quickly covered Eugene with my body. A searing pain ran up my back.


    “I had a feeling you’d snuck in, you hairless apes.”


    It was Byron the minister, who’d slipped through the wall. He pulled his spear free.


    “The boy seems bright enough, so I was hoping to make a believer of him. I suppose we’ll have to eliminate him instead.”


    “You’re the only ones being eliminated here!” Arwin barked. “You sick monsters, harming an innocent young child like this!”


    “We are all but babes before God,” he said.


    “Does the Earth Mother have a practice of human sacrifice?” I noted sardonically. Byron brushed me off.


    “She is pleased when there are fewer heretics in the world.”


    “Word of advice: Dump any god who delights in the killing of children.”


    Natalie’s blade was already drawn. Her eye-opening slash passed right through Byron’s neck.


    “You waste your time,” he said.


    So we couldn’t punch him, kick him, or slash him. Natalie was using the eraser crumb sun god’s relic, Dawnblade, and even that wasn’t good enough.


    “Yeah, he seems pretty annoying,” she muttered with irritation, before turning to me. “Does he have a weak point? Any way to beat him?”


    “Just run.”


    Saving Eugene was the main priority right now.


    “In your dreams.”


    Byron circled around us in no time. Natalie swung her sword again, but it passed through his body like it was made of air. Once she had lost her balance, he grabbed her wrist.


    “You’re finished!”


    He lifted his slender spear. In the next moment, there was a sound of clashing metal.


    Dez’s ax had blocked the spear. Byron hurled Natalie with frustration and leaped back for space. Dez kept swinging in pursuit, but this time, it passed through the monster’s body.


    “What do we do?” Dez asked.


    He could pass through both walls and living things. Maybe magic would have an effect, but nobody here could help with that. Our attacks didn’t work, and he had incredible mobility. Even a maze with complex walls might as well be open terrain to him.


    “Let’s get outside,” I said. Being stuck inside this building only worked against us.


    But the moment I set foot outside, something rained down from overhead.


    I glanced up and saw a dark shape in the evening sky, circling above us in a wide arc. This was no ordinary bird: It was Paul, the minister. I’d thought he looked like a bird, and sure enough, he was flying.


    The thing stuck into the ground was a blade as translucent as glass. It was shaped like a bird feather and sparkled as it reflected the light. While each one of them was small and thin, there was quite a bit of force behind them, being dropped from such a height. If we were stuck in a hail of them, they would pierce our bodies in no time and make us bleed out where we stood.


    There was no way to strike back; neither my fists nor Natalie’s sword could reach him.


    While we panicked, more of the see-through blades fell toward us. Meanwhile, Byron charged through the building and stood in our path.


    Well, damn.


    If we were distracted by Byron on the ground, Paul would attack from above. If we tried to run indoors, Byron would trap us. If we stepped outside, Paul would snipe us.


    It was hard enough dealing with one of them, but having both at the same time was serious trouble. I thought about jumping into the well, but if Byron pursued us underground, then we were truly trapped.


    There was no time to think. Byron was charging again.


    “Noelle! The subterranean goblins from Mactarode!”


    “…Understood!”


    Noelle, and only Noelle, reacted. She took out some sentry spider thread from her pocket and hurled it onto the ground at Byron’s feet. His body lurched forward as the sticky substance caught him, and he immediately collapsed due to the force of his acceleration. He could use that ability unless his hooves were on the ground. If not for that, he’d be underground by now.


    “Nat—”


    “Already ahead of you!”


    Natalie was on the move before I could give her orders. She was aiming for his head, of course. Most likely, the neck was their weak point, too. Her silvery blade passed through Byron’s neck and gouged out the earth below it.


    “Tch!”


    The centaur’s body sank into the ground, leaving the sticky substance behind. We were just a split second too late.


    “Move it, Ralph!”


    I knocked the boy aside, right as a massive spear burst up out of the ground at him.


    “…So I missed,” said Byron, floating upward as though coming to the surface of the sea, until his feet were on the ground again.


    “Dodge!” Dez bellowed, throwing himself into a roll. More translucent blades fell to the ground around us. That giant bird was still circling overhead.


    Despite the monster being up in the air, as far as I could tell, there was no commotion coming from outside the walls. With my eyesight, I could just barely make out his unique figure, but to an ordinary person, he probably just looked like a crow or some other bird. It was going to be hard to survive, dealing with Paul up above and Byron on the ground all on my own.


    “Dez,” I said, relying on my friends instead, “I’ll do something about that horsey. You figure out the bird.”


    “…At that height, even the Heart of Flame won’t reach it. At best, I can shield you…”


    “Number 44.”


    Dez’s eyes went wide. “Where is it? At home?”


    “The guild. I took it there for upkeep.”


    “Perfect.”


    The guild was closer to this spot than Dez’s house.


    “Natalie, you’re Dez’s protection. Make sure you carry him there because his legs are so short.”


    “You got it, sir,” she said sarcastically.


    “…And if you betray us, I’ll kill you.”


    “I’m here for the mistress’s sake.”


    “Good.”


    She couldn’t be trusted in a variety of ways, but I had no choice but to trust her for now.


    “Arwin’s party, you handle Eugene. Get him back to his parents so they can feel safe and sound.”


    The Birds of Prey weren’t going to sit back and do nothing when their hostage was rescued. They’d do whatever it took to get the boy back or kill him. The more guards, the better.


    “Are you going to fight them alone? That’s madness,” Ralph said, the little snot.


    “A real man does what needs doing, whether it’s madness or not.”


    Otherwise, what’s the point of living?


    “Mardukas the Giant-Eater—”


    “Don’t get it wrong,” I said. “I’m Matthew. The kept man of that princess knight over there.”


    “As if I need reminding…”


    “I have to do it, or else people will get it mixed up.”


    There’s a certain elegance to keeping something hidden even when there’s no reason to do so anymore.


    Arwin said gravely, “Don’t die.”


    “I can’t before I get my allowance.”


    They picked up Eugene and fled. Dez and Natalie started on the move as well, watching the sky above.


    That was when a bunch of the Birds of Prey grunts showed up.


    “Stay out of this fight, you nobodies. Get the child back!” Byron snapped. They rushed off in a hurry.


    Paul began to follow Dez and Natalie, leaving only me and the centaur behind.


    “Now there’s nothing to interrupt us,” Byron said.


    “What, like this is a one-on-one duel? Is this some chivalry thing?”


    “Wouldn’t you be pissed to have a romantic moment with a woman interrupted?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I feel the same way.” Byron hefted his spear. The tip was pointed right at my heart. “I cannot abide having my prey stolen.”


    He snarled and charged me. I leaped and tumbled several times. There were obstacles all around. Normally, I’d be able to make good use of them, but buildings and boulders and walls meant nothing to Byron. And to me, they were like a forest, blocking my sight lines and limiting my movement.


    Against an ordinary opponent, I could run around until I had an opportunity to attack, but that was difficult with a foe who could come straight at me, regardless of the obstacles. Even height meant nothing, because he had such powerful legs for jumping.


    It was a terrible matchup for me.


    “Guess this is the spot, then.”


    Now it was time to use my trump card—literally. I pulled out the Dei Consentus deck I’d gotten from the old guildmaster and drew a card from it. It was an image of a man holding a rooster and a crested ibis. This would do.


    “There you are,” said Byron, passing through the wall behind me. He was swinging his spear before he had even finished coming through the wall.


    I tumbled out of the way again, retreating. Once I was back on my feet, I thrust out the card I was holding.


    “What is that?”


    “It’s your invitation to hell,” I said, then read out the name of the card.


     


    “Hermes: Everything Flows.”


     


    A burst of brilliant light emerged from the card. Instantly, it enveloped both of us. I had to close my eyes against its blinding rays and only opened them again when I could tell through my eyelids that the light had faded. I knew I had been successful.


    I was standing on an endless plain. A few tiny hills formed the horizon. There were no buildings around, just a few distant stone statues fashioned into animals like cows and sheep.


    The sky was a cavalcade of colors without a cloud to blot them out.


    Byron was visibly taken aback at the sudden change in scenery. The mighty minister had not expected this to happen.


    “Where? Where am I?”


    “I told you: hell.”


    This was Dei Consentus: the power to draw you into the world of the card. Within this space, cut off from the rest of reality, my curse could be temporarily nullified. In here, I didn’t need to worry about what the sun was doing.


    “So this is what those cards do,” said Byron, shaking his head. “In essence, you’ve locked me inside of your own little field.”


    “More or less.”


    He vanished, passing beyond the horizon at impossible speed, then returned from the other direction.


    “Welcome back.”


    “So it’s impossible to escape, then,” he muttered, clicking his tongue. “How does one leave this space?”


    “If the user—me—deactivates it or dies.”


    “That simplifies matters.” Byron hefted his spear. “I’ll finally get rid of you and take my leave of this place.”


    As soon as he said it, he was gone. I could sense him quicker than I could see him and evaded an attack with a side jump. A dark shadow flitted across my vision, then rebounded near the horizon and zoomed back toward me. I felt light on my feet, like the old days. Back when I was the Giant-Eater.


    “Guess I’ll do my thing, too.”


    After yet another evasive maneuver, I gave chase. Byron swung around in an arc and started another charge. Roaring, I pulled back my fist.


    For an instant, I thought I saw a smug grin on his face. He was certain that in a direct clash, he would win. He wasn’t wrong to imagine that; his speed was astonishing, and he was about as heavy as a real horse. The combination of speed and weight meant power.


    I swung my fist purely on instinct. Even when I couldn’t see him, I could sense his malignant presence. My timing was dead-on.


    It felt like punching a giant boulder. An incredible force pushed my body backward. I nearly tumbled head over heels but just managed to stay on my feet. Just as I had time to exhale, however, a massive shadow roared down onto me from above.


    The centaur’s body fell to earth.


    “Urgh!”


    My fist caught him right in the solar plexus. A mixture of puke, blood, and bile shot from his mouth.


    “This…can’t…”


    “You’re not the only one with horsepower. And I’m hung like one, too!” I shouted, closing the gap. I was worried about Dez and the others; I wanted to wrap this up and go after them.


    Right as my shadow crossed his form, Byron leaped to his feet and began to prance in place.


    “You can’t escape under the ground,” I told him. We were inside a field created by the card. There was nothing under the surface for him to pass through.


    “…So it seems.”


    Byron wasn’t daunted. He picked up his fallen spear, closed the gap, and threw a quick series of thrusts. So it seemed he didn’t have an unlimited amount of stamina and was trying to make up for it with rapid strikes. I, however, was unarmed. I was the master of this field, but that didn’t mean I could do anything I wanted here. If only I could pull weapons out of thin air or change the terrain at will.


    The pointed spear zipped past my face, again and again.


    I couldn’t win if I spent all my time running and dodging. I’d told Byron that we’d be trapped here forever until he beat me, but in fact, the card’s power would run out eventually. And when it did, I would be finished.


    “So this is the best you can do.”


    I took a deep breath and held it. Instantly, Byron’s movement slowed. He sluggishly readied his spear and thrust it at me.


    Each of the spaces created by the Dei Consentus had its own properties.


    In Hermes, you could make everyone else’s movement slow down as long as you weren’t breathing. The cloudless, utterly flat landscape was just a bonus perk.


    I grabbed the shaft of the slowly thrusting spear. The effect of this was instant. The spear yanked downward, and the centaur’s body toppled. I circled around behind Byron and, with my other arm, grabbed the back of his head.


    I wanted to crush it like an egg, but my fingers pinched empty air. Byron’s body had gone invisible just a split second ahead of me. He slipped away and put distance between us. But my other hand still had the spear. He’d given up his weapon to escape.


    Like with Levi, just punching and kicking him did nothing, but this foe could also move at blinding speed and selectively choose which part of his body to make corporeal or not. It was a pain in the ass.


    “Is that part of your card’s power, too? Blast it!”


    The arrogance had vanished from his voice, replaced by caution and even fear. To him, it would’ve looked like I was the one traveling at high speed this time.


    “Return my spear!” he bellowed, charging with rage. I evaded his lunge and took a few swings with the spear; it wasn’t vanishing from my hand.


    “So it seems you can’t make it vanish unless you’re touching it,” I noted.


    “I’ll have it back in no time!”


    “You seem to be quite fixated on this spear. Oh, I think I’ve figured it out,” I said, nodding theatrically. “This is part of you, so you can’t do your handy little slip-through move on it.”


    In other words, this spear could actually hit Byron.


    I was right; Byron took a short running start, then charged. Even unarmed, with his force, he could smash me into the air as easily as a piece of paper. Or at least he could if I were like any other human.


    “Just try it.” I balanced his spear on my shoulder and made a hand gesture. A one-on-one battle of strength. Nice and simple.


    “You waste your time!”


    Byron accelerated. The minister seemed to like the straightforward approach. He plunged toward me, hooves galloping, sending up dust. The sound was nearing. No worries. It all came down to timing.


    Five, four, three, two, one…


    With a roar, Byron lifted his front legs. His massive shape towered over me.


    “Here goes!”


    I swung the spear with all my might. A terrific shock ran through my arms.


    Byron’s spear snapped halfway down the shaft.


    Meanwhile, its owner flew into the air in two pieces, his torso cut right along the melding of man and horse. The parts crashed to earth in the shining sunlight.


    For a moment, the ground seemed to shake. I’d hurtled him about three houses’ worth of distance, but I could see that Byron was still alive. He was trying to crawl away, spitting up blood.


    Still alive, after his top and bottom halves were severed. Tough guy.


    The horse half righted itself and clopped over toward the human half, which reached up with its arm, trying to climb up to its original position.


    Not so fast.


    I held my breath again, then scooped up the tip end of the spear and rushed over toward him in the sludge of time. I ran past the headless horse, then hurled the end of the spear at Byron, who was turning in my direction.


    Slowly, the metal piece sank into its owner’s neck.


    The horse’s lower half rushed past the upper half.


    He couldn’t have been able to breathe, but Byron was still moving.


    Now I picked up even more speed. I was right before his eyes. Without slowing down, I reached out, grabbed the broken end of the spear jutting from his neck, and wrenched it through.


    Byron’s head hurtled high into the air, twisted with despair, and bounced twice before it rolled to a stop. His white, upturned eyes stared at nothing.


    I exhaled. The flow of time returned to normal.


    “That one was for making the squirt cry.”


    Byron’s body began to fade into black smoke along the cuts. The horse half, which had taken off running, toppled over and began to dissipate into ash. In this sense, he was no different from the preachers. The only difference was the god who served as the basis of their power; the structure of the creatures was the same.
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    Therefore, the ministers had to be using some kind of extreme drug like Release in order to maintain their form. I had a hunch of what it was.


    “Calling.”


    Using that stuff would shrink your lifespan to a fraction of what it should be. Sounded like the kind of thing they’d do.


    Once I was certain that Byron’s body had completely turned to ash, I released the hold of the card.


    Everything turned back to the same interior yard as before. In an instant, the Hermes card in my hand burst into flame and vanished. Eleven cards left.


    “So that’s Dei Consentus.”


    It was extremely powerful, but I only had a limited number of uses. Now that the temporary sun was destroyed, this was all I could count on. I’d have to be very judicious with how I used them.


    “They’re still going at it over there, looks like.”


    Up in the sky, Paul was still circling. Based on the direction, he had set his sights on Dez and Natalie. It made sense; he’d already lost one companion to Natalie, so he wanted revenge.


    I rushed outside and made my way after him, keeping my eyes on the sky. Paul kept circling at a great height, and I could imagine he was dropping those clear feather blades at Dez and Natalie. They weren’t fighting back, just running away.


    If I started running now, I wouldn’t catch up to them, but I had to find some way to help.


    I came to my destination: the church. I ran straight up the roof to where the belfry had once been. With the sun peeking through the clouds, my body felt light and strong.


    “There it is.”


    The dark shape was still flying overhead. Now I could see Paul much more clearly. Naturally, he was well out of punching range. Instead, I picked up some nearby rubble. Paul was flying even higher than before, wary of a counterattack. Even if I could hit him, it was far enough that the throw wouldn’t do as much damage.


    But just at that moment, he started a steep descent. Darting like an arrow, he hid behind a building, then shot back upward just as fast. While it was unclear where exactly he’d gone down, it was toward the center of town. He had probably gotten impatient and switched to a direct attack. Given that he was circling again, he probably hadn’t finished off his target.


    “Almost time…”


    From the way he was hovering, he was going to do another dive. That was what I would aim for.


    Paul changed tactics, however. He rose even higher and circled faster. He seemed to think that he could finish off the fight.


    “There he is! Up there!” someone shouted from below. Some rather unsavory characters were in a herd outside the church. They were Oswald’s goons. So they’d spotted me; I didn’t have any time to waste.


    I jumped to the roof of the adjacent building. If Paul noticed me, so be it.


    Careful to note the location of the thugs down below, I jumped from rooftop to rooftop. Eventually, I ended up atop a brothel that was one block over from the main street. The pink-painted roof made for a clear target, but it was also the perfect sniping spot. I had a clear view of the Adventurers Guild from here.


    Scanning for Dez and Natalie, I found them in position in the guild courtyard. She had her sword drawn, and there were a number of fallen adventurers in the vicinity, unfortunate victims of the unfolding battle.


    Steadied on Dez’s shoulder was a portable ballista twice his size: the long-distance cannon, Number 44.


    Its weight was just as extreme as its power, so only Dez and the old me could even carry it around. It was essentially a siege weapon, but to hear Dez describe it, 44 was a portable weapon. He’d already loaded it; the bolt, larger than any lance, was aimed up into the sky.


    The next round would be the decider.


    Paul began a dive. It was even faster than the last one, hurtling toward the earth at the speed of a peregrine falcon.


    I scooped up some rubble. “Die!”


    The piece of debris hurtled through the air, slowly falling, but homing in on Paul’s side as though it were chasing him. For a split second, I could see the shock on his face as it approached.


    Hit.


    Thanks to his sturdy feathers, it didn’t take him out, but it caused a drift in his dropping trajectory. He lost his balance and would likely smash into the ground. As he fell into a tailspin, he passed behind a building. What happened?


    I waited, holding my breath, until I saw him rising rapidly again. Apparently, he had avoided a direct collision. Suddenly, his eyes locked onto mine.


    “Bastard,” I saw him mouth with fury. He’d spotted me, too. Not only did I not have any escape atop the roofs, but my footing was unsteady. His translucent blades would cut me up. Should I risk jumping off the roof?


    Paul slowed down just a bit as he turned.


    In the next instant, a gigantic spear shot up from below and pierced his body. It continued to rise, carrying Paul’s body with it, and flew higher toward the sun. Eventually, it passed between some clouds and went out of sight.


    Several moments later, a line of fire shot down toward the town like a meteorite, as if it were tearing the sky in two. A tremendous roaring echoed all around. When the dust had cleared, there was an enormous new hole in the center yard of the Adventurers Guild.


    Lying at the bottom of it was Paul, with a gigantic arrow through his chest. Though it was hard to tell from a distance, he was still alive. Suddenly, Natalie was standing before Dez, brandishing her sword. He must have summoned the last of his strength to hurl more of those blades. But Natalie knocked them all down with her weapon.


    When the attack was finished, Dez set down Number 44 and picked up his ax instead, strolling forward to lop Paul’s head off. The avian skull flew up and out of the hole, tumbling and rolling.


    Paul’s body turned into black ash that vanished into thin air.


    Dez glanced in my direction. I smiled and gave him a friendly wave. He did not react but turned and started tearing down his Number 44, the unfriendly git. I made eye contact with Natalie, too, but she gave me a middle finger, so I responded with a go to hell gesture.


     


    “Well done out there.”


    Somehow, I managed to evade the Birds of Prey goons and get into the Adventurers Guild. They couldn’t charge in and cause a scene in here. Even if the adventurers let it happen, the old man wouldn’t.


    Dez had already retrieved his arrow and was now filling in the hole with a shovel.


    “Where’s Natalie?” I asked.


    “Already left.”


    So, now that her task was over, she’d trotted back to her master, eh? How loyal of her.


    “What are the damages?”


    “A few injuries, but they’re still breathing.”


    “Good to hear.”


    The old man would raise hell if it turned out that anyone here had died.


    “And what about Arwin’s side?”


    “They’re fine,” said a voice. I spun around to see Vincent walking onto the guild grounds. “Eugene is safe. We arrested a number of the Birds of Prey. I’m ready to raid their hideout at a moment’s notice.”


    So it seemed he was serious about ending the Birds of Prey now. They had been using their wealth to grease the wheels left and right, but he had clearly made moves to put a stop to that.


    “Oswald’s gone missing. I have my men in place.”


    “What about the Church of the Earth Mother? That last monster?”


    We’d gotten rid of Byron and Paul, but Gideon was still left.


    “By the time we got there, the place was empty,” said Vincent.


    Then there was a good chance that he was on the run with Oswald. We couldn’t let our guard down yet.


    “My wife wants to thank you for what you’ve done.”


    “I see. Tell her to do it when her husband’s not around. I’ll give her all the time she needs to show her gratitude.”


    “Matthew!” Vincent roared.


    “I’m just kidding. Don’t get mad.”


    Suddenly, a Paladin had my arms pinned down.


    “I am grateful to you people for saving my son. As a father, I assure you that my feelings are genuine. But,” he said, his voice hardening, “if you will not admit to your actions, I am forced to take drastic measures.”


    Noelle and Ralph came rushing into the Adventurers Guild. From the looks on their faces, I could tell what had happened.


    “So you arrested the your son’s rescuer, right in front of his eyes, after she delivered him to you.”


    Knowing Arwin, she would have gone quietly.


    “Fantastic. What a great lesson to teach him. ‘Do a good deed for someone else, and you’ll be betrayed.’”


    After being fooled and now betrayed by the same person, Matthew the genius is starting to doubt his own intelligence.


    “Do the right thing and atone for your sins. These are things that must be done if you are to live honestly,” he said.


    “Yeah, save that shit for heaven.” The world we lived in wasn’t kind enough for you to survive without committing some kind of misdeed.


    “If you resist, we’ll have to use force.”


    “You’re going to say that, knowing who you’re talking to now?”


    The old me wouldn’t have cared if they were knights or royal army soldiers. The sun was still out. And behind me was another man with at least as much strength as I had.


    “Even a man who can hold his own against an army of a million cannot withstand the pain of losing a loved one. Am I wrong?”


    “You’re a poet.” I chuckled. “So after arresting us, public image be damned, you’re going to have us executed?”


    “You will be put on trial. There, your punishment will be determined.”


    “Guess we’ll find out what happens when you arrest the hero and savior of the town.”


    “I am prepared for the consequences, of course.”


    There was devastation in Vincent’s eyes. He was ready to risk his job to avenge his sister’s death.


    “Fine, then. Have it your way.”


    Vincent ordered the prisoner transport brought over again. There were three of them this time, to ensure I didn’t get swiped again.


    “I’m staying with Arwin this time. Be back out in no time. Say hi to your wife for me,” I told Dez. If he started brawling, it would hurt more than just him. “Take care of the rest, would you? Anything that’s too much trouble, just foist it off on the old man.”


    For example, plenty of adventurers and townsfolk would have seen Paul flying overhead. If rumors spread about monsters in the town, it might lead to fears of another stampede.


    When Dez responded with a supreme look of disgust, I added, “You don’t have to do the talking. Make the others explain the situation.”


    Ralph or Noelle would be better at dialogue anyway. Natalie was out of the question. She’d just up and run instead.


    “Plus, send a message to the squirt. Tell her I’ll be away from home for a while again.”


    “Don’t assume you can get her to make the Adventurers Guild apply pressure on us. It won’t work,” Vincent said coldly.


    “No, I have to say that, or else she’ll kick me in the shins the next time I see her.”


    She had a nasty kicking habit. But according to Arwin, it was exclusively reserved for me.


    “Let’s go.”


    At Vincent’s signal, I was led off. And who should be at my sides but Mustache and Tan.


    “You guys really get put through the wringer, huh?”


    They didn’t reply, but the looks on their faces looked like they wanted to agree with me.


    Just before they loaded me into the carriage, I looked back at Ralph and Noelle.


    “Make sure to send us something sweet while we’re behind bars. Arwin will be grateful for that.”

  

  
    

     CHAPTER FIVE A Kept Man Has Many Skills 


    After being brought to the Paladins’ headquarters, I underwent a simple questioning and began yet another stay in jail. The rusty door of the cell had finger marks worn into it. The thick door, the moss that grew in the stone cracks, the filthy-smelling floor, the wall covered with spoon-dug marks—it was almost nostalgic at this point. There was no sunlight here, being underground. The only light came from the candles beyond the iron bars. The toilet was just a space separated by boards, so the years of piss and shit created an excruciating stench. I was going to be sick.


    I wrapped myself in the paper-thin blanket and rolled onto the creaking bed.


    “Wake me up when it’s time to eat.”


    I was exhausted after the long day, and I had learned a valuable lesson in my mercenary years: sleeping when it was a good time to sleep. I curled up like a boiled shrimp and closed my eyes.


    Some time later, I awoke to the sound of footsteps. Based on my sense of the passage of time, it was still the middle of the night. To no surprise, it turned out to be Vincent.


    From outside the cell, he asked hoarsely, “What are you thinking?”


    “I was wondering if there would at least be beans in the soup for breakfast.”


    Prison food was awful, of course. It was especially hard when you were a gourmand like me.


    “Does Arwin get a special room for herself again?”


    “That is the plan.”


    “Move me over to one of those. You can even put us together to save space.”


    “Nobles only.”


    “So she gets treated like nobility?”


    After the fall of Mactarode, I had heard that she was officially nothing more than an exile or refugee.


    “She is the hero of the town, after all. If we are unreasonable in our treatment of her, the townsfolk will be furious.”


    “Seems like it might be too late for that.”


    If I listened carefully, I could faintly hear a great many shouting voices.


    They were clamoring for Arwin’s release and insulting the Paladins. It hadn’t been such a big deal last time because they only took her in for questioning and there were few witnesses. But this time, thanks to Noelle and Ralph raising hell, the whole town was involved. I could even hear the dry, clacking sound of rocks being thrown against the building. As long as they weren’t casting spells, this was practically civilized.


    “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”


    Putting us on trial was not a guarantee that the verdict would be guilty. If all of this public uproar led to an innocent verdict, it would call into question Vincent’s competence. At best, he’d be put on leave; at worst, he’d be fired. He might even end up with his entire family out on the street.


    “I get that, at this point, there’s no going back for you. But it’s important for a man to know when to pull back. At this point, you can still get away with saying you were mistaken.”


    Knowing how merciful Arwin is, he’d get off with an apology and a chance to regain his reputation. If he paid some small reparations on top, that would sweeten the deal. But if it went to court, it all came down to winning or losing.


    “I told you that I have evidence.”


    “Is it evidence that Arwin was using drugs? They say that addicts develop black spots somewhere on their body… Hang on. Don’t you dare tell me that you’re doing the examination. It absolutely can’t happen unless I’m present to supervise.”


    I’d given her the decompositioner, just in case, so they wouldn’t find anything even if they stripped her naked. If anything, I wished they’d strip me naked. They’d have looked through the house already, but the candies and their ingredients were all tucked away in my secret hideout. There shouldn’t be any physical evidence in the house.


    “I’ve told you before that the medical institute in the royal city has made great strides in research on illegal substances,” Vincent said. He held up a small piece of paper. “This is one of their achievements. They call it judgment paper. A drop of blood from someone who uses drugs will turn it blue.”


    “Did you already use it?”


    “Lady Arwin graciously agreed to a test.”


    “And the result?”


    “Was negative.”


    There had to be some poison in her blood still. If there was no reaction, it meant either the decompositioner or the antidote did the trick.


    But despite not getting the result he expected, Vincent’s expression suggested confidence.


    “I’m aware that you’ve been close with Nick Burnstein…that is, Nicholas. He is an herbalist, if I’m not mistaken. So he might be able to create an antidote or some other kind of concoction that can hide the proper reaction. At the very least, I’m certain you would ask him to make it.”


    “Let’s not make assumptions based on your imagination.” I snorted. “You think some country herbalist is making an antidote that all the greatest minds in the royal city together can’t create? You must be dreaming. At this rate, we’ll all be taking elixirs of everlasting life before long.”


    “But like you, he has some kind of past with the sun god, doesn’t he? It’s not unreasonable to suspect that he might know secrets that an ordinary person does not.”


    “How many times do I have to tell you not to make up fantasies? Will it be less than the number of times you’ve asked your wife to kiss you? Or have I already gone over that? You don’t seem like the romantic type.”


    “Don’t talk about my wife!” he snapped, his brow furrowed.


    I sighed. “And where would he get the money for all of this?”


    “He’s been making notably larger purchases lately. Calculating his income as an herbalist and as an adventurer, he’s been stocking up on herbs and ores that should be well out of his range.”


    “So he was saving up before he moved to town.”


    “He’s been using his own personal fortune to create an antidote, just for you and Lady Arwin?”


    “If so, then he’s a true saint. Better go and apply to have him sainted now, even if he’s still alive.”


    “That recent kerfuffle over the hidden fortune,” Vincent said, changing the topic. “From examining the site of the explosion, the burned remnants of the treasure, and various documents, it doesn’t add up to the amount that was rumored. You were the first one into that hidden room. What if you stole some kind of map to another hidden area?” he asked, pulling out a blue gemstone wrapped in a white cloth. “This is a dragon sapphire. It was being sold on the black market.”


    That was a rare kind of gem that could only be found on the southern continent. It was a fragile stone that was difficult to fashion, but when placed in direct sunlight, it exhibited a brilliant color. This one was about as big as a child’s fist. I wasn’t much of a gemstone appraiser, but I had to imagine this one was worth several hundred gold pieces.


    “It’s a rare and valuable stone, and there are only so many people who could own them, one of whom was Heather, a noted collector. I speak, of course, of the former lieutenant of the Devil’s Alliance and owner of the hidden fortune.”


    “……”


    “Apparently, the one who sold off the stone was a woman who looked like an adventurer. When I showed them a drawing, they confirmed outright that it was Natalie the Tempest, your former companion.”


    That idiot. What a perfect idiot, drawing a big idiotic trail for him to follow. Next time we meet, I’ll carve the word “idiot” into her forehead.


    “You used a portion of the hidden fortune, which you split with your friends, to fund the development of a special treatment that hides the signs of Lady Arwin’s addiction to an illegal drug. You can’t bother to hide it from me anymore. We’ve already got confirmation from Nicholas. He said he didn’t know where the money came from, but that you came and hired him to create an antidote.”


    Confirmation from Nicholas, eh? So he’d had testimony already but started off by suggesting that we could have hired him to make it. Vincent was learning more dirty tricks by the day.


    “He steadfastly claimed that he didn’t know what the drugs had to do with Lady Arwin. I suspect that he had an inkling, at least.”


    “……”


    “From what he told me, the effectiveness of the medicine is brief and wears off if not taken regularly. I had her searched when she came in, but she did not have such a medicine on her person. In another three days, the test results should be different.”


    “Is that how you’re going to do things?” I asked, scoffing. “Let’s say, just for argument’s sake, that it’s true. Do you think Vanessa would be happy to see you torment people who are already suffering from drug addiction?”


    “Keep my sister’s name out of your mouth!” he shouted. The iron bars clattered. “And what about you? A famous seven-star adventurer, now fallen as far as he can go, living as a woman’s pet in this gloomy, grimy town! Are you going to tell me that you don’t feel shame for the life you lead?”


    “I’ve got nothing but shame,” I said, shrugging. “Always have. But it’s in my nature to keep living as long as I’m alive. Once you’re dead, that’s it.”


    I lived with all of it: sin and shame and stain and vice. If I couldn’t bear to carry it any longer, I’d be dead. That’s how I lived my life.


    “You two really are brother and sister,” I said. “Vanessa acted the same way. Out of the goodness of her heart, she put extra pressure on a woman who was already suffering from drugs. There had to be a softer way to handle things.”


    “If left alone, her dependency would only grow and make it even harder to recover.”


    “Does using drugs make you a weak person?”


    “Doesn’t it?”


    If I had a mirror at this moment, I would have seen what I looked like with a crestfallen expression. I’d thought that maybe we could see eye to eye, but we would always be working in parallel, it seemed. Vincent and I came from such different worlds in the end.


    “Well, let me offer a rebuttal,” I said, raising a finger. “First of all, in the broadest sense, Arwin has no connection to any drugs. You won’t find any reaction in your tests.”


    “Not as long as the antidote is working,” he noted.


    “It’s true that I’ve gotten close to Doc…Nicholas, I mean. And yes, I asked him to develop an antidote for Release. I was the one who funded his research. Dez found some treasure from a monster he killed, and he shared some of it with me. That’s the source of the money. Where Natalie comes in, I have no clue. You’ll have to ask her where she got that gemstone.”


    And if he tried, she would either brush him off or cut him open.


    “If this has nothing to do with Lady Arwin, then why would you pay so much to have an antidote fashioned?”


    “For Vanessa.”


    Vincent’s eyes bulged.


    “I knew that she hated drugs so much. When Doc told me about a possible antidote, it sounded like a way to decrease the number of people suffering from drug use. I’m a man of few desires in the world, outside of alcohol, gambling, and prostitution. What else am I going to do with a whole bunch of money? It’d just get taken away from me.”


    “And you think I’m going to believe that bunch of nonsense?”


    “I don’t expect you to do anything. It’s up to you whether you believe it or not.” I yawned and rolled over on the cot. “I’m sleepy now.”


    Vincent tried to talk to me, but I ignored him. Eventually, I heard him trudge away in exhaustion.


     


    The trial was held in a hall near the lord’s manor.


    In the kingdom of Rayfiel, only royalty and nobility had the right to pass judgment. This town was under the direct rule of the royal family, so the right to judge was in the hands of the local lord. However, only those with a knighthood or higher peerage were given trials. The punishments of commoners were decided on the whims of the nobility. Ordinarily, this would happen to Arwin, too, but she was given the special right to stand trial in this case. I was brought along as her accomplice.


    An old man with a shiny bald head sat at a dais directly ahead of us. He was the judge who would hear the case.


    A public audience was admitted, but only the rich and highborn, of course. Ralph and Noelle weren’t allowed into the court. The reactions of the nobles were varied. Some did not want to believe in the downfall of the Crimson Princess Knight, while others could barely contain their glee at seeing Arwin put on trial. She was originally of a much higher station than them, so they loved to see someone who’d lived a life of luxury simply by the fact of her birth brought down to earth. Whether nobleman or slave, there is a certain type of person who celebrates the misfortunes of others more than their own happiness. After all, happiness can go away at any moment, but the misery of others can always be relied upon for entertainment.


    I understood this sentiment well. In fact, why don’t all of you die a miserable death for me? I could drink a whole ten barrels of wine to go with a show like that. It seemed that the majority of the audience here hoped to see Arwin go down in flames. We were in enemy territory.


    The old man was in the seats, too. Though he was of common birth, he was one of the most powerful people in town and could arrange for a seat or two of his own. He had a guard with him, but there was no sign of April. I could easily imagine her raising a fuss from the stands. Given the disgruntled look on the old man’s face, I could tell that she had already given him an earful.


    The door in the back opened, and Arwin was brought inside. She had been put into a black outfit that looked like mourning garb, and she silently took a seat next to me.


    “I’ve been hoping to see you,” I said. It had been three days.


    “Me too,” she said, grinning.


    “Have you lost weight?”


    “I didn’t like the food. It was too fatty for me.”


    There was a tendency for noble palates to prefer rich and fatty dishes, but Arwin’s tastes ran to the simple and clean.


    “We’re gearing up for a long fight today. Will you be all right?”


    This trial was essentially a duel for Arwin’s fate. If she lost, the honor of Mactarode and its people would be irreparably harmed. Losing was not an option. Whatever the truth was, we would have to fight for all we were worth.


    On the other side were five of them, including Vincent, the judge, and his aides.


    On our side were just me and Arwin. I would be arguing for the two of us. You didn’t need status or titles or degrees to argue in court.


    “I’m fine with it, but are you sure you want to do this?”


    We were given the option to use a lawyer, but I refused.


    “I’d only ask for one if he was a better talker than me,” I said.


    “But you don’t know the finer details of the law, do you?”
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    “Yes I do.” I grinned. “I know that if you do bad things, you get scolded.”


    Arwin rolled her eyes.


    “Fine. I suppose this is more familiar to me,” she said, a look of reminiscence on her face. “I’ve been placing my fate in your hands ever since we first met. Really, today is no different from any other.”


    She placed her hand on top of mine. Its warmth felt like an affirmation of all the time we’d spent together and a weight dragging me down. Arwin’s jade-green eyes pierced mine.


    “I wouldn’t mind falling into hell, as long as I’m with you,” she said, as though it were a completely matter-of-fact thing to say. I grinned back at her.


    “I feel the same way,” I said. “But it would be even better if I got a larger allowance.”


    She caught me in the side with a vicious elbow.


    “Enough personal comments,” snapped the judge, glaring at me and, to my chagrin, Arwin. “It is time to begin this trial.”


    And with that, court was in session.


     


    The judge himself read out our charges.


    Arwin Mabel Primrose Mactarode, the Crimson Princess Knight, came to this town to conquer the Millennium of Midnight Sun dungeon and take back her homeland. But due to the rigors of battle in the dungeon, she suffered mental anguish and turned to illegal drugs to ease her pain. As her addiction strengthened, she brought Matthew the drifter into her home and led a depraved lifestyle.


    “This man, however, is actually a seven-star adventurer and member of the almighty party of the Million Blades—Mardukas the Giant-Eater.”


    The court buzzed. I felt a dry chuckle welling up inside of me. Well, they’d gone and spilled my secret now. There’d be no going back to being a degenerate kept man now. I’d been wondering where they might play that card—right from the start, as it turned out.


    This was intended to have a provocative effect. Mardukas was known as an unstoppable warrior and a playboy and was also infamous. I’d physically beaten any trash who dared look down their nose at me, including royalty and nobles. So my reputation among the nobility was as low as it could be. Given that the only people in this court were noblemen, that history was working against me. I’m screwed.


    But before I could feel down about it, the judge was reading my charges next.


    In order to gain access to drugs, Matthew killed Sterling the painter. In order to gain Sterling’s stash for himself, he killed the owner of the house where it was hidden: Vanessa, appraiser of the Adventurers Guild. After stealing the stash, he burned down the house.


    As evidence to support this charge, Vincent brought out a truly grotesque painting that produced groans from the court. The high and mighty did not appreciate his creative style, it seemed.


    “So that’s the truth, eh?”


    It was quite a list. There were three charges against us.


    Arwin’s possession and use of drugs.


    My possession of drugs and two murder charges.


    They were all tightly related to one another. If we were found guilty on any of them, it was highly likely that we would be guilty on all the charges. Hoping to take one charge and skate by on the others would be a fatal strategy.


    Arwin was dignified, however. “I have not used any illegal drugs.”


    A murmur arose from the bench. She was going to fight this one.


    I pled not guilty as well, but the reaction was muted. They were too distracted by the impact of me being Mardukas the Giant-Eater.


    The judge scowled and asked, “What about that candy, then? It contained the ingredients of an illegal drug.”


    “I have no idea,” Arwin replied smoothly. “Someone must have dropped it there.”


    “But it was not you?”


    “No,” she said firmly. “Oswald’s Birds of Prey were in the area just before the Paladins rushed to the scene. They dropped the candy.”


    I’d advised her to tell the truth here. It was a fact that Oswald dropped the candies, which made it an easier rebuttal. The judge looked to Vincent, who nodded begrudgingly.


    “Then why did you react to the candy? You cannot claim that you didn’t. Vincent, the commander of the Paladins, saw you do so.”


    So that was his angle. We couldn’t just claim that she didn’t react and turn it into a hearsay argument because the other Paladins had seen it, too. We’d have to admit the truth here and save the lies for something else.


    “I was mistaken,” Arwin admitted. “I often take candies that Matthew makes for me. It looked very similar, as did the bag it came in, so I was briefly mistaken and thought that Matthew had dropped it.”


    If my candy and the kind with drugs in it looked similar, we could use that to our advantage.


    The judge fixed us with a piercing stare. “You insist that you were mistaken?”


    “I would like to take this opportunity to apologize for misleading so many people,” Arwin said, bowing obsequiously.


    “And you did not react because they were drug-laced candies?”


    “No.”


    “They were not made by you or Matthew?”


    “The practice of mixing drugs into candy to take them has existed for ages. Anyone can do it,” I added. The judge instructed me not to speak out of turn.


    He added, “The bag containing the drugged candy was identical to the bag of candy Matthew carried in both size and design.”


    “It’s a common container. Maybe you should ask Matthew where he got it,” Arwin replied.


    I tried to speak on the matter, but Vincent stood up first. He said, “I understand that the bag was sold by an old woman in the market on the sixth. On busy days, she can sell dozens of them, so she doesn’t remember what she’s sold to whom.”


    That figured. Good on her for having a successful business, though.


    “If it’s the same size and shape, then it stands to reason that it could be used to do roughly the same thing.”


    The judge warned me not to speak out of turn again. Why am I the only one getting scolded?


    Still, we weren’t in bad shape so far. Of course, if Oswald himself showed up and started talking, things could go very differently, but he wouldn’t dare do that. They wouldn’t put him on the witness stand—they’d put him in the gallows.


    And even if he did show up, the gap in trustworthiness between the Crimson Princess Knight and a high-ranking mobster couldn’t be wider. He was trying to get his name and face out there recently, only among the common people. To the rich and powerful here, he was still a despicable outlaw.


    I prayed that things would keep going smoothly like this, but that was naive of me, of course.


    Vincent stood up and said, “We have a statement from one of the Birds of Prey whom we arrested the other day. He stated that he was there at the scene in question. As the accused says, Oswald was present, and he threw a sack full of candy away. They had taken the sack from Matthew when they abducted him.”


    The courtroom bristled.


    “Meaning that Matthew was in possession of a sack full of candy laced with drugs.”


    “Objection!” I cried, getting to my feet. “He could have slipped those drugged candies into the sack to trick us.”


    “Not possible,” Vincent stated flatly. “You claim that he gave away Release, which his group takes great pains to keep away from the Paladins, for the sake of nothing more than a trick? Ridiculous.”


    Plus, the sack getting untied and spilling its contents onto the ground, Vincent being there to pick it up, and Arwin seeing it and exclaiming were all matters of pure coincidence. Oswald was not such a patient man that he’d put together a plan that consisted of waiting for several coincidences to overlap.


    “That is not the only evidence,” Vincent continued. “Do you always carry a bag full of candy around with you?”


    “…Yes.”


    I’d given plenty of them to April and other people, so I couldn’t deny it.


    “You offered me a candy at the time as well. I had it examined and found that it was perfectly ordinary.”


    “Tasted good, right?”


    “The candy is not the issue. It’s where you produced the candy from.” He pointed at my trousers. “You pulled a candy wrapper out of your pocket and offered it to me.”


    At last, I realized where Vincent was taking this.


    “When suspicion fell upon Lady Arwin, you hastily offered candy to me as a distraction. But we already had the bag of candy. Instead, you offered me a candy that remained in your pants pocket.”


    I never could have guessed that he’d bring up such a casual gesture against me. He was going to overpower me here.


    So I objected. “What crime have I committed by not taking a candy out of the bag? I’d just been kidnapped by the Birds of Prey and barely managed to escape with my life. Why would I pay attention to where I got the candy from?”


    “Candy laced with drugs was on the ground, in a bag that closely resembled the one you carry around. You were at the scene, and you pulled candy not from a bag but from your pocket. Of course you are the primary suspect.”


    The courtroom buzzed again, but in a very bad way this time. They were staring at Arwin and me with looks of undisguised scorn. I could hear whispering.


    “I knew it.”


    “Can it be?”


    “But of course.”


    “Unbelievable.”


    Most of it was directed at Arwin. My rage was overwhelming.


    I sighed dramatically. “It wasn’t my fault there was candy on the ground, and those bags are everywhere. I was there because I’d just escaped an abduction. It was a fluke that I didn’t reach into my bag to pull out a candy but went to my pocket instead.”


    There was enough of a logical framework there to make a case. But it was going to end with us arguing in circles, and in that situation, I would be on the losing end. When in doubt, the nobles would be happy to punish the guilty-looking commoner every time.


    “Basically, you need me to prove that the drugged candy wasn’t mine, right? Fine, I’ll prove it.”


    “How do you intend to do that?” Vincent asked, suddenly defensive. He must’ve thought I was about to start brawling. That was an option, but the very last one available.


    “Was there only one candy with drugs in it?”


    “…No,” Vincent said, shaking his head. “There were six in total.”


    “All laced with Release?”


    “That’s right.”


    “And how many candies didn’t have drugs in them?”


    “…Nine.”


    “Put them all into that little bag.”


    Vincent realized where I was going with this. Balefully, he glared at me and packed the bag with candies. When all fifteen of them were inside, it was full to bursting.


    “Well, you managed to get them in. Now, do you think that bag would fit into my pants pocket?”


    “…No, I suppose not.”


    “Is it starting to make sense now? The number in the bag and the number on the ground don’t add up. Of course, at the time, I only had the one bag that Oswald had taken from me. And just to confirm, were there any other bags at the scene?” I asked.


    “…None that we found.”


    The courtroom murmured.


    “So it’s the other way around, then. The candies didn’t spill from the bag. At the time the bag fell, the drugged candies were already on the ground.”


    “…What do you mean?” he said.


    “If you spill a bunch of candies on the ground in the dark of night, do you think you’re going to find them all?”


    The drugs were the point. If the Paladins or guards found the candies, that would mean trouble. So what would someone do if they couldn’t find them all? Just increase the number—drop more regular candies and make it harder to find the bad ones. If all goes well, they’ll overlook it. And if they suspect the candies are drugged, they’re going to go after the owner of the bag.


    “And that’s what you think Oswald did?”


    “Dunno,” I said, feigning uncertainty, but I might as well have claimed it.


    Of course, Oswald had done no such thing. I was the one who dropped additional candies. And I’d done it the exact way I had just laid out, by going back in the middle of the night and scattering some laced candies. The more there were, the easier it would be to pin it on Oswald.


    “Surely the candies are not the point of this whole exercise,” said the judge irritably. “It is the ghastly suspicions laid upon the Crimson Princess Knight. We cannot close this case until they have been satisfactorily addressed.”


    Yeah, I bet.


    Most—in fact, probably all—of the people here were present for that reason: to find out about the suspicions against Arwin.


    The antidote lasted three days at best.


    Five days had passed since we were separated.


    We hadn’t seen each other until just now, inside the courtroom. There were eyes all around us. Physical contact was prohibited. On top of that, I didn’t have any doses of the antidote with me. I couldn’t possibly hand one to her in secret like I did last time.


    “Then let us determine the truth,” said Vincent, producing a piece of that judgment paper. If a drop of pure blood was dropped upon it, the stain would remain red. But if the blood’s owner had been using drugs, it would turn blue.


    It would be a practical demonstration with a very straightforward answer. The volume of the buzzing in the room rose notably.


    Being able to see the result with your own eyes made the impact all the greater. If the paper turned blue, the audience was going to burst into jeers and boos. The judge’s sympathies would immediately turn against her. Vincent had chosen the courtroom as a setting for the text for maximum impact and drama. So much for the diligent, prudent commander; he’d turned into a catty bitch instead.


    A court officer brought a tray over to the stand in front of Arwin. Naturally, it held a small piece of paper and a thin needle.


    “Arwin Mabel Primrose Mactarode, you may proceed.”


    She did as instructed and pricked the end of her finger with the needle, staring at the little orb of red on her fingertip before silently letting it drip onto the paper.


    The paper sucked up the blood at once, creating a red mark.


    Vincent watched with bated breath. The observers in the viewing area leaned forward, hungrily staring at the red stain on the paper.


    The courtroom was so silent it almost felt suffocating. Vincent stares hard at the red droplet, as if he had forgotten how to blink.


    The materials contained within the paper would react with the traces of the drug in her blood and turn blue at any moment now, Vincent was surely imagining.


    Well, too bad.


    The paper was still red.


    “Are you satisfied?” Arwin asked with annoyance. A new murmur swept through the courtroom, tinged with what sounded like disappointment.


    “Objection,” Vincent called out. “Matthew hired Nicholas the herbalist to create an antidote for the drug. It’s possible that she used that to escape detection in the test.”


    The judge asked, “How long does the antidote work?”


    “It depends on the individual, but it lasts between three and five days, as I understand. That is how Nicholas himself described it, and we tested it on another patient, and that test suggested he was right.”


    “And how many days has the accused been in captivity?”


    “Five days.”


    “Has she taken the antidote at all during that time?”


    “…As far as I can tell, no.”


    “And has her blood dyed the judgment paper blue at any time you have tested her?”


    “…No, your honor.”


    Dejection was apparent from the crowd. Sorry to disappoint you all—and I’ll be sure to remember your faces. They tested me, just for good measure, but the paper didn’t change color, of course.


    “Without confirmation of the fact that the accused has used illegal drugs, I believe you have no case,” I said.


    The candies on the ground, Arwin’s reaction—these things were circumstantial evidence. Even the jade necklace meant nothing if they couldn’t tie it to the drugs. Without hard physical evidence, they couldn’t find her guilty. This was the risk Vincent ran by trying to force it through a trial.


    The judge declared the deliberation stage to be finished. Now we just had to wait for the innocent verdict.


    “Not so fast, please,” Vincent said, rising to his feet. “Matthew’s murder of Vanessa was motivated by Lady Arwin’s drug use.”


    “Objection,” I said. “I’m sorry, brother, but is that evidence you brought forth even real?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You suspect me of being your sister’s killer. That causes you to see truths that are not there.”


    “You think that I fabricated the evidence?”


    “Not fabricated, perhaps, but it’s not uncommon for people to have a warped view of the facts in such situations.”


    Vincent pointed at the bizarre painting. “Are you claiming that someone else painted this?”


    “No, that was definitely painted by Sterling.”


    There couldn’t be another person in the entire world with the same artistic sensibility. Thank the gods for that.


    “But it was definitely someone else who slipped the drugs into the painting frame. And to save you the trouble of asking how I know, I’ll demonstrate it right now.”


    I walked over to the bags of drugs lined up by the painting next to Vincent as evidence, but when I reached out for them, he slapped my hand away.


    “What do you think you’re doing?”


    “Don’t worry, I’m not going to slip it into my pocket or take a taste in front of the court.” That would be all but admitting my fault in the public view. “This is what I want to show you.”


    I pulled the drug doses out of the bag until it was empty, then peered inside.


    “Yep, just as I thought.”


    I reached inside the bag and pulled it inside out. Someone gasped.


    “…Are you familiar with Ross Brothers’ Store?”


    “It is a bakery on the north side of town, if I recall correctly,” said Vincent quietly, realizing where I was going with this.


    “If you buy their sponge cake, they give you a special bag with the store’s logo sewn into it. They say it’s good promotion. They’re quite prized for how sturdy they are. See the stitching?”


    I pointed out the logo for the store at the bottom of the bag. Vincent was sharp enough to realize what this meant.


    “Sterling died nearly half a year ago at this point. But the Ross brothers opened up shop just two months ago. So what does this mean, then?”


    Naturally, it wasn’t Sterling who had placed the bag of drugs inside the frame—not unless he’d come back as a zombie to do it.


    “Most likely, some dealer somewhere stuck the stuff into the frame of a painting they wound up with. Then they were going to sell the painting off, drugs and all. But then he died before he could get rid of it, and some oblivious sap pawned it off at a curio dealer instead.”


    “That is conjecture.”


    “And it’s considerably more believable than your logic.”


    “You have not cleared my suspicion,” Vincent said stubbornly, pointing at the painting next to us. “You said that this was a painting of a dog. But you were the only one to identify that correctly.”


    “But only next to you and your buddies, right?”


    “I also asked multiple art traders what they thought,” he said, thrusting out a paper with their testimony written upon it. Who goes to that much trouble?


    “It’s simple,” I said. “The go-between who hired Sterling to make that painting was me.”


    Vincent’s lips trembled. He was on the verge of admitting defeat before he latched on again. He just didn’t know when to give up.


    “But…”


    “But the client who commissioned it never said a word about me? Of course not. It was your sister who did the negotiation.”


    “Stop that!” he bellowed. His voice echoed through the courtroom. “Do you think that using my sister’s name will cow me into obedience?!”


    “It’s true.”


    Vanessa was trying to get Sterling back on his feet so he could make an independent living as an artist. She’d had me hire him for a number of jobs in the hope of giving him some confidence.


    “Vanessa knew a lot of people, but when it comes to the kind of freaks who’d be happy with a painting like this, I’m much more likely to know the right ones. That’s why she asked me to be the go-between. I charged a fee, of course. You’ll have to ask the client for more details. Then you can confirm whether or not they spoke to someone before commissioning the painting.”
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    “……”


    “So you see, it’s not strange at all that I knew what it was a painting of. You get it now?”


    “Then why…?”


    “Why didn’t I mention that earlier? Simple.” I shrugged. “I forgot.”


    Vincent’s mouth dropped open in fury. I held up a hand to stop him.


    “Can you really blame me? Too much has happened since then. And Vanessa asked me to do this for her over drinks. Haven’t you ever belatedly realized something important after the moment has passed?”


    “But…”


    “Enough.”


    The judge had guards drag Vincent back to his seat, despite his protests.


    The tables had turned. After that, they called the commissioner of the dog painting to testify, and he said basically exactly the same thing I did. He’d sold off the painting because his family found it creepy. The frame that the Release ended up stuffed inside came from the same client, but he’d gotten rid of it before the monster stampede, thus proving that he had nothing to do with the stash of Release, either. There was no direct evidence that I was the one who visited Sterling’s place on the day of the murders. They still couldn’t disprove the work of a third party.


     


    The deliberation was complete.


    “I will now render my verdict,” the judge said, banging a gavel. “I find the two accused innocent of all charges.”


    His proclamation echoed off the walls.


     


    “My thanks for a fair and impartial trial,” I said with an obsequious bow.


    As a matter of fact, there were plenty of people who twisted their verdicts to suit themselves, using their power like a tool. People whose bodies had been slashed to bits with a blade were ruled “dead of disease.” A one-armed man was once executed for strangling a woman with both hands. Apparently, they couldn’t disprove that his second arm hadn’t spontaneously healed for a time.
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    The more powerful one is, the more the boundaries of black and white blend. It’s a system that disadvantages us, the have-nots. Any of the evidence I offered, the judge could’ve simply replied to with a cold “So what?” In a sense, it was thanks to Vincent that we were found innocent. Whatever sense of justice or ethical idealism he possessed, he couldn’t abide the thought of corrupting the court’s process. He went too far in search of fairness.


    And that was why he failed to avenge his sister.


    It was ironic. But irony makes up most things in the world. Even if no one ever asks for it.


     


    “Innocent, then,” Arwin murmured, once we were back in the waiting room. “Even though I’m not…”


    I put a hand to her mouth. “Not here. We can catch up back at home.”


    We were still in enemy territory. You never knew who might be listening in.


    Once Arwin nodded, I removed my hand. As we were about to leave, the door to the waiting room opened, and Vincent strode inside. His face was twisted with rage and humiliation.


    “You fucked me on this one,” he spat.


    “What do you mean?”


    “You put the drugs inside the painting frame. You concocted false evidence to put me into a logical trap.”


    “No idea what you’re talking about.”


    I was lying, of course. As Vincent had just said with such frustration, the only person who stuck those drugs inside of Sterling’s painting frame was me.


     


    I picked up the painting the client in question had thrown out, stuck the drugs inside, then dumped it near a gathering of some gentlemen of the street. Someone with an eye for value would pick it up and sell it for money.


    I had a feeling that Vincent would try to attack me via Sterling. So I needed to produce some fake evidence—something that would hurt my case intentionally. I pretended to accidentally identify the painting as being a dog, so that he’d latch onto that detail. Giving him convenient evidence to use would make him soften up his investigation elsewhere. Then I’d turn it around on him in the end by showing the evidence was fake.


    Now nobody else would show up to doubt us. Plan B had worked.


    “Lady Arwin must have been given more antidote without us finding out.”


    “How did we do that? Weren’t you standing watch?”


    “Someone snuck in…”


    “By turning into mist? Or passing through the walls?”


    We’d just fought opponents who could do those things.


    “There were no signs of magic having been used. Instead, what I found was this.”


    He opened a piece of cloth. There was a sticky purple substance in the middle of it.


    “There were traces of it stuck to the outside walls. This was the trick you used.”


    We had one other collaborator: Nicholas. He infiltrated the prison in his invertebrate purple goo form in order to feed Arwin regular doses of the antidote. We didn’t know when they might test her, so it paid to be thorough.


    If not for Nicholas, we’d have been done for. I really owed him my gratitude for this one. Maybe a proper gift would be to put him in touch with a real knockout babe, one who’d help him forget all about that preacher woman.


    “But unless you can prove that, it’s just an empty accusation.”


    “Yes, that’s right,” said Vincent. He slammed a fist against the wall. “You won. You twisted the truth into lies, and now innocent people’s deaths will remain unpunished.”


    He bit his lip, chagrin apparent in his eyes.


    “Before the trial, his lordship spoke with me. There was a message from the royal city. If I lost…I would be removed from my post with the Paladins.”


    Oh my.


    “So you’ve got more free time now? Let’s grab a drink.”


    “I’ll do whatever it takes to grasp the truth.”


    “And you’re going to abandon your kid to do it? Or your wife this time?”


    “Shut—”


    “Dear.” It was Emmelaine, his wife, pulling on his sleeve from behind. She narrowed her eyes and admonished him, “This is unbecoming.”


    She only said three words, but they had so many different statements contained within them. The verdict is final. Don’t overstay your welcome. Act with pride, as a knight should. Do it for your son.


    He slowly lowered the fist he had raised.


    “…I will be back,” he warned and headed outside. His wife followed him.


    “He seems like a handful,” I called after her.


    “I’m used to it.”


    She was a real powder keg. Maybe she was better suited to lead the Paladins than her husband.


    “If you’ll excuse me,” she said. The two of them left, and quiet returned to the room.


    “……”


    Arwin stared at the door in silence. I put my arm around her shoulder.


    “We all have things we can’t stand to let go. Me, you, him. Everyone.”


    “I know that.”


    “Let’s forget about him and have ourselves a little party to celebrate being found not guilty. We’ll rent out a bar somewhere and make it a grand event.”


    “And who will be paying for all of that?” she asked, glaring at me.


    “Consider it my lawyer’s fee.”


    “Did you use those wisecracks to ‘shake down’ Lord Carlyle, too?”


    “There you go again, using a term you just learned. That’s so sweet.”


    She pinched me. “Speak honestly.”


    “In this town, it’s your fault for getting fooled.”

  

  
    

     CHAPTER SIX Flowers Are Worthless if Barren Within 


    After some paperwork, they let us walk.


    We changed clothes at the Paladins’ building, took back our impounded items, then headed outside to taste the air of freedom.


    I stuck up both middle fingers at the gate behind us, then spread my arms and inhaled.


    “There’s nothing like fresh air.”


    “Not that I was certain I’d ever breathe it again,” Arwin said, dressed as the Crimson Princess Knight once again. They’d given back her weapons and armor, too.


    “You seemed pretty calm to me.”


    “I thought my heart was going to burst.”


    “You’re exaggerating,” I said, trying to laugh it off.


    This infuriated her. “Do you have any idea how much I’ve suffered on account of you?”


    “I could ask you the exact same question.”


    My life had been on a lackadaisical, low-energy route in the recent past, before I crossed paths with her. Since then, I’d been on a direct line straight to hell.


    “I’m so glad you’re safe,” cried Ralph, rushing up to us. The rest of Aegis followed behind him. That was very laudable of them to come and celebrate as a group. Ralph wailed like a baby, while Noelle hugged Arwin and cheered innocently. The Maretto sisters, meanwhile, seemed irritated.


    “Let’s get back into that dungeon already.”


    “They’re saying some more capable adventurers are on the way. We don’t want them to get the jump on us.”


    They were at the limit of their patience with all of the delays to the dungeon progress.


    “I’m so sick of being blocked from my goals…by people like him.”


    Beatrice stuck out her foot and tripped a man rushing up on us out of nowhere. A dagger, slick with something, glinted in his hand.


    “Who the hell are you?!” demanded Ralph, straddling the man. Based on the direction he was running, his target was either me or Arwin. I glanced at him, intent on finding out what incompetent fool would try us like this. When I realized who it was, I burst into laughter.


    “So much for your looks, pretty boy.”


    Though his face was swollen to an almost unrecognizable state, I would never mistake Dustin for anyone else. He had tried to lure Arwin into a trap and failed. The price for his failure was a withering beating from Oswald. I’d assumed he had been dumped into the dungeon days ago, but he was still alive, after all.


    “Oswald ordered you to do this, eh? Where is he now?”


    He would have ordered the kid to bring back either Arwin’s head or mine if he didn’t want to die. Oswald had to be getting desperate if he was relying on stupid kids like this one to be assassins.


    “No fucking clue,” Dustin spat, then chuckled arrogantly, even as his face was pressed into the ground. I considered rewarding him with a torture session, but we were in the middle of the street, and Arwin was here.


    As I considered what to do, Cecilia took the initiative and pointed her staff at him.


    “Cursed Horn,” she said. Dustin clamped his hands over his ears and began to scream. He managed to throw Ralph off his back and rolled around, cradling his head.


    Arwin grabbed her companion’s staff, looking suspicious. “What did you do?”


    “It’s just an illusion,” the girl said nonchalantly. “It just happens to be loud enough to rupture your eardrums.”


    And he was hearing it endlessly, with no way to block it out? Brutal.


    Before the count of a hundred, Dustin had changed his tune and surrendered.


    “…Mr. Oswald’s got big plans for his partnership with the Earth Mother folks,” he said, his eyes glassy. Drool dripped from his lips.


    “What are they planning?”


    “It’s poison,” Dustin said. “They’re going to set loose a bunch of monsters and poison everything.”


    I could feel the atmosphere around us grow tense.


    “Where’s Oswald?” I asked.


    “No idea. It’s true. They didn’t tell me anything. I don’t know what kind of poison, or where the source of it will be. They just said that if I didn’t want to die, I should bring back the head of the princess knight or her boy toy…”


    Cecilia pointed her staff at him again. He screamed and put his arms over his head. He definitely didn’t know anything more, then.


    “That idiot. What the hell is Oswald thinking?”


    It wasn’t his style to launch a major terrorist attack with poison. If anyone had come up with the idea, it would be Gideon and the ministers. Oswald didn’t have anything to gain by massacring the entire town.


    “Speaking of which,” Arwin said, “do you remember how that man was trying to invite me to do something with him?”


    “You mean the time he almost tricked you into doing something?”


    “I’m talking about the time I got out of it, just in time.”


    “Thanks to me showing up to save the day, cool as you please.”


    “Just get on with the story,” Cecilia interrupted.


    Arwin cleared her throat. “Before you showed up, Oswald just kept talking to me. Most of it was shameless flattery, but there was one word he kept saying, again and again.”


    “What was that?”


    “Hero,” she said scornfully. “‘You’re the hero of the town,’ ‘a true hero,’ and on and on. I mostly ignored him, but with the benefit of hindsight, I can say that there was a particular kind of fervor that he placed into that word, and that word only.”


    To a true hero, it was a pointless thing to bring up. I’d been called that before in the past, and it was almost never good for me. The first time it happens, you let it get to your head, and when the women come after you, there are certain benefits, but they get bored with you quickly. The people want a hero, but if you don’t keep producing results, they’ll move on to the next hero soon.


    “I was hoping that might be a bit of a hint to what he’s thinking. Is it helpful to you?” she asked.


    “With change to spare.”


    Thanks to Arwin, I recalled the principles of strategy. If you couldn’t read the enemy’s moves yet, put yourself in their position and think about it. I’d heard that line so many times back in my mercenary days, my ears bled.


    If I were Oswald, how would I clean up all the obnoxious people in my way and climb a few rungs on the ladder? I couldn’t just destroy the town; I’d be suffocating myself in the process.


    Oswald had forged his own path in life. He was an example of success. Would a man with that kind of track record and mentality really go around relying on a finicky tool like poison?


    The point was, he wanted to act like a good guy. Whatever evil, wicked shit he was up to in the shadows, when all eyes were on him, he wanted to be the reliable boss figure who could get things done. His current expansion of power was helped by the pitch that he and his men had helped during the monster stampede.


    At this point, I thought I could see where Oswald was going with this.


    “It’s all a setup.”


    He would spread the poison, then hand out the antidote that made him a hero. That was why he tried to get Arwin on his side. If the public’s hero was associated with him, it would be that much easier to win their trust.


    It would also allow him to orchestrate things to play favorites. He could refuse to give out antidotes to enemy groups or people he didn’t like or hand them ineffective placebos instead. If they died, he could say they didn’t make it in time and gnash his teeth, and the public would be none the wiser.


    The real problem was how they would release the poison. Mix it into the water supply? No. The underground reservoirs are too deep for that. There were a limited number of wells, and too many eyes around them to create plausible deniability. So if water isn’t an option…


    “Where’s Dez?” I asked the others. “I need to ask him something. At the guild? Go call for him… Actually, forget it. The sun’ll be down by the time he gets here on those tiny legs of his. Better to go over there.”


    I felt an excruciating pain in my back, and I fell to the ground, writhing.


    “What was that about me?”


    I turned and saw my beloved Beardo standing there.


    “I rushed over when I heard they found you not guilty. What’s this all about?” he demanded.


    “I love you.”


    “I’ll kill you.”


    “You’ll have plenty of time to kill me after you’ve heard what I have to say. Remember those stone statues? About how many did the dwarves say they’d been forced to make?”


    “At least a hundred or two, they said.”


    In that case, it was probably twice that range.


    “I’ve figured out where Oswald and his boys are,” I said, pointing up at an angle. “Atop the town walls.”


    The town was surrounded by massive walls. They offered a clear view, and from that high up, they could spread anything in the air across the town. Calling would be their substance of choice. If lit on fire, it created a vicious poison. There was wind magic etched into the stone statues they’d had the dwarves carving. That would probably help them spread the stuff far and wide.


    “First, get in touch with the Paladins or town guards. I nominate Ralph since I’m currently in an awkward position with them.”


    “That won’t work,” Dez said, shaking his head. “On the way over here, I heard folks saying that people wearing the sun god’s sigil are fighting all over town. The guards have their hands full dealing with that.”


    “That’s Oswald’s doing,” I said. They had to be his agents in disguise, creating a distraction. All those rumors had to be laying the groundwork for this. The guards and Paladins were busy with that. As if to buttress that point, no one had shown up here despite all the noise we’d been making.


    “In that case, there’s no time.”


    If my expectations were accurate, their plan was in the final stages. They just had to execute it.


    “We’ll just have to do it ourselves,” I said.


    “But those walls cover a huge area,” Ralph pointed out, correctly. There was too much space for us to split up and search.


    I popped a finger into my mouth, then held it up to the breeze.


    “A south wind.”


    At this time of year, a clammy wind often blew from the south. They’d use that to spread the poison across the town.


    “Let’s focus on the south side, then.”


    “I have a more direct question,” Beatrice said, pointing at the distant wall. “How do we get up there?”


    “Stairs.”


    The walls were hollow at parts, and that was where you could get up on top. They were designed for defense measures against airborne monsters, attacks from foreign countries, and, most importantly, an eruption of monsters from within.


    “And how do we get to those stairs?”


    “I know the general place. Let’s go, and I’ll show you.”


    We tied up Dustin and dropped him outside the entrance to the Paladin building. Dez returned to the guild with Doc. People were hurt here and there, and there was a shortage of healers. Those of us who were left would have to ascend the walls and stop this madness.


    “Why are we involved in this?” Cecilia grumbled, but she’d just have to deal with it and play along. Her party leader, the Crimson Princess Knight, was already charging ahead. “Besides, can we even go in there without permission?”


    “We can right now.”


    It wasn’t like the Birds of Prey had climbed the walls. Maybe the ministers could, but Oswald didn’t have that kind of power.


    “Basically, here’s the situation…”


    I opened the access doors for the guards next to the town gate to reveal a grisly scene of bloodied corpses. Most had been done in by blades and bludgeons, but some had their heads ripped off and holes in their torsos wide enough to see the far wall behind them. Some bodies even had their limbs turned into insectoid appendages. Probably more of that curse magic.


    “Bingo.”


    “…Let’s hurry,” Arwin said, offering a quick prayer to the hideous bodies as she made her way to a spiral staircase at the back of the room. It was too narrow for us to go more than one at a time, but it was also sturdy enough that it wasn’t going to collapse on the inside. Light filtered in through the ceiling, brightening the way, but without handrails, anybody could easily make one misstep and fall all the way to the bottom and split their head open on the stone floor. Of course, it would be fatal; these walls were the height of several houses stacked atop each other.


    “Keep it moving. You’re holding up the rest of us,” snapped Beatrice, who hurried past me, leaving me last in line. I didn’t have direct sunlight on me now, so I was Matthew the weakling at the moment.


    Looking up, I was lagging behind everyone. Arwin was already far above. I wished I could just turn around and walk out, but that wasn’t an option. Instead, I dragged myself up the steps, feeling like my body was at the very bottom of the ocean.


    Without warning, a chilly breeze gusted down from above. The area grew brighter, and the wind howled in my ears. Apparently, Arwin had reached the top of the staircase.


    Just be careful, I prayed, right as a dark shape plummeted from the top with a scream. I leaped out of the way and briefly met the gaze of the unlucky sap: one of the Birds of Prey goons. He reached out to me with eyes full of fear and regret but was too far away to grab me. He struck the winding stairs twice on his way down, hit the wall very hard, then rolled limply to the bottom. There wasn’t much blood, but his head was twisted at a bad angle. He was clearly dead. I found myself oddly impressed by the acrobatics.


    Up above, sword fighting was happening; the battle was on. I hurried up the remaining steps. At the very end, they turned into a ladder. Once I’d finished with that, I was on top of the wall. The instant I stuck my head out of the square hole, my ears whistled with wind like arrows slicing past.


    The air was cold and constantly moving up there. I had to lower my center of gravity so that it didn’t push me over. From that height, the town looked like a bunch of toys. This must be what it feels like to be a king. If all someone ever did was look at things from this vantage point, it was inevitable that the common people would seem like trash.


    “Took you too long,” Arwin grunted. There was blood on her sword. “We’ve already taken out several of them.”


    “They had this with them,” said Noelle, bringing one of those stone statues with her. There was a seal on the bottom of the base. I pried it open and saw white powder packed inside.


    “Calling, looks like,” I said, and hastily sealed it back up. “Let’s collect up all of them. Even a single one left behind will be bad news.”


    “How are we gonna dispose of them? We can’t burn them, can we?” Ralph shouted at me, statue in hand. The wind was so loud that there was no choice but to yell.


    “No, but we have the perfect dumping ground in this town, don’t we?”


    If it was terrible poison, then the only thing that would die in the dungeon was monsters. We could feed the stuff to slimes, for all I cared.


    “Look over there!” Noelle warned, pointing at two shapes.


    They had to be Oswald and Gideon the minister. But it didn’t look quite like the Gideon I knew. Even with the hood over its head, it was smaller than the previous look. He had to be in his regular human form, then. As a monster, he stood out too much, so this was just a temporary strategy for him.


    The shape next to him, however, was unmistakably Oswald. Apparently, the big hero wanted to go down next to a terrorist. It was a direct path from here to them across the wall.


    “Just you wait! I’ll cut your heads from your bodies!”


    “Hey, wait.”


    Ralph tore after them, running along the wall. Despite the wind, he was able to maintain his balance.


    I saw the dark figure extend a hand toward him. The man I assumed to be Gideon emitted something like a black blade from his hand. It took a speedy flight but still landed far in front of Ralph. White smoke began to issue from the spot where it landed. I thought I saw a dark shadow in its midst, and in the next moment, I was looking at skeletal monsters.


    They resembled human skeletons but were wearing armor over their chests. In their hands were swords and axes made of bone. Some of them had four hands instead of two, and some even had two skulls.


    “Dragonfang soldiers,” I said. They were magical creatures born of an ancient mage’s curse. It was said that he was skilled enough to create dozens of them from a dragon’s fang. So this was the sort of thing they had up their sleeves.


    Their orders had clearly been given because the dragonfang soldiers nodded their heads in a kind of twisted salute, then leaped and readied their swords.


    He’s done for, I thought, but Ralph surpassed my expectations for him.


    He narrowly dodged an overhead sword swing, then slashed sideways completely through the soldier’s torso and armor. His reverse swing cleaved the torso in two while it hung in the air.


    The bisected dragonfang soldier tumbled over the side of the wall and turned to ash as it fell. Ralph paid it no mind, kicking over the lower half without its top and slamming it into the next approaching soldier.


    After they fell overboard, he rushed up and thrust his sword through another skeleton’s forehead. That was their weak point—apparently, it was the “ears” that listened for orders. Once the forehead was shattered, the rest of it would become ordinary, unmoving skeleton bones.


    He even knows the weakness of dragonfang soldiers now?


    Next, a four-armed soldier attacked from the front. If I tried to fight it normally, I’d be at a severe disadvantage in terms of the number of attacks I could do.


    “Hey…” Just as I was about to give him some advice, Ralph worked up a good amount of momentum, then toppled to the ground, rolling himself like a log until he smashed into the soldier’s legs. The dragonfang soldiers’ greatest asset was their agility, and their downside was the lack of weight. And of course they were literally undefended by any kind of armor down there, making them easy targets.


    The fallen four-armed dragonfang soldier crawled on its belly like an insect, holding only its head up, swiveling around until a sword swooped in and severed it from the body.


    Last, the two-headed soldier crouched low and bounded forward like a wild animal. Ralph’s sword shone. It was Merciful Rain, a magical sword that could temporarily sharpen its own edge. An arc of pale light appeared in the air; as the two-headed dragonfang soldier passed Ralph, its body split down the middle between the heads, with half falling off the side within the walls, and the other half outside.


    “Has he gotten stronger?”


    The awkward movements he used to make were smoother and sharper now. It seemed like he’d picked up some confidence in his ability to handle combat.


    “Ralph is very strong,” Arwin said proudly. “He’s clearly reached a new phase. His improvement has been quite apparent lately. I can’t assume I’ll always be the master here.”


    “You’re praising him too much.”


    Still, it wasn’t a bad thing for Ralph to get stronger; it was to Arwin’s benefit, after all.


    “Leave the scrubs to me! Go after those guys, Princess!” he said.


    I wanted to tell him not to act like he was in charge, but the rest hurried off anyway. Just before they reached it, the hooded figure went on the move, holding out its hand and hurling a massive ball of fire from the palm.


    “Stay back!” she cried as Ralph jumped away. It burst with a heavy boom, sending a wash of searing air and smoke over us. Once the wind had died down and I could see again, part of the wall had collapsed in a semicircular shape.


    “He’s blocked our way ahead,” Arwin griped. The wall itself was still connected between here and there, so if we took our time, we could get across. But the footholds were poor, and we might slip off, and while we attempted it, we’d be wide open to enemy attack.


    “If only we could fly… Oh! Maybe if we flew like that one time…,” Ralph suggested.


    “If you mean the Float spell, it won’t work,” Cecilia pointed out. “You can’t get any speed with it, so he’ll just shoot us out of the sky. And even if he doesn’t, the gusts of wind would blow off across to the other side of town.”


    We didn’t have time to hold a deliberation session. Those zealots were trying to buy time. Every second we wasted was another one closer to them unleashing deadly poison upon the town.


    “Might I have a word?” I leaned over and whispered something into Cecilia’s ear. “Can you do that?”


    “It’s possible if I try, but it’s not my fault if you slip and fall.”


    “Understood.”


    I took off my shoes. I felt like my chances were better, though it was probably just my imagination.


    “What are you up to?”


    “Well, I’m gonna go stop those guys. Be right back.” I held my shoes in one hand and stretched my other arm into the sky. “Thankfully, it’s sunny out.”


    There was nothing stopping me from joining the fight. And there was no need to hide my secret, either.


    “Are you going to jump or something? Yeah, maybe you could pull it off, but he’s just going to shoot you down.”


    “Forget a fireball. A coincidental gust of wind will hurl you all the way down to the ground.”


    I ignored Ralph and Beatrice and pointed behind them. “You handle the other direction.”


    More dragonfang soldiers were climbing up the stairs we’d climbed to get here. They’d summoned some behind us, knowing that we’d come this way.


    “Thanks in advance,” I added, taking off running toward the collapsed section of the wall. The wind direction was good. With a running start, I took a huge leap at the lip of the crumbled stone. Below my feet, I could see the tiny town and wasteland outside of it. I could practically feel my balls shrinking inside of me.


    As soon as the hooded man extended his hand, a powerful gust of wind enveloped my body. As Beatrice anticipated, he was pushing me back with wind magic. Even the Giant-Eater couldn’t change directions in midair. It was pushing me over to the inside of the wall.


    “Matthew!” Arwin cried.


    I turned my head and shouted, “Do it!”


    Cecilia rolled her eyes and pointed her small staff at me.


    “Barrier.”


    A translucent wall appeared below my feet. I landed on it as though it were a pane of glass, bending my knees and tensing up as I changed direction.


    “Raaaah!”


    I was soaring again, and I had enough distance now—or so I thought. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Gideon again. His pale hand stuck out of his cloak toward me.


    He was just about to do something—when his body burst into flame. I landed and spun around to see Beatrice, the other magician, pointing a staff as tall as she was toward him.


    “Hurry up and finish him off!”


    She’d given me cover fire. What a gift. I owe her some peanuts next time.


    “Here we go.”


    I dusted myself off, put my shoes back on, and walked through the wind atop the wall. I might’ve hummed a little tune if I were out for a stroll, but this was murder. It wasn’t even a fight to the death. He’d tried to flee while I was jumping over, but the powerful wind around us kept him from gaining much ground, the coward. Oswald was right before me now. As for Gideon, he glared at me through his tattered hood from a further distance.


    “Hey there, boss. Did you take my fortune for you to heart? I believe I said, ‘Heights are your lucky place.’ Or is this too high up? Speaking for myself, my prick’s so scared it’s shriveled up like a little worm.”


    “You should have stayed in the prison with the princess knight if you knew what was good for you,” Oswald spat, his fear turning to fury.


    “Meaning, we should have been trapped and forced to breathe poison gas?”


    “It’s light and breezy—won’t reach underground.”


    “Ah, yes. The high and mighty do love their high places.”


    Probably felt good to look down on others from on high. Well, based on my little test earlier, I didn’t like it much. The higher somebody climbed, the harder they’d land.


    “Forget about it,” I warned him. “It’s too late for you to be a hero.”


    “Come on, Matthew. Give it a chance,” he said, suddenly wheedling. “This is a huge opportunity. Everyone in town will be grateful, and you can kill off anyone you don’t like. No more of the Spotted Wolves or the Devil’s Alliance.”


    “A so-called hero who orchestrated his own heroics is nothing but a joke. There’s no honor there. It’s nothing but shit.”


    I wasn’t going to begrudge him his desire to be a hero, but if it came at the cost of others’ happiness, then he was nothing but a public menace. He might relish having someone else’s life or death in his hands, but it was pure misery for the people stuck in that situation.


    “If honor put bread on the table, I wouldn’t need to bother with this,” Oswald chuckled.


    “This is the outcome for the man who boasted about how walking the backstreets didn’t mean losing your humanity? Your manhood is shriveled in more ways than one.”


    “Say whatever you want. This town is finished either way,” he said. There was an Earth Mother statue tucked under his arm. “This is the biggest attempt yet. It won’t cover the entire town, but it should work for about half of it. If it’s left unchecked, half the people here will be dead before the end of the day.”


    “So you’re taking the town down with you. Seems a bit excessive.”


    Nobody wanted to go through a lover’s suicide with a scarred, mean old man like him.


    “You’re not going to get away with this,” I warned.


    “…Unfathomable fool,” said Gideon from behind me. I didn’t turn to look at him.


    “Give it up. All of your kind are dead. You’re the only one left,” I said.


    “There is an endless supply of mutts to replace them,” Gideon bragged. “As the only pureblood, I am adequate on my own.”


    “Why don’t you take off that stuffy robe? Isn’t it hot enough? Or are you too afraid to fight if you’re not in your monster form, Your Thoroughbred-ness?”


    “Know your place, boy.”


    Gideon tossed his charred white robe aside. It caught a draft and slowly drifted down into the town. A thin, elderly man stood before me. He had golden hair and bloodshot, furious eyes.


    “I had a feeling it was your kind,” I said.


    He had pointed ears and sickly pale skin. He was an elf.


    Elves were the source of the Earth Mother’s religion. They were skilled in herbology and curses and had greater magic power than humans. Legend said they’d been around since long before mankind. They had left their forest centuries ago and spread their teachings.


    Their goal was to revive their mother forest—and turn this town into their second home.


    “Why’d you pick this town anyway? Isn’t it hard to live here? You want the Astral Crystal?”


    “Stop squalling, dog,” said Gideon. “Your kind are not worthy of knowing. All will die out in the embrace of our mother.”


    “There, you see?” I said to Oswald. “You can’t reason with them. From the very start, they’ve felt that humans are utterly beneath them.”


    At best, they consider us a kind of malignant vermin.


    “So you think they created the antidote that will keep you safe? If so, you’re a sucker. They don’t have any kind of honor that compels them to protect lower lifeforms. They’ll lie right to your face and deceive you,” I said.


    “Promises only work when they’re between equals,” said Gideon, unashamed. “Where is the need to be faithful to someone you intend to kill? Or do you ask the fish you caught what it wants?


    “This is my last warning. Cut off all ties with them,” I said, willing my voice to be as impassioned as possible. “Then go down and call your boys off. There’s still time to make this right.”


    “What, you’re going to offer forgiveness in exchange for me?” Oswald retorted. He had a point. There was chaos down in the streets, and they wouldn’t get away scot-free. The Birds of Prey had put down a wager that threatened to destroy the townspeople. If they lost, they’d have to pay up. That meant giving up the life of Oswald, their leader. “If my life is ending either way, I might as well go out with a bang,” he said.


    “Brilliant.” And a pain in my ass. “Then let’s get on with it.”


    I grabbed Oswald by the neck and hurled him over the wall on the outer side. He wouldn’t land on anyone that way. He screamed all the way down, voice getting fainter, until it cut out altogether.


    “You’re next.”


    “No, you are.”


    I looked down at my feet and saw something that looked like black mud clinging to them.


    “What is this?”


    “I ordered that man to buy me some extra time.”


    So that was why he hadn’t attacked during our conversations. He was just prepping.


    “And this was the result.”


    However it looked, there was no sensation of stickiness on my leg. If I tried to reach down and touch it, my hand passed right through. It began to rise up my body.


    “A curse?”


    “A curse of instant death.” Gideon wore a big shit-eating grin. “At this point, no one can stop it. Enjoy the sensation of having your heart crushed in my hand.”


    He started whispering something in Elvish, and the black sludge spread out and around me, flowing into every opening on my body. I fell to my knees. There was nothing but darkness in my eyes, and the sound of curses being spoken aloud in my ears. They repeated endlessly, threatening to rob me of my sanity.


    “Your companions will be next,” Gideon snarled, turning toward the cracked wall. He was just trying to brush past me when I grabbed his arm.


    “You can still move?” he said. It almost sounded like he was impressed. “But no amount of resistance will help a human overcome this curse. I’ve used one of my very best concoctions for that one.”


    “Oh, pardon me, then,” I said, popping my face out of the black mud. “I owe you this.”


    With my hand in the exposed sun, I grabbed Gideon’s wrist and crushed it. He screamed and tumbled to the ground. I rubbed the muddy stuff and wiped it off myself with my hands.


    “So much for that, huh?”


    “Impossible. How?”


    “Sorry, not gonna give you any parting gifts on the way to hell. Funds have been scarce lately, and the princess knight’s gotten tightfisted. She’s reduced my allowance, so I have nothing to give.”


    “This can’t be…” He pulled out another small vial and tipped its contents into his mouth. That had to be the concoction he’d mentioned. “Enjoy turning into a hideous beast.”


    Ah, so this one is a transformation. I wouldn’t be against getting turned into a little puppy so I could lick Arwin all over, but the chances of that happening were close to nil.


    A despairing groan escaped from Gideon’s mouth. “No, it’s not right…”


    Despite using his precious concoction, whatever it was, nothing was happening to my body.


    “Between that woman and you, why are my curses not…? Wait… Curses?”


    He’d finally figured it out.


    “The sun god…”


     


    This was the protection that Samantha had mentioned.


    No curse or hex would work on the accursed. The filthy trash sun god’s curse was so strong that no other curse attempted upon us could take hold.


    At first, I wondered why he would do such a thing, but now I could see a good reason: the gaping-mouthed elf before me. The nose-hair sun god expected that there would be a war with the Earth Mother at some point. He had created himself soldiers that were impervious to curses, the bread and butter of his enemy.


    It was all a bunch of bullshit, but it was also the reason that I offered to fight against Gideon myself. I’d anticipated that he was an elf already and couldn’t offer up Arwin and her party to be sacrifices to his curses.


    “So it’s got to be by force, then.” Gideon pulled out a vial packed with white pills this time. It was sealed especially tightly.


    “Calling?”


    “Of course.” He smirked at me. “You’ll get a special first-row demonstration.”


    He popped open the vial and downed them all at once.


    Immediately, something like a green shoot grew from his forehead. It flowered at once, spreading massive petals, and enveloped his entire being. Something began to pulse from within the flower.


    Belatedly, I tried to punch through the flower, but he was as solid as if he had taken root in the ground. I considered ripping out the wall he stood on, but in the next moment, the flower loudly burst from within.


    Out came a monster with a massive, petaled head. Gideon the minister had made his appearance. I supposed that Calling reducing the user’s lifespan wasn’t as much of a problem to a very long-lived elf.


    “Well, I guess the best I can do for you is help you rot away like fallen leaves.”


    Gideon issued a freakish roar and charged at me. He threw a careless punch that I easily avoided and countered to his face and stomach.


    “Damn!”


    I hopped back, shaking out my hand. He seemingly had no training in combat and left himself wide open to attack. Punching him was easy, but he was so hard that my hand hurt. Instead, I tried circling around him and throwing him against the ground, but he got back on his feet in no time. How much damage could I even do by hurling him off the wall? If I tried to break his joints, he’d probably just regenerate them. So it seemed like severing his head was the only strategy.


    But contrary to my expectations, Gideon backed away for more distance.


    “If curses won’t work, then how about this?”


    He twirled his hands around before him, twisted his body, and shook his petals. It looked like some kind of dance, but coming from a hideous monster, it was just unpleasant to look at.


    “Is that your surrender dance?”


    “The dance of death.”


    He placed his palms together, then thrust his arms toward me. A kind of black vortex appeared in front of his palms. It began to swirl, faster and faster, generating wind. It was starting to suck the surrounding air into itself. First, dust and dirt, then flying insects and even birds vanished into its depths.


    “What’s inside there?”


    “Who knows?” Gideon said mockingly. “Certainly not me. All I can say for certain is that no human being has ever come back from it!”


    The suction grew stronger. It was like I was standing in a hurricane. It was difficult just to stay standing. I tried crouching, but without anything to hold onto, I could only plant myself in place.


    “I hate to complain about your passionate welcome, but can you stop that now? I don’t do hugs, but I could throw you a kiss instead.”


    “That’s fine.”


    Instantly, the wind stopped.


    “Shit!”


    Without the suction, I lost my balance and tumbled backward. I was right at the edge of the wall; I’d barely registered that fact before I felt the weightlessness of a fall. Desperately, I flung my hands out and grabbed the lip of the wall, hanging on for dear life as my legs dangled.


    Even Mardukas the Giant-Eater would die from a fall of this height. Most likely, at least.


    If I didn’t recover quickly, Gideon would come over and knock me loose. As soon as I started clambering up, alarm bells rang inside my head. On pure instinct, I twisted my body, just as I felt a sharp pain in the middle of my back.


    “That hurt, ya know,” said Oswald’s voice.


    “…Are you a ghost already? Or a zombie?”


    “Neither.”


    I could sense the impending danger. I swung one arm behind me, trying to brush him off, and felt a bit of impact in my fist.


    “That hurt. Got to be careful around you.”


    I craned my neck back to look at him and saw what had happened.


    Oswald was standing on a half-translucent board, a magical barrier like the kind I’d used just moments earlier. Since he couldn’t use magic, it didn’t take a genius to figure out who had done it for him.


    “Such tricks are child’s play to my kind,” gloated Gideon, who stood over me.


    “You guys make such a tight couple. When’s the wedding?”


    “Not until your funeral is over.”


    The barrier shifted over, lowering Oswald onto the top of the wall. In his fingers was a knife, gleaming and red.


    “Go to the afterlife in peace,” he said. “I’ll take good care of your beloved princess knight.”


    “Don’t bite off more than you can chew, you incompetent mobster.” I snorted. “I thought you had a wife you’d been with for decades?”


    “If you want her, you can have her. She’s bound to be coming your way in another ten years, so you can prepare for the wedding yourself.”


    Oswald plunged the knife toward my hand. I tried to move it out of the way, but that meant releasing my hold on the lip of the wall. The next instant, I was falling.


    It feels like a waste, but now’s the time to use it, I guess.


    I pulled the stack of cards from my pocket and drew one. On its face was a woman holding a torch and a sheaf of wheat.


     


    “Demeter: Bountiful Earth.”


     


    A shock ran through my body.


    I sat up and found myself in a field of wheat. It spread golden over rolling hills, as far as the eye could see.


    I stood up and tested my foothold. It had worked, it seemed.


     


    Meanwhile, standing nearby were two idiots with dumbstruck looks on their faces.


    “Wh-wh-what is this…?”


    “Some kind of barrier, it seems. A very powerful one,” said Gideon, who was more composed than Oswald. He had a greater understanding of magic.


    When he saw me, he bolted to his feet. “This was your doing.”


    “Please forgive me for going to the trouble of inviting you here,” I said. “Welcome to Matthew’s homemade hell.”


    Within this realm, it was the same as being in the open sun. I could use the same strength as the old me.


    “There’s no need to be so alarmed. We’re only at the very entrance of hell.” I cracked my knuckles. “We’re just getting started.”


    Just as I started moving, Oswald turned tail and ran. He couldn’t get anywhere. I could do what I wanted with him. But first, I needed to take care of the monster in the room.


    “Fool!”


    Gideon held up his hands to do the same black vortex again. It opened up in his palms, trying to suck me into its midst. Calmly, I reached down to scoop up a rock and chucked it at him. I was aiming for his face, but it turned and hurtled into the vortex instead.


    Though the portal was small, it could absorb items much larger than itself. The suction worked on me, too, and I could assume that if I fell into it, that was the end of me.


    “I’ve got a counterplan, though.”


    I changed directions as I ran, circling to the right. Naturally, Gideon changed direction with me. I continued circling around him.


    “What are you doing?”


    I was racing in a big circle, but all Gideon had to do was turn in place. Meanwhile, I had to run as hard as I could to avoid getting sucked up. The amount of stamina I had to spend was tremendous. Still, I kept circling. And yet it was Gideon who lost the battle of patience first.


    “Stop!”


    He hurled fireballs from his head. Pillars of fire rose up to block my path. Sparks hit my skin, prickling painfully. A cloud of dust kicked up, too, making visibility worse.


    That’s right, get angry. That will make things easier for me.


    “Knock it off!”


    “You’ll see soon enough.” Within the roar of sound, I heard him groan. I slipped between the pillars and raced through the dust cloud. “Hey, boss. Tired already?”


    Gideon was down on one knee, breathing heavily.


    “…I feel…weak.”


    “Already down for the count? Where’s your stamina?”


    “Fuck you!”


    He hurled more fire. The projectiles passed by me, again and again, losing force until they were dispersing in the air before they even reached my position. Somehow, the black vortex was simply gone.


    “What just…?” He gaped. Eventually, realization came over his face. “Unless it’s this field…”


    Bingo. At last, he’d realized the change in his condition.


     


    “Wh-what the hell…? What’s going on here…?”


    Shambling, Oswald trudged in our direction. He’d done a full lap around the field and made it back here. He slouched and flopped, pale-faced, onto the ground. The middle-aged man’s pudgy belly growled violently.


    “I’m so hungry…”


     


    The root of Demeter’s power was starvation. Any living thing within its field would rapidly starve. Gideon and Oswald were both feeling ravenous by now. Especially Gideon, who was in his minister’s body. In order to produce so much power, a great amount of energy was required.


    “Sorry. Dinner’s getting served later.”


    Once you’re in hell, you can eat all the sludge and your fellow monsters you like. My stomach gurgled as well; the effect of the starvation worked on me, too, but I was prepared for it.


    I tossed a few nuts from my pocket into my mouth to calm my stomach, but that was the last of my food. I’d have to buy a fresh stock of them before Beatrice demanded more treats from me. I seemed to be surrounded by gluttons.


    Once I’d finished, loudly smacking my lips with satisfaction, Oswald stared at me greedily. I laughed.


    “You were a bit overweight, be honest. A little diet would do you good. By the time you leave this place, you’ll be a whole new slim Oswald.”


    Once he was all skin and bones, he could even fit into some women’s clothing, if he wanted.


    “Don’t play with me, boy,” Gideon warned, rising unsteadily.


    Of course he would come after me. At this rate, he was going to starve to death, sooner or later, so he might as well try to take me down while he still had strength. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. As long as I stayed on my feet, this problem would sort itself out.


    “Don’t even try it!” he howled, sending out a plethora of vines from his arms. They slid across the ground like snakes and whipped the air, trying to surround me.


    He’d gone with an area attack to keep me hemmed in.


    Before I could even step back to avoid them, Gideon’s vines had seized me. Not only were they painful around my neck and limbs, but they stank like grass clippings.


    “Die, you insect-eating earth-avoider!” he screeched, an odd insult. Years ago, I’d heard that because the elves viewed returning to nature as a virtue, they detested anything that would not return to soil when it was buried. It was a good reminder that different cultures and values produced different insults. Not that I’d likely find a use for this one.


    “Now, then…”


    Within this field, I had free movement. I could use my original strength, even if I wasn’t in the sun’s sight. Who knew that such a simple thing could be such a blessing? One day, I’ll kill that earth-avoiding sun god. Oh, I used it.


    I squeezed the vines and tore several of them off me at once. I had to be very careful not to get any of that weird sap on me. They did make nice little popping noises as I severed them, however.


    “There.”


    I tore a bunch more of them loose and tossed the bundle aside. At last, I could see freely again.


    Instantly, my body was being pulled forward. That black vortex was in Gideon’s hands again. The vines were just a distraction; this was the real attack. What a trickster.


    I brushed off the vines clinging to my body and hid behind a nearby set of rocks.


    “You’re wasting your time!”


    I peered around the side and noticed that he was rushing closer, holding the vortex.


    “Fine, I’ll go to you, just like you want,” I said. I tried to think of a lifeline to help me against the black vortex, then discarded that idea. Why would a lifeline need a lifeline? All I needed was my toughness, Arwin’s trust, and the strength to destroy her enemies.


    “I will crush you into so many pieces that even your bones do not remain!”


    “In that case, I’ll do the same,” I said, putting my arms around a boulder about as tall as me. “Here goes!”


    I lifted it up and hurled it high into the air. The force of the motion was so great that I started to topple forward, but bounced forward off my toes first, staying upright.


    Briefly, fear and panic passed through Gideon’s face. He didn’t have enough time to suck up both threats. If he pointed it at me, the rock would crush him. If he tried to avoid the rock, he’d leave himself open to me.


    “Tch!”


    He clicked his tongue and leaped backward to put himself out of the rock’s fall. It would also put the rock between him and me, protecting him from my assault.


    It would be nice to say that was the correct answer. But he was dead wrong.


    I lifted my foot and kicked the boulder as it fell. It hurtled sideways and slammed directly into Gideon. No doubt it caught him by total surprise; he hadn’t had time to suck up the rock with the vortex. He groaned faintly from the other side of the boulder.


    It bounced twice before rolling, carving up the ground before it finally flopped over. Along the track it had carved out was a flower pressing of the minister in the ground.


    I was sure he would revive himself in short order. I just had to take care of business before then.


    A knife seemed a bit underpowered, so I picked up a loose chunk of rock instead, held it over my head, then brought it down, sharp end first, on Gideon’s neck.


    It popped clean off.


    Both body and head turned to black ash and vanished.


    When it was gone for good, I released the power of the card.


     


    The instant I was back, a powerful wind buffeted my body. I was atop the town wall and had nearly been thrown off into the town. At some point, clouds had come out and blocked the sun. All the rocks and fields created by the card were gone.


    “That leaves ten.”


    The Dei Consentus was a powerful item, but I’d already used two cards in the span of a few days. While the power itself was tremendous, the limited uses were a major problem. And you couldn’t use the same card twice.


    Nearby, Oswald lay on his back. He was still breathing. I’d expected him to look positively gaunt by now, but he was merely a little withered. Falling to the ground and staying still had minimized the amount of starvation he’d undergone.


    On the other side of the collapsed town wall, Arwin was waving. The trouble was over for them, too, then. With Gideon’s death, the dragonfang soldiers he’d summoned were gone. And once we reported that Oswald had been captured, the panic in town would subside.


    “This is the only problem left, then.”


    Near my feet was one of the stone statues full of poison gas. We needed to find them all, or there would be more panic. It could still lead to mass deaths. I reached out to pick it up, only for a hand to grab my arm. It yanked me over and off my feet. Oswald rolled with me and ended up straddling me.


    “You haven’t given up yet?” I demanded.


    “Ga, ch, guh, krr, ooh…”


    Oswald began to grunt strangely. His eyes were out of focus. Drool fell from his lips as he put a hand on my neck.


    “What’s wrong with you?” I asked.


    And then a black object of some kind shot from Oswald’s mouth. It was pointed on one end and featured several vertical bands. If not for the huge size, it looked just like a flower seed. The seed that popped out of Oswald’s mouth sprouted, grew vines with shocking speed, then flowered, taking a humanoid shape.


    In moments, I was once again looking at Gideon the minister.


    With the elf’s reappearance, Oswald collapsed on top of me. He was heavy, and this was kind of creepy.


    “You’ve really done it now,” Gideon spat balefully.


    “So you’re alive.”


    He’d embedded his own seed into Oswald’s body before I took him out.


    “The more precise way to put it is that I’ve been reborn.”


    He put his foot on my head.


    “The world is in a state of constant flux. All things in creation are born, die, and are born again. The cycle repeats endlessly.”


    “Is it church time or something?”


    I had no interest in the Earth Mother’s sermons.


    “As a result, I have lost the majority of my strength. I can barely fight as I am. But it is still child’s play for me to do this.” He reached down with a gaunt arm and picked up the statue. “Many, many people in this town will suffer and die, thanks to that ruffian there and his companion, the princess knight. The people’s salvation will only come from the holy Earth Mother and her disciples, the ministers.”


    “So Oswald was just a puppet to you. A pawn in your scheme.”


    From the start, the Earth Mother and her church were going to be the heroes in this plan.


    “If this lower life-form dreamed of misplaced greatness, then he is all the more foolish for it,” Gideon said dispassionately. “He would have died in decrepitude within years anyway. I gave him a chance to die in a useful way.”


    “And only the believers get saved?”


    “Their bliss is guaranteed.”


    “I wouldn’t describe going brain-dead as ‘bliss,’ personally.”


    They lived out convenient illusions as their bodies turned into husks that soon perished. How were they any different from drug addicts?


    “The time is nearly right,” Gideon said, looking toward the town. “The wind is blowing inward. If the poison is released now, thousands will suffer a slow agony. That is when the salvation can begin.”


    “Don’t do it.”


    Gideon opened the seal on the statue and pulled out the clump of Calling from inside. With his other hand, he created an orb of fire.


    “You’ll be next.”


    He brought the chunk of Calling closer to the flame.


    And in that moment, my body suddenly felt lighter.


    With a roar, Oswald leaped off me and onto Gideon.


    “Idiot.”


    Gideon’s flame pointed at Oswald instead. Soon his face was enveloped in flames.


    “…Don’t play games with me, you filth!”


    But even with his face burned, Oswald’s legs kept moving. He snatched the Calling from Gideon’s hand and leaped off the wall outside of town. After a moment of stillness, his body vanished with a scream. Only a softer, more unpleasant sound followed it.


    “Shit!”


    “Don’t forget, you’re supposed to be dealing with me.”


    Having lost the linchpin of his plan, Gideon was momentarily taken aback—and that was when I body-slammed him. The sun was gone, but I still had my weight. Gideon faltered with the press of momentum.


    “You’ll fall with me if you keep pushing, fool!”


    “And what if I said that was the point?”


    “Wha…?”


    At that moment, the sun peeked through a gap in the clouds.


    “Let’s go back to hell for an encore.”


    I grabbed Gideon’s head with both hands and pushed hard off the ground.


    Without anything holding me up, there was a moment of weightlessness, and then we fell from the wall.


    On and on it went. The freezing wind cut at me like a knife, slicing faster and faster. Between Gideon’s screams and the howling of the air, I was going deaf. We were speeding up on a crash course to a kiss with the ground.


    Of course, I had no intention of making this a true lover’s leap with Gideon. My style was always to search for a way to increase my chances of survival.


    “I’m countin’ on you, boss.”


    I pushed outward until I was grinding Gideon’s head against the town wall. He screamed. Blood sprayed, and we slowed down very slightly, but the momentum was still incredible. Gideon reached out and struggled to grab the wall, too, which slowed us down further.


    “Just a bit more, then.”


    His head alone wasn’t enough of a brake. I pushed against his chest and stomach as well, grinding him against the structure. He wasn’t even screaming now. If I wasn’t wrong, it almost felt like Gideon’s body was getting thinner, probably because I was scraping it so hard against the wall. I could even see chunks of flesh sticking to the surface as we fell. We were nearly to the rooftops. There was no time. We were going to hit the ground.


    I changed tactics and jumped off Gideon’s back instead.


    I landed headfirst into the roof of a three-story building. I crashed straight through the floor as well with an explosive report, leaving a huge hole, and managed to flip onto my back before I hit the next floor. It was just in time for me to land hard, a tremendous jolt running through my body. My vision went black.


    I’d never been so happy to feel pain, along with the recognition that I had stopped. I’d survived. Grimacing with pain, I managed to sit up.


    I looked around to see a man and a woman in a bed, staring in shock. Based on the gaudy decorations, I guessed this was a brothel. In fact, I’d been here before. Back in the days before I lived with Arwin. Wow, what a blast from the past. How far I’ve come.


    “Pardon me. Sorry to ruin the fun,” I said, getting to my feet and hiding the pain and nostalgia. “Believe it or not, I’m an angel. I’ve come to earth to teach you the importance of love, freedom, and sex. I pray that grace and blessings will fall upon you. If you need to pay for the damages or your time here, please charge it to the Church of the Earth Mother. They’re my errand boys.”


    Wearily, I made my way to the door, unlocked it, and stepped outside.


    “I’ll be taking my leave now. By all means, continue what you were doing. My friends are waiting for me in heaven,” I said, closing the door behind me. Then I turned around, opened it again, and pointed behind me. “If you’re interested in going a second round, I’d recommend the herbalist around the back. His stamina essence really does the trick. Toodles!”


    This time, I really did leave.


     


    “Now where is Gideon?”


    My hands were stained with both black soot and red blood. If I looked up the huge town wall, I could see a streak of red running down it. There was a trail of black smoke drifting away in the wind from that line. Call it a grated elf-apple, maybe. But after the last time, I needed to make sure he was definitely dead.


    “Hmm?”


    I noticed that there was a strange bit of skin at the very end of the red trail. It must belong to Gideon. It was utterly still, but as long as there was something corporeal there, he had to be alive.


    “Gotta finish him off for good. Don’t want him reviving himself.”


    “Same to you,” said a voice behind me. “You’ve got to pay now.”


    Something slammed me against the wall. I hit it hard, several times, then was grabbed around the head and lifted by one arm. There was blood pooled around Gideon’s feet. I couldn’t see his face from this angle, but it seemed to me that his peeled and grated flesh was still fully exposed.


    “I’ve never experienced such humiliation.”


    “Your first time? At your age? Maybe you’re being too picky.”


    He slammed me against the wall again. I couldn’t resist because I was in the shade. Mighty Matthew couldn’t beat a ten-year-old in this state.


    He thrust a pale arm into my pocket, pulled out the Dei Consentus, and hurled them behind us.


    “Now you can’t create those obnoxious fields.”


    “Shit!”


    My head felt fit to burst like an overripe tomato. I could barely stay conscious.


    I backhanded Gideon’s face, knowing it was pointless. All it did was produce some amusing slapping sounds. Nothing that I could do seemed like a realistic form of resistance.


    “Now die,” Gideon pronounced, just before a hideous amount of blood splashed to the ground under my feet.


    The grip on my head eased, and I slumped to the ground. On all fours, I scrambled away and turned back to see an enormous set of claws emerging from Gideon’s torso.


    “Hello, there.”


    A beautiful, bewitching face peered around his side.


    “It’s…you…from the…sun god…”


    “Thanks for the other day. You’re not with your companions this time, forest sprite?”


    Samantha’s face and body were human, except for her right arm below the elbow, which was in preacher form. They could do that?


    “You think this is enough to…”


    Blood spilling from his mouth, Gideon reached down for the claw jutting through his stomach. He was trying to push it through his back so he could be free of it, but there was no movement.


    “Where is…my strength…?”


    “Ah, good. It looks like it does work on your kind, then,” said Samantha, relieved. She pushed her monstrous arm even further in.


    “Do you really think you can kill me with—?”


    “Your kind should die when your heads are cut off, just like us. Seems like a lot of cleanup to me.” She pinched the hem of her clothing fastidiously and continued, “What if I just pulverize you into dust? Or should I burn you to a crisp instead?”


    “Fuck y—”


    Gideon’s retort was drowned out by an explosive sound. Fire burst out across his body.


    “Huh…?”


    What remained of his face looked on with shocked disbelief at the left half of his body, which crumbled to the ground and disintegrated into ash. White smoke rose from the cut where he’d been split in two.


    “Now this is much easier to clean up,” said Samantha, raising her right arm. The gigantic claw shivered briefly, and just like that, it was a normal human arm again.


    Though I hadn’t seen it around Gideon earlier, her left hand was holding a tray with a cloth over it.


    “I was making a delivery when I spotted you two and came over,” she said, glancing at the tray. She lifted a hand to her cheek. “Seems like you’ve had a hard time of it.”


    “No thanks to you,” I grunted, somehow managing to rise to my feet. “Was it your plan to make us finish off the ministers?”


    “Oh, I’m not such a dreaming idealist,” Samantha said, sounding affronted. “So are you in the mood to fight on our side now?”


    “No.”


    “Stubborn mule.” She sighed, and pointed at the mark left behind by the grated apple. “This was just the beginning. There will be many more of the Earth Mother’s followers coming.”


    “How much do you know?”


    “Nothing in detail. Randy was always better at searching for intelligence than me.”


    That bald ape? Well, being able to split himself into many smaller bodies did seem like it was suited for searching.


    “They’re coming for the Astral Crystal in the dungeon once they have control over this town. I wonder if you and yours will be enough to keep it out of their hands,” she said. “Oh, and Levi’s replacement will be arriving soon. This time, the plan is to destroy the town without using a stampede.”


    “It’s not you?”


    “Didn’t I tell you before? My role is to manage and control the preachers. Carrying out plans isn’t my job,” she said shamelessly. “It’s possible this town will wind up as a battlefield again.”


    “I think you mean you’ll make it into one.”


    If not for all their tampering, many people wouldn’t have died.


    “Ah, but words are so tricky like that,” she said smoothly. I wished I could punch her, but I knew I couldn’t win right now. “I should get going now. Stop by the bar sometime. I’d be happy to see you.”


    “Wait.”


    “Sorry, I’m in the middle of a delivery.”


    She turned her back on me and gracefully walked away. I would’ve dragged the answers out of her by force, but I could already tell that it would only get me killed.


    “What are the Scissors of Lombardi? What are you plotting?”


    Samantha stopped and turned on her heel. There was a hint of a smile on her lips.


    “Deicide.”


    Something about that sent shivers down my spine. For just an instant, I felt that I had seen her true nature.


    “…I’m only joking,” she murmured, and the air was calm again. “Good-bye. If I take too long, I have to give them a discount on the price.”


    She turned down a side street and went out of sight.


    “Wait, I’m not done with…”


    I raced around the corner to go after her, only to be met by a red blade that jutted into my face.


    “Stay right there.” Natalie appeared around the side of the building. “You should stay away from her, if you know what’s good for you.” She sheathed her sword, giving me a dangerous look.


    “…Why did you betray us?”


    “If that’s what you think, you’re free to your own opinion,” Natalie replied coolly.


    “And what do you think she would do if she found out?”


    “Probably praise me for it.” She shrugged easily. “I should be going. If you try anything funny with the mistress, I’ll kill you.”


    With that needlessly violent farewell, Natalie vanished down the same alley Samantha had traveled.


    “The hell is her problem?”


    The issue of the day had been solved, but there was still a plethora of them to deal with. Not only were they more than a lifetime of work could solve, but I doubted an entire millennium would be enough time.


    Only a hero or a great sage could figure them all out. As I was neither of those things, all I could do was tackle each one individually as it came to me. For the moment, the latest issue was retrieving the Dei Consentus that had been tossed away.


    I found a gentleman of the street in the process of collecting them and had to trade him my entire savings to get them back safely into my pocket. The more of my lifeline I used, the more tenuous it became. Will I still be alive by the time I use all of them up? It was a pointless question to ask. I approached the town wall.


    “Matthew!”


    I turned to see a red-haired beauty, breathtaking and breathless, standing there in shock. Naturally, it was the Crimson Princess Knight.


    “Looks like you’ve got it all cleared—”


    She slugged me before I could finish.


    “What are you thinking?! Throwing yourself off the wall like that! Were you trying to kill yourself?!”


    “Ah. I suppose it looked that way.”


    So much had happened since I fell that I’d completely forgotten that detail. To Arwin, it must have looked like I’d tried to sacrifice myself along with Gideon.


    “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to make you worry,” I said, and continued to apologize until Ralph and Noelle hurried over. “Anyway, what happened to Oswald?”


    “…We found his body outside the walls. He was reduced to a pulp, but the Calling was unharmed.”


    So that one hadn’t worked out, either.


    “I suppose he gave himself up to protect the town in the very end.”


    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I said.


    It was debatable whether or not he had such a commendable streak in him. He might have just tried to sabotage Gideon’s plans in a fit of rage. Or, as Arwin said, he might have found a streak of true heroism within himself in his final moments. Only Oswald knew the truth, and he was in the afterlife now. Even if true, however, he was still the one with the plan to spray poison over the town. There was no room for sympathy.


    “Anyway, aren’t the mobsters still raising hell all over town? Let’s spread the word already. Once they know their plan is ruined, they should behave themselves again.”


    “Good point. Let’s go, Matthew.” She grabbed my arm.


    “I have to go, too?”


    “Of course.”


    She was already running. It was hard to match her gait, since our legs were different lengths.


    “I need you to work a job for once,” she said.


    “Please don’t.”


    “Too late.”


    She beamed at me.


    “I’m never going to let you go.”
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     FINAL CHAPTER Flesh Is Host to Many Ills 


    The chaos across the town resolved in a surprisingly quick manner. The potential massive terrorist attack did not go through, and dozens of the Birds of Prey were arrested. The Crimson Princess Knight and her party were assigned the lion’s share of the credit for stopping the threat. They were awarded at a ceremony, but I declined the honor. After all, having someone who did nothing to help involved would just rub people the wrong way.


    Vincent, meanwhile, was docked a year’s worth of pay and placed on probation.


    “What a sweetheart deal.”


    I’d assumed they’d just fire him.


    “They had discussed that at the time, but they apparently pulled back at the last moment,” said Arwin, who knew a bit more about what the people in charge were thinking. “They were inclined to overlook the severity of his mistake because it was a commoner who was wrongfully arrested.”


    While she was the hero of the town, she was officially a refugee who had lost her home country. The punishment for the same crime differed based on one’s class in this country. That was the only reason he’d managed to keep his job.


    “Publicly, they’re saying that it was in honor of his dutiful service, but the truth is a bit more complicated.”


    “Did he have to bribe someone?”


    “They didn’t have anyone else to fill his position.”


    They’d looked into several knights who might replace Vincent, but none of them elected to take the job. It would mean going from being a royal knight to working in a distant rural town and dealing with local mobsters. Of course they were going to hesitate to say yes. And if they did, then absent a clear driving motive like Vincent’s, they would wind up stained by the unique vice of the town, taking bribes and facilitating organized crime.


    “His wife and son have returned to the royal city.”


    “Where she’ll start the divorce proceedings, I assume,” I said. After the disgrace he made of himself? No doubt. His wife might forgive him, but her family wouldn’t. She was from very wealthy stock, herself, so she wouldn’t have to worry about putting food on the table.


    “That won’t happen.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because she said so, right to my face.”


    Arwin went and received a formal apology at the Paladin headquarters so that they could regain some face after their very public embarrassment. After that, she’d spoken with Vincent’s wife.


    “Apparently, Lord Carlyle himself brought up divorce as a means of atonement.”


    Not only had he abandoned his son, but he’d also mistakenly arrested the hero and savior of the town. It was a natural decision for Vincent to make, knowing how deadly serious he was.


    “She responded by slapping him in the face.”


    That must’ve hurt. I could vouch for it.


    “She said, ‘If a failure on this level was grounds for divorce, then there would be no husband and wife left in the world.’”


    “What a very wise woman.”


    He should at least write her some letters while on probation. If he needed tips on how to write a love letter, I could help him out.


    “She had a message for you, too. She said, ‘If possible, I’d like to have another landcoral dinner.’”


    I couldn’t tell if that was an honest statement or just lip service, but either way, she was as bold as it gets. Arwin gave me a funny look.


    “I’d heard that you served her a meal. You weren’t thinking that the quickest way into a lady’s heart is through her stomach, were you?”


    Now where did she learn a saying like that?


    “No, she’s not like you.”


    “When did you ever get a hold over my stomach? Tell me!”


    “Fine, fine,” I said, not bothering to keep arguing. I’d serve Arwin her favorite fish next time. Then we’d see who was being controlled by their stomach.


    She cleared her throat and continued, “The current vice commander will take over for Lord Carlyle in the meantime.”


    “There was a second-in-command?”


    I thought I’d gotten to know just about all the members, but I’d never seen a vice commander.


    “He was the go-between with the kingdom back in the royal city. I’ve heard he’s already on his way here. I don’t know him, but they say he’s quite good at the job.”


    “So the Paladins will be alive and well without their leader.”


    But not unharmed, of course. Thanks to the commander’s mishap, they were losing respect and authority. All that built-up trust was gone. They’d be very busy winning it back from the people.


    And it wasn’t just the Paladins who had fallen to earth. The Birds of Prey, now minus Oswald, were in the gutter. They were practically a shell of their former selves. Other groups were carving up the majority of their business, which was dispatching manpower and building construction. Whether they got swallowed up by the other groups or managed to hold their ground was of no interest to me, however.


    The Church of the Earth Mother, rumored to be behind all the rioting, covered up the inconvenient facts and pretended not to know anything, but the whole experience only worsened the town’s mistrust of religion. If they couldn’t proselytize with ease anymore, they’d find some other way to increase influence. They abandoned the church Oswald was building for them and decided to renovate an existing building instead, while making it clear that they intended to be in this town for good. It was making my head hurt.


    “That’s enough of a break. On to the next one,” Arwin said, flashing me a vicious smile. I stood up and raised my wooden sword. Before I could even respond, she was roaring and leaping at me.


    Thanks to the curse, I could only fight in broad daylight. Or in other words, as long as I was under the sun, I was the Giant-Eater of old.


    And to conquer the dungeon, Arwin needed strength. These facts led her to one simple conclusion.


    I used the wooden practice sword to receive her downward swing. The vibration made my arm tingle. It was wrapped in leather, so even a direct blow wasn’t that painful. She’d expected me to block it, however, and continued with a series of strikes at different angles.


    “I keep telling you to fight back against me. This isn’t helping me practice.”


    “Don’t ask me to do that.”


    When there was time, I played along with her requests for training. There was no telling who might see us in town, I’d argued, so she took me to the woods south of the walls instead.


    “We can fight here without drawing any attention,” she said.


    I know. This is where I destroyed your virgin knight, all those months ago.


    “This is why I didn’t want anyone to find out.”


    I’d kept it secret for so long because I knew this was going to happen. I just want to flirt and frolic with Arwin. Why do I have to be dragged out into the woods to fight her with a wooden sword?


    Vincent had ruined my dignified life as a boy toy.


    “Don’t complain,” Arwin said.


    Before I could start grousing, I held up my sword, ready to block her next attack.


     


    Our training was over when the sun began to sink. We had to be quick to get back into town before it went down.


    The princess knight was in a fine mood. Her skill with the sword had increased lately, though I was sure it had nothing to do with our sessions. Her condition was getting closer to ideal. It was only a matter of time before the poison was gone from her body for good. Progress was being made in the dungeon. Very soon they would be reaching uncharted territory.


    I just wanted her to come back safely. We were almost to the world she deserved. The last thing that should have happened right now was for her to perish in that hellhole.


    “What are you looking at?” she demanded.


    “What a beauty you are.”


    “Fool.” She punched my shoulder. “Be careful. There are others about.”


    The number of passersby increased as we approached the town. Adventurers, traveling merchants, entertainers, and pilgrims were on the road. I had no idea what they all wanted with this town, but there was no doubt that there were preachers and ministers among them. Samantha certainly wasn’t going to spill the beans on who was who. Would Natalie know?


    The town was coming into view. We’d be able to get back before sundown.


    “I’m gonna take a bath when we get home.”


    “Please do.”


    “Care to join me?”


    “Absolutely not.”


    “There’s no need to be shy. I wash your back all the time, don’t I?”


    “I can already envision the kind of lascivious moves you’ll attempt, claiming that your hand slipped.”


    “But I won’t. I swear. Wanna try and see?”


    “No. You will. That’s the kind of man you are.”


    “Excuse me,” said a voice. I turned to see Natalie giving me a cold look. She was wearing a dark green robe, leather armor, trousers, and leather boots, with two swords at her sides. It was the same thing she wore when she came to this town.


    “You might not want to shout those things in the open.”


    “S-sorry,” said Arwin, deflating at once.


    Dammit, a chance at intimacy foiled.


    “And what are you doing outside of town, then?”


    “Providing a bit of training,” she said.


    “You?”


    That reminded me that Samantha had ordered Natalie to train up the sufferers. Preachers couldn’t use their power within the dungeon, so they needed the help of sufferers, who were normal human beings. The result was that she destroyed a party of four-star adventurers and drove them out of town. She’d also crushed a number of potential sufferers for being “incompetent.” Not really teacher material, this one.


    “I’ve been helping them out with training for a bit. Normally, we use a little spot at the mansion, but today was more practical training, so we went out to fight monsters.”


    It was at this point that I detected a faint whiff of blood from Natalie.


    “Aren’t there plenty of monsters to fight in the dungeon?”


    “The outdoors have their own rigors.”


    Monsters outdoors were scary in their own way. One had to deal with uneven terrain, uncertain movement patterns, and the possibility that dozens of them might attack at once—if not as many as in a stampede. In the dungeon, the strength and type of monster were determined by the floor. The further in one went, the tougher the monsters became. That wasn’t true out in nature. One might happen across a devastatingly powerful monster. In some cases, one might stumble across the strongest monsters of them all, like dragons.


    “This one’s got some personality problems, but he has potential, so I think it’s worth the trouble.”


    “Is he strong?”


    If this person became a sufferer, he might become an enemy combatant. Better to find out more about him now.


    “Not yet, but in a few years, he might amount to something,” said Natalie. It was rare for her to praise someone else’s sword fighting. She was a genius, so to her, everyone else looked incompetent. Who could earn the compliments of Natalie the genius?


    “Is he an adventurer?”


    “Three stars, apparently.”


    So he was a work in progress, but with great potential. Do I need to destroy him now, while I have the chance?


    “Oh! Highness!”


    At that moment, Ralph trotted up, waving like an idiot. He rushed over to us, panting heavily.


    “What’s the matter with you? You look terrible,” remarked Arwin, and it wasn’t hard to see why. The personal clothes he wore as training gear were tattered and scuffed, and he was covered in bruises.


    “I was just doing some training…”


    “Well, don’t overdo it,” Arwin said tenderly.


    I added, “A little bit of bruising is one thing, but if you get maimed so badly that even magic can’t heal it, you’re not going to be any help in the dungeon.”


    “He’s not going to be that incompetent,” Natalie muttered.


    Before I could ask what she meant by that, Ralph shouted, “Oh! Master!”


    In unison, Arwin and I said, “Huh?”


    “You left well before I did. You’re still around here?” Ralph continued.


    “I had a bit of an errand. Oh, and speaking of our session, your swings were good, but you’re pulling up just short in your steps. Your decision-making within the safety zone is fantastic, but that alone isn’t going to be enough to win all battles.”


    “Yes, master! I’ll be more careful!” he belted out, straightening his posture. I could scarcely believe what I was seeing.


    Even Arwin seemed baffled. “Ralph, you’re receiving sword lessons from Natalie?”


    “Ah, yes! Um, as I’m guessing you already know, Highness, she’s really incredible. I watched her take out one of those preacher monsters with ease…”


    He was referring to the fight with Randy in the basement of April’s home. He was raving about it at the time, but I hadn’t expected that he’d start taking lessons from her. Now it made sense how he’d been improving so much.


    But what I couldn’t believe was that Natalie would agree to it. She was selfish and fickle to the extreme, so I couldn’t fathom someone like her taking on an apprentice.


    “He came to me about a month ago, asking me to teach him how to fight with a sword,” Natalie said, continuing the story. “I was going to turn him down, but I figured that if he was in your party, it would be all right.”


    I put my arm around Natalie’s neck and steered her away from the side of the road.


    “What the hell are you thinking?”


    “I told you. I think he’s got promise.” She pushed my arm off with disgust. “Don’t you want to beat the dungeon? Why is it a bad thing for a warrior to fight better?”


    On the contrary, it was a huge benefit. Aegis’s makeup had Arwin, Ralph, and Noelle—the scout—on the front line, with the Maretto sisters and Nicholas, the mages, in the back.


    That was a good balance, but if either side was the weak point, it was the front line. If there was a head-on battle, Arwin had to pick up too much of the slack. If Ralph got stronger, it would balance the workload and increase Arwin’s chances of survival. And Ralph was getting stronger. Not just in muscle, speed, and technique; even his overall skills like observation and decision-making were getting sharper.


    The problem was that his teacher was connected to that gnat of a sun god.


    “Are you trying to convert him? Or brainwash him?”


    “Have no fear, I haven’t taught him any funny business,” Natalie said. “I’ll make him strong the proper way. So try not to put any weird ideas in his head.”


    She patted me on the shoulder and turned away.


    “I’ve got to be going now. The mistress will scold me if I’m away for too long.”


    Natalie returned to town before us. I watched her get smaller in the distance, mulling over the new problem that had just presented itself.


    “Just you watch. I’m going to get way, way stronger for the princess’s sake!” squealed the idiot behind me. I decided I was going to hit him.


    I grilled him after that to find out what was going on, but he claimed that she hadn’t been talking to him about religion at all. Natalie wasn’t well-suited for persuasion and charisma. But Samantha was lurking behind her. If they did get their hooks in him, it would be very hard to undo that and avoid trouble.


    I considered revealing Natalie’s patronage situation, but at Arwin’s insistence, I stayed quiet.


    “I’ll keep an eye on any changes in Ralph, too. Don’t do anything,” she said.


    If we made any funny moves, Samantha would find out. And she was truly inscrutable. I didn’t think Ralph would betray us, but I’d seen proof for myself in recent days that seemingly impossible things could and would happen.


    “What can I believe in all of this?”


    There are few things one can trust in the world. Anybody can be betrayed by their friends, siblings, or even parents. The contents don’t always match the package. Sometimes treasure can be found in a tattered bag, and other times an ornate chest might contain nothing but dust and junk.


    That was probably why Arwin relied on a lifeline like me, as flaky as I seemed. Even though pulling on a frayed rope was only likely to be more dangerous.


    Walking around in the open like this got me more glances than before. There used to be many curious, and some jealous, gazes from people wondering why a man like me was the pet of the Crimson Princess Knight.


    But now there was admiration and astonishment in those looks, too. Apparently, the story of my past had spread around the town. They had revealed my identity in the court case, after all. No stopping the rumors now. There would be people showing up to take my life. How much longer can I remain in this town?


    How much time do I have left with Arwin?


     


    Three days later, despite my caution and suspicion, nothing had happened, and Arwin was scheduled to return to the dungeon that day.


    She’d already left, just like every other trip. After cleaning up breakfast, I wasn’t in the mood to visit a brothel, so I got back in bed to relax, only to be interrupted by a violent banging on the door.


    When I opened it, a desperate April grabbed me by the hand.


    “It’s an emergency. Come quick.” She started running without waiting for a response.


    “Did something happen to Arwin?”


    Maybe she got caught off guard and suffered a bad injury. But she’d barely just left the house. She probably still wasn’t inside the dungeon yet. Even then, I couldn’t imagine her suffering a pitfall like that on an early floor. Did Ralph get up to something? Or did something strange happen in the dungeon again, cutting them off and leaving them missing? My imagination was making my heart leap into my throat.


    “She’s fine, but there’s a big thing going on at the guild… You have to help, Matthew!”


    Knowing Arwin’s personality, it was hard to imagine it being about money. If it were anything, she might have been given some unreasonable demand. Or had the old man or one of the staffers tried to cop a feel? If the old man tried that, I’d just reveal all his messy womanizing to his beloved granddaughter.


    Past the entrance to the guild, adventurers were going in and out of the gate to the dungeon. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary there. But there was a crowd outside the building.


    Looking over the crowd of curious observers, I saw Arwin sitting in a chair at the counter with her arms folded. She was clearly annoyed. The Maretto sisters were reclining behind her.


    The hardened employee behind the counter was apologetic and consternated. He was clearly uncomfortable with the situation.


    “And the guildmaster isn’t here yet?”


    “We’re just calling for him now.”


    “He’d better have a very good explanation for this.”


    Whatever the reason, she was in a furious mood and was losing her cool. Ordinarily, Arwin would never want to stand out this much for a bad reason.


    “Welcome back,” I said.


    “Matthew.”


    When she noticed me, it served as a momentary distraction from her anger.


    “Something happen?”


    “It’s ridiculous,” she said, scowling with outrage. “Apparently, we have been exclusively prohibited from entering the dungeon.”


    I thought for a second.


    “Meaning, just the Aegis party?”


    “That’s right,” she said.


    “Why?”


    “I keep asking, but I can’t get a straight answer. But the guards at the gate pushed us back and told us not to go into the dungeon.”


    So they were arguing to get the guildmaster to show up and explain himself. It was a one-sided shutdown with no reason given. She was dedicating her life to tackling the dungeon, so of course she was angry.


    Obviously, some random guild staffer didn’t have the authority to do that. If anyone gave that order, it was the guildmaster himself.


    “Thanks for your patience,” the old badger said, coming in from outside with a weary expression. He looked like he was sick of having to deal with problem after problem. I’d like to introduce him to my life.


    “Well, I hate to skip all the pleasantries, but would you explain yourself? Why did you ban Arwin’s group from the dungeon? Did that boy scribble some graffiti on it? If you’re angry about people taking a piss in there, everyone does it, so you’ve got to cut him some slack,” I said. Ralph tried to protest, but I shut him up.


    At that point, an unfamiliar voice said, “It was my fault.”


    I turned around to see a very handsome young man. He was about Arwin’s age, as far as I could tell. He had brilliant golden hair and narrow blue eyes. His limbs were long and slender. It was clear that he was well-built, however. And tall. Not as tall as me, but certainly the tall and handsome type. Every movement he made was well-oiled and practiced. His clothes were certainly finer than ours. He seemed like some nobleman, a figure that popped out of a children’s storybook or fairy tale.


    “I asked Gregory to stop Arwin for me. I don’t want her exposed to any further danger.”


    “You know her?”


    I turned to Arwin. She seemed stunned.


    “Clive,” she murmured, a mixture of shock and recognition.


    “Who are you?” Beatrice demanded.


    The man named Clive smiled awkwardly.


    “My name is Clive Griffin Kingsford, second son of King Cornelius III of Kingsford. In short, I am the second prince of the kingdom.”


    Then he glanced at me and beamed.


    “I am betrothed to Arwin.”


    He then added sadly, “Or I was,” then strode forward through an empty lane in the crowd and took Arwin’s hand.


     


    “But I’ve come for you now. This time, we will be together.”

  

  
    

    Afterword


    Thank you very much for reading.


    Thanks to all of you, The Kept Man of the Princess Knight has reached six volumes. I’d like to take this opportunity to express my deepest appreciation for our illustrator Saki Mashima, our editor Tabata, and everyone else who has contributed to this series.


    In every volume, I spend a lot of time thinking over the chapter titles. I couldn’t come up with anything in the first volume, but from the second book on, I’ve always taken the content of the chapter into account and tried to tie it to the chapter title and the others in the book.


    In Volume Two, the titles were a list of each principal character and a word associated with them. In Volume Three, each title was tied to the concept of rescue. In Volume Four, I went through the seven deadly sins. In Volume Five, the theme was chaos, and after I finished writing this sixth volume, I used the contents of each chapter to select a saying or proverb relating to vessels and contents.


    The sayings are all pre-existing in Japanese, with the sole adaptation being the title for Chapter Five, which I adapted from the Confucian saying, “A wise man has many talents.” In its original sense, it means that those who stand above others are preferred to be excellent in all things, rather than having very specific skills. I happen to be very pleased with my adaptation, since Matthew is a man of many talents except for working a job.


    I’m already dreading the next volume since I’m certain I’ll have to make some very hard decisions again, but I remind myself that this dread is part of the pains and delights of creating art.


    Next time, Matthew and Arwin will face new challenges. It will probably be the greatest trial they’ve had yet. As the sun god in real life, I know that they would choose to hurl nothing but insults my way. But I am praying that I will manage to depict where their path will ultimately take them.


    An anime series has already been confirmed, and I’d be delighted if you stick around to see that, too.


    See you next time.


    Toru Shirogane
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CHARACTERS

Matthew
>3 ad
A former adventurer with a mysterious back-
ground. In town, they mock him as a weakling
and a coward. Due to the sun god's curse, he can
only utilize his superhuman strength in the light
of the sun.

-

a

The vanguard of her party who tackles
the dungeon. The princess of a lost kingdom
who searches for the Astral Crystal. She has a
childish side that she only shows to Matthew.

=

A guild-affiliated
adventurer.

A cantankerous dwarf
who lost his manual
dexterity to the sun

god's curse.

April

The guildmaster's
granddaughter. The
adults urge her to stay
away from Matthew.

Natalie
>»—2¢

A member of Million
Blades. The sun god's
curse left her without
the use of her
dominant arm. Often
fights with Matthew.

Samantha
>H—%<¢
The proprietress of the
Golden Stagecoach.
Behind the scenes,
however, she manages
and controls the
preachers.
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CHARACTERS

Noelle
r——————xr
Member of Aegis.
Lutwidge’s niece.
Obsessed with Arwin.

=

Ralph
&<
Young warrior in Aegis.
Inlove with Arwin.
Hostile to Matthew.

Cecilia
>3——38%<¢
Formerly of the
powerful Medusa party,
now in Aegis. The elder
twin sister of Beatrice,
who calls her “Ceci."
Scary when mad

Beatrice

Formerly of the
powerful Medusa
party, now in Aegis. The
younger twin sister of
Cecilia, who calls her
“Bea." Rather fickle.

Vincent
>—— 3¢

Leader of the Paladins.
Publicly, he maintains
the peace of Gray
Neighbor, while
privately, he searches
for the person who
killed his sister, Vanessa.

LS

Vanessa
=
Aguild-affiliated
appraiser. Matthew
killed her when she

learned Arwin's secret

=

Gloria
>———%<¢
Guild appraiser. Likes
to collect forgeries and
steals compulsively.
Wary of Matthew and
his secrets.

Nicholas
»>»B—2¢

Aformer priest and
preacher of the sun
god's church, he now
works with Matthew

to stop the sun god's
schemes.
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