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  Chapter 1:
The Golden Moon Hidden Behind A Purple Curtain


   


  THINGS DON’T ALWAYS GO ACCORDING TO PLAN. ZIG had acquired this nugget of wisdom long before he arrived on the continent, but it was really manifesting itself lately.


  Perhaps it was laziness, perhaps it was brazenness, but he felt like he was really getting the short end of the stick with the way things were going off the rails recently. Zig was conflicted. Should he be grateful that his situation was still somehow manageable, or should he be thankful his masters taught him to overcome unforeseen circumstances?


  In any case, he was facing one such situation now.


   


  “I see… So, you were transported here from Halian.”


  After their introductions, the two began to exchange information.


  Shania was sitting on a rotted old pew, and Zig opted to sit on a conveniently placed rock instead. He knew that the pew wouldn’t be able to support his weight.


  “Very unfortunate that you had to be transported here of all places. You see… Mr. Crane? This place is like a cesspool of sorts.”


  “‘Zig’ is fine.”


  Zig’s answer was curt when Shania hesitated on what to call him. Her eyes lit up as she nodded. She seemed to be enjoying herself for whatever reason.


  “Mr. Zig, then. You must have awful luck.”


  “I wouldn’t say that.”


  Zig kept his poker face—while subtly looking the other way—despite recent events telling him otherwise. He saw Shania grin out of the corner of his eye.


  “I think you just said you’re used to being misunderstood.”


  “It’s just a thing that happens a lot. People don’t always understand each other.”


  Yes, never mind the fact that those misunderstandings led into life and death fights on three separate occasions. Though, those were absolutely trivial compared to wars breaking out between countries over an initially small squabble.


  Zig was trying to dodge the issue by conflating his personal problems with international conflicts.


  “Are you sure it’s not because of your uncouth behavior?”


  “What are you…?”


  Before he could finish, he saw Shania pointing quietly below him.


  Zig’s gaze followed her finger and found that he had been sitting on the head of a statue. The statue was of a woman solemnly lifting her gaze toward heaven. His behind was squarely on top of its face.


  Zig silently nodded, adjusted his seating position, and folded his arms. “God is dead.”


  “Says the one being punished by him.”


  “I don’t believe in that,” Zig said, firmly denying that he was being punished by the gods by pointing out the fact that he was still alive. “Divine punishment is a fantasy of the weak.”


  Shania squinted, unconvinced by his argument. He had seen that stare so many times in recent days that he wasn’t bothered by it.


  “Let’s get back to the subject. You said you were a mage.”


  “Shania.”


  “The way I heard it, transportation magic is hard to pull off.”


  “Shania.”


  “But what do you think, Shania?”


  Satisfied that she got him to say her name, Shania nodded and drew circles with her finger.


  “Yes. Transportation magic is indeed difficult and troublesome, very much so. Despite many mages researching the subject, we still have trouble producing perfect results. But there are workarounds.”


  Shania stopped and pointed at Zig. More specifically, the blood covering him. The blood had dried up after some time, but a pungent smell still wafted through the air. Zig was used to it by now, so he wasn’t bothered. Shania apparently didn’t mind it either because of the latent stench of the environment.


  “And these workarounds have to do with blood?”


  “Correct. I’ll give you the abbreviated version, but the greatest obstacle of transportation magic is a signpost. Destination and origin. Without these in place, transportation would only be one way. That’s why having transportation stones is vital. It won’t work without them.”


  “Hmm…”


  Zig didn’t fully understand the principles behind it, but he knew it wasn’t something that was easily done. Being able to use transportation magic would be nothing but beneficial. The fact that mages and people in power couldn’t despite spending all of their time studying it meant that it was still generally impractical.


  “Using blood as a signpost is incredibly simple in comparison,” Shania continued. “Blood has the individual’s information embedded in it, after all. With a lot of blood, you can transport yourself anywhere you want… As long as you don’t die, of course. Best used for emergencies!”


  Although blood allowed the usage of transportation magic, no amount of healing magic could replace the amount lost.


  If what Shania was saying was true, then the man he fought must have been really desperate. The estoc man could have died before the spell activated, but he risked it anyway in the name of doing his job.


  “That’s amazingly tenacious,” Shania commented. “Is there even a need to go that far?”


  “Yeah…” Zig replied. “I can only hope to do that myself.”


  Shania was clearly taken aback by Zig’s utterance. “But… Hm. I could tell by how you acted when we first met, but you really can’t do much magic, can you?”


  “Not for the most part, no. I have to spend a lot of time training myself physically to make up for it.”


  Zig actually had no mana to use magic but decided to tell a white lie. Though, going from what he could do, he did give off the impression that he could use some magic. He wasn’t going to correct Shania on that.


  Shania nodded, not doubting his words. “But what good is a swordsman without a sword? What happened to your weapon?”


  “I let go of it because I thought the guy was about to explode,” Zig said bitterly, for once. “And unfortunately, left it back home.”


  He had worked so hard to buy that expensive weapon.


  I just hope Katia keeps it warm for me.


  “So, you beat those three men with your bare hands?”


  “The vagrants dealt the finishing blow. I only killed one of them.”


  The one who was killed instantly was probably the luckiest of the three.


  “Uh-huh…”


  She scanned Zig, her expression suggestive. He noticed her inspecting everything—his cloak, his belt, his magic item. He pretended not to notice. Zig wasn’t so naive as to reveal all his cards to someone he had only met. If she thought that the bangle was his trump card, all the better.


  By pure coincidence, Gantt’s impact gauntlet seemed perfectly innocuous. Although it would look out of place on a regular sized person, Zig’s size only made it look like another piece of heavy armor.


  The bangle was dangling at his waist, Zig not bothering to equip it.


  “I see… So, what is your plan going forward, Mr. Zig?”


  “I have to go back, of course. I have work there.”


  He had done more than enough for Kirk at this point. Things were about to get messier back in Halian, but Zig had provided all the information he could at this point. Closing the case and apprehending the culprit was the guild’s job. With that out of the way, he could get back to his real job of protecting Siasha.


  “Ah… That might prove difficult.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Shania smiled wryly, running her fingers through her hair.


  Did she mean he wouldn’t be able to leave the city? It didn’t seem like martial law was in place.


  “The philosophy of this city is to pull in everyone who comes into it and do everything to prevent them from leaving. Politicians and merchants are about the only exceptions. I don’t need to spell out what that bodes for a mercenary of dubious origin. Besides, things are kind of rough at the moment…”


  “I thought that was par for the course in Striggo.”


  Zig wondered how much worse a town like Striggo could get. Shania didn’t seem the type to lie, however.


  “Things get rough every time there’s a power shift—it’s tradition, you see. Lately, it’s been quite peaceful.”


  What an awful tradition to have, Zig thought, but he kept that to himself.


  “So, a powerful organization has been in control?”


  “That’s the way it is. I was quite happy to finally see Striggo settle down.”


  Which was strange, considering a criminal organization was the one in power. As far as she was concerned, she didn’t mind who was taking charge as long as they were able to bring some much-needed peace and quiet to Striggo.


  Zig agreed with her. Most inhabitants in a town didn’t really care who ruled as long as they got to live in peace. He had taken part in many wars, but this sentiment was common to all citizens.


  “However… Despite being highly energetic, or perhaps because of it, they made a huge blunder lately. Having lost momentum, their former opponents wasted no time in defecting. And so, the city was plunged into its original state.”


  “I see. So, anyone suspicious trying to leave town just gets arrested.”


  “You could’ve bribed the guards up until recently.”


  Zig groaned. It wasn’t like he couldn’t force his way through, but Halian was quite some distance away from Striggo. He couldn’t use a carriage if he was pushing his way out, and going on foot needed a lot of supplies. He could do without food, but even the toughest couldn’t survive without water.


  Water-making magic would be really useful right about now. He never had to think about water when he had Siasha around.


  This was trouble. It almost felt like everything was orchestrated.


  “A criminal organization who let their guard down when they were so close to getting power… What’s this gang of idiots called anyway?”


  He was just lashing out now. Might as well take it out on the organization who made this whole mess.


  A bell-like voice answered, blending into the night.


  “Aggretia.”


  “God…”


  For the first time in his life, Zig prayed. If only to cuss out the god he didn’t believe in.


   


  ***


   


  The sun had set and the sky was dark. Few roamed the streets at this hour. In the dim night, a flash of light burst like candle flame before everything grew dark again.


  Siasha, who was heading to northern Halian, recognized the light as offensive magic.


  “Oh no, they’ve already started!”


  She ran in a hurry, her hair, darker than midnight, fluttering behind her. Despite her urgency, Siasha didn’t show any signs of concern. She wasn’t in a hurry to resolve the situation. She just wanted to accomplish something with him.


  “I don’t want to be left out anymore.”


  She narrowed her azure eyes, which gave off a lonely glow in the dim cover of night.


  She didn’t mind him doing his job. She didn’t mind him getting hurt.


  But she couldn’t stand not being beside him. She didn’t understand why she was so attached.


  At first, she thought it was because of his strength. That probably wasn’t it. He was strong, but at the end of the day, he was still human.


  If witches were rated at a hundred, Zig would be a solid ten. Although he could defeat a witch given the right circumstances, being attached to such weak strength didn’t make sense.


  So, why?


  She didn’t have an answer yet.


  “Ah… How annoying.”


  She didn’t know why her heart was burning. In her long years of existence, this was her first time feeling so attached. All these emotions churned inside her, settling within her like sediment.


  Days had passed, but she still couldn’t tell whether this was a good thing or a bad thing.


  “But I want it…”


  She starved. Thirsted. Satisfaction denied. All while never knowing what it was she really wanted. All she knew was that she wanted whatever it was.


  The loneliness disappeared from her eyes at some point. The corners of her lips curled, a twisted smile now in place. And yet, perhaps because she was a witch, she was still inhumanly beautiful.


  The witch ran through the night, smiling madly, toward the object of her desires.


   


  “Can you repeat that, please?”


  “I told you, Zig got transported somewhere because of the enemy’s magic!”


  That was the reason why Siasha asked for clarification.


  Unable to process what she was hearing, she could only tilt her head as the brown-haired girl repeated what she said.


  “Where?”


  She couldn’t even say the word transport.


  “How should I know?!” Katia spat angrily. “The one who sent him should be in here, but we can’t find him!”


  Siasha looked at the two men who lay on the ground next to them. Zig had captured them earlier. They were out cold, thoroughly worn out by the rigors of interrogation.


  “What are these?”


  “Throwaways. Shit, where did that other guy run off to? Check the floorboards, maybe he’s below us! We’ve got the place surrounded, so underground’s the only escape route he’s got!”


  Katia left Siasha to her own devices, deciding that she had given her enough information and that her men needed direction.


  Siasha stared blankly at her feet.


  “Underground,” she muttered to herself. She crouched down and placed her hands on the ground.


  Taking a deep breath to concentrate, she let mana flow through her hands. There was nothing out of the ordinary here—all part of the ritual of spellcasting.


  The scope of it, however, was not ordinary. The amount of ground an earth mage could cover was limited by their total mana. The more they had, the deeper they could search. To extend their range of control, they would need to narrow down their sphere of influence.


  Searching deep underground was not something an ordinary human could do.


  “Oh… There you are.”


  After a few moments of searching, a small smile worked its way to Siasha’s face.


  She detected a foreign object as her mana circulated through the ground. A small maggot-like thing was slowly moving away from the house.


  Siasha collected her mana and moved her hands while casting an incantation.


  Her hands moved like they were washing a potato. She groped around at first, but suddenly clamped them shut like she was trying to fish with her bare hands.


  “Got you!” Siasha said, grasping her hands and lifting her catch.


  “Aaaaaah! What is this?! Let go of me!”


  Some distance away, the ground split open, producing several giant hands. The earthen limbs reached out to a man and grabbed him, binding all four of his limbs.


  The man was beside himself and started screaming. Though he struggled to escape, the earthen arms didn’t budge an inch.


  The arms slid across the ground and carried Siasha’s catch to her.


  “What was that screaming—that’s him! Good job, adventurer!”


  The man’s screams reached Katia’s ears.


  The mage cried out in despair when he saw the mafia surround him. There would be no escape.


  “All right, we’ll take over from here. If you would kindly?” Katia requested.


  Extracting information through torture was the mafia’s expertise. They would know what to do to get him to talk. At the end of the day, all that information would find its way to the guild.


  Handing the man over to them was the most logical decision. 


  However, there was something Katia did not understand. The woman standing in front of her was not a logical creature.


  “Hey. Where did you send Zig?” Siasha asked.


  She had ignored Katia’s request—no, it seemed as if Siasha hadn’t even heard her—and instead had begun questioning the man herself.


  The mage looked down, saying nothing. Maybe he wanted to keep quiet or save his energy for the actual torture session that was waiting for him. Either way, it didn’t change his fate.


  “Igyaaaaaaaa!”


  The mage suddenly started screaming.


  One of the earthen arms had started squeezing his ankle. Bones broke under its unbridled power, spearing through flesh, staining the earthen arm dark red.


  “Where is he?”


  The ankle was broken beyond repair, but Siasha persisted in her questioning without even batting an eye.


  “Aaaargh! My…my leg!”


  The mage was still processing what was happening. Pain deafened him to Siasha’s question.


  “You are quite strong-willed. I don’t hate that in a person.”


  With a lovely smile, she held up her arm.


  The earthen arm released the mage’s left arm, but immediately started pulling at it.


  “Stop! You’ll kill him!”


  Katia grabbed Siasha’s shoulder, trying to stop her from killing their only source of information.


  Siasha’s azure eyes flashed at her.


  “Eek!” Katia gasped, feeling air escape her lungs. An unknown fear immediately struck her. Rage, loathing… No, it was neither of these things. 


  Her body tensed, rendering her unable to move.


  “Miss!”


  All she knew was that someone had grabbed her sleeve and forcibly pulled her away. Someone fell over her to protect her, and the next thing she knew, they were both flung by a sudden force.


  The earthen arm swung, slamming both Katia and Leda, her protector, to the side. Leda soon recovered, but he was holding his right shoulder. It was now broken.


  The other gang members became enraged when they saw their comrades hurt, but Katia immediately took the wind out of their sails.


  “Stay away from her!” she barked at her underlings, helping Leda get on his feet.


  “No one try anything! Something’s not right with her!”


  Seeing how pale their lady looked, the gangsters stayed their hands. All they could do in the face of overwhelming fear was cower.


  “Hmph…”


  With the nuisance out of the way, Siasha turned her gaze back to the mage.


  It was by pure coincidence that she didn’t kill Katia earlier. She had a free arm, so she just swatted away an annoying fly. That was all.


  If she hadn’t been using the earthen arms to keep the mage locked in place, she would have easily used her favorite spikes to get rid of the nuisance.


  “As I was saying. Where is Zig?”


  “I-I don’t know!” the mage screamed desperately. “I didn’t do it!”


  His left arm was being yanked by three human-sized earthen arms at equal intervals. He shrieked louder, terrified by the prospect of what was about to happen.


  “P-please! I swear I didn’t do it!”


  “That wasn’t my question.”


  The earthen arms holding the mage’s arm squeezed the limb and slowly started to move.


  “I asked you where he is.”


  The three arms looked like they were wringing a wet rag.


  Rip. 


  The skin was the first to go. 


  “Ah… Aaaaah!”


  Flesh began to tear, and blood began to drip.


  Drip, drip, drip. Like a wet rag.


  “Where is Zig?”


  Blood splattered on Siasha’s cheeks. The abyss within those azure eyes seemed to swallow the mage whole.


  “St-Striggo! He’s in Striggoooooo!”


  “Very good.”


  Squelch.


  A sound like someone biting into a large sausage filled the air.


  Siasha’s face bloomed into a smile.


  The earthen arms wringing the mage’s arm had completed one rotation. Nerves, sinew, and blood vessels were twisted into a dangling mess of fleshy threads, shattered bone protruding from them.


  Blood continued leaking, though circulation had been cut off.


  “Hah… Ahahahaha! It’s a raaaaag! My aaaaarm! It’s a dirty rag!”


  His screams and insane laughter made their hair stand on end.


  Faced with the limits of his pain and fear, the only thing the man could do was let go of his sanity.


  If only he had said something sooner, perhaps it would have saved him. It probably didn’t even need to be the right answer. He could have said the name of any city, and it could have saved him. Maybe he would have remained sane if the mafia had been the ones who ended up torturing him.


  But the fear and pain overwhelmed him, and he only focused on making known that he didn’t do it. By the time he realized what she wanted, it was too late.


  Satisfied with his answer, Siasha let him go.


  The man fell to the ground, one of his arms and one of his legs an unrecognizable mess. She had lost all interest in him now, looking like a child who had grown bored of a particular toy.


  “Hurry up and get him to the doctor.” Katia ordered her men to aid the broken man before shifting her gaze elsewhere. “Doubt we’ll get anything else out of him, though.”


  Siasha smiled, looking absolutely bewitching under the moonlight with the blood on her cheeks.


  “Striggo… Striggo.”


  She repeated the name of the city to herself, almost dancing as she walked away. The sight was as beautiful as it was terrifying.


  “Guess I’ve been wrong this whole time…” Katia said under her breath.


  Every fiber of her being told her she needed to get away as soon as possible. She didn’t even bother hiding her fear from her men.


  When she first saw Zig’s strength, she thought he was a monster.


  When she saw Isana wield her blade, she thought she was inhuman.


  But this was different. The thing wearing a human figure in front of her was truly…


   


  ***


   


  “Hrm.”


  Zig suddenly stopped and looked around.


  “Is something the matter, Mr. Zig?”


  Shania wondered why he suddenly started moving so strangely. He made it seem like there was an enemy nearby, but they were the only ones in the dilapidated church.


  “No… I just felt a bit of a chill.”


  Zig involuntarily shivered. His great size made the gesture look odd, but the hunch he felt was so great that he couldn’t help himself.


  “Hmm, is your blood running cold? In any case, you had better do something about your clothes. This town doesn’t mind someone wearing a little bit of blood, but they might rob you blind if they think you’re injured. Or worse.”


  Usually, a person walking around with blood all over their clothes would get reported to the military police. In Striggo, they were viewed as prey instead. Survival of the fittest might as well be the town motto.


  “I guess that’s just another instance of public safety in Striggo.”


  Zig smiled wryly and got up. He had asked her everything he needed to know. Leaving would be difficult at this time of the year, but it wasn’t like he could just sit around and wait. He had to do something.


  “Mr. Zig!” Shania called just as he was thinking about looking for a place to stay the night. She approached him, her golden eyes giving off that unique glimmer.


  “What?” Zig answered stiffly. Had Shania noticed the slight twitch of his nose?


  “This is just a suggestion, but how about I help you return to Halian?”


  She peered up at him; the gold of her eyes reflected in his ashen ones. Bewitching. Beautiful. That shimmering stare had a disarming quality to it.


  “You have nothing to fear. All I want is to help you.”


  Shania’s golden eyes and pink lips were naturally captivating, having an irresistible charm. Her honeyed whispers tickled Zig’s ears. Through both sight and sound, she was slowly infiltrating his mind with her eyes and her voice.


  Taking in the full force of her seduction, Zig opened his mouth.


  “—And?”


  If her words were honey, his were a great tree: firm and composed. An ancient tree whose roots were unaffected and unwavering.


  The mercenary already knew a creature with inhuman power and charm, with eyes as deep as the abyss.


  Thanks to his wealth of experience, Zig wasn’t one to falter before natural magnetism. He shifted casually, taking care to conceal his true intentions.


  Not to fight. But to run.


  She’s a witch.


  She had completely avoided detection despite seeming physically weak. He had dodged the shadow of her magic before he ­suppressed it with his coin.


  What had made him realize it were her eyes.


  That stare of untold depth that seemed to pull in everything that looked into them.


  He had a hunch the first time he saw her. Despite reading local books, he couldn’t find any meaningful records that they existed here.


  But he knew what he was seeing. Not logically but instinctually.


  Shania…was a witch.


  “Uhhh?”


  Shania was startled at Zig’s unchanging response.


  She stared into his eyes without blinking, looking similar to an owl as she tilted her head. She whispered something, and again the same scent of magic wafted through the air.
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  Again, it didn’t work. She tilted her head once more.


  This scent was new to him. Though judging by the situation, her magic wasn’t an offensive spell but one designed to control her target’s mind.


  The indigo adamantine coin was of limited use. It only affected its target if it had contact. All she had to do was wrap it in a bit of cloth.


  And yet, Shania’s magic didn’t work on him. Zig probably had Siasha to thank for that. He didn’t know how, but spending most of his time with a witch likely helped with his resistance.


  He was also grateful that his reflexes didn’t kick in and make him immediately attack Shania when he sensed magic.


  Witches were impossible to predict. You couldn’t tell how they dealt with threats just by looking at them. A human fighting a witch head on was tantamount to suicide to begin with. He had only managed to defeat Siasha because the extermination squad had sacrificed themselves and shown him how she fought. Clashing with her had been a tightrope act, and he only won by pure coincidence. In any case, he wasn’t sure if he could do it again.


  On top of that, fighting an unknown witch bare-handed sounded like a bad joke. There were easier ways to die.


  “You seem confused. What’s in it for you is what I’m asking. I highly doubt you want to help me out of charity.”


  Zig waited for Shania’s response, keeping his cards close to his chest. He didn’t know how this continent treated witches, and they all seemed to keep to themselves. Well, this one did, anyway. He had feigned ignorance, deciding he didn’t want to know what would happen if Shania knew he had figured out her secret.


  “Y-yes. But of course. Uhh… Well, I need your help with something. Once that’s done, we can start preparing for your great escape!” Shania proposed, thrown off by the fact that Zig was unaffected by her magic.


  “And what is that something?” he asked.


  Maybe she was just making stuff up, but she looked away like she didn’t want to deal with the awkwardness of the situation. Her inability to lie was probably an inevitable byproduct of her reliance on magic.


  “I’ll…tell you later. And you can tell me later whether you want my help. But hey, it’s getting late. You should probably look for an inn quickly. You probably think that no one’s going to try to mug you, Mr. Zig, but things work differently here. The only ones who can afford to sleep on the streets are the vagrants.”


  She gave him a smile that was meant to deflect her statement earlier, but Zig nodded, seeing her point.


  No matter how weak his opponents were, he would have to be awake to fight back. A good night’s rest was the best option.


  “Now, I happen to know of a good place for us to rest,” Shania said as she turned on her heel. “Somewhere cheap and cheerful.”


  Zig took the opportunity to look her up and down again. Despite her tattered clothes and the slight grime on her skin, it was like porcelain, lacking the skin diseases usually seen in slum dwellers. Her purple hair also kept its lustrous beauty, glimmering like amethysts.


  That kind of body would be impossible to maintain in this environment.


  If he pointed that out to her, she would probably make the same feeble attempt at explaining it away like she did earlier.


  “Lead the way,” he said.


  Usually, Zig would do his best to steer clear from trouble. He could probably escape Striggo without her help, though it would definitely take more time. In a town where only the strongest survived, proper use of money and power worked wonders.


  He took Shania up on her offer anyway for the sake of information and interest.


  A continent on the other side of the wild ocean, one filled with mysterious things like monstrosities and magic, was bound to be different from his homeland. Where he came from was utterly lacking in mystery and had once been home to a witch called Siasha.


  Perhaps it was because witches didn’t congregate or pass down traditions, but Siasha herself was not knowledgeable about her own race.


  Maybe Shania knew something she didn’t.


  I can’t help but wonder how another witch would behave.


  Information and interest—these were the reasons Zig took her up on her offer.


  It wasn’t like him. But Shania’s magic had had no effect on him either. What motivated him was the fact that she was a witch and wanted to know about their existence and way of life.


  They were born with great strength and yet forced into a life of solitude. Individually, they possessed untold power. As a race, they were mysterious and unstable. This contradiction in the nature of witches had touched him deeply, shaping his course of action.


  He wanted to know more about how they operated, their way of thinking. It was information utterly irrelevant to his job. It was unlike him, digging deeper than absolutely necessary.


  It was something he would never have done before meeting Siasha.


  This was his transformation. What will this change bring about?


  Nobody knew. Not yet.


  Two shadows walked under the moonlit night. One large, one small.


  They slunk through the alleys of the slum, the smaller lightly jogging to make up for the difference in stride, the larger one slower paced.


  “Over here.”


  Shania stopped to turn around from time to time to make sure Zig was still following. Once he got closer, she continued.


  Even in the darkness, there was still that strange glow of her golden eyes, making sure he wouldn’t lose her.


  Her catlike movements barely made a sound while Zig’s heavy footsteps echoed in the dark alley. Her steps were as sure as they were light, showing that she was well-versed in living in the slum. Though, her appearance still made her look out of place.


  He continued to follow her. Gradually, the buildings around them looked more properly built and the people around them grew in number.


  At the end of the narrow alley, Shania turned and grinned as if to welcome Zig to the city.


   


  “Welcome to Striggo, the greatest cesspool in the world, but also the one with the most freedom.”


  In a word, it was chaos.


  People from all walks of life, from vagrants in dirty rags to people in fine clothing and surrounded by bodyguards, roamed the streets. Houses and food stalls were lined up along the cramped space, and it was still crowded despite the late hour. Magic lighting illuminated the faces of glaring thugs and ecstatic addicts.


  Zig’s eyes widened—this was the worst first impression a town ever gave him. Then, he shrugged and grabbed Shania by the collar, pulling her close to him.


  “Oh?”


  “Get out of the way, brat!”


  A fist swung at the empty space where her head had been. Zig now held her up like a cat.


  He turned to see two mean looking thugs. A contrasting duo, with one fat and one thin.


  The fat one stumbled when he whiffed his punch, while the thin one grinned as he watched the scene unfold.


  “It’s a shithole, all right,” Zig commented.


  Although Shania did come out of nowhere, the man’s instinct of immediately swinging at someone who looked like a little girl spoke volumes about the city’s morals.


  The lack of hesitation made Zig think that the man was drunk or on drugs. However, his face wasn’t red, and his feet were firm and stable. For the people of Striggo, punching a little girl in the face because she got in the way was perfectly good manners.


  “Ha ha ha! I know.”


  Despite hanging from Zig’s hand, Shania seemed proud of the city. He put her down.


  The thug got back on his feet and approached them.


  “Your woman almost made me trip, you big moron! There’s gotta be compensation for that. You better pay up!”


  The fat man didn’t flinch at Zig’s frame and tried to intimidate him.


  The thin man was watching silently, but it looked like he was of the same mind as his friend. His hand reached for something on his waist.


  Zig let out a sigh and stepped closer to the fat man without a word. The moonlight lit his face for them to see, his sharp gaze piercing through them.


  “Wha?” the fat man choked. He could only make the croaking sound of a frog.


  Zig’s gaze was neither intense nor cold, but his words conveyed succinctly what he wanted them to do.


  “Back off.”


  The two men immediately retreated as if his words had some hypnotic power to them. They finally noticed the liquid on Zig’s body now that he was standing in the moonlight, its stench eventually reaching their nostrils.


  “My, what big eyes you have.”


  Impressed, Shania turned to him and nodded, watching the two men scurry away in fear. Zig’s glare, full of anger over what had happened during the course of the day, had chased the men away. He hadn’t needed to lift a finger against them.


  Fortunately, they weren’t completely brainless. The thugs had been aware enough to know that they were clearly outmatched.


  “Is the inn still far away?” he asked.


  “We’re almost there,” she replied.


  She continued walking until she eventually stopped in front of a rundown building.


  Despite being dilapidated, the construction was decent. For Zig, all he really wanted was a roof and walls around him. This was quite a surprise.


  He followed her inside. It was empty save for a bored-looking old woman who manned the reception. The old woman was sipping alcohol as she sat behind her desk. She should have noticed them by now but seemed like she had no intention of giving them a warm welcome.


  “You look as mean as ever, ma’am!” Shania called out despite being ignored.


  It looked like they were already acquainted. The old lady clicked her tongue and spoke with an alcohol-burnt voice.


  “No money, no service,” she spat at the woman dressed in rags. 


  Obviously, no one who lived in the slums had money, but she had no mercy to spare.


  “I have money. Well, he does,” Shania said, pointing at Zig.


  The old woman proceeded to glare at him. Her suspicious gaze dared him to produce the aforementioned money, so he placed three silver coins on the desk.


  “Got two rooms?” he asked.


  “I’ve got one. Second floor, end of the hallway. You’ll have to deal with food yourself.”


  The old woman swiped the coins off the table. Despite her age, her movements were still agile. She inspected the coins, her eyes looking like they were boring holes into them to see if they were fake. She resumed drinking, silver coin in hand.


  “No keys?”


  “Burp.”


  The old lady belched as if to say, “Why would you think we had keys?” Zig could only give a resigned shrug.


  He told Shania to go ahead and watched as she climbed the stairs.


  “Anything else?” The old woman didn’t seem too happy that he was sticking around, but she was willing to listen. Three silver coins was a lot of revenue for this rundown inn. She knew that he knew he had overpaid.


  “Two towels and hot water,” Zig said. “Also, who’s running this town right now?”


  “Why, I’m just an innocent old lady.”


  “Just tell me what you do know.”


  The old lady took out a bucket and a magic item. She looked up, pondering the question, while she poured hot water into the bucket.


  “Kararak and Aggretia.”


  “I thought Aggretia slipped?”


  “They wouldn’t be running Striggo if that was enough to stop them. They’re a lot weaker now, sure, but not enough to be ignored.”


  It was taking a while for her to pour the water. Either the magic item wasn’t very good, or the old woman didn’t have much mana.


  After a few moments of silence, the old woman took the cup with her free hand and looked at Zig from the corner of her eye.


  “New in town, aren’t you?”


  “You can tell?”


  “Only figured it out just now,” she cackled hoarsely, wondering to herself if she was going senile. “Usually, I’d be able to tell with a glance.”


  Zig remained silent, not sure how to answer her. She suddenly stopped laughing and paused, working up the courage to give him an ominous warning.


  “You best steer clear of that girl if you know what’s best for you. Don’t be fooled by her looks.”


  Her words were heavy, sinking into Zig’s mind. Either she wasn’t an innocent old lady, or her intuition was a product of old age. Whichever it was, the old woman had seen through Shania’s guise and was warning him about her.


  She said nothing more and motioned to the buckets after they had been filled.


  Zig took the buckets and towels and turned around to head to his room.


  “I know what I’m getting into.”


  That was all he said.


   


  He didn’t do it on purpose. His hands had been occupied with the buckets.


  There was no key, and the door had a handle instead of a knob. Zig could only open the door with his elbow. He had no way of avoiding what he saw inside.


  She was in the middle of fixing her chest wrapping.


  Her skin was white as snow.


  Although she had curves, she lacked the full maturity that would coalesce into complete feminine charm. So why did he think that she was still beautiful anyway?


  He surmised that her immaturity was part of her allure. Her slender body was still well proportioned. The soft curves of her waist and chest were so striking that it sent chills down his spine. Though with that came the recognition that he was not supposed to be looking at her.


  He wanted to violate her pure body, defile it.


  He wanted to destroy her smugness, force her to submit.


  Her body tickled a man’s desire for domination, a figure that could make men fall at her feet.


  “Ah, crap,” Shania said to herself as she noticed Zig enter the room.


  She started casting a spell to suppress his desire, knowing that she had slipped and was probably about to get assaulted.


  He did not respond in the way she had expected.


  “Great, you don’t like clothes too, huh?”


  “Hmm?”


  His tone was exasperated as he tossed her a towel. She stared as he placed a bucket of hot water in front of her.


  The water rippled in the bucket, reflecting the moon and her golden eyes on its surface.


  Just as she was about to ask him what was going on, Zig took off his clothes and began to wipe away the dirt from his body.


  She fell silent. His body was the complete opposite of Shania’s. Hardened into iron by his training, it was beauty in function and substance.


  Unlike her skin that resembled unmarred ceramic, his was covered in scars. And yet there was an allure to it, like a sword that had been worked until all the unnecessary parts were filed out.


  He wiped the fresh wound on his arm, causing a line of blood to flow where it had yet to dry. The crimson liquid slowly traveled down his muscles until it formed a bead on his elbow and fell to the floor.


  “Ah… Y-you should really knock before coming in!”


  Realizing that she was entranced by Zig’s motions, Shania returned to her senses.


  “Sorry, my hands were full,” he answered plainly despite the distress in her voice.


  His tone indicated that he wasn’t bothered by her naked body at all. For a woman who knew the effect of her charms, this was not the least bit funny. She would understand if he got aroused, but what kind of man would remain unbothered in this situation?


  Shania hid her self-righteous indignation behind a smile and approached him.


  “Mr. Zig. You saw me naked, didn’t you?”


  “And I’m showing you my naked body, so I’m guessing we’re even,” Zig said absentmindedly. 


  He had finished wiping his body and was washing his bloodstained clothes and gear in the bucket. He smiled wryly to himself, thinking that what he said probably wasn’t going to cut it.


  Shania remained silent, since she couldn’t deny the fact that her eyes had been taken by him earlier.


  “I’m kidding,” he said. “I’ll get you some food later, so forgive me.”


  Zig thought that he had upset her, since she grew quiet, so he let up and apologized.


  The splashing as Zig washed his clothes were the only sounds that filled the moonlit night. There was less water in the bucket now, and the bottom could no longer be seen due to the blood and the dirt.


  After he finished washing his body, clothes, and equipment, Zig finally let himself nibble on his rations. They had a strong, salty taste with a faint sweetness and fattiness that overwhelmed everything else. It was tough but chewy enough that it stuck to his teeth.


  The pemmican was a dark brown color that could be mistaken for horse dung. It was a staple ration in his homeland and was traditionally made by mixing animal fat with crushed up dried meats and fruits.


  After simmering in fat, it would solidify and keep for long periods of time when placed in a jar. The fat also provided essential nutrients to prevent malnutrition.


  He was surprised to find it on this continent but supposed that the different societies came to the same conclusion when it came to food preservation. Here, they used monstrosity fats and dried meat, which created a slightly different flavor. It had less of an odor but had a stranger taste.


  The difference in smell didn’t make up for its foul taste, however. Then again, no one really ate rations for flavor anyway.


  “We’ll have to do something about money,” Zig said to himself as he chewed the cold and flavorful fat in his mouth.


  As he mentioned before, he had been transported with nothing but the shirt on his back. His rations were few, and he didn’t have his emergency gemstones with him to exchange for cash. He wasn’t broke thanks to Kirk’s bonus for the blade bee incident, but he hadn’t claimed it yet because he prioritized his job.


  It went without saying that he didn’t have a change of clothes.


  He put on his wrung-out undershirt while leaving the rest of his clothing to dry. It felt uncomfortable on his skin, but there was no other option.


  Drying out his clothes would still take a while even if he asked Shania to use fire magic on it, and he couldn’t just start a bonfire in the room either. For now, getting sleep was more important than dry clothes.


  Fortunately, it wasn’t freezing tonight. He should be able to sleep somewhat comfortably.


   


  He looked in the direction where eerie silence had fallen.


  Shania had finished wiping down her body, but she was, for some reason, still naked.


  She was sitting silently on the bed, staring at him as if she wanted to give him a piece of her mind. Zig couldn’t figure out what her problem was.


  If she was so upset about being seen naked, she could’ve just put some clothes on. If she didn’t want him to see her in such a state, then she should have no reason to look at him like this.


  “Hmm…”


  Zig gave up trying to solve this puzzle. If he couldn’t figure out the inner workings of a woman’s heart, he had no chance of figuring out the heart of a witch, a race much older than they actually looked.


  The only conclusion he came to was that witches probably liked being naked.


  He thought about Siasha and the time he finally convinced her to put on some undergarments. She had chosen ones with the least amount of fabric on them. Maybe her race just didn’t like being restricted.


  “So, what was it you wanted me to do?”


  Zig sat on the floor and leaned against a wall, making a conscious effort to avoid eye contact so the conversation wouldn’t get complicated. He stared at the ceiling instead.


  She seemed somewhat annoyed with him, but eventually relented and looked out the window before saying, “There’s…someone I want you to help me find.”


  “Missing persons? That’s a real chore… What do they look like? Any particular features?”


  Zig’s eyebrows furrowed. Looking for people wasn’t his forte. Although looking for someone didn’t require specific knowledge or expertise, it was mostly a game of numbers. Connections and money only helped the number of people you included in your search. However, Zig had none of these in Striggo.


  Shania grinned slightly. “They’re strong.”


  That was all she said. Zig didn’t get anything more out of her despite waiting for her to continue.


  The so-called features she gave were laughably vague, and he could only sigh.


  “You’re not giving me anything. Sorry, but I don’t have time to go on a wild goose chase with you.”


  “I know. Four days. Just help me look for this someone for four days, and I’ll help you get out of here. How about it?”


  She smiled as she held up her hand, her thumb bent into her palm. Zig put his hand on his chin and thought about what she actually meant.


  He didn’t know what she was plotting, but it was a really stupid lie if she wanted to trick him. If nothing else, his gut told him that she really was looking for a powerful someone.


  Zig didn’t know how to feel about her four-day condition. That was probably the amount of time it would take if he attempted to escape Striggo by himself.


  Accepting her offer and using that time to prepare would be more efficient.


  She just needed to keep her end of the bargain. If she didn’t, it would only delay him, though not by much.


  “All right,” he finally said. “As long as you don’t mind me doing it on the side.”


  “Then that’s our contract settled.”


  Shania got up as she gave him a smile that looked slimy for some reason.


  “I look forward to enjoying your services tomorrow.”


  With a shake of her hips, she put on her rags and walked toward the corner of the room, lying down to sleep. She looked used to the position, due to living in the slums. She had no qualms sleeping on the floor after having spent so much time on the streets.


  Zig looked quietly at the shoddy bed, and then at the girl curled up in rags in the corner of the room.


  There was only one bed, and it was small. He was the one who paid for it. Even if she was his client, he had every right to sleep in it. It was the correct thing to do. That being said…


  With some annoyance, Zig got up and walked to Shania, who was beginning to fall asleep.


  “Switch.”


  “Huh?”


  It wasn’t that she was slow on the uptake or anything. Her response was appropriate for one living in a town like this.


  Her eyes widened a few times, but Zig picked her up by the collar and moved her to the bed. Shania didn’t put up a fight, and he took her place in the corner of the room.


  “Uhh…”


  Are you sure? She seemed to ask, clearly confused. Zig waved away her concerns.


  “It’s too small for me.”


  The bed was barely big enough for an average-sized man. Zig’s legs would be hanging off the edge if he slept in it. He could fit if he curled up, and it would still be better than the floor.


  It wasn’t rational, and it wasn’t what a mercenary would do.


  However…


  Zig narrowed his eyes, unusually emotional.


  “Right and correct are two different things.”


  It had happened during Zig’s first mission as a mercenary.


  They were advancing on the enemy, pursuing them late into the night. Ryell, Zig’s senior, had nabbed some bacon from the supply unit to share with his hungry companion.


  They enjoyed the snack in secret, and he would never forget the smoky flavor.


  “I was in the mood for something sweet.”


  “Okay?” Shania furled her eyebrows in bewilderment at Zig’s lack of explanation.


  He said nothing more and covered himself with his comparatively clean cloak and closed his eyes, signaling his body to rest.


  The exhaustion from fighting a powerful enemy, the wounds he suffered, and the shock of being dropped into an unknown city immediately overtook him.


  Although he couldn’t fall into a deep sleep because somebody else was around, his body took the first chance to get some well-deserved rest. His consciousness drifted into the darkness.


  He had a contradictory dream. He remembered the taste of the bacon, but also the pain in his fist where his squad leader hit him after he noticed the missing supplies.


   


  He awoke to the sound of a creaking bed and a somewhat pungent stench.


  His consciousness returned, his legs coiling like a spring ready to jump into action. Zig opened his eyes slightly to survey his surroundings and found Shania touching his now-dry clothes.


  He thought she was trying to steal something from his pockets, but then she touched the inside of his pants and the sides of his shirt. Shania produced a small flame in her palm and carefully drew it close to his clothes so as to not burn them.


  She was drying out the parts that were still damp. Combat fabric was thicker than regular fabric, so it wouldn’t dry overnight. Because of that, what she was doing was very much appreciated.


  Zig stifled a yawn and stood up without a sound. However, he remembered how he had startled Kirk with that action and made an audible flap with his coat.


  The noise was enough to alert Shania, and she turned to him, purple hair fluttering and golden eyes gleaming.


  “Good morning, Mr. Zig. Your clothes are almost dry.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Not at all. Consider it my thanks for the bed and inn.”


  After expressing his gratitude, Zig decided to do his daily stretches, since he had nothing better to do than wait. He really wanted to run, but that wasn’t going to be possible considering the circumstances. There were too many things to do, and jogging probably wasn’t something the citizens of Striggo did anyway.


  “Wow… Doesn’t that hurt?” Shania said with a wince. Though, he could also tell she was astonished as he stretched his legs out against the wall.


  Zig continued to breathe slowly, pushing the air out of his stomach. “I’m used to it…but it hurt like hell when I first started. The newbies would literally cry from doing splits back when I was in a mercenary group.”


  The senior mercenaries who pushed Zig’s back were also merciless, intent on inflicting the same pain they felt when they had to go through the same thing. The sight of so many boys crying while they wobbled with crossed legs was tragic.


  The mere memory of it was enough to make Zig frown.


  “Even so, that looks quite painful.”


  “It’s excruciating. I used to think about hitting the instructor who gleefully pushed my back.”


  Some actually tried, but they were beaten and were made to imitate shrimps on their backs as punishment. The instructors were even smiling, as if they had been waiting for someone to fight back. They really knew their students…and had probably tried the same thing themselves long ago.


  “It’s helped me a lot over the years,” he said. “It was a traumatic experience, but I’m thankful for it… Then again, maybe I should’ve gotten a hit in anyway.”


  Zig tensed up as he switched legs. The pain of stretching was different from running and training, and he still had trouble with it despite his patience.


  Shania laughed as she straightened out the wrinkles in his now dry clothes.


  “Aha ha ha! You’re quite the character, you know.”


  “I get that a lot somehow…”


   


  “All dried up.”


  “Thanks.”


  Zig patted the dust off his clothes and put them on. His chest piece and impact gauntlet weren’t dry yet, so he would leave them in the room for now. He felt restless without the usual weight of his weapon on his back and ended up reaching over his shoulder out of habit.


  After he finished suiting up, Shania spoke. “So, what to do now?”


  “First, we get food. Can’t do anything on an empty stomach.”


  “What about that brown smelly thing you ate yesterday?”


  “Don’t say it like that. That was a ration. It’s fairly expensive and tastes terrible. It can’t replace actual food.”


  Zig tied his boot laces, donned his cloak, and opened the door. Its rusty hinges creaked, which meant it would be difficult to exit or enter quietly.


  “Anything around here that can fill you up?”


  “If you’re going to eat here, it’s better to look for food stalls rather than restaurants.”


  “Oh?”


  They bantered as they descended the stairs and left the inn. The old lady at the reception was asleep, holding a bottle of liquor to her chest like a comforter.


  “Restaurants tend to get destroyed over mafia disputes and thug fights, you see. Reparation gets very expensive very quickly. There’s a big difference between the potential damage a restaurant and a food stall could suffer.”


  “I see.”


  Shania led them into a place populated with food stalls, while Zig asked her questions about the city along the way.


  Ordinary civilians were the only ones in the food and beverage business. There was once a gang war where one side poisoned the other side’s food, and the other side returned the favor, which made the whole situation much worse. In the end, the streets were littered with corpses, both mafia and civilians, that had died from poisoning.


  It was then that an agreement was made—only those without a criminal record were allowed to run a food and beverage business.


  Zig wondered how the mafia was able to put up with eating terribly bland food. Since they couldn’t trust properly cooked dishes, they survived on some slightly cooked wheat and root vegetables.


  “Anyway, that’s why poisoning is illegal in this city. You can kill people any way you want, and you’re free to commit whatever crime you can think of, but food is the one thing we are not allowed to defile.”


  “That’s decent, considering how lawless this city is… It’s kind of crazy too.”


  How did the mafia fail to realize that poisoning food would set off a chain reaction of copycats? Not only that, but they also got in on it on an organizational level.


  Zig had witnessed plenty of awful scenes in the many wars he had taken part in. He could understand the logic of poisoning an enemy’s water supply, but resorting to poison in their own city was crazy.


  “I can’t vouch for the flavor, but you can rest assured that nothing here is poisoned,” Shania said. “Although you might get another kind of food poisoning in the really cheap stores.”


  “Let’s not eat anything raw.”


  “A wise choice.”


  The people of this continent could create ice, giving them access to advanced food preservation. As a result, dishes here were more advanced than back home, demonstrated by the inhabitants consuming raw fish.


  To Zig and Siasha, eating raw fish was crazy, but the people of this continent weren’t bothered by it. It was odd that Zig had no problems eating raw caterpillars, but that was the thing about food. It was mostly habit.


  The two had once gone to the morning market with the intention to try raw fish even if it killed them. Zig found it not to be as bad as he imagined. Siasha watched him like he was a terminally ill patient when he put the raw fish in his mouth, but ultimately didn’t say anything. Apparently, she had almost died after eating a fish she caught in the river once.


  “We’re here. Not too crowded this time of day.”


  While Zig was reminiscing about the past, a vague expression on his face, they reached their destination.


  Dingy food stalls were lined up with staffers working in a frenzy. There weren’t many guests yet, since it was too early for breakfast, but they were probably getting ready for peak hours.


  Per Shania’s explanation, the simple wooden stall had been repaired multiple times. It couldn’t be compared to Halian’s food stalls, but this was how they did business in Striggo.


  Not all food stalls were created equal, however. There were stands without seats, the customers sat on the ground slurping brown gruel, and there were ones where the chairs and tables were fashioned out of crates that the ingredients came in.


  Zig decided on a stall where they served stir-fried meats and vegetables in a sandwich.


  The owner made his chairs and tables out of earth magic covered with tablecloths. It was quite fancy, as far as their surroundings was concerned.


  “I’ll take six. You got water?”


  “Two silver pieces up front. I’ll lend you a bowl, but you provide your own water. Give it back when you’re done.”


  It was a little expensive, but the portion size was quite generous.


  He handed the money to the unfriendly owner, who in turn gave Zig the oldest of his sandwiches. Although it had been sitting for a while, it hadn’t been long since it was made, and steam was still coming out of it.


  He sat down and gave Shania a sandwich.


  “Thank you.”


  “Just give me some water,” he said as he passed his bowl to her.


  He didn’t wait for her to reply and started eating. He knew he sounded somewhat rude, but he needed to maintain the facade that he could use magic.


  Even children knew how to produce water using magic. Zig was an anomaly for being unable to do that. He wanted to protect his secret as much as possible. And so, he acted like the least she could do was make water for him, since he was treating her to breakfast.


  Fortunately, Shania didn’t raise any questions and put water in his bowl before eating her sandwich.


  “Ah, it’s so good! I can’t remember the last time I ate actual food.”


  Shania looked genuinely happy, her taste buds stimulated for the first time in a long time. She ended up smearing sauce all over her lips.


  Zig watched her as he took another bite and sipped his bowl to make sure the water wasn’t poisoned. Sensing nothing odd about the flavor, he downed the rest of its contents before starting on his second sandwich.


  The bread was stale and had a slight acidic taste to it. The vegetables were root crops that were also mostly stale, and the meat was made up of ground up scraps. The sauce was pure salt and left a tingling sensation on his tongue.


  Frankly, it wasn’t good. The same amount of money would have gotten him something much better in Halian. But warm food refreshed both the body and soul, and it was still much better than rations. Zig wasn’t picky about food, so he didn’t complain. In times of war, he was grateful that he was able to fill his stomach.


  However, the quality of food reflected the quality of the city. If this was all two silver pieces bought him, the city was not in a good state.


  People stared, envious, as Zig devoured his food. Some were literally sucking on their thumbs. He ignored them and reached for an item at his waist after drinking his third bowl of water.


  “Shania, do you know somewhere I can sell this?”


  “That…looks like a combat magic item.” Shania narrowed her eyes as she inspected his bangle. “I suppose I do…but you’re going to get ripped off if you don’t have contacts. I think it’s much better if you hold on to it, Mr. Zig.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I can’t rest easy if I don’t have a weapon,” he said while starting on his fourth sandwich. “Never had much confidence in my mana reserves anyway.”


  Even if he got ripped off, he still needed the money. A mercenary without a weapon was worse than useless.


  Combat magic items were expensive, so he hoped he would be able to get a weapon even if he was lowballed.


  Finishing her food, Shania reluctantly licked the last of the sauce from her fingers and turned to Zig. “Sacrifices must be made, I suppose. It’s still something of a waste, though.”


  She hadn’t had enough, it seemed. Zig thought that a single portion was enough for a woman due to his own colossal appetite, but she must have been very hungry.


  He didn’t feel good letting the person he promised to treat starve. Zig was just about to get up to get another sandwich when—


  “You’ve got some nerve waving that thing around, eh, bud?”


  A sharp voice with an equally antagonistic gaze… Although the gaze was too weak to actually bother him. Shania didn’t even bother paying attention to it and kept her eyes trained on Zig’s sandwich.


  Was it because of how friendly he was being with Shania? He turned to find six thugs. Each of them looked at the sandwich in Zig’s hand more intently than she did.


  Their meals had been black bread that was as hard as a rock and lightly salted soup.


  “Hmm…”


  Zig guessed that they viewed him as flaunting his riches by ordering that much food. His humble meat and vegetable sandwich was a luxury for people who had to make a living through hard labor and theft.


  “Don’t suppose you mind sharing your riches?”


  One of the thugs took out a pitiful knife, not bothering to hide the hunger in his gaze.


  It was more of a fruit knife than a dagger, and the thug was using this poor excuse for a weapon to intimidate Zig. They had probably been watching him earlier to make sure he was unarmed.


  “Leave your cash and your woman behind. Can’t fight all of us without a weapon, can you?”


  Zig popped his fourth sandwich into his mouth, ignoring the thug’s lecherous grin. Maybe he should have worn his impact gauntlet, after all.


  Zig sighed and gave the last sandwich to Shania. She happily took it and wasted no time scarfing it down. The thugs’ eyes were on him now.


  “Oh, right. Do you have something to wrap my hands in?” he asked her. He didn’t want to hurt his hands beating these guys up.


  “Huh? Hang on… Here.”


  With the sandwich still in her mouth, she fished around in her rags and produced strips of cloth out of her pocket.


  He took the somewhat warm cloth and wrapped it around his fist. Once he wrapped them evenly around both hands, he tore and stuffed the ends between his fingers.


  “What the hell are you—”


  The dull sound of flesh being struck cut the thug off, his head blown back by the force.


  A left uppercut connected with his face, breaking his nose and flinging his body upward. Zig hadn’t even used his hips to add rotational force into the punch.


  The man’s knife fell to the floor with a metallic clang.


  “I guess I’m still hungry. But it’ll do.”


  Zig shook his fist and stood. His sheer size caused the other thugs to shrink back.


  After seeing their friend fly through the air, they realized they had picked the wrong man to mess with. Unfortunately, it was a little too late.


   


  “Ah, you’re back,” Shania commented after Zig dealt with the thugs. She had already finished her food. “Are you hurt?”


  He shrugged and shook his head at her attempt at small talk. “If I couldn’t handle people like them, I would’ve been dead a long time ago.”


  They were amateurs—and malnourished at that. Although they survived the hardships of a lawless city, they were no match for Zig. He knocked out three or four of them and the rest ran off. He took care not to lethally injure them.


  “Take me to where I can sell this, Shania.”


  In any case, he needed money. And a weapon. He couldn’t afford to go around unarmed. What just happened convinced him of that. A weapon would at least make people think twice about messing with him.


  Although Zig didn’t always wear armor when he went out, he usually had his twinblade strapped to his back. The absence of that made him feel uncomfortable, especially in a town as dangerous as this.


  “All right, let’s get going! Wait, don’t throw that away.”


  Shania stopped him just as he was about to toss his makeshift hand wraps.


  “Were you using it for something?”


  He felt guilty that he didn’t tell her upfront that they were going to get dirty.


  Shania gave him an anxious smile. “Those are my chest wraps.”


  “I see.” That was the only reply he could think of.


  The cloth wasn’t warm because it was near her chest, but because it kept her chest inside it. He looked at Shania, who was holding her bosom with her hands, and then the rags in his hand. They were stained with blood, far from clean. If she insisted on keeping them, then that must mean she didn’t have a replacement.


  “Change of plans,” he said. “We’re going to a clothing store.”


  “H-huh? Why?”


  Her bewilderment highlighted the fact that she wasn’t used to charity.


  He was puzzled himself. With her magic, she could easily have a better life in this city; she had that much power. Why did she insist on living in the slums?


  He couldn’t come up with an answer, but he didn’t need one at the moment. He tossed the rags away and started walking.


  “Ah, what a waste…” Shania looked at the bloodied rags mournfully. She hesitated for a moment but then ran to catch up with Zig. “I could’ve used that…”


  “I’ll get you something else.”


  Zig’s tone was one of annoyance, but he said nothing more and kept walking.


  He wasn’t a germophobe. He didn’t mind wearing clothes with a bit of blood on them.


  Even so, he thought as he stole a glance at Shania, who was beside him. She had her arms pressed against her chest, perhaps because her rags were breezy. 


  The naked body he saw last night, her skin gleaming brilliant white under the moonlight—sullying that beautiful body that had captivated him for a moment with another man’s dirty blood… It didn’t sit well with him at all.


  That was all it was.


   


  The two arrived at a used clothing store.


  Actual stores were few and far between in Striggo. They existed, but they mostly served the wants of the mafia’s high class instead of the common man’s needs. Obviously, Zig didn’t have that sort of money.


  Tailored outfits weren’t necessary for work in a town like this, so most people got their clothes secondhand. There were stores that sold used clothing from mafia members and the rich, but they didn’t come cheap. There weren’t many that fit Shania’s body that were of decent make and still affordable.


  “This…feels very odd.”


  She smiled wryly after putting on a black habit. It had come from a church somewhere and was quite beautifully made. The habit came with underwear and shoes, the entire ensemble making her look like a nun.


  “You don’t like it?”


  “I have no reason to complain, as long as you’re the one buying. But do I really look like the type to pray to the gods?” Shania lifted the sleeves and fluttered them at Zig.


  The navy blue habit’s design was functional, perhaps because it was meant to be worn on pilgrimages. The sharp silhouette had white accents, setting it apart from similar outfits.


  The waistband could hold a drawstring bag, which was an uncommon feature. The contrast the chaste attire had in relation to its wearer made Shania look more appealing. It was quite well made considering its materials.


  Shania grinned mischievously and folded her hands as if in prayer. “Do I look good?”


  “Yeah.”


  Her purple hair and golden eyes fit the habit strangely well. Her youthful appearance (compared to her actual age, anyway) made the ensemble look sinful. She looked more captivating rather than pure. Maybe it was her inhuman charm, or maybe it was because Zig knew she was a witch.


  “Sorry for making you spend so much money on me,” Shania said apologetically, showing concern because she knew Zig wasn’t carrying that much money on him.


  Zig thought it would suffice, especially considering its quality. The habit was much cheaper than the rest of the inventory. He was just about to ask the shopkeeper why it was so cheap when he noticed the cynical stare pointed their way.


  “You’re either looking to get raped or killed if you walk around in a habit. A mean-looking fella like you should help deter that, I guess. Oh, and no refunds.”


  Of course, he said all this just as Zig paid up. He didn’t have enough money to buy another set of clothes and Shania wasn’t the defenseless little girl that she appeared to be, so he let it slide.


  “I’m not so mean as to let a girl walk around half naked,” Zig said. “You owe me one, though.”


  He had no intention of pursuing that, of course. He said what he said out of habit.


  However, Shania grinned, interpreting what Zig said differently.


  “Ah, is that it? You have some fine taste in dressing me up in a habit, Mr. Zig,” the witch teased seductively, poking his arm. “I suppose men can’t help but taint what is pure.”


  Zig grabbed her slender shoulders and gave her a wicked grin. “Yeah, I’ve been really into waterboarding lately. I love seeing a girl break into tears as she’s hanging by her ankles. Wanna give it a try? It’s really exciting.”


  “I deeply apologize,” Shania said, immediately sensing danger. 


  She shouldn’t have teased him if she was going to back off so quickly. However, the grip on her shoulders was like iron. She wasn’t strong enough to escape it.


  “M-Mr. Zig, you’re not serious…are you?”


  Shania looked at him, hoping that he was joking. His face remained grim. She tried to squirm out of his grip, cold sweat running down her face, but Zig’s hold was not so easily broken. 


  “I…do not mind paying you back that way, especially since I was the one who proposed it! But what you’re asking seems to be a bit too intense. It’s our first time together, so perhaps something more romantic—”


  “Quiet, you little horndog. Behind you.” Zig spoke in a hushed tone now, and that was enough to tell Shania what he meant.


  He moved his hand from her shoulder to her cheek, turning her face toward him while subtly guiding her gaze to what he wanted her to see. To the onlooker, it looked like the two were making out.


  “Ever seen him before?”


  Shania was used to peering out of her peripheral vision. She barely moved her eyes to see what was behind them…while using one of her hands to grope Zig’s butt.


  He was quite annoyed by the action, but he couldn’t push her away since it would blow their cover.


  “Hmm… A demi-human? I’ve never seen him, but I can guess who he’s working for.”


  As Shania confirmed, a demi-human was tailing them. One with reddish-brown fur and the face of a fox. He was currently interested in one of the many stalls and talking to the owner, but his ears would sometimes point toward them while he conversed.


  They were a good distance away that the hustle and bustle should have kept them out of earshot, but he was a demi-human. He could probably still hear them at this range.


  As if to provide evidence that he was eavesdropping, his ears twitched much more frequently when they lowered their voices, and he was slowly closing in on them as he browsed the shops.


  “We’ll talk as we walk. Like lovers.”


  “Let’s go,” Shania said with a grope to Zig’s bottom. 


  It felt less sexy and more like he was being groped by a middle-aged man. Zig wondered why that was, so he decided to give her shoulder a harder squeeze.


  “Tolerance is a virtue of Striggo. It doesn’t matter if you’re a demi-human as long as you have money and power.”


  “I see. What a paradise of equality.”


  It was ironic that the demi-humans would thrive in a lawless town that prioritized survival of the fittest. Zig guessed that in a place where everyone was a potential enemy, race wasn’t on the list of priorities.


  “They are still loyal to their own race, of course. There is an organization made up mainly of demi-humans here. Familia… A mafia organization where the demi-humans gather.”


  A gang made of only demi-humans was quite controversial. The Claritists would be frothing at the mouth and calling for a cleansing, but perhaps they let the demi-humans be so they could be contained to Striggo.


  “So, why’s he looking for us?”


  This was only Zig’s second day in Striggo. He hadn’t done anything that would stand out, aside from beating up a couple of thugs this morning.


  “That’s easy. You beat up some Kararak guys, Mr. Zig, and they’re the ones who are the most likely to run this city next. If Familia found out you took out some of their members, they would naturally want to investigate you. Assess whether you’re an aid or a threat.”


  “They’ve sniffed me out already? I just got here yesterday.”


  “You do stand out, after all. Quite literally. It shouldn’t be too hard to look for a man who towers over demi-humans.”


  Zig couldn’t argue with that. His large frame was both a blessing and a curse.


  “So why is Familia the one after me and not Kararak?”


  He could understand if Kararak was looking for him, especially after doing a number on their men. So, what was Familia doing here?


  “I suppose you can say they have better ears to hear with.”


  Shania put one hand to her head, mimicking a fox’s ears. The gesture suited her golden eyes, probably even considered cute… If only she wasn’t groping his rear with her other hand.


  “Let me get this straight. Do demi-humans count in this ‘someone strong’ you’re looking for?” Zig asked, referring to the job his client wanted him to do.


  Demi-humans were physically strong, so they might’ve fallen into her category.


  “Well, I’m not really picky about race. Which reminds me, I don’t mind if the person is crazy or a demi-human, but he has to be a man.”


  “Got it.” He didn’t ask her why. She would tell him if he needed to know, and it changed nothing about the job. He still wasn’t sure of her reasons for the task, but all he needed to do was get it done.


  “So, what now? Mr. Fox seems to be closing in on us.”


  In any case, the fox needed to be dealt with. Zig wanted as much information out of him as possible.


  He sighed and shifted his stance, clasping her hand in his. “There is an old established way of dealing with pursuers…especially those who are foolish enough to get spotted.”


  Zig grabbed Shania’s shoulder and pulled her close to him, leading her into a dark alleyway.


   


  ***


   


  “Ugh…”


  The fox demi-human couldn’t stifle his exasperated sigh.


  Although his superiors had assigned him this mission, watching a man and a woman get hot and steamy in broad daylight annoyed him.


  Honestly, he appreciated the fact that they lowered their voices, probably to whisper sweet nothings into each other’s ear. He wasn’t in the mood to hear a male begging for love. Even if they weren’t the same race, hearing that kind of thing made him feel nauseous.


  He still needed to carry out his assignment, however, so he watched them from afar while pretending to be interested in the wares of a random stall. He maintained a decent distance so he wouldn’t be noticed unless their senses were as sharp as a demi-human.


  “Man, they’re getting rowdy,” he spat, clicking his tongue when he caught a glimpse of the woman groping the man’s rear.


  She was probably picked up from some slum or bought as a slave. The habit she wore concealed much of her figure, but he could tell that she would clean up nicely with some real clothes.


  Single men had common feelings about having to watch a man and a well-dressed woman make out. He cursed the big man on behalf of all single men, wishing that his equally big thing would get ripped out.


  “But defiling a nun… That human’s got taste.”


  The fox-faced demi-human nodded in understanding. There was something exhilarating about defiling someone religious.


  He didn’t like this bastard, but he had to admit he had good taste.


  Just then, he spotted something out of his periphery.


  “Are they finally starting?”


  The big man had grabbed the woman’s shoulder and was leading her into a cramped alleyway. He probably couldn’t wait any longer after all that ass groping. It looked like they would forgo checking into a hotel.


  “Can’t believe they’ll do it in broad daylight, these freaks. Hang on. I guess that’s what the big cloak is for. You’re real thorough, human, I’ll give you that!!”


  He couldn’t help but admire the preparation.


  Putting that aside, now was the time to make contact. It didn’t matter how strong he was, any man would be defenseless in the middle of sex. That made it the perfect time to have a little talk. And he could enjoy the view before getting down to business.


  He waited for a few minutes, just in case he was being baited, passing by the alleyway to make sure he wasn’t going to get ambushed.


  Looking into the cramped alleyway from the corner of his eye, he saw the woman being trapped against a wall by the shadowy man.


  “Idiots,” he cursed in anger. He couldn’t help himself at seeing how stupid they were being.


  A nun wouldn’t just let herself be violated. Where was the thrill of resistance in that? The big man could have just hired a prostitute if this was all he was after! It seemed that he had misjudged the big man after all. He didn’t understand fetishes as well as he did. A fatal mistake.


  Enough. He would have no more of this.


  Foxface drew his sword with a look of resignation and sorrow. He would make this quick.


  “Too bad, human.”


  He tensed his legs, preparing to accelerate.


  “What are you talking about?”


  A voice came from above. At the same time, the ground shook as something heavy landed.


  “Wha?!”


  A large shadow emerged and loomed behind him. The hairs on the back of the fox demi-human’s neck stood on end as he realized how large the great frame was up close. 


  He reflexively turned around and jumped back, scowling when he found he had walked straight into a trap.


   


  ***


   


  The demi-human sprung back, putting distance between him and Zig. He was quick to adjust. His earlier caution and strength aside, he seemed to be a formidable opponent.


  The demi-human was caught between Zig and Shania, and she was showing him that she was clearly casting something.


  “You’re pretty nimble for a big guy,” the demi-human said. “Can’t believe you stuck to the wall like that.”


  Foxface put up his sword, deducing where Zig had been hiding based on where his voice came from.


  “Maybe you should look up once in a while instead of looking down on people all the time,” Zig said.


  “Thanks for the warning. I’ll keep it in mind for next time.”


  “Oh?”


  You think there’s going to be a next time? Zig’s gaze said, and the fox demi-human stepped forward as if in reply.


  Not a bad choice. Though Shania would be easy to overpower since she was a mage, her spells could easily hit him due to the lack of escape routes. He could leap over them, but being in the air would slow him down and make him an even bigger target.


  However, scuffling with Zig now would make it harder for Shania to cast her spells. In the end, he was still unarmed. The fox demi-human could create an escape route if necessary.


  The faint scent of defensive magic wafted up their nostrils. Zig quickly made his move once he caught the familiar scent in the air. He flicked a coin, but the fox demi-human easily deflected it with his sword.


  “Die!”


  He made a huge, aggressive swing, expecting Zig to fall back since he was unarmed.


  Although the demi-human wasn’t as strong, he could make up for the difference in strength since he had a weapon, even more so since Zig couldn’t use magic.


  Zig fell back because he was unarmed and didn’t even have his gauntlets on. This was what the fox demi-human wanted.


  An earthen pillar emerged when Zig stepped back, but it wasn’t targeting him. Rather, it arose in front of the fox demi-human. He continued to run and used the earthen pillar as a platform to leap from.


  With Zig on the defensive, the fox demi-human leaped over him to escape. Using his own bloodlust as bait, he successfully fooled his opponent by passing over him instead of crashing into him.


  “See ya!”


  All he needed to do now was blend into the crowd and disappear without a trace. Tracking him down would be difficult since Zig didn’t know the landscape.


  The fox demi-human flashed a toothy grin, mocking him for not being able to close in. He felt good about his own quick thinking.


  “I’ve noticed that I can distinguish between elements lately.”


  He heard a voice that sounded like low rumblings coming from hell.


  Something grabbed the fox demi-human’s ankle just as he was about to make his escape.


  “Huh?”


  It stopped his momentum in its tracks. His sense of weightless elation disappeared as he was dragged right into the jaws of hell.


  “Cover your head.”


  Zig had read the fox demi-human’s intention and immediately grabbed his ankle, pulling him down.


  A height of four meters. Being pulled from that height was enough to prepare the fox demi-human for death.


   


  ***


   


  He looked at the blade and swung it twice.


  It made a sharp sound as it cut through the air. However, Zig wasn’t quite satisfied.


  By his assessment: It was too light. It wasn’t poorly made—the alloy used to craft the sword was quite sturdy. But because the sword was made to be compact and hidden, it looked like a dagger in Zig’s hand.


  “Well, better than nothing.”


  After taking his gear and wallet, he tied up the unconscious fox demi-human and strapped his newly acquired sword to his waist.


  “He made quite a sound… Is he still alive?”


  Shania poked the fox demi-human, who lay motionless inside a small crater.


  “He protected his head, and I held back. He should be fine.”


  Not that I can guarantee that, Zig added in his head.


  The fox demi-human had already built up too much momentum when Zig slammed him into the ground. He would have to trust that as someone from Striggo, they were durable enough.


  “Hmm…”


  Zig scratched his nose, recalling the scent of the magic the fox demi-human used. He had only managed to figure out his plan because he noticed his opponent using earth magic.


  He had recently noticed that different spells had a distinct scent to them. He was still learning as he went, but earth magic was the easiest to discern, probably because he was so used to it. He didn’t know whether he was getting used to sniffing out magic or if his instincts had sharpened. Nevertheless, it wasn’t a bad change. If he knew beforehand that his opponent was going to use fire or ice, it would allow him to deal with the attack better.


  “Okay… Shania, wake him up.”


  “Of course.”


  She cast a spell right away, producing a ball of water. It floated over the fox demi-human’s head and fell right on top of him.


  “Bwuh?!”


  He spat out the water, coughing. His brows furrowed as the pain finally caught up to him.


  He managed a pained smile at Zig as he resisted the bolts of agony running through his body.


  “Urgh! Wow, you got me good. I’m quite confident in how light I am, you know. Can’t believe you jumped that high. Are you really human?”


  He made small talk, trying to look for a way out and checking himself all over to see how he was doing.


  “Good to see you’re in high spirits,” Zig said. “Let’s make this quick. What do you want from me?”


  The fox demi-human bared his teeth in an intimidating smile. “You think a mobster’s about to tell you stuff for free?”


  “I don’t. They wouldn’t have sent you after a dangerous target if a few hits were all it took for you to start talking.”


  The mafia was known to be incredibly harsh on traitors.


  Each member took the blood oath—Omerta. It was a code that resulted in cruel punishment and death for turncoats as a warning to other members. The sentences were so harsh that dying on the field was preferable.


  “I can’t let you walk away without telling me a few things,” Zig continued. “Look, all you need to do is tell me what I want to know. You won’t have to sell out your organization. I’m sure you don’t want to die either.”


  The fox demi-human remained silent.


  Zig nodded solemnly as the fox demi-human looked at him suspiciously.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll kill you if I end up not liking you. I got a failing grade in torture, but I’m really good at dealing out a swift death.”


  “How reassuring,” Shania muttered in astonishment at hearing Zig’s terms.


  It wasn’t a bad approach. An amateur in torture would have difficulty getting a mafia officer to talk. Drugs and magic could be used, but that would take time. He might end up clamming up if Zig was needlessly violent, opting to die with his secrets. Giving him a glimmer of hope, however, might loosen his lips.


  Zig even provided the fox demi-human with an out, only requesting information that wouldn’t be traced back to him.


  It would be impressive if this was all part of Zig’s plan, but that wasn’t the case. He wasn’t stupid, but he wasn’t exactly an expert at negotiations either.


  “If I’m not happy with the information… I’ll probably just kill you.”


  This unprofessional questioning was simply Zig’s way of getting what he wanted without doing any more unnecessary work.


  If the fox demi-human gave him nothing, he would kill him without a second thought. The air around him and the look in his eyes suggested that he had done this many times in the past and would keep doing it as long as it was convenient.


  “What do you wanna know?” said the fox demi-human.


   


  What the fox demi-human—who they found out was named Leonard—said was about what Zig expected.


  Networks between demi-humans were so strong that even those outside Familia gathered information for them. Finding Zig wasn’t difficult after paying some vagrant demi-humans for information on his whereabouts.


  “So, I have to be careful around random vagrants now?”


  “No, you just stand out too much. It usually takes longer to find my targets… Aah, that hurts.”


  Leonard groaned, his back arching from the pain.


  However, it was all an act.


  The scent of healing magic he had been using had dissipated. He was definitely well enough to move but was putting on a show to prevent them from noticing. His earlier escape attempt suggested that his skills leaned toward survival. If it weren’t for Zig’s ability to smell magic, he probably would have managed to get away.


  “My bosses are all in a fuss wondering what kind of idiot would try to pick a fight with Kararak,” Leonard said. “They wanted me to rough him up a little and maybe convince him to join. That was the plan, anyway.”


  That meant Familia wanted to benefit off Kararak’s problem. It was what all mafia organizations desired, so Leonard had free reign to talk about it. That wasn’t a satisfactory answer as far as Zig was concerned.


  “Any idiot can figure that out,” he said. “Got something else?”


  Leonard scratched his head sheepishly. “Figures. I don’t usually get caught, you see, so I don’t really know what I can say when I do!”


  Zig’s gaze turned icy, which set off his danger senses, so he tried again to escape.


  However, if he couldn’t get away from him when he was fully healthy, he certainly couldn’t while injured. If his surprise attempt didn’t work, that would be the end of him.


  Zig noticed his slight movement and quickly closed in on him. He stomped on Leonard’s toes and slammed his knee into his nose. His muzzle twisted as blood sprayed out of his nostrils.


  “Gah… Hurk!”


  Leonard had no time to groan in pain from Zig’s attack as he was already being choked out.


  Zig grabbed his neck as Leonard leaned back, talking to him in a casual tone.


  “What do you want on your tombstone?”


  Zig’s hand dug into Leonard’s fur as his grip tightened. Leonard tried to break free, but Zig’s hand didn’t budge as he lifted him from the ground.


  His legs started kicking from lack of oxygen, his consciousness fading.


  “Urrgh! W-wait… I-I got it! I know a good whorehouse with women really good at playing nuns…”


  “No last words, huh? Well, I’m glad you lived a life of no regrets.”


  Zig had promised to put him out of his misery, after all.


  He loosened his grip, and with a speed unfitting of his size, slipped behind Leonard and put his hands on his ears.


  Leonard didn’t have time to catch his breath. The cold icicle of fear ran down his back. One more second and Zig would snap his neck.


  “I’ll let you see my boss!” His weak scream echoed throughout the alley.


  Silence.


  Those few seconds felt like an eternity. Leonard’s ears drooped in fear. He had expected his vision to spin before everything went black.


  “Go on.”


  Hope welled inside him as he heard the voice behind him. Though, its tone still carried that awful frigidness.


  “They’ve been looking into you, wanted to know who you’re connected with!” Leonard spoke like his life depended on it. “They wanna ask you to join!”


  He felt like he would die the moment he stopped talking.


  “You want me to be one of you?” Zig asked. “What’s in it for me?”


  “I’m one of the senior members in the organization. You might be able to trade me for the info you want!”


  “Your boys might come after me for putting hands on one of their beloved seniors.”


  “No, I won’t let them do that!” Leonard screamed, tearing into his throat. “I’ll make sure they treat you like I owe you my life! Please, this is the best I can do!”


  The organization taking revenge was terrifying, but no one was really prepared to die, especially someone who had a glimmer of survival. The things the organization did to traitors were worse than death, but Leonard still didn’t want to die. He might as well throw the matter at his superiors and give himself a chance to live. He was most likely going to get chewed out, but it was better than just blabbing everything…right?


  With the way things were going, he was definitely going to die. He decided that it would be better to report about his failure and get beat up for it than just dying out of loyalty. That was a bet he was willing to make.


  If that didn’t work, he would hang himself. Maybe he would get this man to kill him if he asked nicely. He said he was good at swift deaths.


  Such were the thoughts brewing in Leonard’s mind.


  The ensuing silence was so painful that his palms and soles were sweating. He didn’t sweat easily in those areas.


  “Not bad.”


  With those words, Zig released Leonard.


  He had survived, and he let out a great sigh of relief.


  What surprised him was that the other man presented his sword to him, as if he had been waiting for his tension to die down.


  “What?” Leonard said dumbly. He didn’t understand why Zig was giving him back his sword.


  His instincts told him that whatever the reason, it couldn’t be good.


  “I’m feeling real paranoid right now,” Zig said. “Are you going to lead us to your bosses, or are you going to take us to an enemy organization and make your escape?”


  “N-no! I won’t try that shit!”


  “But you did try to run. How does the mafia treat people who lie during a deal?”


  Leonard bit his lip. Someone who had tried to escape after being told he wouldn’t die if he gave information the other party wanted wasn’t very convincing. Of course he wasn’t. The mafia and Leonard himself had disposed of many similar people in the past.


  “So, what should I…”


  “I don’t trust you even if you swore you wouldn’t run away. So how about you make yourself unable to run away?”


  “That’s…”


  His trembling eyes looked into that gray stare. Those eyes reminded him of cold steel.


  His own quivering face was reflected in the polished blade. He finally understood why he got his sword back.


  It was obvious. Zig wanted a guarantee that he wouldn’t be able to run away, an assurance that anyone would be able to spot with a single look.


  Maybe not an arm, but definitely a leg.


  “I just want a sign of good faith, Leonard.”


  He couldn’t say anything, his breaths in disarray. He felt like his heart was going to burst out of his chest.


  His crushed nose was clogged with blood, making breathing difficult.


  And this guy said he got a failing grade in torture?


  Although Zig hadn’t inflicted much pain on him, he was still terrified of the man.


  He took the familiar sword with a shaking hand. He should’ve been used to the feel of it in his hand, but it felt like he was holding it for the first time.


  “Huff, huff!”


  He slowly drew it out of its scabbard.


  The thin blade was not designed for intense clashes but for sharpness and portability. Leonard could easily cut through a leg. He knew which bones to avoid and had the skill to do it cleanly.


  A small part of him was screaming to use the sword and cut the big man down. It was a tempting thought. His opponent was unarmed—all Leonard needed to do was kill him and he’d walk out of here with both legs still attached.


  No. I can’t do that. No way.


  He scolded himself internally for forgetting what had just happened.


  Leonard had decided to run away after seeing that he couldn’t fight the big man head on. But he had read his mind and prevented his escape with his bare hands. If he tried to run again, he would really die.


  There was still hope. As long as he made a clean enough cut, he could get the medics of his organization to reattach it. If he could make it in time, of course.


  To do that, he would have to cut off his leg without hesitation.


  He tore a bit of clothing from his shoulder using the tip of his blade and bit down on it. He then placed the blade over the back of his knee. His preparations were complete.


  “Hrgh, ungh…”


  His hands were shaking, tears streaming down his face as the fear of losing his leg for good assaulted his mind.


  Don’t hesitate. If pain stops your hands, you would really lose that leg for good. 


  And neither the city nor the organization were kind enough to let an invalid live for very long.


  “Hnnngh!”


  He pushed down on the sword with all his might.


  Chapter 2:
The Family That Is Thicker than Blood


   


  “WE’RE HERE.”


  Leonard led them slowly until they arrived at a large mansion.


  Although the structure didn’t seem like something you would find in a destitute town, its presence, along with its ominous atmosphere, did not feel out of place.


  “Good. Go ahead and explain what happened. We’ll wait at the gate.”


  “All right.”


  Leonard took a step with his improvised walking stick. His body was no longer supported by two legs but by one and a random stick he found on the streets. His right leg was wrapped in cloth from the knee down.


  “No offense, man…but anyone ever tell you you’re kind of an asshole?”


  The wrapping around his thigh had been bound very tightly to fix it in place. Moving his leg was hard enough under the binding. Cutting through it would actually take a bit of time.


  However, he was lucky. Although it was numb from blood loss, it didn’t affect his other functions.


  Leonard gave Zig an accusatory stare, but Zig gave a reply that denied whatever he was implying.


  “No.”


  “No way,” Leonard said.


  “Think about it. Who in their right mind would ask someone he wanted information from to cut his leg?”


  “Point taken, but—”


  “I just asked for a sign of good faith. I didn’t say anything about cutting off your leg.”


  “Sure, but…”


  That much was true. Zig didn’t say anything about doing that. He only wanted Leonard to prove that he wouldn’t run away. He could have just bound one of his legs to restrain himself.


  However, there was the fact that Zig had given Leonard his sword back and the way he phrased his demand made it open to misinterpretation.


  Zig’s offer was generous, especially considering what usually happened to captured spies.


  So why wasn’t Leonard happy about it?


  As anguished as he was, he wasn’t about to say that out loud. Zig might just cut off his other leg if he did.


  “Mr. Zig.”


  Zig looked at Shania as she tugged at his sleeve.


  “What?”


  “You really are an asshole!” she quipped.


  “Hmph… I guess you can say that,” he answered with a wicked grin as she smiled brightly at him.


   


  After Leonard talked to the guards, they were allowed in.


  The mansion was exquisite, but it didn’t really feel like it was the base of a grand mafia. Perhaps it was due to the demi-human’s personality or the boss’s tastes. Still, it was nothing like the buildings downtown.


  They were told to wait in the waiting room as Leonard went deeper inside. However, he quickly returned and patted his wrapped leg.


  “Can I take this off now?”


  The fact that Leonard was let in probably meant that they weren’t in enemy territory. Taking his bindings off would prevent further misunderstanding. He had no reason to escape now anyway.


  “Sure. Don’t go dropping it now. It would be a waste after we managed to bring you here without a scratch.”


  Leonard seethed silently and pointed to his nose at Zig’s nonchalant answer. He was no longer bleeding, and Zig did hold back somewhat, but the fact remained that his nose had been broken when he smashed it into his knee. The fox looked quite silly and pitiful with his broken nose.


  Zig sat on the sofa with his arms folded, unmoved by Leonard’s silent protest.


  “Your head is still attached to your body; you’ve got two arms and two legs. You even have your tail. You’re not hurt at all.”


  Leonard grew silent.


  That was a highly generous interpretation of the word “unscratched.” The fox looked like he was about to cry when Shania gave him a mischievous grin.


  “Don’t worry,” she said. “That was a manly thing you did.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  Leonard retreated with his tail tucked between his legs, determined not to get hurt any further today.


   


  “We got here without a hitch somehow,” Shania said. “But what are you going to ask the Familia, Mr. Zig?”


  “Let me think…”


  He hadn’t put much thought into it. The offer he beat out of Leonard just sounded good. Now, Zig would have to make the most out of it.


  He didn’t care about Striggo’s ongoing power struggles, but turning a blind eye to it would probably come back to bite him. He was going to talk to a mob boss. If anyone knew the goings-on in town, it would be him.


  He also wanted to know what Kararak was after. What were they doing in Halian?


  “Are you going to leave town?” Shania asked thoughtfully, looking downward as she paced the room. She sat back down and swung her legs. “As chaotic as Striggo is, I’m sure a mafia boss can find a way out of it.”


  “Probably,” Zig answered without much thought as he got up and surveyed the room.


  The guest room was quite large, as expected from a powerful mafia organization. He took note where the windows and doors were as potential exit routes.


  Shania slumped her shoulders and sighed with resignation. “I suppose you no longer need my help.”


  Zig wouldn’t have to wait or help her find the person she was looking for to go home. It was the obvious choice to make.


  “That’s a different question.”


  “Huh?” 


  She looked up, eyes wide. She hadn’t been expecting that answer.


  Zig kept tapping the table, checking its strength, and continued speaking without acknowledging Shania’s surprise.


  “I know you need time to prepare, but I’ve already accepted your contract. That comes first.”


  Mercenaries were forbidden to quit a contract just because they found something more convenient. Nothing was more frightening than a mercenary who didn’t keep his promises, someone who would betray their current client and stab you in the back for money. If it was a commonplace practice, no one would want to hire them. And they would suffer the most because of it.


  Mercenaries fought without a sense of justice or emotion. Today’s friend could be tomorrow’s enemy. That was why contracts were so important.


  They were violent machines who worked for the highest bidder. While not exactly a relationship built on trust, their brutality was necessary.


  “I would be able to leave much sooner if I didn’t take up your request,” Zig said without hesitation. “But that’s a completely different subject.”


  He finished investigating and sat back down on the sofa.


  He looked at Shania, who said nothing. Her golden eyes were gleaming as though they had spotted an object of great interest.


  The unique luster of her eyes intensified as if to lock him down. Her lips curved into a small smile as she muttered something to herself.


  “Good… That is very good.”


  Zig tilted his head suspiciously. He didn’t know what was very good about what he said, but she seemed to be pleased with him.


  Shania stared at him in silence until she suddenly shifted her gaze, glaring grimly at the door where Leonard had disappeared into.


  “Looks like they’re here.”


  Several footsteps were approaching. Leonard had brought in quite a crowd.


  “Be careful, Mr. Zig. There’s a lot of them.”


  “I know,” Zig answered, cautiously staring at the door as it opened.


  The lord of the mansion entered the room ceremoniously. Leading the pack was a lizard demi-human.


  “You the human that wanted to talk to me?”


  His red eyes seemed to pierce through Zig, revealing his aggressive nature. There were scars on his black scales, reminders of past violent conflicts.


  His choppy speech might just have been the way he spoke, but the fact that his tongue didn’t slither out of his mouth showed that he was much better at hiding his emotions than Urbas.


  “The fox invited me,” Zig replied.


  The lizard demi-human sat sideways on the opposite sofa, his long tail tapping the armrest. The rest of the demi-humans filed in after him. Several dozen of them, each looking as menacing as the last.


  Meanwhile, Leonard stood to the side, looking lost and confused. The black lizard’s tail made a loud crack, drawing attention to its owner before he spoke in a low voice.


  “Crocos. I run Familia.”


  “Zig. Mercenary.”


  The demi-humans snickered when they heard the word mercenary, but Crocos silenced them with a glance. He rested his head on his hand and cocked his chin, mouth twisting as he looked down on Zig.


  “Thanks for taking care of our dumb fox. Will you accept my gratitude, hairless ape?”
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  A provocative answer was his reply.


  “No need to thank me. But I will accept an apology, scalefolk.”


  It looked like both parties were just trying to get on each other’s nerves, but nothing could be further from the truth. Only one side was surprised by the other’s statement.


  “Who are you?”


  Crocos’s red eyes grew more cautious as the mercenary called him by his race’s lost name. The other demi-humans stopped looking amused and reached for their weapons. Some moved to cover the exits.


  “Like I said, I’m a mercenary,” Zig said. “Didn’t think you had a bird brain in that skull of yours.”


  “Don’t test me, hairless ape,” Crocos growled as his tail writhed.


  “Hairless ape” was probably a racial slur for humans. Without scales or fur, humanity must look naked to the demi-humans.


  Crocos stopped reclining and leaned forward toward Zig, his tone threatening. “Tell me. Where’d you pick up that word? That’s not something a lowlife mercenary would know.”


  “Don’t get it twisted. I get to ask my questions first. Then, I might answer your question if I feel like it.”


  Words and glares clashed, red eyes into gray. Neither were willing to relent.


  Crocos broke first, but not because he flinched or wanted to yield. The negotiation was simply advancing to another phase.


  “I see.”


  His tongue, more crimson than his eyes, slithered out of his mouth.


  “Bulge!” he shouted.


  A wolf demi-human stepped forward. “Right here, Boss.”


  Although he was half a head shorter than Zig, he was still large by normal standard. He was gifted with a powerful physique, visible under his gray fur. He didn’t let his natural talent carry him and instead had honed his body through combat as you would a weapon.


  Crocos’s tail slapped Bulge across the back as if to give him encouragement.


  “Teach him how we talk around here.”


  “No problem.”


  Bulge stepped forward, brandishing his claws, threatening Zig with their sharp tips.


  “Get up, human. Power is everything here. Race doesn’t matter. If you want something in Striggo, you gotta fight for it.”


  Bulge bared his fangs in a toothy grin. His body gave off an aura of untamed wildness.


  However, Zig remained seated, his arms folded, his expression unchanged. Instead, he turned his attention to Leonard, who was skulking in a corner of the room, as if Bulge wasn’t about to jump him.


  “Leonard… I thought you were going to tell them you owed me your life?”


  Leonard’s tail shot up in surprise, and he started shaking his head. He desperately tried to explain himself in a voice so low that it was pitiful to see.


  “N-no! This isn’t how it’s supposed to… B-Boss, wait! I can vouch for this hum—hurk!”


  Bulge punched Leonard away as he tried to approach Crocos. He tucked into himself in an exaggerated curl to absorb the momentum, so he wasn’t badly hurt. The fox was needlessly good at acting.


  Bulge noticed how his comrade acted and shook his head in exasperation.


  “Shut up, you stupid fox. You don’t get a say after you got your tail handed to you. Can’t believe you promised him an audience with the boss. Do you want to be made an example?”


  “This human’s different, Bulge! You really shouldn’t mess with him!”


  “You lost your damn mind? You telling me we should wag our tails and listen to what this human has to say?!”


  Bulge grabbed him by the collar and slammed his head into him to make sure he wouldn’t be able to roll away. Blood sprayed out of the fox’s muzzle as the wolf’s brow collided into it.


  “Get up, human!” Bulge shouted, the scent of Leonard’s blood seeming to excite him. “You’re next!”


  Zig slowly got up and looked at Leonard, who was holding his nose in pain.


  “Better hope I lose, Leonard,” he said.


  “Huh?” Leonard asked.


  “Because I’m coming for your ass—tail next.”


  Zig cracked his neck and took off his cloak and sword, passing them to Shania.


  “A luxury coat made out of fox demi-human leather…” he said. “Can’t wait.”


  “Just sit down and shut up, you dumbass fox,” Bulge said. “Once I’m done with this big lug, I’ll rip you up so bad your fur will stop growing.”


  The two big figures stared at each other as they got into their fighting stance.


  Tears started streaming down Leonard’s face—he knew things were going to end badly for him no matter who won. He gently stroked his nose, which had become much stubbier after two instances of blunt force trauma.


  Zig and Bulge faced each other. The other demi-humans pushed the furniture out of their way to minimize the damage in the ensuing fight.


  Crocos retook his seat on the sofa after it was moved to a safer position, and his men brought him a glass of wine. Shania brazenly asked for a glass herself and sat next to him. The underlings didn’t know what to do and turned to their leader for guidance. Crocos motioned with his tail that he allowed it.


  Shania pointed to the two big men, a glass of wine in her other hand. “How about a bet?”


  “Can’t. I’m the boss,” Crocos said. “Make a bet with the boys.”


  “Care to lend me some money? I’ll pay you back with interest.”


  “You’ve got guts.”


  Crocos finally agreed, impressed by Shania’s audacity, and tossed her a gold coin.


  Shania quickly drained her glass and gathered the other demi-humans to place their bets inside, with Leonard assigned to hold it. The demi-humans chipped in with small amounts until a pile of gold coins filled the glass.


  Obviously, Shania was the only one who put her money on Zig.


  “Of course she’s treating this like it’s none of her business,” Zig said.


  “Let me just say I know how strong you are, human,” Bulge said, acknowledging Zig’s skill. “But I think going unarmed against me is a bad idea.”


  He showed off his fangs and claws. His appendages were as sharp as knives. An unarmed human wouldn’t have a chance against him.


  “Get your sword,” he suggested. He wanted Zig to grab his weapon from Shania. “It’s only fair since you don’t have fangs, claws, or fur for that matter.”


  Bulge wasn’t just talking big game. Considering the demi-human’s superior physique, there was bound to be a power gap.


  The impact reduction fur provided rivaled physical enhancement. Going barehanded against a demi-human was not a good idea. 


  “Just to be clear, if I beat you, I get my information, right?”


  Zig ignored his opponent’s suggestion and asked a question of his own, pointing at Crocos and Bulge.


  “Hah! He thinks he can win. I like that. Boss?”


  Bulge raised his voice and Crocos raised his glass, speaking aloud so everyone could hear.


  “Deal. I’ll put Familia’s name on it.”


  Crocos’s credibility would plummet if he broke his word after making such a public statement. Although deception and betrayal were staples of mafia negotiation, very few people wanted to stay loyal to someone who didn’t keep their word.


  It seemed like a contradiction, but there were promises you could and could not break. A duel fell in the former category.


  And if everything turned out to be a lie, Zig would deal with it when he got there.


  “That’s reassuring,” Zig joked. “Killing all of you would be hell on my bones.”


  Bulge wasn’t laughing. He dropped his center of gravity and focused on Zig’s hands.


  “I won’t take you lightly. You managed to catch that idiot fox who keeps eluding my claws. I know you’re at least above average.”


  And that was the end of that.


  Zig took an upright stance with his hands up to protect his head. In contrast, Bulge lowered both his posture and his arms.


  The tension was thick around the room.


  As everyone waited with bated breath, Crocos hit the floor with his tail.


  Whack, whack—WHAM!


  The two moved on the third hit.


  “Sha!”


  Bulge stepped forward, making the floor groan under his weight. His powerful legs produced a burst of energy far surpassing that of a human—the leap of a predator in the wild.


  The wolf demi-human shot like an arrow, quickly crossing the distance between him and Zig.


  Zig found his speed impressive, but he had seen something like it many times since arriving on this continent. His left hand flickered once he knew what was coming.


  With a slow windup that quickly gained speed, he thrust out his loosely balled fist. He slid his left leg and body to deliver a jab to Bulge’s face. The force of his shoulders, along with locking his arm and utilizing the joints of his body, would provide enough force to knock his opponent out.


  “So, you can deal with that, huh?!”


  However, his opponent was good. Bulge moved his head to the side without slowing down. Zig’s fist barely grazed his cheek, missing its target. Bulge’s fur absorbed the rest of the impact. That move was only possible for someone with excellent dynamic vision and had enough courage to not flinch in the face of getting hit; something only achievable through countless battles.


  “Too slow!”


  Bulge pushed through the precise jab with his reflexes and speed. His hands, which had been at his waist, moved, clawing at Zig in a cross pattern to rip into his sides. Bulge’s momentum and strength were enough to tear through Zig’s clothes and into his flesh.


  “Ugh!”


  Zig stepped into the attack, realizing that he wouldn’t be able to dodge it otherwise.


  Holding back Bulge’s arms, Zig headbutted the surprised wolf’s muzzle.


  “Hmph!”


  However, Bulge was only taken aback for a moment. He reacted to Zig’s headbutt with one of his own.


  “Raaah!”


  A dull sound like rock hitting rock rattled the room. The two combatants grinned as their foreheads pressed into each other. Blood was seeping from Zig’s forehead, but Bulge was unharmed thanks to his fur. However, the wolfman had taken most of the force.


  “Urgh!”


  The impact brought him back to reality.


  His arms were completely locked down, and he was shocked by the fact that his inhuman strength had been kept in check. This simple fact was enough to put a smile on his face.


  “Not bad, wolf!” Zig commented.


  “That’s my line! Graaah!”


  Bulge would lose if he hesitated now. Acknowledging the fearsome strength pinning down his arms, Bulge lunged with his fangs to bite.


  The predatory teeth of a wolf—the big man knew what Bulge was equipped with, and yet he rejected a handicap.


  “I can’t imitate that!”


  Zig pulled his head away but couldn’t completely avoid the attack since he still had to hold down Bulge’s arms.


  Bulge’s jaws closed in on Zig’s face. Before he could devour him, Bulge felt an impact from below.


  “Gaah!”


  His mouth was forced shut, rattling his brain. The force of the impact rivaled Zig’s earlier headbutt, forcing Bulge to step back. He shook his head to come to his senses and tried to figure out what just happened.


  “What was that?!”


  Both of his opponent’s hands had been occupied, and yet something had hit his chin hard enough to close his mouth.


  Bulge’s question was soon answered.


  Zig’s left leg was pointed straight at the ceiling. That was the only answer he provided from their position.


  He kicked me when we were that close?! This guy’s way too flexible for his size!


  Extraordinary flexibility, combined with a powerful core, allowed Zig to make the kick at extremely close quarters. Bulge lost count of all the times he had been shocked today.


  “Hunh!”


  Zig took advantage of Bulge’s stunned silence by bringing his heel down like a guillotine.


  “Whoa!”


  A chill ran down Bulge’s spine as Zig’s foot grazed the tip of his nose. Zig transitioned from the axe kick into a step, dashing forward.


  He feinted a left jab into a right straight.


  “Urgh!”


  Bulge correctly read the move and blocked it. His fearsome claws dug into Zig’s right fist. Before the claws could tear off his hand, he took another step, bent his captured right arm, and hit Bulge with his elbow.


  Zig lowered his right fist, knowing that he was going to sacrifice the skin on the back of his hand. Fighting through the sharp pain, he continued to rush in. 


  Bulge groaned in pain. “Gaaaah!”


  Obviously, humans didn’t have an advantage against the claws of a demi-human.


  Even Zig’s strength wasn’t enough to knock Bulge out with one strike. He might have if he had the opportunity to put his entire weight into it, but that kind of attack was too telegraphed to land. On the other hand, a direct hit from the wolf’s claws would leave a human in tatters.


  The fact that Zig could successfully pull off his attack was out of the ordinary for the onlookers.


  “Haah!”


  Zig ducked under the sharp claws and struck with a gazelle punch.


  The fist landed squarely into Bulge’s torso, powered by Zig’s legs from his crouched position. The impact penetrated his fur, producing a sharp crack that lifted Bulge off the floor.


  “Guh… Impossible!”


  Bulge swung his claws in retaliation, but Zig deflected his wrist before he could build momentum. Bulge shifted into using a spear hand strike, but Zig successfully protected his head with his shoulders. Although Bulge’s claws took off a bit of flesh, Zig was nowhere near down for the count.


  Zig exploited the opening in Bulge’s defense to land another body blow.


  “Geeh!”


  The side hook knocked the air out of Bulge’s lungs. He lowered his guard to protect his abdomen, but left his snout open for an arrow-like jab.


  “Don’t get cocky!”


  Bulge wasn’t about to take getting beat up lying down. He stomped his feet, using his fast claws as a distraction. Taking the hit to his face without flinching, he drove his knee into Zig’s belly.


  “My turn!” Bulge roared, twisting his body into a spin kick that cut across Zig’s torso.


  Using his tail to balance himself, the full weight of the attack was as menacing as it was stable. His claws would rip through Zig’s flesh even without a direct hit.


  Zig’s defense was broken. Deciding that cutting it close with evasion would be too dangerous, he leaned his upper body away for a clean dodge.


  That had been the plan, at least.


  “Huh?!”


  His legs felt strange.


  He looked down and found that Bulge had stopped his kick midway. He was leaning back as well, his foot holding onto Zig’s thigh. It was a stance the wolfman could maintain thanks to his thick claws and long toes.


  The attack didn’t hurt him, not yet anyway. The claws digging into Zig were only making holes in his clothes.


  However…


  “Let’s see if you can take this!”


  Bulge gave him a toothy grin as his gray body filled Zig’s vision.


  Using Zig’s thigh as a platform, Bulge delivered a jump kick.


  “Huh?!”


  Pulling back was useless once Zig’s body became a platform.


  He put up his arms to defend himself, but they were quickly knocked away by the knee coming right at his face.


  The demi-humans cheered at seeing the tides of battle change.


  Zig’s giant frame shook upon the knee’s impact. His head was thrown back, spilling as much blood as his opponent had shed.


  “It’s over.”


  While Bulge was still in the air, he watched with the eyes of a hunter, waiting for his large prey to inevitably hit the ground.


  All he had to do now was stomp his foot to crush Zig’s head.


  The wolf’s well-trained legs had ended the fight. However, it wasn’t truly over until one of them stopped breathing.


  With great respect for his powerful opponent, he dropped his foot on Zig’s face.


  The gallery roared with applause—Crocos had gotten out of his seat while Leonard watched on in shock.


  And Shania… She only let out a bewitching laugh.


  “That’s the second time today.”


  “Huh?!”


  The human didn’t go down. Instead, he braced himself, steadying his rocking body with his legs.


  Bulge saw it—Zig’s forehead had been cracked open from being kneed, blood covering his face like a mask.


  Through the pooling blood, those gray eyes peered back, having lost none of their fight.


  He caught Bulge’s ankle, staving off what was supposed to be the finishing blow. Still midair, his leg had nowhere to go.


  Zig’s strong arm squeezed tight.


  “Here we go,” he said.


  A crushing sound came out of Bulge’s ankle. His animal senses were sounding alarm bells, but it was too late.


  In the next beat, his floating body fell to the floor. His body had arced through the air. It felt as if the impact shook the entire mansion.


  “Gaah!”


  Bulge put his hands behind his head to protect himself, feeling them going numb.


  As his vision wavered, the only thing he could register was the pain of his arms breaking. The impact blew all the air out of his lungs. His body bounced off the floor from the excess force.


  Bulge’s body was sprawled out in a spread-eagled position. He could no longer move his arms since they were broken. He was completely defenseless.


  “Uhh…”


  His vision blurred. Despite that, he kept his eyes on his opponent, screaming at himself to stay conscious.


  Zig put his hands together and lifted them above his head like a hammer.


  He looked like the grim reaper wielding his scythe. Fearsome. Magnificent.


  Bulge burned the image of the man who defeated him into his mind, resigning himself to receive the final blow.


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, in an office located on the second floor of the guild…


  It was a spacious room, though quite cramped if you asked its owner’s opinion. Within, the vice president of the guild sighed.


  “Phew.”


  Kirk Wright, a bespectacled man who was quite meticulous, was currently occupied with a never-ending wave of problems.


  “Good grief. It’s one thing after another.”


  He couldn’t help but complain out loud. Although he knew it wouldn’t resolve the situation, he had to vent his grievances.


  Anomalous monstrosity activities and the accompanying adventurer casualties were at an all-time high. There was an inherent danger in the adventuring business, but this was far above average.


  Monstrosities couldn’t always be expected to follow their usual behaviors. If there were deviations, there were reasons for that: a drop in food supply, an increase in predators, the loss of habitat, and so on. There was always an explanation for the strange behavior.


  Now there was a whole commotion with the mafia just as they were about to look into the anomalies. Kirk couldn’t leave it alone, of course, so irregular monstrosity behavior would have to wait. Naturally, he listed them as a request for adventurers to investigate.


  “I can’t lose my cool now. I still have time to think and make my decisions. But first…”


  Breaks were essential no matter how busy it got. Optimal rest was vital for work efficiency.


  Kirk poured himself some hot tea to calm himself down. Its unique, spicy aroma warmed him to the core.


  “Oh? Not bad…not bad at all.”


  Kirk took another sip of the unique tea and nodded with satisfaction. He didn’t hold back opinions on tea, so it was high praise coming from him. He had received the tea leaves just the other day. After testing it for poison and making sure that it was clean, he was finally able to enjoy it.


  He probably didn’t need to run the tests considering who sent it, but for a man of Kirk’s standing, it never hurt to be careful.


  “That mercenary’s got finer taste than he lets on,” Kirk smiled sardonically, draining his tea and pouring himself another cup.


  For whatever reason, Zig was the one who sent him the tea leaves. Attached to it was a note, which said, “Found some rare tea.” Kirk thought the frankness of his message was just like him.


  The drink of choice in Halian, aside from alcohol, was fruit juice. People here just didn’t care for tea. The selection was meager and what little tea was in stock didn’t taste great. The teas Kirk enjoyed were mostly imports from other towns.


  The guild’s staff also preferred alcohol to tea, so there wasn’t much point in serving it to them. One of them actually said, “Oh, it’s good. I just think it can do with a little bit of sweetness,” before pouring a whole dollop of honey into her cup. Kirk’s heart couldn’t bear seeing that again.


  He had given up looking for a kindred spirit after that incident, but it seemed as if one had come to him.


  “I’d love to get some other tea but the Jinsu-Yah…”


  Kirk frowned as he looked at the shop written on the note. It was in an area a guild official couldn’t visit. As a neutral party, they had to be careful about the stores they patronized.


  Another sip. As he thought about what would pair well with the tea, his eyebrows furrowed as a question came into his mind.


  “Hang on… Why would that man be able to easily buy things in Jinsu-Yah territory?”


  How did Zig get a hold of the tea? The area was mostly populated by immigrants and undesirables who had a hard time accepting outsiders. He shouldn’t have been able to leisurely browse their wares. Even that mercenary wouldn’t be able to handle so many skilled warriors of the Jinsu-Yah by himself.


  “Now that I think about it, I heard that Isana Gayhone was seen talking to him… So, he’s gained the attention of that combat junkie as well?”


  It was highly likely that the two had crossed blades at least once. Considering their personalities, Isana definitely started the fight. Though, both of them were still alive, so the situation was probably resolved peacefully. Kirk really didn’t want paperwork in his hands.


  “What’s this?”


  Suddenly, he felt the air in the room drop a few degrees.


  It was just an illusion of cold. The cup was still hot and unaffected by the sudden change in temperature. Regardless, his fingertips trembled and goosebumps broke out on his nape.


  The cold persisted, and Kirk was beginning to worry. He couldn’t find its source.


  “What’s going on here?”


  He heard the shiver in his voice as he scanned the office, looking for an answer. He looked at the door, to the corners of the room, and even checked under his desk in stupid desperation.


  “Hm!”


  He raised his gaze, expecting a two-meter giant of a man to suddenly appear. But though he was prepared for the surprise, the room was empty.


  “I guess I’m just imagining things.”


  Kirk breathed out a sigh. His inexplicable goosebumps were still present, and for some reason, he turned his head to look outside.


  “Uh—”


  The head of a woman, as frightening as she was beautiful, was outside the window.


  “Wha…?” he choked. 


  It felt like his neck was being strangled. Fear overwhelmed him, and he couldn’t breathe, let alone speak.


  Terror. He finally understood that he hadn’t been feeling cold but afraid. Office work dulled his sixth sense so much that he couldn’t tell it was blaring alarms at him.


  The disembodied head smiled when Kirk finally took notice of her and opened her mouth. The room was soundproofed so he had to read her lips.


  “O-pen-up.”
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  “Do you people get a kick out of scaring the living daylights out of your host?!” Kirk complained, massaging his brow.


  Siasha hopped off the floating earthen shield she had been using as a platform and entered the room.


  “The door was already closed downstairs. And you didn’t hear me no matter how many times I called for you, Kirk.”


  “I wasn’t expecting someone to knock on the window of the second floor…but fine. How did it go?” Kirk asked. “I don’t see Zig with you.”


  He looked outside the window but saw no signs of the big man. Siasha kept her back turned to him, hiding her emotions with a monotone voice.


  “Zig has been transported to Striggo.”


  “Impossible. The mafia knows transportation magic?”


  “I don’t know how they did it and I don’t care. More importantly, Kirk…”


  Siasha turned toward him. Kirk froze when her eyes locked on to his. The earlier fear remained.


  “Make arrangements for me to go to Striggo,” she said, the finality in her tone making no room for negotiation.


  Although she sounded like she was making a request, her gaze made it clear that it was an order.


  “And what will you do when you get there? I understand that you’re worried, but Zig can handle himself.”


  “You seem to be misunderstanding something,” Siasha scoffed, caressing her cheek.


  Dried blood fell onto the floor, revealing unblemished white skin. 


  “It is not a matter of what I will do when I get there. Zig is there. So, I am going there.”


  What she said didn’t make any sense, and yet she stated the words boldly. She wasn’t lying or trying to trick Kirk. These were her genuine feelings.


  “I don’t understand,” Kirk said.


  “What a coincidence,” Siasha said with a strange smile. “Neither do I.”


  Kirk couldn’t help but feel sorry when he saw a tinge of lunacy in her expression.


  What did he do to get such a dangerous woman to follow him around?


  However, the man to whom the question was directed to was not present.


  But so what?


  He steadied his trembling and faced Siasha with determination. He would resist those eyes laced with insanity with everything he had.


  “You volunteered yourself to take part in this investigation,” he said. “Could you at least start by giving me a report of what happened?”


  “Hrmp,” Siasha scoffed.


  “Can you ride a horse, Siasha? Walking to Striggo takes a long time.”


  “Hrrrmp.”


  “I wonder how Zig would feel if he found out his partner didn’t take her job seriously.”


  “Urgh!”


  Kirk wasn’t so weak that he would allow fear to overwhelm him every time he faced her. He would respond to her madness with logic and reason.


  Siasha was to take accountability for her words, face the reality of how far Striggo was, and consider what Zig would think of her actions. 


  At the end of it all, she fell silent. When she finally came back to sanity, the fear dissipated.


  “I will prepare transportation and supplies for you to get to Striggo. So, you need to tell me what happened out there.”


  “Oh, all right.”


  Siasha sat at Kirk’s desk, none too pleased, and started filling him in on the details of that night and of the survivor.


   


  ***


   


  He wiped the blood from his cracked forehead and flicked his hand to the floor. The guest room was so deathly quiet that the splat of the blood rang throughout the space.


  The demi-human was lying in the middle of the room, the flooring around him cracked.


  After being slammed into the floor twice, Bulge was motionless. His stomach was caved in where Zig had hammered him with his fists. One didn’t even want to imagine the state his organs were in.


  The other demi-humans watched intensely and swallowed thickly, wondering if he was dead.


  Zig approached him and gently laid a foot on his chest.


  “Hurg! Koff, koff…”


  Bulge violently started coughing as the air trapped in his caved-in belly escaped. However, he was still unconscious. His comrades breathed a sigh of relief at the sight that he was still alive.


  Now, their eyes turned to the wounded beast glaring at them through the curtain of blood.


  For demi-humans, humans were supposed to be prey they could easily hunt.


  However, they had been sorely mistaken. What stood before them was not a powerless human without fangs or claws, but a dangerous predator who posed a real threat.


  He was a dangerous bear that would take an entire pack to bring down, not defenseless prey.


  Their realization came too late.


  However, Zig didn’t care about the room’s reaction.


  He turned to Crocos after making sure that none of Bulge’s friends were about to jump him for beating up their man. He folded his arms, ignoring the wound in his forehead, and tapped his fingers impatiently.


  “You don’t offer your guests a seat in this house?”


  Crocos’s tongue slithered out of his half-open mouth. He let out a low growl and motioned to his men with his head.


  “You heard the man. A seat for our guests. And take Bulge away. Be careful with him.”


  Crocos had called Zig his guest. That was all that was necessary.


  The demi-humans immediately put aside their hostilities. The underlings obeyed and carried a sofa for him to sit on. Shania, who had been sitting next to Crocos, winked at him and returned the two gold coins loaned to her—with interest—before sitting down next to Zig.


  “Good work, Mr. Zig,” she said. “Here is your fight money.”


  She divided the mountain of gold coins into three hills and gave one of them to Zig. Although she was smart enough to place the bet, he was the one who earned her the money. He had no reason to refuse.


  “Someone else bet on me?” Zig asked, surprised.


  “Yes. A fox who knew where to place his bets but had no faith in his comrade.”


  Shania grinned as she tossed a glance at Leonard. All the other eyes in the room followed suit as Leonard frantically tried to hide behind Zig.


  “Well… There’s no holding back during a bet. There’s no room for emotional attachments, see?” Leonard defended himself, using Zig to shield himself from the accusatory glances of his friends. “That would be disrespectful for the parties involved. ‘Don’t make bets if you’re gonna fool around. Don’t fool around if you’re making a bet.’ That’s my motto.”


  “You sound a touch more convincing while hiding behind Mr. Zig’s back,” Shania said. “But should you really be standing there?”


  Leonard winced, but pushed his earnings toward Zig without saying a word. Zig’s eyebrows furrowed as he looked at Leonard, the two hills of gold coins before him.


  “What’s this about?” Zig asked.


  “I’m really sorry about what happened earlier! Just please, don’t skin me for my fur!”


  Leonard bowed while offering him a handkerchief from his pocket.


  Zig had a feeling Leonard’s fur was what this was about. It was clear that his fur was very important to him—he could tell by how well-groomed it was despite living in a city like Striggo.


  “I’ll let you off this once,” Zig sighed as he reached for the handkerchief. 


  Shame about the fox leather, but cash took priority right now. He noticed he had bled more than he thought after wiping his face. The handkerchief was dyed red. After mopping up most of the blood, he wrapped the handkerchief around his wound like a headband.


  Meanwhile, Bulge had been carried off and Crocos returned to his original position, resting his chin on steepled hands. Instead of leaning away, he leaned toward Zig, his body language demonstrating his drastic change in attitude.


  “Double,” Crocos said. “Will you work for us?”


  Zig saw from Bulge’s strength that he was exceptional among the demi-humans. He shook his head and pointed to Shania to show that he was refusing the sudden employment opportunity.


  “I have prior obligations,” Zig said. “Also, I thought this organization was demi-human only.”


  “There are humans around, just a few. This town doesn’t care much about race, but dealing with our own kind is still easier.”


  The earlier “hairless ape” slur was not really used to show inferiority, but more as a straight insult.


  “But all right,” Crocos continued. “What do you want to know? I’ll answer as best I can.”


  Crocos was in the mood to talk, so now Zig could finally get to business. It took a lot of trouble, but he was making a lot of progress. Taking shortcuts naturally carried risks, and this was true in any avenue.


  “Let’s start with why I’m here in the first place.”


  Zig explained the chain of events that led him to Striggo, starting with the monstrosity incident in Halian. He took on the job from a certain client and was eventually transported to Striggo when he walked into a trap set by the enemy. While trying to figure out a way to return to Halian, he was collecting information on the Kararak, who he thought was behind all this.


  Crocos listened quietly until Zig finished speaking.


  “So, you want to know why Kararak has their eyes on Halian?” he asked.


  “That’s part of it,” Zig said. “I also want information on their scale, base of operations, and persons of interest.”


  Crocos narrowed his red eyes. “Are you going to attack them?”


  It would be to his and Familia’s advantage if the most powerful organization in Striggo got their comeuppance. His tail rose in anticipation, betraying his intent.


  “That’s up to my client. I’m just here to investigate.”


  Zig’s answer was frank despite the Familia members’ expectations.


  “Investigate…” Shania said suggestively as she knelt next to the sofa and reached out to touch Zig’s forehead. “I’ve never heard of such a violent investigation.”


  “It doesn’t matter as long as I get my information.”


  “I suppose.”


  Zig looked away, recognizing how reckless he had been. Shania chuckled and drew a circle around the bump on his forehead to assess the damage before casting a healing spell.


  Warmth enveloped him as the pain gradually faded.


  “Thanks,” he said.


  “Not at all,” Shania replied.


  He took a deep breath at the comfort she provided, and Shania smiled to herself when she noticed the action.


  He was acting tough in front of the mafia, but Bulge’s attack had done a number on him. Little wonder considering it was a flying knee from a demi-human. He could still stand, but the injury affected him enough that he would have to be armed to fend off the other demi-humans if they came for him.


  The average human would have broken ribs, and said broken ribs would fatally puncture his lungs. However, Zig was durable enough to withstand it. Although he had been cautious of Bulge’s claws and fangs, each tough as a robust knife, he still walked away from the fight with broken bones. Humans could only equal demi-humans on the battlefield thanks to their mastery over magic and tools.


  He would definitely welcome the chance of using a weapon next time he fought.


  “The most dangerous thing about the Kararak are their adventurers,” Crocos said hatefully. 


  Zig didn’t see that coming.


  “Adventurers? Why would they align themselves with the mafia?”


  Adventurers were powerful. They fought monstrosities far stronger than regular people on a daily basis and used their body parts to create equipment that surpassed those made with ordinary metals.


  Exceptional specimens like Bulge aside, the average gang member didn’t have a chance against an adventurer. Even Bulge wouldn’t be able to take on a well-equipped second or fourth-class party. A robust knife couldn’t penetrate through an adventurer’s armor while their weapons could cut through fur like butter. 


  With adventurers in their pocket, Zig understood how the Kararak gained so much power.


  “Don’t know,” Crocos said. “Could be blackmail, could be debt… The details are unclear.”


  “Right…”


  The situation was becoming worse by the second.


  Zig pressed his hand against his forehead, but it wasn’t because his injuries were hurting. In doing so, he inadvertently pressed Shania’s healing hand into his forehead too.


  “You guys got spare weapons?” Zig asked Crocos. 


  After collecting what information he could, he turned his attention to his empty back. The mafia dealt in alcohol, drugs, and gambling, among other things. One of those other things being weapons.


  Although he didn’t look much into it, the craftsmanship of Striggo’s blacksmiths was subpar. The mafia more likely had higher quality equipment than they did.


  “We do,” Crocos answered immediately.


  “Anything adventurer grade?” Zig asked.


  Crocos narrowed his eyes, his tongue flicking in and out of his mouth. “A few. Don’t expect it to be up to your standards, though.”


  As he expected, the mafia had weapons crafted from monstrosity materials.


  He wondered why they didn’t use those weapons against Kararak’s adventurers, but realized they probably couldn’t afford weapons that cost a million orth (at the least). A single adventurer-grade weapon could get them anything from ten to twenty metal swords. There was a limit to what a single weapon could do, and they didn’t have an infinite supply of money. Better to keep the coin at hand than spend it to strengthen their forces. Though of course, VIPs enjoyed the benefits of having advanced armaments.


  “That’s fine,” Zig said. “Better than being unarmed.” 


  Crocos’s tail slithered and pointed to the two hills of gold coins. Zig shook his head and pointed to only one of them. But in exchange, he took off the enchanted bangle and slowly handed it to Crocos.


  Crocos took it with his tail like he was playing a ring toss game and inspected the seal on the inside.


  “What’s it enchanted with?”


  “Stone spear… Big and powerful enough to blow me away,” Zig said jokingly.


  “Oh.”


  Crocos’ mouth twisted into an interested grin. The way he purred as he looked at Zig up and down indicated that he was satisfied with the deal.


  He looked at the bangle for a few more minutes before finally flinging it to one of his men.


  “Leonard,” he said.


  “Yes, Boss?”


  The demi-human rushed to Crocos’s side as soon as he heard his name. Crocos didn’t look at him and only gave him the pile of gold coins using his tail while he issued orders.


  “Show our customer the inventory. He can have anything up to third-class. Also, I won’t hold you responsible for your mistakes today,” Crocos said, implying that Leonard never stood a chance against the giant mercenary.


  “Thank you, Boss.”


  Leonard bowed in gratitude. He lifted his head, motioned to Zig with his chin to follow him, and exited through the door in the back. Zig and Shania stood and followed him.


  “Nice doing business with you,” Zig said.


  “Wait.”


  Crocos’s voice stopped him just as he was about to leave the room. His red eyes wandered in a half-daze before finally narrowing into slits.


  “Where did you hear our name?”


  Zig remained silent.


  “Scalefolk. Humans don’t know about the demi-humans’ true names, let alone ours. They don’t even bother to know. How did you come about that information?”


  “What will you do if I told you?” Zig asked, trying to divert the question. 


  Crocos didn’t seem angry. He only sighed. As he did, he looked like Zig’s scalefolk friend instead of the head of a mafia.


  His blackened scales weren’t badges of honor earned in past conflicts but were simply that: scars, wounds, and pain.


  “Well, what indeed?”


  An answer that wasn’t an answer. And yet, Zig felt that Crocos was earnest.


  Zig quietly passed him and stopped before the door. “I heard it from a friend of mine,” he said.


  “A friend?”


  Crocos turned toward Zig when he heard his answer. However, Zig kept his back to him, his hand on the doorknob.


  “A scalefolk friend,” he continued.


   


  Leonard led them through the mansion. Zig studied the mansion’s layout and committed it to memory (purely out of habit) until Leonard asked him to stop doing it. He focused on Leonard’s swaying tail, smiling to himself as he thought of how Siasha had been so excited over the other wolfman’s tail that she couldn’t help but grab it. She would have loved to play with Leonard’s tail. If she were here, she probably would have asked him to cut his tail off for her as an apology.


  “Hm?”


  Leonard shivered, his animal instincts warning him of an unseen danger.


  Descending some stairs at the edge of the mansion, he led them into what looked like a warehouse.


  The place was large despite being built underground, probably because it was built with magic and looked more advanced than anything Zig had seen.


  “It’s not as cold as I thought,” he commented. In fact, it was warmer down here than it was outside.


  Inside, there were many rooms and shelves housing a large number of bottles.


  “This is also our wine cave, after all,” Leonard said.


  “Can’t you just regulate the temperatures using magic?”


  “Maintaining it costs too much money. Keeping the place at a certain temperature is a lot more trouble than you think. Digging a hole is cheaper and easier.”


  “I see.”


  They continued to converse as they walked deeper into the warehouse. Leonard unlocked a sturdy padlock made of special materials and went through a door.


  Weapons lined the room. They weren’t put on display for potential customers, but it was clear that they were made from monstrosity materials.


  “Wow, this is quite the selection you’ve got,” Shania whistled.


  “Third-class is over there. And don’t touch the goods inside the wooden crate,” Leonard pleaded. “They’ll really skin me if you do.” 


  Zig started taking inventory. Despite being third-class, the weapons here weren’t bad at all. Zig supposed that third-class referred to the price range.


  “Most of these are light,” Zig muttered to himself as he tested the light to middle weight equipment. 


  There were spears, but they were on the shorter and thinner side designed to be used with one hand.


  Noticing Zig’s lack of interest, Leonard nodded and started looking around the warehouse.


  “Speaking as dealers, jacking up the prices of smaller weapons is more profitable… Not much demand for the kind of big weapons that you like.”


  “Personally, I think they’re big enough,” Shania chimed. “You can always use magic to make up for the loss of range.”


  Zig wouldn’t have these problems if he could actually use Shania’s advice.


  “What about the stuff over there?”


  He pointed to another stack of weapons to change the subject. Weapons were stuffed into a wooden crate as if they were cleaning equipment. However, they were big enough to catch Zig’s attention.


  “Oh, that’s fourth-class. They’re about two hundred to three hundred thousand each. Cheap stuff.”


  “Third-class is a million, minimum, by the way,” Leonard added, referring to the weapon shelf Zig had checked out earlier.


  “That seems way too cheap,” Zig said. “You could make a decent profit if you have this many of them.” 


  “They’re all used. They’ll only go for 30 percent of their original price on the market, and they don’t come with magic seals. And they’re all heavy enough to be annoying, which is why they’re just sitting here in storage.”


  These weapons needed to be sturdy since they were made for adventurers but were made heavier to keep prices down. Although secondhand, a lot of them were still in decent condition since they were barely used after being bought. All they needed was some sharpening. In fact, they were of higher quality than the iron twinblade Zig had when he first landed on the continent.


  “What’s this made of?” Zig asked.


  “Who knows?” Leonard said. “Customers only start caring about materials at third-class—wait, you seriously wanna get one of these things?”


  Zig ignored Leonard and continued inspecting the weapons in the crate, taking out several of them at a time. He was looking at two claymores and a halberd with a black tip.


  “Ah, obsidian steel,” Shania commented.


  “You know about it?” Zig asked.


  She seemed to know something about the material the weapons were made of. Zig heard that minerals named after colors were special, so he was expecting good things.


  “A little. Hard but heavy is its sole defining feature,” Shania said. “Unfit for armor due to its poor mana conductivity, it’s troublesome material to work with. Using it only as a spear tip is a nice touch, considering how cheap and sturdy it is…but other materials are more desirable, considering the processing costs. That’s also probably the reason why obsidian steel weapons are all so large.”


  “Might as well hit them with a pickling stone,” Shania added.


  The material wasn’t as good as Zig expected. Cheap things had a reason for being cheap. But it was enough for him. Although the weapons were considered subpar for a lot of people, they suited Zig well enough: hard, heavy, and huge. They were perfect, as far as he was concerned.


  “But which one…” he mused.


  “Definitely not the halberd. I don’t know what it cut, but the tip is corroded.”


  As Shania pointed out, the tip of the halberd was blackened and brittle, almost like it had been doused with acid.


  That meant one of the claymores. Although Zig preferred the halberd, he didn’t want one that could break at any given moment.


  “Uhh… Are you sure?” Leonard said as Zig held both claymores in his hands. “You can have them both, if you want.”


  “Are you sure?” Zig answered.


  “The boss will have my head if he thinks I gave you the cheap stuff. So, you can have both of those. And probably a piece of armor from that pile,” Leonard said, pointing to a wooden crate filled with armor. 


  Zig remained unconvinced since Leonard used the word “probably,” but perhaps it really was fine. He would just hold the fox responsible if anything went wrong.


  “If you insist.”


  Equipment was a vital tool to which you entrusted your life. Zig would pick the best one available to him.


  And so, he began to dig through the wooden crate of armor.


   


  The sun had begun to set by the time Zig finished his dive.


  He looked satisfied, while Shania and Leonard seemed absolutely exhausted. The three of them ascended the stairs out of the underground storage.


  “I know girls spend a lot of time shopping, but doing it with a guy… It’s a bit gross.”


  Leonard’s tongue was lolling out, fatigued after he was forced into Zig’s service. He would have loved to help if it had been a woman, but helping a big muscle man change in and out of clothes was not something he enjoyed. Fortunately, he finished the job relatively unscathed.


  “You’re quite picky, Mr. Zig.”


  Shania’s signature, easygoing smile seemed strained for once, while Zig continued walking with a pep in his step. It was unclear whether he heard what they said at all.


  He didn’t mind using whatever he had on hand in times of emergency, but he would take the best equipment available if the opportunity presented itself. Zig had been through enough trouble that equipment selection was vital for survival.


  “You’re still here?”


  They came across Crocos, accompanied by his men, as they were returning to the mansion. He looked half surprised, half exasperated when he saw Zig. Some time had passed since their conversation, so he had been expecting the big man to have left by now.


  “Thanks for letting me go shopping. Appreciate it.”


  “That was the deal,” Crocos said mildly, tilting his head to look at the obsidian steel greatsword on Zig’s back. “Still…that’s quite the loadout you’ve got there.”


  He usually thought his buyer had made a bad choice, but considering it was the big man, Crocos was sure there was a method to his madness.


  “I had to get several pieces of armor to make up for the difference… Hope that’s okay.”


  Zig didn’t just walk out of the storage room with a weapon. He picked up vambraces made of monstrosity bone to replace his broken gauntlets as well. He also got a sword belt for his greatsword and a backup knife, along with other small items. This was despite Leonard explicitly telling him he couldn’t.


  “Hunh? Well… Sure, I guess. They’re all worth nothing anyway.”


  Crocos saw that Zig had also treated himself to a new cloak, but that was nothing compared to a third-class magic item. He nodded to himself after doing the math in his head. Meanwhile, Leonard breathed a sigh of relief. He did his best to ensure that Zig remained within his budget but had no way of being sure.


  “What will you do now? If it’s the Kararak you’re after, I can tell you where they are. For the price of more information, of course.”


  “I think I’ll just lay low.”


  It was clear now that Kararak had been harassing the guild in Halian, so Kirk’s job was more or less done. It was up to the guild to decide what would be done about the situation, so Zig had no reason to look into Kararak further.


  However, getting out of Striggo would take a little bit more time. He might as well tour the city while working on Shania’s job. There was bound to be something only Striggo could offer. He didn’t have any leads, but it wouldn’t hurt to start looking and making connections.


  “Sightseeing?” Crocos said sarcastically, a low rumble with his throat.


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Zig replied.


  Crocos then turned his attention to Shania. To be precise, he was looking at her clothes.


  “Yes?” she asked.


  “You really don’t know what you’re wearing, huh?”


  Shania tilted her head, not understanding Crocos’ question. Although the thrift store had told them that wearing a nun’s habit in Striggo was the equivalent of picking a fight, it seemed to go deeper than that.


  “I thought people just hated those who prayed to the gods,” Shania said.


  “Nope, you haven’t noticed. Hmph, I would’ve been nicer to you if you hadn’t been wearing that.”


  Crocos shook his head in exasperation as he pointed to the habit’s chest. There was a cross hanging over it… No, that wasn’t quite right.


  “A cross with a man on it?” 


  Upon closer inspection, Shania saw that there was a figure of a man engraved on the cross, who had his hands spread out and his head hanging. A crucifix.


  “That’s not their god but a symbol of the ancient humans they worship. That’s a Claritist habit you’re wearing.”


  “No wonder,” Zig said, holding his head in his hands.


  He couldn’t hold it against Familia for treating them the way they did. The Claritists were completely opposed to demi-humans, and it was little wonder that the organization was furious at their arrival.


  “Best to toss that crucifix out. It’ll be an ordinary habit without it.”


  “We’ll do that,” Zig nodded. “But what would a Claritist habit be doing in Striggo?”


  “I don’t know… But there are rumors of a Claritist branch being destroyed in another city.”


  “Really?” Zig said, casually turning his gaze away.


  “We looked into it, and all the branches were still operating, so I dismissed it as a rumor…but it seems there might be some truth to it after someone came into town dressed in one of those. Probably drifted here after a conflict elsewhere. Real pain in the ass.”


  “You can say that again.”


  Crocos looked puzzled; Zig sounded like he was personally affected by this. He dismissed it as religion being too much of a handful for someone in the business of violence.


  “In any case, you have to be careful out there. Even if you don’t care about investigating Kararak, they’ll come after you anyway. They’re ruthless against those who try to oppose them. As strong as you are, you can’t go up against an entire organization… It’s best you don’t stay here too long.”


  With those words of advice, Crocos turned around and left.


   


  ***


   


  “Come on, you said the Kararak were up to something in the west ward?” Crocos asked his subordinates, trying to get the low down of the situation.


  The west ward was actually Aggretia territory. Although it was weaker now, it wasn’t weak enough for them to completely ignore it. Kararak must have business in the west ward if they bothered to head there.


  “Yeah. According to our resources, they’re looking for someone… They seem real mad about it. Like they might go to any lengths to find their target.”


  “Did they sniff Zig out already?”


  Familia prided itself in its vast information network, built upon their enhanced physical senses, stealth, and connections. It was a product of having to fight humans who vastly outnumbered them. Although powerful, the human organizations were fractured by factions and infighting, slowing down the speed of their information gathering and its accuracy. Still, what they lacked in precision they more than made up for in numbers.


  Crocos’s subordinate shook his head and added, “The Kararak are looking for a woman. One accompanied by several human bodyguards.”


  “A woman? Sounds unrelated.”


  “So it seems. One of the Kararak officers was humiliated by this woman to the point that he was seeing red.”


  “The fool.”


  The poor woman didn’t know whom she had picked a fight with. She wasn’t leaving this town, that was for sure. She would either go mad after being turned into a sex slave or they would kill her once they got bored of her.


  “Tragic as it is for her, it’s the perfect opportunity for us to move in. Let’s get going.”


  “You got it.”


  As much as Crocos felt sorry for the victim, he wasn’t interested in the life of one human woman. All he cared about was she provided them with an opening to attack. That was all.


  “Have you located the adventurer?”


  “Yes… But it’s up to him to answer the call.”


  “That’ll do.”


  The adventurer was the biggest obstacle in taking down Kararak. He had, for whatever reason, sided with the organization and was taking down their enemies with deadly force.


  Negotiation and promises of better pay didn’t work. All he did was eliminate whoever Kararak wanted gone.


  “But that’s what makes it so strange.”


  There were people who weren’t moved by money. There were people, like Zig, who worked for money but to whom it wasn’t the final deciding factor.


  That wouldn’t be strange in itself, but an adventurer working for the mafia was different. Someone driven by moral obligation wouldn’t join Kararak, and if he was devoted to his work like Zig, he would stay away from the mafia and keep to adventuring.


  “Blackmail or a hostage.”


  Crocos assumed that the adventurer was being forced to work for Kararak due to unforeseen circumstances. He had no concrete evidence, but after collecting all the information he could, Crocos was sure of it.


  “There has to be a reason why an adventurer of that caliber would want to join the mafia. If we can get him on our side…”


  “We have a chance of winning!”


  Crocos nodded slowly to keep his subordinates’ excitement under control.


  He didn’t think there was a chance of the adventurer joining Familia, but at the very least they could try to separate him from Kararak. Familia could then join forces with Kararak’s enemies and take a crack at their stronghold.


  “Let’s hurry.”


  “Right!”


  They made their move to finally eliminate their enemies—for a stronger Familia, to protect the final bastion of their despairing brethren.


  “Do you remember that rumor about a Claritist church being attacked?” Crocos asked his information collector since the subject was still fresh in his mind after talking to Zig and Shania. 


  The red-scaled demi-human’s tongue slithered above his nose as he tried to remember.


  “Oh yeah, that rumor did make the rounds. It would be nice if it were true, but I couldn’t verify it even after digging around.”


  He sounded disappointed, like any Familia member would. In fact, the other subordinates also looked downcast.


  “Look into it again.”


  “Does it have something to do with that girl’s crucifix?” the subordinate said in a low tone. He had also caught a glimpse of Shania’s accessory.


  “It may just be coincidence. But if a Claritist ended up in Striggo, that limits the number of possible towns where they could have come from.”


  Shania’s habit was in good condition. It would have plenty of buyers as long as they disposed of the crucifix.


  “It’s unlikely that a habit in such good quality would trade hands until it found its way to Striggo. It probably got here through more direct methods. The closest Claritist branch would be…Halian.”


  The subordinate was smart enough to quickly come to that conclusion. He immediately paused. He gave Crocos a troubled and skeptical glance.


  If he were to be honest, Crocos had the exact same thoughts.


  “Impossible. He is posted there,” Crocos said slowly. 


  It was almost as if he was trying hard to keep his voice steady. His behavior was shameful as the organization’s leader, but none of his men faulted him for it.


   


  ***


   


  The sun was setting. In Halian, it was the time when people who had day jobs closed their shops and the city’s bars and restaurants started opening in turn. However, things were different in Striggo. People who had day jobs were among the fortunate few, and the streets were lined with mafia members who acted as territorial guardsmen. They stared down the stores, acting like they owned them.


  Striggo was once a bustling mining town. Even members of the mafia were originally descended from the rough miners who were leaders of their community.


  Although the mines were initially prosperous, there was a limit to their natural resources. Once the ore ran out, the town was done for. 


  But there were some who couldn’t forget about its past glory.


  Longing for the glory days, they desperately tried to improve the town through various industries. However, things got worse as they tried to turn to tourism. There were no attractions aside from their depleted mines, after all. It didn’t take long before they were neck deep in debt.


  Their population began to decline along with their mining resources, their new venture a complete failure. Making matters worse was the development of a new mine not so far away—in the Fuelle Mountains. It was a mining area rich in resources as long as one could deal with the monstrosity infestation. The problem was eventually solved with the deployment of adventurers.


  Although dangerous, people had to work to keep living. The leaky bucket that was Striggo began to bleed more of its inhabitants.


  No money, no people, no work. Faced with these three deadly problems, the rulers of Striggo made a deal with the devil.


  The development of a drug as powerful as it was addictive and dangerous. There was no going back from this desperate attempt to make quick cash.


  Rumors quickly spread of how one could get this illegal drug. People began moving to Striggo in droves. They were, inevitably, the less than scrupulous kind. Criminals and mobsters who could smell money in the air, drug addicts drawn by the allure of the drug, and similar others. Like white cloth tainted with ink, the air of the town began to change.


  Striggo’s rulers thought it was a necessary, though temporary, sacrifice—one they made to regain their lost glory. It was all going to be over soon.


  How wrong they were.


  Ignoring the irreversible damage done to their town, they announced the end of the drug’s production, only to have their heads wind up on the chopping block. Disputes over the town’s reparation funds broke out, with citizens splitting into factions.


  The old glory never returned. Striggo kept deteriorating into a lawless town. The heads that wound up on the chopping block were proudly displayed in the square, their faces dyed with regret.


  Striggo was now synonymous with drugs as the town descended into rot. The only thing that prevented its total collapse was the deep pockets it had built up over time. The weak died every day, almost like it was the custom, while drifters with nowhere else to go came in to replenish its ranks. These too would also eventually get devoured by the town.


  That was how discrimination came to an end in Striggo. A place where all races were treated equally.


   


  “What a dirty town.”


  Today, visitors came into what could justifiably be called a landfill.


  A woman who looked to be in her twenties with azure eyes and long black hair winced. Her looks could be said to be unmatched that one would expect her to look out of place in a town like Striggo, but strangely, she wasn’t.


  Norton followed behind her, ill at ease by how little of her stood out.


  “Striggo looks a lot worse since Halian is much cleaner, even compared to other towns,” Norton reminded her. “It is also much more dangerous here, so you need to be careful, Siasha.” 


  Siasha didn’t respond and only looked at their surroundings. She didn’t hear him because she was looking for someone.


  Norton shrugged and narrowed his eyes, the dangerous air around him keeping people away.


  People who were attracted to her looks and wanted to lay hands on her picked up on what a threat Norton was and walked away, disappointed that they couldn’t overpower him.


  And this was all within a few steps into the town. Her inhuman beauty seemed too alluring for this cesspool.


  “Good grief… We have to find him fast.”


  Norton glanced at his comrades, and the scout among them went off to gather information.


  From Halian to Striggo, the journey usually took ten days on foot but they had traversed it in half a day. How? By using the transportation stone in the Fuelle Mountains.


  Striggo was only a day away from the Fuelle Mountains and they arrived by horse in half a day.


  The transportation stone was as valuable as it was irreplaceable.


  That was why it was not usually used for the mere passage or resupplying. It was easy enough to see how people would start complaining if there were exceptions. That was why it was only used by adventurers to retrieve valuable resources.


  “Ordinarily, it is forbidden for adventurers to use the transportation stone for any reason other than work…but all you need to do is not get caught.”


  “I don’t know whether that man is soft or hardheaded…” Siasha said distastefully as she remembered Kirk’s words. She tilted her head.


  Balancing one’s private and public life, knowing when to push and pull… Siasha still hadn’t gotten the hang of that.


  As she mulled on the difficulties of adjusting to human society, she stepped on someone lying in the middle of the street but kept going.


  “Do you have any leads on where to find Zig?”


  Kirk had assigned the Sibasikul clan to Siasha as her guide since they had worked together before. He said they were competent and trustworthy, but her memory was fuzzy. She really couldn’t care less right now.


  “If it’s information we’re looking for, we have to go to a pub,” Siasha said.


  Norton nodded, acknowledging her reasonable line of thinking. “Yes. Always a good place to start.”


  The veteran adventurer had no objections.


  “Zig taught me that one.”


  See that? She boasted to Kirk inwardly. How dare he attach caretakers to her! That brat thought she was a ticking bomb only intent on causing trouble for him. But she was a time bomb that was willing to learn. Siasha learned everything she could from Zig the last time he went information gathering.


  Norton pointed. “What about that one?” 


  Siasha followed where his finger was pointing and spotted a decently sized, decently constructed pub. The respectable shops in Striggo were all mafia-owned, but she had no way of knowing that. All she knew was that the pub had a similar air to the ones where Zig would go gather information.


  “Let’s go,” she said.


  The stench of alcohol was so strong that she grimaced even before stepping in the place. The parlor doors swung open. All eyes immediately locked on them.


  A well-equipped man who looked like he had money and a ravishingly beautiful woman—the patrons immediately sized them up as they stepped inside. Both made for excellent prey, but it was a man’s nature to be immediately drawn to the woman. As dirty smiles graced the lips of the barflies, Norton stepped in front of Siasha.


  “Siasha… Maybe I should lead here?”


  Because they probably won’t take you seriously, he implied. However, Siasha puffed out her chest, missing his underlying words completely.


  “I’ll take this,” she said. “I’ve been taught how to deal with these situations.”


  “No, that’s not what I…”


  Norton wanted to tell her that she would only be looked at as a mere female instead of a serious negotiation partner, but she was already off. She ordered two glasses of ale from the bartender and looked around suspiciously. She eventually settled on two men who were smoking, dirty looks on their faces.


  They whistled when they noticed her approach. Their friends from the other tables joined in, surrounding her and blocking off any exit paths. Maybe Siasha noticed this or maybe she didn’t. Either way, she didn’t look bothered.


  “Excuse me. May I talk to you for a moment?”


  The two men were undressing Siasha’s body with their eyes, fantasizing the pleasures to come.


  “What is it, girlie? Come to pour us a drink?”


  “How about we skip that and get right to some fun? We can get high and get right to fuckin’!”


  They probably weren’t smoking normal cigarettes but some kind of drug. The veins between his eyebrows were bulging with excitement.


  Just as Norton was about to step in, it happened.


  “Huh?”


  The pitter patter of water. The man realized it was coming from over his head and turned his eyes away from Siasha’s hips to look up.


  Liquor. Was being poured. On his head. 


  And with a smile on her face.


  Unable to believe what he was seeing, it took a moment before his blood finally began to boil.


  “I am looking for an incredibly large mercenary with a mean face. Have you seen him?”


  The liquor bottle broke, its pieces scattering across the floor. The pasta flying through the air looked like a piece of art, swirling in a vortex, highlighted with blood-red accents.


  “Huh… How did that happen?”


  The brawl broke out when Siasha smashed the empty cups over the two men as they stood in rage. In the center of it all, she tilted her head in wonder.


  An earthen arm broke through the floor, batting away the man trying to flank her while another grabbed his leg and slammed him into the floor. A humanoid outline was carved into the pub’s flooring as the man lay motionless, not even being given a chance to scream.


  “What a direct way of collecting information!” Norton shouted, swatting at a man who was about to draw his weapon. “Who taught you that, I wonder?!”


  He now understood what Kirk meant when he said they would be Siasha’s caretakers.


  Siasha gazed curiously at the handle, which was all that was left of the cup. An earthen arm and shield knocked away the men who were coming at her, but she didn’t seem the least bit bothered.


  “Zig did. I thought breaking the cup over his head would be problematic, so I poured out its contents, instead. I thought that was the right choice considering most people want to drink the more they have liquor on them.”


  Which, of course, wasn’t the case.


  Trouble arose the last time Zig brought Siasha into a pub to collect information. He eventually did what he did after a while, but bashing someone over the head with their drink was not a good way to start a negotiation.


  However, Siasha’s utter lack of common sense saw that it was quite an effective tactic as Zig was able to get the information he needed in the end. And Zig never explained himself either, so as far as she was concerned, she was going by the book.


  “You fucking bitch! You’re never leaving this ci—aaah!”


  The man shrieked as an earthen arm grabbed his foot and lifted him up. He frantically cast fire magic in a desperate attempt to escape, but the difference in mana concentration was too great, and he only managed to burn the surface of the arm.


  “I suppose that’s all right… I won’t force you to talk. But I’m happy to listen if you want me to. Limited to the first three people that start talking.”


  She sounded like she was haggling in the town market. Get it while it’s hot, she implied.


  “You’re out of your mind! You’ll wind up in the gutter if you mess with us!”


  “But I already have.”


  “Gyaaaaa!”


  The earthen arm moved and started swinging the man around. Woosh, woosh, it went as the man spun in circles, knocking back the men around them. Even onlookers who were quite far away got caught up in the tornado.


  “Whoa!”


  Norton and the others quickly fell on the floor and covered their heads. The man’s screaming echoed over them.


  “Oh, I’m going to start spinning you now, so be careful.”


  The warning came too little too late, but the man couldn’t complain if he wanted to. As his body spun at dangerous speeds while beating down his comrades, he began to eject bodily fluids.


  “Looks like you’ve got this under control!” Norton shouted. “We’ll wait for you outside!”


  “Okay! I’ll try to make it quick.”


  The Sibasikul members crawled out of the pub to avoid Siasha’s human tornado. They were quite fast, leaving her impressed about their abilities as elite adventurers.


  The man being spun kept screaming at first but fell silent after knocking some of his comrades down. He seemed oddly limp, his arms spread out, but Siasha didn’t seem to notice.


  “Toh!” Siasha shouted somewhat calmly as she flung the man.


  He spun like a human frisbee and landed atop his retreating friends, knocking down all the grown men at once by the impact.


  “Shit! You won’t get away with this! Hey, you okay?! Huh?”


  One of them, who was relatively unscathed, shook his comrade, but the man was unresponsive. He smacked his back to wake him up, but his head continued to hang limply.


  “He’s dead?”


  The thrown man’s neck was broken. His tongue lolled out of his mouth like a dead dog, causing goosebumps to break all over his comrades’ bodies.


  Siasha didn’t mean to kill him, but mobsters weren’t as durable as adventurers. This was the natural result of her using the full extent of her powers on them.


  “Ugh… Broken already? That was far too fragile… People have such different tolerances that it’s difficult to control myself. This is so complicated.”


  The earthen arms moved nervously, reflecting Siasha’s mood.


  The mobsters finally came to their senses by the sight of their friend’s head hanging at a funny angle. All the drugs and alcohol they consumed that day seemed to clear up completely as torrents of cold sweat ran down their bodies.


  “Zig’s going to get mad at me… But I suppose this is something that happens every day here. I guess that makes it okay.”


  Siasha winced as she remembered that she wasn’t supposed to kill people needlessly, but then thought back to the dead body ­lying in the street. Kirk said that people getting killed in Striggo was the norm, and she breathed a sigh of relief when she realized she wouldn’t be charged with a crime.


  “Y-you… Do you have any idea what you’ve done?! The whole organization will come after you!”


  “But he broke on his own.”


  Siasha turned away, sulking at the accusation. She looked like a cute little girl who had been scolded for a mistake. And she could pass off as one too, as long as you didn’t see what the mistake was.


  Her gaze looked thoughtful for a while before she finally realized how she could make things right.


  “It’s okay. A friend of mine who is also a boss in his own right said I just have to make sure no one finds out. So don’t you worry.”


  The angry man was closing in on Siasha when a shock wave rocked his body.


  “Hunh?”


  It was hard to speak. He wiped his mouth and found sticky fluid on his sleeve.


  He couldn’t work out what it was, so he looked down, only to find a spike running through the floor and skewering his torso.


  “It’ll be our little secret,” Siasha whispered like a child who had just thought of a mischievous prank.


  The earthen spike retreated back into the ground with the man still on it. His face twisted in fear as he struggled desperately, clutching at the broken flooring, but more earthen arms came from beneath him, snapping his arms like a twig.


  With nothing else for his sanity and his body to hold on to, the man felt nothing but despair as the earth swallowed him. 


  “Aaaaaaah!”


  There was nothing quite as sickening as the desperate screams of a man who didn’t want to be buried alive. Cracks and snaps soon followed as the earth had its fill, muffling the man’s screams into silence.


   


  “Are you sure she can handle herself, Norton?”


  “Are you kidding me? I don’t wanna get caught up in that.”


  The members of Sibasikul had successfully escaped… Or rather, were patiently waiting for Siasha to finish gathering information.


  “I now understand why Kirk Wright assigned us as her guides and not protectors,” Norton said.


  “I feel that. But what now? Those guys are probably with Kararak…”


  “What indeed… I didn’t think she would just douse the guy’s head with liquor.”


  They knew full well that you should never judge a person by their appearance, but how many people who had seen Zig and Siasha figured out that she was more dangerous than him?


  “Anyway, it all depends on what information they have. They’re probably low-ranking members since they use drugs in public. Probably won’t know much. But they’ll definitely start talking after all that—”


  “Nooooo!”


  A scream coming from inside the pub interrupted the conversation. The Sibasikul men stood at the ready when the doors flew open and customers started rushing out.


  “Hey! Don’t just run away!”


  “No! Someone help!”


  An earthen arm shot out of the pub and dragged some of the men back in but did not catch all of them. The ones that got away fled with desperate looks on their faces and disappeared into the distance. Norton and the other adventurers guessed that they tapped into that vaunted firefighter strength. As far as they were concerned, the men were very fast.


  “What happened?”


  The Sibasikul members turned to look inside the pub. Siasha put away the retreating arm, awkwardly clapping her hands.


  “Oh no… Some of them managed to escape,” she mumbled to herself. “Ah, they’re going to blow my cover… I should bury them deep enough so they won’t be dug up.”


  Norton tried to peek into the pub to see what had happened, but she quickly blocked his view.


  “Everything is fine! Nothing to see in there!”


  “Huh? But I thought you were going to ask those men some questions…”


  “I already have! For the most part. So, I had them leave through the back door!”


  Highly unlikely considering they wouldn’t have had enough time to do so. Before she finished talking, she blocked the door off with an earthen wall.


  “Anyway, let’s get going!”


  What had transpired in the pub was painfully obvious. It didn’t take much for Norton and the others to imagine the pain the men went through. He felt a bit sorry for them, but they hadn’t exactly been living on the straight and narrow.


  “I suppose they finally got what was coming to them. So, what did you find out?”


  “A big man caused trouble in the stall district early in the morning,” Siasha said, clenching her fists. “That has to be Zig!”


  Norton thought that she was jumping to conclusions, but considering this was the man who taught her unconventional negotiation strategies, he had a hard time coming up with an argument to the contrary.


  Siasha started walking away, and Norton and the others followed suit.


  After witnessing the carnage that just happened, people didn’t try anything despite Siasha taking point. In fact, they cleared the way for her. Noticing this, she hummed happily to herself.


  “It’s nice when everyone is so considerate. I guess this is what they mean when they say you should never underestimate an adventurer.”


  Norton was silent.


  Absolutely not, he thought, but he kept that to himself.


   


  ***


   


  On a hill, deep within Striggo’s west ward…


  The area was completely different compared to the destitute city. Luxurious mansions sat atop well-maintained grounds, their gates guarded by mobsters. Those coming and going were richly dressed, showing off their wealth on their hands. They were probably VIPs, since they were surrounded by men on the lookout for danger.


  The place was a concentration of wealth; a place where the downtrodden were invited only to be devoured. It was the symbol of the law of Striggo: survival of the fittest.


  The largest of the mansions was the Kararak headquarters.


  “So, your buddies got killed and you ran away crying all the way home?”


  At the top floor was a room outfitted with luxurious furniture, with expensive liquor put on display. The extravagance was overwhelmingly indecent. Several portraits decorated the walls of the spacious room.


  Inside was a couch made of dragonskin. Durable but not comfortable. It was the perfect expression of the lust for luxury of its owner.


  “Y-you don’t understand, Boss! The woman we ran into… Th-that thing was a monster!”


  He looked at his subordinate, who was shaking and screaming.


  Wildight’s eyebrows furrowed. His minion wasn’t afraid of him but of the woman who had killed his friends. He had been terrified of someone else despite his sense of danger being altered by the drugs. Wildight found it curious, but he had more pressing matters to attend to.


  “A monster, huh?”


  “Y-yeah! She…she treated people like toys.”


  Wildight smirked as his subordinate continued shaking.


  “Hey now… How many people have we killed? We’re a gathering of shitheads who have no regard for human life. That’s how we made it all the way to the top.”


  He exhaled cigar smoke and looked at the portraits in the room. The men were all different, but they all had an air of evil in them.


  These…were not the former heads of Kararak.


  “We broke the fucking pig who used to sit in this chair like a toy too. Felt like it was yesterday… Remember how we ground him up and then put it in a lasagna, and then fed him to his daughter? That was enough to keep me going for the next six months.”


  These were the portraits of the previous owners of the mansion. Some mobster had started the tradition in the past and other mafia members followed it, thinking it was funny. It was like putting the heads of your enemies on spikes and displaying them. There were seven of them, the latest being a fat, middle-aged man.


  The memory of processing the piglike man alive was still fresh in Wildight’s mind.


  “By the way, what happened to the pig bastard’s daughter?”


  “She worked in one of our brothels, but she died the other day. We had her take care of some intense clients… She was always responsive to the end, which was why she had a lot of regulars.”


  Another of his men delivered the sad news with a faint smile on his face.


  Wildight nodded, satisfied, and turned his attention to his quivering subordinate.


  “So, there you have it… We treat people’s lives like they’re trash—shit, most of the people in this town do. And now you’re telling me your boys got killed like they were toys? Get outta here.”


  That wasn’t a particularly cruel jab. The daughter of the previous owner experienced a similar fate, her body and mind broken after being forced into prostitution. In fact, she had once enjoyed torturing homeless children. She lured them by the promise of food and then locked them up in the basement. One hell of a room that was.


  The hunter became the hunted, that’s all.


  Wildight got up, grabbed his subordinate by the collar, and pressed his cigar into his cheek with a growl.


  “Aiieeee!”


  The unpleasant smell of burning flesh filled the air. A sick smile crept onto Wildight’s face as he held down his screaming and struggling man.


  “Throwing people’s lives away like they’re trash or playing with them like they’re toys is all up to the strong! The strong are righteous! The weak guilty! That’s what Striggo’s all about!”


  Wildight let out a roar of triumph, tearing the cigar from melting skin and holding his subordinate up with both hands.


  “That’s why we always have to keep up our show of strength! Otherwise, people might get the wrong idea and start trying funny shit because they think we’re weak. Now… Do I really need to tell you how we’re going to prevent that?”


  The subordinate nodded frantically, his face turning blue. Wildight eased his grip and he began coughing. However, he knew he had to start talking or he would be next. Ignoring his burnt cheek, he opened his mouth.


  “Koff… A beautiful woman. Long hair. Properly dressed.”


  Wildight scoffed, indicating that the information wasn’t good enough.


  “How the hell do you expect us to do anything with that? Defining features, moron.”


  “She, uh… She used earth magic.”


  “Do you really expect us to go ask every girl in Striggo, ‘Excuse me, Miss, what magic do you use?’ Give me something that defines her at a glance.”


  A dry slap rang throughout the room. The pain of his burnt cheek being hit brought the man back to his senses, but his thoughts were still clouded by fear.


  “A-a greatsword!”


  “Greatsword?”


  “Yeah! That bitch was guarded by a man with a greatsword!”


  A beautiful, long-haired woman was not enough to go by, but a greatsword user narrowed it down a lot.


  Wildight glanced at his other men and said, “Well?” 


  They quickly filed out of the room. Kararak currently had the most manpower in Striggo. It wouldn’t be long until they found them.


  Wildight took out a fresh cigar and motioned the burned subordinate to leave with his chin. He didn’t care as the subordinate bowed to him. He lit up his cigar and started smoking while thinking.


  “A man with a greatsword… Have they come to get in our way or to eliminate us outright? No idea why they would make such a scene in town, though. Is it bait?”


  He had no answers, but that didn’t matter. It would all come to an end soon enough. His enemies probably just jumped the gun.


  “They seem quite capable. I guess I should send him too.”


  A gradual deployment of Kararak’s forces would be foolish. Wildight decided it was best to use his strongest pieces to deal with the situation right away. Just as he was about to make the order, he clicked his tongue, realizing he was alone in the room. He puffed out purple smoke in frustration.


  “Shit. Losing contact with Stilts hurts… I never looked down on adventurers, but I might have miscalculated their strength.”


  The rapier wielding assassin he hired at a high price was missing, perhaps killed by Halian adventurers. At least he didn’t have to give him the rest of the pay, but losing such a powerful pawn that worked for money was still a pain.


  “Strange. Those Halian idiots are sniffing us too soon…” Wildight said to himself. “Is this what that man has been aiming for from the beginning? With such a huge scene, I thought he was innocent.”


  He was already thinking of his next move, calculating the best ways to profit from the probable outcome.


  All without realizing he was missing a vital piece of information.


   


  ***


   


  “Achoo!”


  Shania shivered as she let out a small sneeze. Perhaps it was getting cold because the sun was setting.


  Her long purple hair bounced, following the movement of her head.


  “It’s getting late,” Zig said. “We should eat something.”


  “That we should. Something warm would be nice.”


  Shania narrowed her eyes as she turned to Zig. The gleam of her gaze would be unsettling to an ordinary man, but he looked at her head-on, adjusting the greatsword on his back.


  “People have really stopped bothering me ever since I got a weapon.”


  Although he still received dubious glances after leaving the Familia manor, none had tried to fight him. One made the attempt, and Zig bashed his head into a wall before he could finish intimidating him.


  “A weapon determines the difficulty of shaking you down,” Shania said, scanning the food stalls. “Holstering your weapon in clear display is a matter of etiquette here. Not that it stops everyone from trying.”


  Zig looked around as well and pointed to one of the stalls that was quite crowded.


  “What about that one?”


  The food must be good if there was a crowd. That was Zig’s line of thinking, but Shania shook her head with a wry smile.


  “I…don’t recommend that one.”


  “Why not? Everyone there looks like they’re really enjoying their food.”


  The other stalls were serving stale bread and hot water parading as soup. And yet, people seemed to avoid even looking at the stall.


  “The stall’s reputation has more to do with serving out happiness rather than delicious food.”


  “But eating delicious food makes you happy… Oh, okay.”


  Zig finally understood the implication when he saw the stall’s customers appeared oddly very happy. They seemed to have forgotten all the world’s troubles. That was enough to tell him what was really going on.


  “And that’s fine?”


  Shania had told him earlier that mixing things into food was outlawed in Striggo. He wondered if seasoning food with various forms of powdered and liquid happiness fell into that category.


  “It might be considered poison in ordinary society but it’s just a secret ingredient here in Striggo. They just need to let everyone know in advance and it’s not a crime. Would you like to sample it, Mr. Zig?”


  “I’m good.”


  Even Zig grimaced at the thought of mixing clearly dangerous substances into food.


  A wise choice, Shania’s smile seemed to say, and she pulled him by the arm. She appeared to have found something she wanted to eat.


  As she was tugging at him, Zig squeezed the handle of his new greatsword, making sure it was still there.


  Chapter 3:
The Great Spear Is Wrapped in Blood


   


  ARTIFICIAL LIGHTS LIT UP THE STREETS, THE SUN no longer in the sky. In Striggo, this was the time when people started going out.


  Zig and Shania had gone to a restaurant attached to an inn.


  Munch, munch.


  Shania enjoyed the hot pot set before her while Zig ate quietly from a bowl three times the size of her dish. Their wine and water were also in different-sized containers.


  They were eating something that looked like pot-au-feu. It contained vegetable scraps that tasted decent enough as long as they were boiled properly. The dish was mostly filled out with bland potatoes, the smoked meat within boiled down to the point of becoming mush; its only purpose was to add flavor to the otherwise bland broth. Seasoned mostly with salt, the meal wasn’t very flavorful.


  Fragrant herbs were sprinkled into the dish to mask the meat’s smell. It was quite annoying, but this was considered upper-class cuisine here in Striggo.


  “Mind if I ask you something?” Zig asked, getting a second helping for himself. 


  The innkeeper slowly collected his bowl in shock after seeing him polish off the great bowl of pot-au-feu so quickly. The other customers watched enviously, but averted their gazes after seeing the greatsword on his back.


  Shania washed her food down with wine, rested her chin on her hand, and smiled.


  “Yes?”


  Her deep gaze seemed to see through right into the depths of his mind. At the same time, he smelled a familiar scent of magic. However, unlike last time, this one was more intense and powerful.


  She had been using magic on him from time to time ever since they met.


  Zig resisted the urge to react and kept up his emotionless facade. He didn’t know why, but her magic had no effect on him. Perhaps it had something to do with his utter lack of mana. That was his only explanation for being unable to fall under a witch’s spell despite not having any special equipment.


  Zig drank a sip of his water, taking care not to alert her of his caution.


  “What are you planning to do when you find this strong man?”


  He wondered what a witch would do with this man. Did she want to use him in some way? She had more than enough power to defend herself. Zig had been under Siasha’s employ as her bodyguard, but it wasn’t like she was in any way weak.


  “There’s something I want to ask of him,” Shania answered.


  And there it was—another spell. Shania looked disappointed, able to tell it had no effect on Zig. Whatever the spell’s effects were, she could apparently tell at a glance whether it had worked or not.


  Shania straightened up and leaned into Zig, staring into his face. Her strange, gleaming eyes had no malice behind them, but he knew from experience that it was no guarantee that nothing bad would happen to him.


  “Aren’t you going to ask me what that request is?” she asked.


  “If you don’t mind,” he replied.


  She smiled bashfully. Unlike her earlier smile, which was both bewitching and scheming, this one was natural.


  It reminded him of Siasha when they first met, back on the ship when they were traveling to this continent, when Zig had asked her about herself. She was really happy back then.


  “Ugh—”


  Zig realized he was letting his guard down and, unable to contain his surprise, gripped his cup a little too tightly. It maintained its shape after the crack, but it was no longer usable. Fortunately, he had drained it of its contents earlier.


  Did her magic finally work on me? No… It was too weak. A witch’s spell would be far more powerful.


  He calmed himself down. Well, he put on the guise of being calm, at least, and assessed the situation. As careful as Zig was, he had let his guard down around weaker people in the past. However, doing that with a witch was a grave mistake.


  The pain of underestimating his opponents had been engraved right into his bones… Despite that, it took him a while to recover from being visibly shaken.


  Meanwhile, Shania was taking small sips of wine out of her cup.


  “You see…” she said. “I think it’s about time I finally settled down.”


  “What?”


  He couldn’t help but blurt that out in wonder as he desperately tried to calm his frazzled mind.


  A witch? Settle down? 


  “You’re kidding.”


  [image: ]


  Zig realized too late that he might have let on that he knew what Shania was. He had yet to recover his composure.


  “What an awful thing to say. Even someone like me still wants to be happy like everyone else! Although, I suppose happiness is hard to come by in a town like this.”


  Shania pouted and gave him an accusatory glance. Although offended, she seemed to have interpreted his words differently. As she continued to act like a pouty child, he lowered his head to apologize.


  “Sorry. That was out of line. But to use strength as your criteria… I guess you’d be in trouble if he was too weak too.”


  Such were the times and circumstances in this world. There was nothing wrong in choosing someone for his strength. Ordinarily, anyway.


  However, Shania was a witch. She would have no trouble protecting herself.


  What would the child of a witch and a human be anyway? Would it have a mixture of human and witch blood? Or would it be either-or pure-blooded? That piqued his curiosity, but Zig was more interested in whether Shania could have affection for a human being.


  Could she love someone despite living much longer and being more powerful?


  Zig didn’t know since they only had humans where he came from. Then again, he doubted the people of this continent knew better.


  Where would that put Siasha?


  The question loomed in the back of his mind, echoing as if it wasn’t his problem.


  “That’s—”


  Before Shania could answer, Zig’s senses tingled.


  He got up as soon as he heard the sound of scraping metal. A moment later, the scent of offensive magic filled the room.


  A man rushed toward him from the side, weaving through the seats.


  Zig threw the cup in his hand as his enemy drew the sword from his waist and kicked with his left leg.


  At that moment, a spear flickered out of the man’s shadow as he was knocked away.


  “Huh?!”


  Zig had no time to draw his weapon. Using the momentum of his kick, he pivoted with his right leg, turning his back to his assailant with the least amount of movement.


  Facing one’s back to a blade seemed like a deadly blunder. The spear’s owner looked surprised, but the trajectory of his spear remained true.


  The spear’s point hurled itself toward Zig’s defenseless back—and was deflected by his greatsword.


  Zig had simply positioned his greatsword to block his enemy’s weapon. That was all he did. Unlike a slashing attack, a pinpoint precision thrust was much more difficult to block. Doing so required nerves of steel and instant decision making.


  Zig took the force of the spear and backed up, drawing his greatsword in the process before deflecting the spear’s second attack.


  The spearman’s face was covered by his sedge hat. He didn’t chase after Zig, and instead started casting a spell, creating several ice spears that flew in his direction.


  Although they were in close quarters, the scent of magic alerted Zig. He took one step to the left to dodge the ice spears’ line of fire.


  Zig turned his body, his greatsword still pointed at his opponent, before whipping it and cutting his left side.


  “Gya?!”


  A woman had tried to attack him with a knife, pretending to be a fleeing customer. Zig cut clean through her torso, sending her upper body flying through the air.


  Another volley of ice spears followed suit, and Zig used the woman’s lower body to block them before retreating further. He dodged the spear that was sweeping toward his legs and slashed down in time for the follow-up thrust.


  “Eh?!”


  Spear and greatsword made a shrill clang. The spear lost, though, and the tip stuck to the floor.


  Zig stepped on it to jam it deeper, but his opponent drew a saber from his waist, immediately aiming for Zig’s right leg with a slash.


  “Tsh!”


  Zig swung the greatsword quickly with his right hand to clash with the saber, producing violent sparks when the blades met.


  The scent of magic filled the air again before he had time to regain his footing. His opponent was skilled enough to cast magic even while engaging him at close quarters.


  An ice shard shot toward his jaw, timed perfectly with his enemy’s advancing sword.


  It was impossible to avoid, and all Zig could do was swat it away with his sword. He drew his second greatsword to crush the shard and brought it down on his enemy to cleave him in two. Although the swing was only powered by his left hand, it still had enough strength to kill.


  The spearman quickly used a magic item to set up a barrier and used all his strength to retreat.


  Zig didn’t think he would have time to escape, but his opponent’s agility and barrier, combined with his own greatsword’s dulled edge, meant that he could only graze his sedge hat.


  The hat now had a line through it and floated to the floor, revealing the spearman’s face.


  The sudden brawl shocked the townspeople, but it also revealed how twisted they were. Realizing that they had nothing to do, they treated the fight like high entertainment. They watched from a safe distance, some ordering snacks for themselves.


  Zig couldn’t help but click his tongue inwardly when he saw his attacker’s face.


  He could immediately tell how good he was from that brief exchange, but his opponent seemed even stronger than his first impression let on.


  “Not bad,” the middle-aged man said happily, the corners of his mouth lifting. “Can’t remember the last time someone knocked my spear away.”


  He was one head shorter than Zig, around average male height. His clothing was unique, seeming to have come from his homeland. It was mostly a dull red and worn, and he wore armor to protect his vital organs. Chest piece, waist guard, gauntlets: The ensemble combined protection with ease of movement. His head was uncovered, but considering the spell that protected him from Zig’s greatsword, he might as well be wearing a helmet. It allowed him both unfettered vision and protection.


  His skin was brown, though not sunburnt. A thin scar ran along his clean-shaven face. Behind his slurred speech were razor sharp eyes.


  However, his most notable feature was his ears. Chipped, yes, but clearly longer than Zig’s.


  “Jinsu-Yah,” Zig muttered bitterly.


  The man reacted by lifting his disheveled head. He raised his saber dramatically, pointing its edge toward Zig. The stance looked familiar but far more refined than what Zig had seen. He wondered if it was just his imagination.


  “Wow! I haven’t been called that in a long time. You hail from Halian, brother?”


  Zig nodded slowly, paying close attention to his opponent’s movement.


  Although he was speaking casually, there was no opening in his stance. He could easily decapitate Zig if he let up even slightly. Knowing this, Zig made a show of looking at Shania in the distance. The edge of the saber shifted, but waited for its opponent to make the first move.


  The man was inviting him to attack his clearly laid out bait. He was beyond strong, a master at reading his opponent.


  Shania had disappeared at some point. The scent of magic wafted in the air from time to time, and screams could be heard. The man had not come alone; more attackers were hidden among the customers, trying to take potshots at Zig with projectiles and spells. He didn’t know how she did it, but they would let out a small scream before falling completely silent.


  “I came here to make some money away from home, you see. Heard a lot of stories about this place being a cesspool of violence… Next thing I know, I felt right at home! Nothing beats cutting people down and not getting flak for it!”


  The man laughed, and as he did, his rear leg took a small step toward Zig. Although he was still in place, he could close the distance between them in an instant if he wanted to.


  “If anyone wants to complain about my race or me being an immigrant, all I have to do is convince them with this.”


  Zig had heard about this from Isana before.


  The Jinsu-Yah were masters of combat, but they were too twisted and too good at their craft to get regular jobs. Some had left Halian to look for work, but to find one in Striggo, of all places…


  “I tried the adventuring thing when I was still in Halian, but it just didn’t work out… Quit when I hit fourth-class. The credentials are still useful, though.”


  He shuffled closer to Zig as he spoke. Although he held his saber with both hands, there was still some distance between it and the greatsword. He took another half step to cover that distance. 


  Responding to the half step, Zig put the greatsword in his left hand on his back and held the remaining one with both hands.


  Right hand on top of his left. He loosened the grip on his right hand while tightening his left. His right thumb was loose to control the sword better while his palm supported the grip.


  He lowered his hips slightly, pointing the sword upward and back while squaring his right shoulder.


  “It’s been a long time since I fought someone competent, so I’ll introduce myself. The name’s Teguine. What’s yours?”


  Teguine had gauged Zig’s strength by his slight shift in stance. It made him smile so much that his saber quivered.


  He thrust back and forth, clearly inviting Zig to attack. He held his sword horizontally over his eyes, pointing its edge to Zig.


  “Zig.”


  A brief introduction, followed by him bracing his core.


  Meanwhile, the tip of Teguine’s blade now shone with bloodlust.


  “Then let us proceed… No, let’s kill each other, Zig!” Teguine roared before making his move.


  Using his saber as a decoy, he threw a knife with his left hand.


  “Urk!”
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  He did it in one seamless motion. Although Zig had been giving his opponent his full attention, it still caught him off guard.


  No, he was barely able to react. Perhaps because he had been keeping too close an eye on him.


  He deflected the knife coming for his face with his left gauntlet. However, it now blocked his vision—a short opening borne out of a small movement.


  That was all Teguine needed.


  “Sha!”


  A kick with his rear leg into a single-handed thrust—it was a powerful attack designed to punch through the hand that blocked the knife that had aimed for Zig’s head.


  Zig trusted his intuition and avoided it by stepping back.


  The saber grazed his gauntlet, gouging a chunk out of it. Cold sweat ran down his back at seeing the power of this one-handed attack.


  Teguine turned his blade and swept it into a diagonal slash across Zig’s body.


  The combination was so fluid that it probably took into account that the killing thrust would be diverted. Zig found himself being pushed back, unable to parry with his greatsword.


  Now outside of the saber’s range, he braced his hind leg, preparing himself to attack…when he heard the sound of a cross spear punching through his armor and sinking into his arm.


  “Gah?!”


  The cross spear, which had greater range than his greatsword, pierced through his damaged gauntlet and gouged his flesh. Already committed to his attack, Zig’s forward momentum meant he couldn’t redirect the thrust. Blood dripped, followed by a burning pain in his left arm, as if someone had pressed a branding iron onto it.


  “Sorry, but this is my real weapon.”


  Teguine put away his saber and retracted his spear.


  The sight of Zig’s blood on its tip elated him, and he flicked it away, making a show of it.


  Zig grinned, gritting his teeth to resist the pain building in his left arm. “Fell for that one.”


  It wasn’t deep, but not exactly shallow. It was that kind of wound—one designed to slow the target’s movements so that he would no longer be able to hold his sword.


  Zig was only able to get away with it because it was a one-handed thrust at the outer edge of its range. If Teguine had used both hands, his left hand would no longer be of any use in the fight.


  The thrust into a diagonal cut, too, had been a decoy. The leaping spear had been Teguine’s main attack. The sequence had only been possible by reading Zig’s every potential move.


  Teguine licked his lips ecstatically. “Now, let’s have us a little bit more fun.” He didn’t hide his battle frenzy, clearly excited about continuing their fight.


  “You people are all the same.”


  Remembering everything he had been through after he arrived in Halian, Zig couldn’t help but sigh. Why did the people he had run into enjoy fighting so much?


  Cussing inwardly, he regained his composure. 


  The confusion he felt when he talked to Shania earlier was gone. Zig was also all the same. When a fight started, his mind would sharpen, no matter how difficult his situation. He became more efficient, all in the name of survival.


  The point of Teguine’s spear flickered, making it more difficult to track. The tip was at the height of his stomach, the butt next to his head. His defensive posture was solid despite his intimidating stance. 


  There was nothing more imposing than facing a spearman head-on. Zig’s left arm knew that firsthand.


  At close range, Teguine’s saber could not be underestimated. He was a master swordsman, skilled enough that it was difficult to judge which was his main weapon.


  “Business as usual,” Zig muttered to himself, readying his greatsword.


  “Oh?” Teguine mused.


  It was a stance designed to minimize the pain he felt. However, Teguine saw through the bluff and scoffed at Zig’s incomprehensible words.


  “Fighting people as strong as you is business as usual for me. Sorry, but I’m used to it.”


  “Wow, wow, wow… Now I’m jealous!”


  That was a shout from the heart.


  Teguine’s cross spear moved without warning—a thrust powered by his right hand, his left remaining still. The point of the cross turned his thrust into a line and the slashing line into a point.


  His spear couldn’t pierce the heavens, but it was a bone-chilling attack all the same.


  Parrying meant that it would immediately be followed up by another attack. Blocking it with a sword was extremely difficult. Timing his block like earlier wouldn’t work if Teguine was prepared for it.


  But the spear wasn’t an almighty weapon.


  Zig stepped forward and met the advancing spear with his greatsword.


  Hitting the tip of the spear, the greatsword’s edge slid along its point. The obsidian steel surprisingly held well against the spear’s refined dragon-variant point, even though bits of the blade were being shaved off. Nevertheless, Zig was able to redirect the attack.


  The point of the cross spear grazed Zig’s forehead.


  Even though he knew he could’ve died from a single misstep, Zig didn’t blink.


  He thrust with his greatsword, faster than Teguine could retract his spear. He was outside the greatsword’s range, but the cross spear crashed violently into the weapon’s cross guard.


  “Whoa!”


  The spear’s shaft slipped out of Teguine’s hand because of his own pulling momentum. However, he didn’t panic and moved to hit Zig with the butt from below.


  “Saw that coming.”


  Zig knew many things: How a spearman would react in close quarters. How the butt end would come at him in an arc. How a spearman would deal with an opponent who had control of his shaft.


  He knew very well. He had been made to know countless times.


  Zig stepped in even closer and used his left arm to defend himself from the incoming attack. His injured arm hurt like hell, but he ignored the pain. He swung the greatsword in his right arm, which Teguine obviously blocked.


  “Someone’s getting greedy!”


  Teguine moved without hesitation. The turned shaft switched places with Zig and reached for his arm to pin him down. It was a refined movement with zero wasted steps. Because the spear was at a heavy disadvantage in close quarters, this was the first thing they taught you in school.


  “Too slow,” Zig said.


  “Wha—gah?!”


  He hit the shaft trying to bind him from below.


  Zig maintained his grip, causing Teguine to lift slightly from the ground. He used the opportunity to bash in his face with the greatsword’s pommel.


  He kicked Teguine’s stomach, and when he flinched and took a step back, he brought his sword down on him. Teguine held up his spear to block it, but it couldn’t bear the weight of Zig’s sword, and it dug into his shoulder.


  This was not an attack his light armor could protect.


  Without time to set up a barrier, his shoulder emitted a crushing sound, Teguine’s face twisting in pain.


  “Urgh… Bastard!” he shouted.


  “You cut my flesh,” Zig said. “I break your bones.”


   


  ***


   


  In any age, people naturally find comfort in the sight of cooking and the smoke that comes out of cooking implements. Even in an awful town like Striggo, this fact remained the same.


  They never completely let down their guard, of course. Still, the faces of the townspeople were slightly more relaxed as they partook of the meager offerings from the food stalls.


  Fights would break out, sometimes involving sharp objects, but to the people of Striggo, this was a staple. They would often watch a squabble over the food line turn into a deathmatch as they ate.


  A fight to the death, even between amateurs, was bound to rouse one’s appetite.


  The winner was decided amid the hooting and hollering. One combatant had a knife in his hand, while the other was on the ground. The winner cackled as they loomed over the loser, stepping on his corpse and calling him names even though he probably couldn’t hear him over the sound of him bleeding to death.


  A third party then came out of the gallery and bashed the winner’s head in from behind with a rock. The unbridled force made a dull thump, and the man went limp like a puppet whose strings had been cut.


  The man’s face was sunken from drugs, and he quickly rifled through the two’s pockets, took their wallets, and left. The two fighters were left sprawled on the street like garbage. They were still breathing, but not for long.


  And thus, the day’s entertainment came to an end.


   


  “Sniff, sniff… Hmm.”


  Siasha’s nose twitched as she scanned the area.


  They had returned to the food stall district based on an eyewitness report. The man at the bar said he saw a big man fighting here some time ago. That wasn’t anything extraordinary in itself, but Zig’s size left quite the impression on onlookers. He was unarmed and didn’t look like he had money, so they had left him alone.


  Siasha got strange looks from the people around her because of her appearance, which was clearly out of place. The gazes soon turned lustful, the men growling as they traced her body with their eyes.


  “Found anything?”


  Norton stood in front of her, adamantly blocking their field of vision. No one dared to keep staring after seeing the adventurer in full armor with a greatsword on his back.


  “Hmm…”


  Siasha folded her arms with a groan, a conflicted look on her face. It was as if she had both good and bad news to deliver.


  “I smell Zig’s scent.”


  “You do?” Norton asked, unsure of what to do with her sudden report.


  The air here was awful, though he had probably gotten used to it to the point that he lost all his olfactory senses. 


  Drugs and alcohol, sewage and vomit. And the scent of death to bind it all together.


  Norton didn’t have the nose to detect a particular scent mixed in Striggo’s foul air.


  “Yes. A thick and intense smell of blood.”


  Siasha sounded confident. Her lips curved into a twisted smile, but she seemed oblivious to that fact. Seeing her madness up close, Norton couldn’t help but pity Zig for having such a deranged creature set her sights on him.


  Siasha’s smile faded, and her brow furled in dismay. At the same time, Norton’s back broke out in goosebumps.


  “But that’s not all. There is a very unpleasant scent…” Siasha said with a disgust on par with someone seeing a nest of nasty insect eggs. “An unbearable, hateful stench. Just the mere scent of it angers me!”


  Her overflowing emotions turned into mana, lifting her hair slightly, evoking an instinctual fear in the creatures around her.


  “Urk—”


  Norton swallowed thickly despite knowing he wasn’t the target of her hatred. His right hand reached for his beloved sword, and if he wasn’t mistaken, the limb was trembling slightly.


  He wasn’t the only one. His friends had all shifted into a battle-ready stance. They looked around for an enemy, desperately trying to put a face to their fear. Perhaps they already knew what it was. But it was difficult for a group of veteran adventurers to admit that they were terrified of a mere girl.


  In the end, they started looking around for something, anything. Their agitation made it impossible to hide their wariness. Coincidentally, it told their oblivious ambushers that their position had been compromised.


  They could either retreat or force an attack. They went with the latter.


  “Ugh?! We got company!” one of Norton’s comrades shouted, bringing him back to his senses.


  Looking over his shoulder, he saw his mage barely blocking a short sword with his wand. The blade made contact with his neck, but was blocked by mail woven out of monstrosity scales. A third-class adventurer’s armor was designed to fight monstrosities and wouldn’t be so easily penetrated by the weapons of a mobster.


  However, that didn’t mean the mage was out of danger. Although his body was protected, the same couldn’t be said about his head. A powerful hit from a steel sword would crack his skull and kill him.


  “Gyaa?!”


  Another Sibasikul member had drawn his sword and sliced into the arm of the mobster. Before the screaming mobster could retreat, he turned the blade and slashed his shoulder down to his stomach.


  “Draw your weapons!” the scout among them shouted. “They’re in the crowd!”


  His expression was sharp when he realized too late that they had been surrounded.


  The Sibasikul members weren’t slow by any means. The people of Striggo had no scruples about mugging, kidnapping, and other random acts of violence. “Their own fault for letting their guard down,” they would say. In a sense, the entire town was a long list of suspects.


  Trying to distinguish between who would and who wouldn’t attack you was practically impossible.


  “Damn it!” Norton cursed and stepped in front of Siasha, cutting down anyone who came to them, whether mobster or citizen. 


  The long reach of his greatsword split the man who tried to defend himself with his longsword in two. The move also cut the longsword in half.


  “Cut down everyone who comes close!”


  Norton kicked the lower half of the man away and shouted orders. He made sure he was loud enough for both his comrade and the townspeople to hear.


  The violent display of his kill declared that anyone who approached him would suffer the same fate. With his show of strength, the bandits after his money immediately started backing away, knowing they were outclassed.


  Townspeople started distancing themselves, realizing they didn’t want any of the action Norton and his company were partaking in. However, they didn’t leave completely, still wanting to go through the pockets of the dead. It was very Striggo of them. The only ones remaining were heavily armed mobsters.


  “This is bad,” Norton said, flipping the helmet on his back to cover his scowling face.


  Although his bloodstained greatsword was out for all to see, it did nothing to lower the enemy’s spirits. An empty threat was meaningless in a lawless town like Striggo.


  The mobsters were equipped with rookie level adventurer gear, but they were overequipped as far as mobsters were concerned.


  There were many of them, no less than fifty. Even skills and equipment would be overwhelmed by their sheer numbers.


  “I’ll blow them all away with a wide range spell,” the mage with a bruised neck said in a low voice. “But I’ll need time.”


  Norton nodded and started talking to a mobster who seemed better equipped than the rest.


  “This is quite the violent welcome. Do you want something from us?”


  “You’re the dumbasses who messed with the Kararak to begin with!” the man with the scimitar shouted with bloodshot eyes. His bald head was etched with magic seals instead of tattoos, and he wore a choker that looked out of place on him. It was probably a magic item.


  “Playing dumb won’t help. Man with a greatsword protecting a well-dressed woman… Not an arrangement you see every day here. Not that it’s a problem if I got the wrong party. We’ll just keep killing until we get the right people.”


  The bald man grinned and took a step forward. The other mobsters followed suit, tightening the circle around them.


  Norton sneaked a glance at the mage behind him, but he shook his head. He was still casting. Wide range magic was powerful, but casting it took a long time. The mage was doing his best to make it quick, but he probably wouldn’t make it in time. If he used the spell when the enemy had gotten too close, they would all get caught in the blast.


  We’re completely outnumbered… We might have to get ready to make some sacrifices.


  Having assessed the difference in strength between them and the enemy, Norton squeezed the grip of his greatsword with a grim face.


  Norton and the scout would be able to make a clean getaway. They might also be able to defeat the mafia squad with ambushes and hit-and-run tactics. However, they had two slow mages to worry about, though they could probably eliminate the mobsters if they had enough distance.


  With their exits blocked off and their attackers closing in, the mages would be utterly helpless.


  Under normal circumstances, that is.


  “So, what you’re saying is…”


  Suddenly, a shadow loomed over Norton’s head.


  He only realized that the shadow was a giant earthen arm when it had already grabbed the bald man’s head.


  “Urgh! What the hell?! Let me go!”


  The man struggled desperately as the arm blocked his vision. He flailed his scimitar against the giant arm, but it only made a dry, scraping sound.


  Norton watched silently. Despite being faced with the enemy, the chills running down his back didn’t stop. His curiosity told him to look, but fear stopped him, warning him that it would be something he couldn’t unsee.


  “Everyone is hostile.”


  The sound of an egg being crushed underfoot rang through the air. Such was the sound a human skull made when it burst. Wet and dry at the same time.


  The bald man had fallen silent… Although, one could suppose he was no longer bald.


  The headless corpse dangled helplessly from the arm.


  Having accomplished what she set out to do, Siasha flung it over Norton’s shoulder. She spread out her arms and smiled as the people who killed for a living all froze. The time had finally come.


  “Now, let us begin.”


  So, the witch sang her declaration of war.


   


  ***


   


  “Shit, where’d she go?” the man cursed as he checked his surroundings.


  From time to time, excitement erupted around him from the people who placed their bets on the two combatants as their blades clashed.


  A beautiful woman protected by a man wielding a greatsword. Eliminating them was the job given to the Kararak members.


  Teguine had not come by himself, of course. Several dozen men were with him. Kararak sent more than a squad of members to raid the inn. At first, he looked for openings for them to help kill Zig, but soon realized that they were out of their league. The other members probably had the same thoughts and didn’t interfere.


  He would leave the greatsword wielder to Teguine and focus on nabbing the woman. Very few people in this town could maintain beautiful long hair, so spotting her should be a breeze.


  Keyword being should.


  However, he couldn’t find the woman no matter how hard he tried, despite the squad covering all the exits. The inn was quite large, but she shouldn’t be able to hide with this many people around.


  “Have you found the woman yet?!”


  The suspicious man called to his comrades when he noticed something.


  “Huh?”


  At some point, he could no longer see the ones who had been blending into the crowd.


  “Damn it! Where is everyone? Urgh!”


  Before the man could call to his comrades, he felt something wrap around his neck. He clutched at it to try to pry it off, but his hand grabbed nothing but air. Although not as strong as a vise, it felt like there were multiple layers and was not something he could easily remove.


  “Aeeegh!”


  He flailed and struggled, but even his legs were locked down. Soon, he could no longer move a muscle.


  Asphyxiation and pain followed as he slowly began to choke. Strangely, however, no one paid any attention to him despite all the noise he was making.


  The lack of oxygen blurred his vision, and he soon lost all energy. As his consciousness faded, the last thing he heard was the sound of a woman laughing in the distance.


   


  ***


   


  “All right. That should be the last of them.”


  Shania’s golden eyes looked bored as she took out the last of the Kararak men. Their bodies were piled up in a corner of the room, but no one paid them any heed. An impossibility considering the first thing the people of Striggo did when they saw a corpse was to go through its pockets.


  Shania flicked her purple hair and turned her attention to the spectacle at the center of the crowd.


  Zig had planted his greatsword into Teguine’s shoulder. Putting distance between themselves, they glared at each other as the air became more tense than before.


  “Tee hee hee.”


  Shania couldn’t help but giggle at what she was seeing. Her gaze moved from Zig’s sweaty face to his arm, then to the blood flowing out of his wound. She unconsciously licked her lips when she saw the red liquid.


  She watched Zig like a predator did its prey. However, suddenly her countenance fell.


  “Something…stinks. What is that stench? The stench of vulgar, animalistic magic…”


  Furrowing her eyebrows, she cast her gaze to the inn’s door…and seemingly what lay beyond it. All while gritting her teeth to ready herself for what was to come.


   


  ***


   


  Zig and Teguine.


  Despite trading blows of equal strength, neither side backed down. If anything, the bloodlust radiating from them was denser than before.


  A gashed arm and a broken shoulder. The latter was the more severe injury.


  That’s how it would normally be, but the scent of healing magic was already covering Teguine. Though his wound wouldn’t instantly heal, time was not on Zig’s side. In time, Teguine’s shoulder would mend while Zig’s movements would dull from blood loss.


  So, he might as well make his move before it came to that.


  Zig shifted his weight forward, holding his greatsword in a lower position, and took a step without moving his upper body.


  Not a powerful stomp but a light step. The gait of his giant frame made it possible for him to close the distance and put Teguine in the effective range of his greatsword.


  “Tch!”


  Teguine grimaced as he backed away and attacked to keep Zig in check. The pain in his shoulder assaulted him.


  Although he had mastered his weapon to the point of knowing what to do if someone got up close, it didn’t change the fact that the spear was at a disadvantage in melee. There was a world of difference between “manageable” and “disadvantageous range.”


  After experiencing Zig’s grappling skills firsthand, it was only natural that he would want to prevent him from getting too close.


  Keep his distance to buy time until his shoulder healed and then deal the killing blow. A defensive strategy but a solid one. Defeating his opponent would be pointless if he got incapacitated in the process.


  However, that was a coward’s tactic. It assumed that there would be something left for him after this. Put simply, it was a defense mechanism that assumed he would win.


  And not something that would help him when the edge of a blade flashed before his eyes.


  “What?!” Teguine gasped. 


  Zig had deflected his advancing cross spear with his left elbow, dodging the attack with a diagonal cut from his greatsword.


  Zig paid for his reckless maneuver with a gash in his bicep, but he fought through it with pure resolve and the drugs he took earlier. Where there was risk, there was return.


  Having avoided the spear with minimal movement, Zig scooped it with an upward swing of his greatsword, knocking the handle away. Perhaps it was the difference in the quality of their weapons, perhaps it was Teguine’s snap decision to let go of his, but the spear did not end up breaking.


  With the spear stuck in the ceiling and Zig looming before him, Teguine had no time to retrieve his weapon. He drew his saber to fend off Zig, despite the latter having a stream of blood running down his left arm.


  He bound the greatsword, blocking the horizontal slash coming for his neck. Despite bracing his good hand with all his might, it wasn’t enough to stop the momentum, and he gasped in pain as he was pushed back.


  “You lunatic! Aren’t you afraid of dying?!” Teguine howled at Zig as their blades intertwined. 


  He objected to the man’s reckless method—it could have cost him his arm if he made a mistake.


  The pain caused Zig’s pupils to dilate, and he smirked at Teguine, suggesting that he was the crazy one here.


  “Are you dreaming? This is a deathmatch.”


  Zig tried to stomp on Teguine’s toes hard enough to break them, but he stepped back in time.


  The difference in weight between a greatsword and a saber combined with the gap between the two men’s strengths meant that they couldn’t stay in a bind for long.


  As Teguine retreated, he used his body to redirect the excess force of Zig’s momentum. All he had to do was aim for his neck while he was distracted. That was the inevitable fate of every over-aggressive fighter. However, Teguine wouldn’t have had his shoulder broken if Zig really was that kind of fighter.


  Zig immediately let go of his left hand and blocked the saber with the hilt of his greatsword. This was yet another maneuver that would have cost Zig his fingers if he had made a single misstep.


  “I don’t have time to be afraid when trying to kill someone like you.”


  And Zig was really coming in to kill him. Those emotionless gray eyes spoke eloquently of his intentions.


  “Urk!” Teguine’s eyes widened as he witnessed that bloodlust up close.


  Zig’s left hand snapped, taking advantage of the momentary lull in Teguine’s mind. It balled into a fist as it went straight for Teguine’s torso.


  “Ugh!”


  Although he wore light armor, Teguine’s body was tough enough that it could absorb the force of the blow.


  Though, perhaps he had also caught on to the trick hidden within Zig’s glove from reading his aggression. Knowing it would be lethal, he dodged the attack.


  He instantly felt a shock wave mere millimeters from his nose.


  The wind pressure was enough to make his ears hurt, and it was enough to blow a hole through the inn’s wall.


  A moment of hesitation and that would’ve been the end of him.


  Teguine’s blood ran cold as he looked at his crumbling armor.


  Seeing that Zig was still reeling from the recoil of his own attack, Teguine distanced himself to retrieve the spear that was stuck in the ceiling.


  “Tch.”


  Zig clicked his tongue at seeing his trump card whiff and regained his footing after the shock wave’s blast.


  He aimed a punch at the chest plate, the toughest part of his opponent’s armor. He had been counting on Teguine’s confidence that his armor would protect him, but his instincts turned out to be just as sharp.


  Zig was at a bigger disadvantage now, his secret weapon revealed.


  The tides of battle were turning in Teguine’s favor. But even then, he still didn’t feel like he had the upper hand.


  “Tsh!”


  Teguine let out a sharp exhale as if driven by something.


  His shoulder was still in pain despite the healing magic, and the sharpness of his attack paled in comparison to when the fight began.


  In response, Zig had shifted his greatsword from holding it over his right shoulder to his left. The point of his weapon didn’t really change, however, and he switched his legs according to the stance change.


  He then redirected the spear coming right at him with the flat of his greatsword.


  As a result, Teguine was in the same position as he was before the thrust while Zig, though he had defended himself, remained in the same posture. He only reversed his stance.


  It was a counterattack made with minimum movement to neutralize the enemy’s attack and create a favorable situation for yourself.


  What Zig did was simple, he took a step forward and reversed his stance. The secret to ultimate power lay in these simple movements.


  “The basics are the ultimate technique!” Teguine shouted. “That’s your game, huh?!”


  Although Zig had gained distance from him, he was not so weak as to be intimidated. His movements were as sharp as ever as he retracted the cross blade to rip into Zig’s side.


  Zig attempted to block the blade with his greatsword, but the spear slipped past it and returned to Teguine’s side. After the feint, he launched another stab.


  This was the final attack.


  Seeing that written on Teguine’s face, Zig tightened his grip on his greatsword, resolving to finish the fight.


   


  ***


   


  He came to the city to make money for the folks back home… That was his official reason, and it was half right.


  As much animosity as immigrants received, the world still had ways for them to make a living. As long as they didn’t mind making less than everyone else, of course. The Jinsu-Yah still looked human and had no other striking features.


  In the end, his countrymen couldn’t take it anymore.


  Not at being used for cheap labor or being looked down on, though.


  He didn’t disagree with them. Honor couldn’t put food on the table, but life was more than a full stomach.


  There just had to be a better way of doing things, a way where they could maintain their pride while making concessions where they could afford to. It was all a matter of degrees. It would be conceited of them to hold steadfast their values despite coming from a foreign land. His countrymen—Teguine, at least—didn’t understand this until he left the city.


  Unable to bear being branded as freaks because of their pride, they didn’t take kindly to clients who looked down on immigrants, leading to them no longer being hired. Inevitably, all the fights that broke out led to people saying the same thing: “No long ears.”


  However, he thought he was better off than most of his countrymen.


  He didn’t care much about honor and only cared about brandishing his spear and sword. His countrymen said he “lacked the will to become a true warrior” and that he was “rotten to the core.” So much complaining.


  He would be lying if he said he didn’t agree on some level. But it was funny that they would rag on him so much despite being unable to get jobs and having to rely on him for income. They were so stupid that he couldn’t take them seriously.


  Their so-called honor was nothing more than… No, he shouldn’t go further.


  The adventuring business suited him quite well.


  It was basically a meritocracy, and he only had to point his beloved spear at anyone who looked down on him to change their minds. The job also employed a myriad of races to the point that his long ears didn’t stand out. His peerless skill with the spear allowed him to quickly climb through the ranks, earning him a good amount of money and reputation.


  And yet he wasn’t satisfied.


  All the monstrosities he killed, all the women he slept with who failed to please him in the end. This lack of gratification irritated him for days, leaving him wondering what was missing. Until the day he witnessed a certain incident.


  A boy. Reddish brown hair. A fellow long ear like he was.


  His friends must have fallen in with a bad crowd. A small argument turned into death threats. One of these bad people pulled a sword on the boy, but that was the end of his luck.


  The back alley was painted red.


  A boy in his early teens had used two swords to cut down an adult, lopping his arm off. The thug helplessly tried to pull out the kodachi now sticking out of his neck. The light faded from his eyes and could no longer tell his side of the story.


  The death of a random man didn’t bother him, of course. He didn’t care about that. Not that aspect of the scene, anyway.


  What he couldn’t take his eyes away from was the boy’s face.


  The boy was smiling, despite his entire body being soaked in blood. He didn’t even bother cleaning himself up. The boy didn’t notice his friends coming to help him, didn’t notice the jolts of fear running down their backs. He was simply enchanted with the feeling of having just snuffed out a life.


  That was when he realized something: This was what had been missing this entire time.


  Things moved quickly after that. He informed the chief and his old friends that he would be leaving. He ignored their pleas for him to stay and went to Striggo.


  The town was good. No one objected, no matter how many people he killed, and he even made money from it.


  Fighting monsters wasn’t bad, but the feeling of it was closer to a hunt. It lacked the reads and strategies employed when fighting people.


  Again, he reigned undefeated… Perhaps for the worse.


  It became apparent as he honed his skills in combat. Few people were able to go toe to toe with him. Still, he was happy with the feeling of taking a life.


  However, because of that, when faced with an opponent where he had to put his life on the line, he still thought of what would happen after his victory.


  The price of his haughtiness was steep—a broken shoulder and having his spear thrown out of his hands twice. The fact that he was still alive was because of his constant training… Though in reality, he knew that he had also gotten incredibly lucky.


  Now he was awake. This was the opponent he longed for. One that boiled his blood and made his flesh dance.


   


  “Phew.”


  Setting aside his laziness and pride, Teguine faced his opponent. It pained him that Zig’s eyes weren’t burning with fervor for this wonderful deathmatch… But that just meant Teguine would need to set his eyes on fire.


  He was within striking distance of his opponent’s greatsword. One swing, and the tip would crush Teguine’s skull.


  “Hah!”


  One step back maintained favorable distance, and he could thrust. He scoffed at himself for such a cowardly tactic.


  This is the moment you’ve longed for! Life and death hanging in the balance!


  The warrior’s spirit burned inside him for the first time in a long time. The tip of his spear trembled at his hip, the weapon that contained his very soul.


  Should he go for the head?


  No, he would only dodge it again with little to no movement like last time and gain distance in the process.


  The torso, then. That was a bigger target.


  Again, no. The chest plate covering his opponent’s body was cheap and heavy, but it was somewhat durable. Teguine was confident in his ability to punch through it, but it wouldn’t be lethal. Before his opponent could stop breathing, he would cut him down with his greatsword.


  That left the legs.


  “Seah!”


  The cross spear launched itself in time with his shout.


  At the same time, he slid his upper body to the right, anticipating the cut coming for his head. He might lose his left arm in the process, but that was a small price to pay to restrict his opponent’s movement.


  Teguine didn’t mind his arm getting chopped off as long as he killed him. All his resolve was in this one attack—an ultimate thrust that didn’t allow for superficial defense.


  And Zig had stepped on it.


  Teguine reversed his stance again, but this time he kept his foot high. The cross spear was thrust flat in order to make the attack more difficult to avoid, but its point was now under Zig’s full weight.


  “Huh?!”


  Teguine barely managed to hold on, not wanting to lose his spear a third time. However, its point was now stuck in the floor.


  All his momentum stopped in an instant. Now, the greatsword on Zig’s shoulder swung—


  “Oaaaaah!” Teguine roared.


  Enhancing his body with magic past its normal limits, he braced himself and stepped forward with all his might. His body screamed in pain as his shoulder, which had been beginning to heal, broke again.


  The price paid for his recklessness was dramatic.


  The step that he put his entire soul into pushed his opponent back despite their great difference in weight and strength.


  Zig lost his balance as the spear’s point lifted. Though he didn’t trip, he still faltered.


  “Eat this!”—a ghastly battle cry.


  Using the momentum to spin his body, Teguine slashed sideways with only his right arm.


  “Ugh!”


  Zig blocked it with his greatsword, but he was still knocked into the air by the fearsome blow. Unable to maintain his balance, he slid across the floor, crashing into tables and chairs.


  “Come on! That all you got?!”


  Teguine raised his left hand and fired an ice spear. Zig tossed a nearby chair to block the spear and stood up, drawing his other greatsword.


  “Just the way I like it.”


  A faint grin made its way to Zig’s face as blood trickled from his mouth. He readied both swords in front of him in a cross and leaned forward, though it wasn’t a defensive stance. He made no attempt to hide his intention to charge.


  Meanwhile, Teguine shouldered his cross spear with his right hand and drew his saber from his waist in reverse grip with his left. He tossed it into the air to flip it right side up and pointed it at Zig.


  “Here goes,” Teguine said, an insane and cocky smile on his face.


  Zig paid it no mind. “No. I’m going first.”


  His giant body moved faster than his lips. The built-up tension in his legs launched him in a straight line.


  The greatsword in his right hand made a downward diagonal cut. Teguine blocked it with his spear. Teguine dodged the thrust of the greatsword in his left hand by leaning away and struck back with his saber.


  “Huh?!”


  However, before he could strike, he quickly turned around to dodge another diagonal slash from Zig’s right greatsword.


  He dodged an upward slash from the left greatsword but was forced to retreat by an X-shaped slash made by both weapons.


  “Bastard! Now’s my—!”


  But Zig had yet to finish his combination attack.


  He slammed both greatswords into the ground, using them to propel himself into the air. He folded his legs to curl up his body, doing a full spin using the momentum.


  The attack could be best described as a spinning top, and it broke Teguine’s spear, cutting into his body.


  “Gaaah!”


  Teguine pulled back just in time to prevent the blow from being fatal but it managed to leave behind two deep gashes. He refused to fall, produced an ice spear to replace his broken point, and stepped forward.


  “Heh… Ha ha!”


  Wielding an improvised short spear and saber, he rushed Zig as he left himself open after his powerful attack. Zig managed to block the saber, but his left shoulder was pierced by the short spear. The point of the spear now resembled an icicle seeping with blood.


  “Urgh… Hngh!”


  Zig broke the ice reinforcing the spear, and Teguine exploited the opening, kicking him square in the gut.


  The two staggered, their breathing ragged as they pointed their weapons at each other, trying to alleviate their breathing problems by the other’s altogether.


  “Hmph.”


  “Heh heh.”


  Their eyes met, and for a moment, they exchanged smiles.


  Zig pulled the ice spear out of his shoulder as Teguine froze his wounds to stop the bleeding. The two, drenched in blood, took a step toward each other as if by mutual agreement.


  How many battles had been fought?


  The greatsword thundered and the saber danced. The combatants clashed and refused to retreat, not afraid of their wounds. All they wanted to do was kill each other. Although their dance of death felt like it could last for a lifetime, it had to come to an end soon.


  The greatsword broke through and the spear thrust forth.


  Neither man stopped his blade in this deathmatch—not his sword, his spear, nor himself. They used everything they had to defeat the foe they were facing.


  I will…


  Their vision blurred as their weapons clashed against each other.


  In his last moments, Teguine bet his life on this battle.


  I will survive.


  However, Zig had already bet his life on survival.


   


  “I…lost?”


  Teguine looked at the ceiling as he lay on the floor.


  A diagonal cut ran down his shoulder, the ridge deep enough to expose his organs.


  It was definitely fatal.


  “Yeah,” Zig answered, standing before him.


  A spear was jutting out of his shoulder, very close to his chest. His legs seemed like they were going to give out, and yet he remained standing by sheer force of will.


  As the victor, he had a responsibility not to kneel before the loser, the one he just killed.


  “Heh. Ha ha. I lost, but…I don’t feel bad. Koff… Hee hee. That was a lot of fun… But I guess it’s over now…” Teguine coughed, wearing a regretful smile. “I have…a request.”


  The life in his eyes was fading quickly.


  Though he could barely see, Teguine took a piece of paper out of his pocket and gave it to Zig.


  “All the money…I’ve hidden away… Take it…to my friends… Even a little bit.”


  Teguine’s hand fell before he could finish.


  By the time Zig grabbed his hand, he was already dead.


  Zig was silent as he fell to his knees after making sure Teguine was gone. Even under the influence of combat drugs, his body was honest when it came to the damage it had sustained. He used his greatsword as a crutch to avoid total collapse, but it didn’t seem he would be walking any time soon.


  He frowned at the mounting exhaustion he was experiencing and opened a medicine bottle.


  “That was an excellent fight.”


  Zig reacted to the scent of unknown magic before he heard her voice. All he could do was take note of it, however. His body was dulled by exhaustion and injuries and only had 20 percent of his strength left.


  Suddenly, black tentacles crawled out of the shadows, taking away Zig’s greatsword and binding his hands and feet.


  And the one casting the spell that bound him…was Shania, smiling and walking slowly toward him.


  “Got. You,” she said in a singsong voice.


  As always, her eyes hid her intentions, her expression was one of innocent joy.


  “What do you think you’re doing?”


  Zig braced himself to break free of his restraints, but trying to overpower a witch proved pointless. The tentacles binding his body were like black ropes, and with the way he currently was—no, even if he was in perfect condition, it would be difficult to break free.


  Shania stopped where she was and looked over him. Even if he were to reach out, he wouldn’t be able to touch her at this distance.


  “What am I doing? Why… I am merely accomplishing my goal.”


  The edges of her lips curved upward and she snapped her fingers, summoning forth more tentacles out of the shadows. Zig tried to resist but only succeeded in drawing more blood out of his wounds.


  “Your wounds will open if you struggle,” Shania said while tilting her head. “It’s not like I’m trying to eat you or anything… Well, maybe I am.”


  The tentacles crawled along Zig’s body, controlling him like a puppet. The tips touched Zig’s wounds, magic radiating from them. A dim light glowed, closing his wounds but sapping his energy in the process.


  After the tentacles finished on his smaller wounds, they made their way to the spear deeply embedded in his shoulder. The hardened black limbs cut through the spear like butter. The very weapon that had blocked Zig’s powerful greatsword blows earlier was easily broken.


  Chills ran down his back. If she wanted to kill him now, it would be easier than breaking a baby’s hand.


  Zig said nothing, resisting the pain of the tentacles pulling the spear out of him, and tried to think of a way to get out of there.


  “I wanted to hear you moan in pain, Mr. Zig.”


  Shania pouted in disappointment when he didn’t react the way she wanted. Still, she continued healing him, so she probably wasn’t going to kill him just yet.


  “That really was an excellent fight, though… Too good for a rundown inn like this. It was worth the wait.”


  “That’s enough.”


  Although the wound in his shoulder was already closing, Shania carried on healing him. Perhaps the internal part of his shoulder hadn’t completely knit itself together yet, but the more healing magic was cast on him, the more of his energy it would consume, and the less he would be able to move.


  “Hey!”


  She ignored his cries and carried on. His energy drained the more she healed him, and the witch’s bottomless supply of mana meant that she could keep doing it indefinitely.


  “If things had gone according to plan, I would’ve used that spearman… But it’s nice to try new things every now and then. Having you show up at the last minute was a stroke of great luck. And I like your face too.”


  Zig was already exhausted from his battle with Teguine. By the time she stopped, he was barely able to stand.


  He was bound. Rather, Shania’s spell was the only thing keeping him standing.


  “You…” Zig croaked.


  “My goal, Mr. Zig, is to look for a strong man.”


  Shania approached him as he lay powerless. She took his chin in her hand and stared at his fatigued gray eyes while licking her lips. She drew him close, close enough that her nose brushed his ear, and whispered something no one could know.


  “You know what witches are, don’t you?”


  He didn’t react. Half the reason being he was too exhausted, the other half because he knew in the back of his mind that there was a chance that she had found out.


  “Good question,” he said.


  “No need to hide it from me.”


  She met his eyes again and gave him a knowing smile.


  “You have very little mana. I thought it was weird that you didn’t react, no matter how many spells I cast. At the time, I thought it was because you were using a special magic implement. You had those indigo adamantine coins on you, after all.”


  As she spoke, the tentacles slithered into Zig’s pockets and took out the pouch of indigo adamantine coins.


  “So, I cast even more powerful spells on you. Still no reaction. I was about to lose confidence in my abilities… But then I had a thought.”


  She threw the pouch behind her and turned around, taking a single step. That was when Zig finally realized that the gallery was gone. Not a single person was left. Even Teguine’s corpse had disappeared.


  “You might have been devoured by a witch already… That would explain why you’re all right being with me.”


  “Devoured…by a witch?”


  Zig raised his voice, the statement overriding his worries about the anomaly he was trapped in. Through his hazy vision, he saw her golden eyes narrow at him with interest.


  “Oh, you mean you didn’t know? Well. She did a half-assed job of devouring you, that witch did. Fine. Allow an actual adult to teach you everything about it.”


  Shania leaned into Zig as he was hung by the tentacles, grinding her body against his as if marking it.


  “How do you think witches reproduce?” she asked.


  “By engaging in the sexual act with a male of the species, I guess.”


  That was the standard method of reproduction for all organisms.


  However, Shania stifled a laugh and giggled. She spoke slowly in his ear as if he were a child ignorant of the ways of the world.


  “We are all there are of our species. There are no male witches.”


  “Impossible. Then how…?”


  “Witches only give birth to witches. No matter who they engage with, a witch will always produce another witch in her belly.”


  Sensing Zig’s shock from his silence, Shania quietly gave him a dirty smile. She then began to explain, taking deep pleasure in it as if she were teaching an innocent maiden all the dirty details of sex.


  “When witches wish to conceive, they look for males from another species. Not that anyone would do since we can only conceive witches, of course. The stronger the seed, the stronger the child. We look for strong males because they need to be sturdy enough vessels for our vast amounts of mana.”


  Shania stopped and started caressing Zig’s body with her small hands. They reached into the gaps of his clothes as if examining the quality of his body.


  “We then abduct said male and rape him. Conceiving is difficult for us, however… So, we do it again and again until we are successful.”


  Her voice became more heated and her caresses more intense as if the mere act of explaining the process was enough to turn her on.


  “I don’t think you need to kidnap anyone,” Zig said. “With your looks, any man would gladly go with you.”


  Zig wasn’t fully out of commission. There was enough strength left that kept his blood flowing and his body warm. He responded to her explanation to try to play it off like it was nothing.


  “Ha ha! You are such a flatterer. But that won’t do. You already know by now how different witches are. If humans or demi-humans live with witches long enough, they will be driven insane.”


  “What?”


  Witches were definitely peculiar. Even after arriving on this continent and seeing all the other non-human races and monstrosities, none of them could compare.


  Insanity was a new one. He had only started working with the witch called Siasha for a short while, but she had driven no one insane. Maybe her beauty was enough to drive men mad, but he had a feeling that wasn’t what Shania meant.


  And by that count, that means I’m already—


  “A witch’s mana corrodes others.”


  She ignored Zig’s terrified realization and continued her explanation.


  “It corrodes the mana, the thoughts, the hearts of others. Soon, everything about them will be overwritten as they will no longer be able to think about anything but the witch. It’s not a matter of whether we can control it. It’s just how we are. I don’t really know why, but that’s the kind of creature we are.”


  He could feel the heat in his body dissipate as he listened to her talk, all his built-up arousal washed away by a torrent of ice water. Although an exquisite woman was pressing her body against his, there was no warmth in it at all.


  “The corrosion doesn’t do much damage as long as it is directed at a single person. But if it went out of control and started affecting everything in a witch’s vicinity… Weaker specimens wouldn’t be able to survive.”


  There was a strange feeling. Although her voice was growing more distant, he could hear every pause and every word of what she was saying. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt this cold.


  “That’s why I was in that church. Waiting for a strong male to abduct and control like a puppet… Being a witch can be so lonely, and we are alone for most of our lives—”


  “Stop fucking with me!”


  His outraged cry echoed throughout the room. The earth-shaking volume of the man’s giant frame shook the walls of the cheap inn. The loudness of it startled Shania, her eyes widening as she took a step back. More than anything else, the sheer force of his voice was what made her retreat.


  “Uh?! Y-you…”


  Shania was shocked at the volume of his cry, but most of all… A mere human had scared her, even for a moment. 


  However, Zig was too furious to care. His rage was a conflagration, and his body trembled as he gritted his teeth.


  Shania said that prolonged coexistence with a witch corroded the mind, made the witch the object of one’s obsession. That would mean his mind was being controlled—that he was no longer himself.


  Another roar erupted out of him. “I’m not buying that for a second!”


  He would not accept it. There was no way he could.


  “I wield my blade of my own will!”


  Shania took another step back.


  Fueled by intense fury, Zig took a step forward. The black tentacles tried to hold him back, but there was no stopping him.


  “I kill my enemies of my own will!”


  As a mercenary, he was instructed not to use his clients as an excuse for killing. The choice to make a living by taking the lives of others was one that he made himself and no one else.


  And he made that decision a long time ago when he chose to walk this path.


  A man with no honor or pride. Lowly. Barbaric. Inhuman.


  Through it all, he maintained his freedom. No one forced him to do anything, and he could quit whenever he wanted. The fact that he was here was evidence of his free will. He was completely free.


  “Wield that sword of your own will.”


  That was Zig’s unwavering creed, beaten into him from the time he was adopted. It was why Zig didn’t hesitate. He would cut down enemies who stood in his way, cut down enemies to make money.


  “I cut down Ryell of my own will!”


  Eventually, he even cut down his own comrade.


  “Eek…”


  Faced with such explosive fury, Shania swallowed thickly and instinctively cast a spell. The tentacles binding Zig became more powerful.


  Zig looked at them with annoyance as they creaked around him. In his anger, he grabbed one of the rope-looking things.


  The man he was indebted to. The man who looked after him when he was a bumbling, awkward rookie. They had eaten out of the same pot, wielded their swords on the same battlefield.


  He didn’t regret cutting him down… No, he wouldn’t. Because he was a mercenary.


  “And…you’re telling me…”


  The power in his hands grew as he grabbed his restraints. His body trembled with unbridled anger, his breathing unsteady. His heart raced, his blood boiling right into his head.


  “…that I was being brainwashed during all of that?!”


  He felt it again. Felt his hands killing Ryell on that fateful night.


  He bathed in Ryell’s blood. Stepped over his corpse. Of his own will.


  If nothing else, that had to be my own will—


  “I refuse to believe that!”


  A rumbling roar.


  He put more strength into his hands and pulled at the tentacle restraining him, making it look like a rubber band about to snap.


  Zig’s strength and the tentacle were at a stalemate for a while, but the scales tipped when he used the recoil to tear it in one go. The force surpassed the mana contained in the black tentacle, ripping it into pieces.


  “Impossible!” Shania croaked as she witnessed the unthinkable happen.


  Though he wasn’t at his best, he was still able to tear the witch’s restraints with nothing but his strength. Not exactly something an average human would have.


  Having lost its mana, the tentacle dissipated into mist, releasing Zig.


  And that was the end of it.
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  Zig’s exhausted body no longer heeded him, and his anger eventually ran out. Without the restraints propping up him up, Zig’s heavy body fell forward with a thud as he lost consciousness.


  His passion gone, silence now filled the room.


  “Ha… Ha ha ha! You… You really surprised me there, Mr. Zig.”


  Shania forced herself to laugh at her earlier shameful behavior and then sighed. Being forced to hide her fear with false bravado was quite pathetic. She narrowed her eyes and inspected Zig as he lay on the floor.


  “What are you really?”


  She had found the powerful male specimen she wanted. For Shania, humans were simply a means to produce children and guinea pigs. Slightly intelligent monkeys. Awful creatures who used the meager wisdom they had accumulated to their own ends. There were exceptions here and there, and those drew her attention.


  Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to take good care of this specimen as a pet. Zig’s dedication to keeping his contract was rare in this day and age, and that was part of what attracted Shania to him. He wasn’t lacking in strength as a male, and he was younger than he looked. She had had a hunch ever since he saw her naked, but the confirmation came when she groped him earlier. Although his looks and words might make one think he was old, he was not.


  “And you have an unexpectedly passionate side to you.” 


  Shania shivered at seeing Zig’s anger up close. It was an amazing show of force. For a moment, he actually had the face of a demon. Over the course of her long life, she had been through situations where she felt her life was in danger, but never one where the cause was a single human.


  Shania crouched next to Zig and ran her fingers from his nape down to his back. It was like she was looking for something as she traced a line down his body.


  “Hmm… It looks like you’ve been corroded by a witch, after all. And it’s deep rooted.”


  She started going through Zig’s belongings. Not for money, but to look for any implements that might be magical in nature.


  “Some strange drugs, medicinal ointments and rations, throwing knives, money split into several wallets… Wow, it’s even in his boots. Very well prepared.”


  She hadn’t been with him long, but she already had a grasp on what kind of person he was. One’s belongings reflected one’s personality. In Zig’s case, it was very telling: well prepared and straightforward. Not a single corner of his inventory was wasted, and he carried only what was necessary.


  “Hmm?”


  Shania’s hands stopped as she was going through his belt pouch.


  She didn’t find anything strange—just another piece of food. However, unlike his highly nutritious rations that didn’t taste like much of anything, this was a small piece of hardtack and a small pot of jam.


  She wondered about it since it was highly uncharacteristic of him. Her cheeks turned pink when she finally realized that it was meant for her.


  “That’s just the thing about you, Mr. Zig.”


  Shania grinned as she put his belongings away. She kept searching for a little while but found nothing else of interest. Though, her lack of findings only deepened her curiosity.


  “A man should be driven mad by now with corrosion this deep…” Shania said. She straddled his back, saying whatever she wanted since he couldn’t hear her. “And yet he shows no sign of it. Then again, maybe he’s always had a few screws loose.”


  She absentmindedly fondled Zig’s butt until she finally got up and nodded to herself.


  “Oh well! I have time to think about all of that later. I have all the time in the world to retain him, after all. Now, time to pack up Mr. Zig and—”


  Shania suddenly crouched in the middle of her monologue. It was a strange thing to do, but no one took notice. A dark membrane covered her and soon covered Zig as well.


  It was like a wooden mallet hitting a tower of blocks. The first floor of the two-story inn was knocked sideways, ejecting it from the foundations. What remained were the second floor, hovering over what was left of the first floor, and its foundation…just like a child’s plaything.


  Something long and thick slammed with great speed about ten centimeters over Shania’s head. It destroyed all of the inn’s furniture and pillars standing in its way.


  It was a storm of destruction, the sound of breaking wood in its wake.


  The second floor, which had been hovering over the inn as if time had stopped, slowly began to fall. Unable to withstand the impact, the roof caved in, destroying everything left on the first floor.


  Thus ended one of Striggo’s longest storied inns. The cheap inn, located in a shady part of town, had served equally shady individuals. Perhaps it deserved to be destroyed. Fortunately, all its employees and customers had gone missing by that point, so there would be no arguments over who owned what.


  The dust settled, revealing a black cocoon in the middle of the rubble. A witch stood opposite of the cocoon, an earthen arm extending out of her right arm. The gigantic limb was easily twice her size, its shape conforming to her will.


  This was the hammer that brought destruction upon the inn.


  “There’s the stink. The stink of a female in heat. Such an undignified stench.”


  Her voice was like ice as she walked gracefully.


  She was destruction personified. Who could stop her if she wanted to take a walk through the rubble?


  “Homewrecker. I never gave you permission to touch what is mine with your defiled hands.”


  Azure eyes gleaming, her hair fluttered, resembling wet feathers.


  Everyone could hear the prelude to destruction, but in reality, the finale was already echoing in the air.


  Chapter 4:
Stellar Collision


   


  SHANIA WATCHED THE FIGURE FROM INSIDE THE cocoon as it dissipated.


  “Phew. An impressive show of force but lacking in overall mana control… Ah, youth.”


  Her body was unscathed despite blocking the destructive attack, her golden eyes glaring with hostility at the intruder.


  If a third party was present, they would feel a wave of nausea and a chill run down their backs.


  These creatures were on a different level, vastly more powerful. Trying to resist them would be foolish. There were two here, and their killing intent clashed openly with each other.


  The sewer rats had long vacated the building, and not a single insect could be felt in the vicinity. Even humans who couldn’t sense these things would feel the fear scraping against their skin.


  The two witches faced each other as they exchanged glances.


  Although this was their first encounter, their expressions seemed as if they were beholding an eternal enemy.


  “Well, well, if it isn’t a member of my own race… That was quite the violent introduction. Is this how you normally say hello?”


  The tone of Shania’s voice was casual, but she didn’t bother hiding the thorns laced in her words. She displayed the breadth of her mana, intent on striking fear into the heart of her opponent. The pupils of her golden eyes dilated like an aroused beast.


  “You smell like a bloodthirsty animal,” Shania chuckled. “I take it you weren’t disciplined properly.”


  Siasha’s face remained an expressionless mask. The fact that there was a witch on this continent, that she had found a member of her race, should have made her question what a witch was doing here in the first place. However, none of these things concerned her.


  No, these matters didn’t concern her one bit.


  The purple witch was trying to intimidate her with a threatening surge of mana, power so vast that it endangered Siasha’s life. But she paid her no mind.


  Instead, her eyes went to the man lying on the ground next to the unknown witch.


  Siasha ignored the heavy tension in the air, her cherry-colored lips splitting into a smile.


  “There you are, Zig. Let’s go home. I’m almost due for a promotion. I can’t wait to see what adventures are in store for me next. I know you’re busy, but I’m going to demand that you help with my adventuring. Not to worry, though. Kirk said he would give me some interesting requests. I’m sure they will be profitable. I’ll buy some new magic items, you can get new gear, then we can save up for even newer ones. But I’m getting ahead of myself. I suppose this is the thrill of being an adventurer. So many things to do, so little time… So, hurry and wake up so we can go back to work.”


  Siasha was smiling despite the conversation being completely one-sided and Zig having no way to respond.


  “Have you lost your mind?”


  Shania was confused by Siasha’s utter refusal to engage with her, especially since she was clearly displaying her bloodlust.


  Her azure eyes now turned to her as if noticing her for the first time.


  “I don’t know who you are, but Zig and I have many things we must do together. Can you not interfere?”


  “I finally have your attention.”


  Shania smiled smugly as she placed her hand on Zig’s head and stroked it affectionately. She had decided that since this young witch with black hair was so attached to this man, she would agitate her.


  As Shania predicted, Siasha’s eyes grew wide as saucers despite her staying calm.


  “Sorry, but I’ll be taking Mr. Zig with me. It would be a shame to lose him to someone as half-hearted as you.”


  Shania increased her mana output, cradling Zig’s head in her arms so Siasha could see. She turned away to further annoy her. Shania kept her composure despite the bloodlust radiating from her opponent.


  The way Siasha was looking at her probably would’ve killed an ordinary person. Her overflowing mana crushed the rubble around them.


  “I will kill you.” A one-sided declaration. This was no longer a conversation.


  When two witches met, they would either avoid or clash with each other. No matter how things went, the outcome was already decided from the start.


  “You’re more than welcome to try!”


  With two witches maddened with rage, violence beyond human comprehension collided with each other.


  Siasha made the first move since her magic was already activated.


  She further enlarged the earthen arm covering her right limb and extended it to crush Shania.


  “So barbaric.”


  Shania used her magic without batting an eye at the giant arm coming to squash her. Black ropes whipped out of the shadows, cutting the giant arm (capable of crushing the average monstrosity) like a vegetable.


  Shania summoned more lashers out of the shadows and launched them toward Siasha.


  Siasha only scoffed in annoyance at the horde of shadows capable of dicing flesh by passing through it. A diamond shaped earthen shield emerged out of the floor. Having seen the power of these whip-like strands, she had specially charged her protective cover with more mana.


  Three earthen shields, blackened with excess mana, took the impact of the lashers. They held instead of breaking down like the arms. Even as the shadows wrapped around them, they showed no signs of fracturing.


  “Weak.”


  One gesture was all it took.


  The earthen shields rotated, forcibly tearing the tendrils apart.


  “Ugh…”


  The two glared at each other again through the remnants of dissipated mana. Both ran to the side to keep Zig out of harm’s way while casting their spells.


  Siasha with her rock spears. Shania with her dark-colored lashers. Their spells clashed as if this dance had been rehearsed many times.


  Rock spears and dark whips collided violently. Shadows sliced and earthen shields blocked any spells that made it through. The stray remnants destroyed the surrounding buildings, the sound of devastation drowning out the frightened cries of escaping civilians. The witches’ spells cut through the walls of buildings like tofu, indiscriminately destroying everything in the vicinity. Their casting speed was on par with each other, though Shania had the advantage in precision mana control.


  There is quite a difference in our destructive force, Shania thought. Winning in a head on shoot-out would be difficult.


  Shania frowned bitterly as she sliced away at the rock spears. They were more difficult to deal with now, having been hardened with more mana.


  “But a battle isn’t a straightforward affair.”


  She had spent many years perfecting her precision.


  One of her lashers crashed into an earthen shield but didn’t disappear as the others did. Instead, it clung to the shield, restricting its movement.


  “Ugh!”


  Despite the obstruction, the vast difference in mana diminished the whip’s effects. However, Siasha was thrown off by the sudden sluggishness of the shield, affecting her aim with the rock spears.


  “Not a fan of tricks, are we?”


  Shania exploited the opening immediately, gathering her mana to create a killing blow. Her shadow instantly elongated, producing a gigantic dark-colored blade. It appeared weightless, but the anomalous edge gave off a terrifying aura.


  The giant sword struck down all the rock spears and sped toward Siasha’s neck.


  A single shield wouldn’t save her. Knowing this, Siasha swung her arm, redirecting all other earthen shields into a single file in front of her to block the dark blade.


  “Hah!”


  Blade and shield came into contact, dispersing mana as they devoured each other.


  Siasha had superior mana output, but as a fellow witch, the magic Shania was using wasn’t lacking. Between an earthen shield that needed to be maintained for a long time and a dark blade that could appear instantaneously, the latter had the clear advantage.


  Seeing the results prove her hypothesis, Shania’s smile deepened as the dark blade slowly cut through the earthen shield.


  Siasha braced herself to hold her ground, but recovering after suddenly losing her balance would be difficult. A layer of the shield had already been whittled away. At this rate, Shania could simply twiddle her thumbs and wait for Siasha’s head to meet a grisly end.


  Faced with the menacing blade set to take her life, Siasha calmly put together a spell and finished casting it.


  “Hmph!”


  She stomped her foot and raised her free arm.


  Rocks started gathering over her shoulder, piecing together to become a gigantic fist.


  Gigantic by human standards, anyway. For humans, anything over two meters would be considered too gigantic to be practical.


  Meanwhile, a witch could easily manipulate this massive fist. Who knew what enormous was to a witch?


  “Ever heard of restraint?” Shania asked.


  The gigantic fist was the same size as the one that had destroyed the second floor of the inn earlier. Shania twitched as its great shadow loomed over her. For the first time since the battle started, she was losing her cool.


  “I’ve done away with such pretenses,” Siasha scoffed angrily. She seemed to have taken offense at Shania’s question. 


  “That’s not what I me—”


  “Raah!”


  It was no time for small talk.


  With a short battle cry, the boulder fist fell upon the dark blade. The fist knocked the blade away—or rather, it completely crushed it, shaking the earth as it slammed into the ground. The impact made their ears ring, the shock wave blowing all the surrounding rubble away.


  As the violent rumbling subsided, an unnerving silence filled the air.


  The night wind blew through the area. All barriers went down as the victor was finally revealed.


  When the dust settled, Siasha was the one left standing.


  It seemed as if a meteorite had fallen or a large explosion had gone off. A third party would be forgiven for making that assumption considering the state of the ground. The initial impact spread the rubble in all directions, clearing out the epicenter.


  Most of the townspeople had already evacuated, but the ones who couldn’t get away in time were knocked out by the wind and the shock wave created by the earthen fist. The less fortunate among them, the ones buried underneath the rubble, lost more than their consciousness.


  Something awakened in the middle of the desolate crater.


  “Phew… I got a little enthusiastic there,” said the witch who caused the catastrophe. She made it sound like she simply had a little too much to eat.


  Her lustrous black hair rippled as her azure eyes glowed. Absolute power. The woman once called the Silent Witch scanned her surroundings quietly.


  The giant boulder covering her arm was gone. Despite all the dust, her clothes showed no signs of filth, her beauty unscathed. The dark blade Shania produced was gone without a trace, its user suffering the same fate.


  Siasha confirmed that this was so, not moving from her spot. She rolled her stiff shoulders and smiled awkwardly to herself.


  “I guess she wasn’t so tough after all.”


  Maybe she meant it, maybe she was putting up a front. She looked triumphant, albeit her expression being a bit stiff, but then she remembered something important and started to panic.


  “Ah! Zig is buried!”


  She had covered him with soil some distance away to protect him, but now she couldn’t tell where he was under all the rubble. The devastation around her had changed the landscape completely, and she could only make a vague guess as to where he was located.


  Her earthen barrier could easily withstand the weight of the rubble, but Zig would suffocate if he was buried deep enough. As sturdy as he was, he still needed oxygen to survive.


  “Wh-wh-what should I do?! A-anyway, I’ll have to clear the rubble!”


  Just as Siasha was about to take a step, a black lasher emerged through her chest.


  “Huh?”


  Siasha sounded puzzled, unable to comprehend what had just happened.


  A black shadow had grown out of the ground and shot right through her chest. Its frightening sharpness penetrated through her without resistance.


  It was definitely fatal. Life was draining out of Siasha as she was skewered. She tried reaching out to look for Zig, but her arm wouldn’t do as she wanted.


  “You can’t go letting your guard down like that.”


  [image: ]


  A shadow emerged some distance away as Siasha hung by the lasher like a marionette. The shadow grew to the size of a person, revealing itself to be a black cocoon.


  “Puah.”


  Shania, who was supposed to have been defeated, jumped out of the black cocoon. She shook her body like a wet dog, flicking away the shadows covering her. Finally, she flipped her hair, and her golden eyes gleamed as the corners of her mouth lifted.


  “Did I catch you by surprise? I don’t have as much mana as you do, but I am confident in my ability to intensify it.”


  Brushing off the hem of her habit, Shania summoned more shadows and launched them toward Siasha. The tendrils pierced her hands and feet like they were fruit and stitched them back together again like a lab experiment. Siasha was finally getting a taste of her own medicine.


  Her face remained expressionless as if she could no longer feel pain.


  “To think that a witch…would play dead…”


  Siasha’s voice was nearly inaudible. She knew she didn’t have long to live.


  Shania wagged her finger in front of her, pleased that her prey had fallen into her trap.


  “You thought a witch would be above deception? How naive.”


  Witches were strong, which was why they rarely resorted to surprise attacks and ambushes. There was no reason to. A single spell was enough to rip through their targets like paper. By the time they started on their second spell, whatever challenged them would be running away in fear.


  “You are strong… And it would be difficult for me to face you head on. But I can see that you’ve never faced death before. The pride of the powerful is their greatest weakness.”


  Victory assured, Shania walked slowly toward Siasha. She extended her hand to snuff out the life before her, to gain what was rightfully hers—


  “Hmm?”


  She froze.


  Something wasn’t right. A dying witch could still use magic, and that was normal enough. The amount of mana coming out of Siasha was too small to be significant.


  What?!


  Shania’s blood ran cold when she finally noticed it.


  Why did she only notice now? Not a drop of blood was coming out of this witch!


  “Ugh…”


  “Took you long enough.”


  Siasha’s voice was clear as day, untouched by death.


  The spell she had put together rushed Shania.


  Knowing that she had been tricked, Shania quickly manipulated her shadows, wrapping them around herself like a ball. The tendrils had a bit of elasticity in them to absorb some degree of impact.


  However, the hard impact did not come, and the force hitting her protective shadows was negligible. Shania was suspicious, but didn’t let her guard down because she was still dealing with a witch.


  Suddenly, a feeling of weightlessness assaulted her.


  “Huh?! Damn it, that’s what she’s after!”


  By the time she realized what Siasha was doing, it was too late.


  The earth manipulated by Siasha’s magic wrapped around Shania’s black cocoon like a starfish eating a clam. It didn’t stop there and continued to lift the black cocoon into the sky.


  Siasha appeared right below the large dirt ball.


  “I’m not very good at this kind of magic… I hope I came off as convincing.”


  Siasha glanced at the other Siasha as the latter crumbled into the dirt from which it came. The spell finally wore off. Siasha knew she had reproduced her colors well but was worried about the puppet’s finer movements. Oh well—that was homework for another day.


  Once the earthen puppet was gone, Siasha turned her attention to the dirt ball and raised her hand. It heeded her command, pushing into the cocoon within to crush it. The black tendrils fought back, the cocoon screeching as if in pain.


  It was clear who had the advantage here. All you had to do was look at the witches’ faces.


  “Urk!”


  Shania desperately fought against being crushed. Her composure was gone, cold sweat running down her cheeks.


  In contrast, Siasha looked perfectly calm. As Shania herself said, Siasha had the advantage when it came to a strict contest of power.


  Their eyes met through the cracks of the cocoon, their positions completely reversed.


  Siasha had a small smile on her face as she said deliberately, “You didn’t think a witch would be above deception, did you?”


  “You got me there.”


  Shania’s eyebrows furrowed at having to eat her own words.


  This young witch had known from the start that it would take wits to defeat her. She hid herself in the dust cloud, creating a puppet out of soil as a decoy… A good plan. Very unlike a witch.


  How does a young witch have so much power?


  Shania’s curiosity would soon be satisfied, though the answer was not what she was expecting.


  “You said I had never come face-to-face with death before. I wonder if you were talking about yourself. Unfortunately, I have been defeated once.”


  Although she was talking about her past defeat, she sounded cheerful and passionate. Her smile was that of a girl experiencing the feverish days of youth.


  Siasha knew of someone who would never let down his guard once he was in a fight. And she remembered everything he taught her. Some of it was a little twisted, but she kept all his words in mind, carved into her heart.


  “Weak and powerless are not always the same thing. I learned that from him.”


  “No… Impossible… It can’t be!”


  Shania’s magic creaked under the immense pressure. She poured more mana into her shadows to prevent them from collapsing.


  Although her life was in danger, she couldn’t help but be bewildered. If what she was saying was true, then only one person fit that description. But that couldn’t happen, mustn’t happen.


  “Have you ever experienced a blade that overwhelmed the full power of a witch and could behead her on the spot?”


  Shania smelled the presence of a witch. She thought Zig was being targeted by a witch because of how strong he was.


  There was a certain charm in taking the belongings of others. And he was fresh, untouched. That’s why she thought she could take him for herself.


  But with the way this young witch told her story… It was as if she was defeated and fell in love with the man who defeated her.


  A witch must never be defeated by a human.


  “You are a disgrace!” Shania screamed. “You bring shame to all witches for being defeated by a lowly human!”


  The black shadows responded to her surge of emotions, becoming thicker and stronger.


  The lashers squirmed, pushing against the crushing pressure of the soil around them. However, Siasha simply shook her head, as if bored with the display.


  “Goodness, you old witches are so set in your ways… Results are all that matters. Didn’t you feel anything when you watched Zig?”


  Siasha extended her hand to the side as the magic restraining Shania continued to press all around her.


  Her hand looked like it was gently gripping something, and rocks started gathering inside of her palm in the form of a stick.


  Siasha charged the stone sword handle with more mana, making it tougher as she cast a more powerful spell. The rocks slowly elongated and grew until the intended shape was now visible.


  She slowly raised the rock greatsword. Its blade made cracking noises as it turned black. She continued pouring more mana into it until it hit its limit, turning it into a jet-black blade.


  “Kaah!”


  Just before the greatsword finished forming, the shadows overflowed and ripped through the earth prison.


  Countless black tendrils whipped around the dirt ball, slicing it into pieces and freeing Shania. When she landed, she found herself facing a giant blade that could cut through anything.


  To the woman who wielded dark magic, the jet-black sword looked ominous.


  “You lovestruck runt!”


  Shania started refining her mana once she realized she had no way of escaping the giant blade. Due to her skill of manipulating mana, she was able to put together a bigger spell in a shorter amount of time.


  A gigantic spear made of black shadows.


  The spear that could pierce anything and the sword that could cut everything.


  The twisted, helical spear began to rotate, gradually gaining speed.


  When the greatspear’s rotation reached full speed, the giant sword was finally complete.


   


  They stared at each other, azure and golden eyes glowing.


  Unleashed, the powerful spells crashed into each other.


  Their destructive power was enough to erase all evidence of their opponent.


  Neither yielded as bursts of bright mana exploded from their magic like a fireworks display.


  The aftershocks blew away the surrounding rubble, leaving nothing but sand in its epicenter.


  A fissure crawled along the greatspear, a crack appearing in the blade of the giant sword.


  The collision seemed like it lasted for hours, but in reality, only a few seconds had gone by. However, one side was clearly victorious.


  The point of the greatspear lurched forward.


  Each side sought to break the other’s blade.


  “Huh?!” Shania flinched first.


  And the greatspear was split in two and launched into the sky. Maintaining its speed, it flew through the heavens, piercing a cloud. A great hole opened in the night sky, allowing moonlight to stream through.


  “A beautiful moonlit night.”


  Shania’s arms went limp at her sides as she looked up. The moon appeared as if it had been cut in half by the giant sword.


   


  ***


   


  I feel someone shaking my shoulders.


  “… ig… ake up…”


  Probably Ryell. Likely had another rowdy night. That guy never learns. One of his girls stabbed him when she found out he’d been cheating on her, and I had to carry him to the infirmary. Dying on the battlefield is one thing, but going out in such a stupid way just hurts to watch.


  “Zi… Wake…”


  The captain laughed when they heard the story at one of our banquets. For all his stoicism, even the vice-captain laughed. The only ones worried about Ryell were me and the provisions lady.


  Your dumbass is the reason we got banned from that brothel—


   


  “Zig, wake up!”


  He found himself waking from his distant nostalgic memories by a more forceful urging.


  The voice itself wasn’t loud, but it strangely stood out in his mind.


  Zig kept silent, still dazed somewhat, but he clearly recognized the face of the one shaking him awake. The back of his head felt like it was cushioned, as if he was laying on someone’s lap.


  “Siasha?” he croaked.


  “Hello. Good morning. It’s already night, though.”


  She smiled, the moonlit sky her background. Her azure eyes were still glowing despite the moon beaming at them. Her long black hair flowed down like a curtain, tickling Zig’s cheek.


  Seeing her face reassured him. Zig slowly got up, albeit awkwardly at first.


  His clumsiness soon faded, and his gaze sharpened as he remembered what happened before he blacked out.


  “Where’s Shania?”


  Siasha looked puzzled for a moment but soon put together that that was the name of the witch from earlier. She scoffed, her expression showing a disdain that went far deeper than contempt and scorn.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “Probably dead.”


  “I see.”


  Her response was all Zig needed to know what had happened. He got up and looked around.


  What he saw was what he expected—and it wasn’t good.


  “Carnage” would be an understatement.


  He probably wasn’t too far from the spot where he blacked out. He could tell from his relative position what little was left standing, like the gates and other structures here and there.


  The change in landscape had been monumental.


  His surroundings were like a vacant lot. Zig had seen war change the terrain many times before, but never to the point of completely leveling it.


  No rubble, no debris, no corpses. It was as if a great wave had come through and swept everything away. This had probably been the epicenter of the battle between the two witches. Some distance off, the more typical and familiar scars of war were visible.


  However, the mark that stood out the most was the straight line carved into the earth.


  The fissure looked like it had been left behind by an earthquake, but it lacked the irregularity that formed it through natural disasters.


  It was as if someone had forcibly cut through rye bread with a dull knife. The ridge extended into the distance, splitting a grandiose mansion at the end of it. The buildings along the path of destruction collapsed under their own weight, also sundered in half. The mansion was quite sturdy in comparison.


  As he surveyed the destruction, he felt a tug at his sleeve.


  He looked down to see Siasha fidgeting awkwardly.


  “Uhh… Sorry. I overdid it…”


  The way she turned her face away like a child who didn’t want to get into trouble with her parents made her seem like the most unlikely suspect of all this destruction. Regardless, she definitely did it.


  He knew that witches were walking anomalies. Even so, this was a bit much…


  “Zig?”


  Siasha lifted her face fearfully, anxious because of Zig’s silence. Her azure eyes were misty, revealing her inner thoughts.


  He felt that he should assuage her anxieties… All while being unsure whether he was being manipulated.


  “It was a battle between witches. You couldn’t afford to hold back.”


  “You can say that again. I’m beat.”


  Even as they spoke, he could hear Shania’s words whisper in the back of his mind. He had been corroded by a witch’s power, and she now had control over his every whim.


  Accepting an enemy’s words as truth is foolishness. There’s no proof that what Shania said was true.


  He was being manipulated… But was he really?


  Yes, he had done things that were not like him ever since he met her, but people changed according to their circumstances. Not changing, considering the drastic change in their circumstances, would be actually crazy.


  So why was he so distraught by what Shania said? Was there a way to distinguish between his own will and the effects of a witch’s corrosion?


  Calm down, he said to himself, emphasizing that he still had free will. Not everything has changed… If anything, things have mostly stayed the same.


  If a comrade became an enemy, would he go easy on him?


  No. That much he knew for sure.


  He wouldn’t hold back against anyone. If there was a way to resolve the situation without becoming enemies, he would pursue it. If not, he would wield his sword against them without hesitation.


  And even if I were being manipulated…


  He would allow it. For now.


  Zig took a deep breath to settle himself. Regaining some degree of his bearings, he turned to his charge.


  “Siasha.”


  “Y-yes!”


  “We’re getting out of here.”


  “What?”


  In a sense, this was a much more pressing matter than his internal struggles.


  Who would be blamed for all this destruction? Zig and Siasha were the only ones present.


  It was difficult to believe that all this destruction was committed by two people, let alone one. However, the fact that Zig and Siasha stood in the center of it all unscathed might cause people to put two and two together.


  It was the devil’s proof after that.


  There were plenty of ways to explain the destruction, everything from a malfunctioning magic item to explosives gone awry.


  “Devil’s proof wouldn’t really hold since it’s actually the truth, I guess…” Zig muttered.


  “How much do you think we would have to pay in damages?” Siasha asked.


  As soon as he regained his footing, hunger assaulted Zig, causing him to stuff his face with his emergency food as he ran. He popped open a jar of honey and downed it with some pemmican to deliver nutrients to his decrepit legs as fast as possible. The hellish harmony of sweet, salty, and oily flooded in his mouth, but he did not have time to complain.


  “Damn it. She really drained my stamina…”


  His wounds had healed at least, but he was about to collapse from being incredibly famished. He now understood why healing spells came with inherent danger.


  Zig cursed and wiped his mouth. Siasha looked at him like she wanted to say something.


  “Did you come alone?” Zig asked.


  Siasha’s face fell with awkward realization.


  “Now that you mention it… I wonder if Norton and the others are okay.”


  The name sounded familiar. If Zig remembered correctly, he was the third-class adventurer who was with them during the blade bee incident.


  Kirk had probably assigned him to keep watch over Siasha.


  “This is bad,” he said. “There wouldn’t be a corpse left over if they got hit with that.”


  “Th-they should be fine,” Siasha stammered. “We came from the food stall district so they should be safe… I hope.”


  She hoped. Not words that inspired confidence.


  In any case, a third-class adventurer should be able to protect himself. He should be able to… Otherwise, Kirk’s stomach might disintegrate from heartburn.


  The buildings further away from the epicenter were still in shape. The food stall district seemed to be recovering quickly, probably because it was designed to be collapsible to begin with.


  Mafia bodies piled the streets as opportunistic looters went through the destroyed buildings.


  “It’s not even war time.”


  Beggars were rare in times of war, and it wasn’t because of an abundance of supplies.


  Looting bodies on the battlefield was a more consistent way of staying alive than relying on the kindness of others. Whether friend or foe, soldiers’ bodies were stripped down.


  Zig couldn’t help but frown at the memory, seeing the familiar scene playing out in front of him. He wasn’t opposed to it, but it reminded him of the vices running this town.


  Siasha turned to him, noticing his change in mood. “Zig?”


  “It’s nothing. As for Norton and the others—”


  “Aaaaaahh!”


  A scream cut Zig off.


  He looked to its source and saw an obscenely well-dressed man. He was on his knees. His sudden screeching irritated Siasha.


  “So loud.”


  “My… My inn! My moneeeeeeeeey!”


  “I guess we all have a reason to cry sometimes.”


  Siasha was sympathetic but averted her gaze from the man lamenting his bisected business. Even she felt guilty after what she did.


  The man’s clothes suggested that he was a mafia officer. Fortunately, his back was turned to them, and he was completely oblivious to their presence.


  “Well, let’s get going, Zig. We need to—”


  Just as the two were about to leave their hiding place among the rubble, a voice echoed through the area.


  “Hey, Wildight. Why the long face? Something good happen today?”


  The owner of the voice appeared before the man, wearing a gentle smile as if he was talking to an old friend. The smile was as unsettling as it was out of place. Hatred was evident on the man called Wildight’s face.


  “You! You’ve got some fucking nerve showing your face around here, Norton!”


  Norton, the adventurer clad in black armor with a greatsword on his back, had finally shown himself.


  Zig looked at Siasha. The one they were looking for was no longer lost.


  He knew about Norton but didn’t know that he was acquainted with the mafia. There was nothing surprising about an adventurer being involved with a crime syndicate. Zig had seen that firsthand multiple times.


  But why would he show up now?


  If he had been benefitting from them, now was the perfect time to cut them off since they were financially ruined.


  “Did you do this?! Why?! There’s no reason for all this!”


  Wildight grabbed Norton’s collar and shook him, but the latter kept his cool, his thoughts concealed behind that incomprehensible smile.


  “You freak! I killed all those adventurers for you and that wasn’t enough?!”


  He what?!


  Zig stifled a gasp at what Wildight said.


  He was able to do it, at least. Siasha had a more difficult time, inexperienced as she was with interpersonal relationships.


  “Huh?”


  “Eep—!”


  It hadn’t been very loud, but unfortunately, her gasp rang out in the silence after Wildight finished talking. Both men heard her.


  “Wait, no—”


  Before anyone could blink, the greatsword on Norton’s back swung twice.


  Wildight wasn’t given the opportunity to scream. Before he could register what was going on, he was a corpse.


  His decapitated head flew in the air as a cross-shaped slash flashed in the night, cutting it further into pieces.


  “I let my guard down.”


  Flicking the blood off his greatsword, he returned it to his back, talking as if nothing happened. The headless body fell, and Norton turned to the rubble next to it where Zig and Siasha were hiding.


  “I didn’t think he’d just up and say it,” he said, disappointment on his face as if the plot of a story had been spoiled. “They usually talk a lot more before it gets to that.”


  There was no use hiding now that he knew they were there.


  Zig got out first, followed by Siasha.


  “Hello, Zig. It’s been a while. As for Siasha, we just met earlier today.”


  “Ah yes, hello,” Siasha said.


  He greeted the two of them normally. Although something was slightly off about his tone, it didn’t really matter right now.


  “What was he talking about?” Zig asked.


  “It’s just as you heard.”


  No attempt was made to conceal the truth. It was like an act of defiance on Norton’s part. There was no use hiding what was clearly said for all to hear.


  “Do you want me to clarify it for you? I was the one who helped them attack the blade bee nest.”


  “Why would you do that?”


  Zig’s thoughts immediately went to his back, but there was no weapon there. 


  But never mind Norton. As exhausted as he was, it was highly doubtful he could beat even Cain in this state.


  Norton understood that full well. He calmly looked at the moon, his confession spilling from his lips.


  “You see, I think adventuring is a wonderful profession. Exploring uncharted lands, risking your life to defeat vicious monstrosities, bringing prosperity to the city… It’s like being the hero of a fairy tale. I’ve always wanted to be an adventurer ever since I was a boy, and I worked to make sure I became one.”


  He stopped, drew his greatsword, and raised it in front of his forehead with both hands.


  Covered with moonlight, Norton looked like a god.


  “I’m fortunate enough to be somewhat talented. I’ve progressed all the way up to third-class. I have no intention of stopping, of course. Not until I get to first-class.”


  He winked as if bantering with them, but his eyes were dead serious. Zig could tell that he wasn’t joking in the slightest.


  “A true meritocracy where you are not judged by your race or lineage. There are two adventurers, younger than I am, who have made it to second-class.”


  He sounded frustrated, but his voice didn’t have a trace of envy or jealousy.


  Vexed as he was, Zig could see that Norton was still determined to keep going.


  “I don’t like losing, and I have no intention of giving up. If anything, having someone to chase only makes me more motivated.”


  Respect and admiration for his betters—the passion Norton had for adventurers was painfully evident. And that could only mean one thing.


  His tone shifted. “That was why…I couldn’t put up with them.”


  Initially, his voice was filled with passion as he spoke about his hopes and dreams. Now, it was filled with pitch-black hatred.


  “Those low rank adventurers who have no intention of improving, who refuse to take risks.”


  The sound of his grinding teeth was audible.


  “Those lazy bastards who are content to play with bugs every day,” he cursed, pure resentment overflowing from his heart. “What part of them is adventurous? They’re an eyesore and I wish every one of them would die!”


  He clenched his fists, cracking his knuckles.


  He was serious. He seriously thought that adventurers who had no desire to grow and take risks should just die. He wanted to eliminate everyone who opposed his ideal.


  He looked at the corpse and sighed sardonically.


  “So, I lent Kararak a hand. To get rid of all the adventurers that were an eyesore.”


  “That doesn’t justify what you did,” Zig said.


  “No, Zig, it doesn’t. I’m just shoving my ideals down everyone’s throats,” Norton declared self-deprecatingly.


  There was no way of stopping him. Norton knew himself well—enough to carry out such a brutal act. He was powerful with a strong sense of purpose, the most dangerous kind of criminal.


  “But all of this could have been prevented if they had behaved themselves in the first place. When they see talented adventurers who are younger than them, they always get in their way and bother them with petty squabbles. Parasites, truly. You know this firsthand, right, Siasha?”


  Norton cast his gaze at Siasha.


  “Yes. Honestly, I am relieved that those people are gone.”


  Previously, she had gotten in trouble during the blade bee extermination request for saying the same things Norton said. Although people who agreed with him were rare, they did exist.


  “But I put up with it. Because I was taught that not everyone is in this business to improve. All I need to do is my best. I believe this is called tolerance.”


  That is what makes me different from you, Siasha implied, puffing out her chest.


  Tolerance—acknowledging the fact that there will always be differences with each other, but respecting their differences enough to not push one’s own ideals or opinions on them.


  Even if Siasha hadn’t gotten to the point of respecting, she had progressed enough to think, Oh, that viewpoint exists.


  A human who pushed his ideals unto others and a witch who let others just be themselves stood opposed to each other.


  “That’s a ‘no,’ huh? Too bad.”


  Norton’s shoulders slumped, disappointed since he thought Siasha would agree with him.


  There was a time when she might have agreed with him. The fact that she had changed was evidence of her growth.


  “Well, that’s all right. Now, Zig… How about we make a deal?”


  “A deal?”


  This was what he was after. Norton nodded, stepping on the corpse next to him.


  “I want you to keep my dealings with them a secret. In exchange—I won’t tell anyone about Siasha’s extraordinary power.”


  Zig fell silent.


  I guess he saw it.


  Zig’s mind raced, fighting the urge to click his tongue.


  It was common knowledge that Siasha’s magic was too advanced for her class. This wasn’t strange in itself, and she could excuse herself by saying that she had been learning magic from a very young age.


  However, what she did today was inexcusable. She had pierced the heavens and rent the earth with her cataclysmic display of power. There was no fooling anyone who saw it firsthand. Siasha had been doing her best to keep her large-scale magic to a minimum ever since they arrived on this continent. 


  She couldn’t afford to this time. Not against a witch.


  Norton’s tone rose. “I’ve always had a feeling she was special. But nothing like that.”


  Still, Zig kept silent.


  He couldn’t blame Norton. It was hard to remain unmoved after what he saw. A monstrosity possessing astounding powers was understandable; a creature in human form wielding those same abilities was incomprehensible.


  “As for Siasha’s identity and how she acquired such power in the first place…I can’t say I’m not interested, but I promise not to pry into the details. Just don’t tell anyone about me.”


  Not a bad deal.


  Although hard to believe, the words of a third-class adventurer were trustworthy.


  Even if some people didn’t take his story at face value, it would be difficult for Siasha to keep adventuring if people were suspicious about her.


  Zig would have to give Kirk a falsified report.


  He had no intention of being inflexible to the point that all contracts were absolute. There had been times when he gave up on contracts because they asked him to do something that was out of scope.


  Where did this contract lie?


  The fish he caught proved much bigger than he anticipated, but it was still within the boundaries of the job. Considering what he had accomplished so far, however, he was technically underpaid.


  “Let me guess, you were tasked to find the culprit behind the blade bee incident. Well, the one who gave the order was the head of the Kararak… This guy right here. I know everyone who was in on it too. They’re all dead by now, though.”


  Norton explained what he knew about the incident, perhaps in an effort to convince Zig.


  “At the end of the day, I just instigated them and gave them a little help… A middleman. I don’t think that violates your contract. What do you think?”


  “I have other ways of shutting you up,” Zig suggested, wanting to see how Norton would react to a threat. 


  As expected, he was met with a smile. “I’ve got pretty fast legs. My friends are in town too. It shouldn’t be too hard to outrun you with the way you are now. So can you please stop trying to get the jump on me?”


  “Huh?”


  Siasha took a menacing step forward as Zig made his suggestion. She turned to him with a look of dissatisfaction, asking for instructions.


  He shook his head and she withdrew, acknowledging that it couldn’t be helped. Despite what Norton said earlier, he would have no mercy on those who directly interfered with his plans.


  Siasha stood down and Norton sighed, cold sweat running down his face. The fact that he was able to maintain a straight face despite her clearly bearing her fangs at him was impressive, but even then, he still felt fear being confronted like that.


  In any case, they were out of options. Even if they were to chase Norton and his men down, they were still third-class adventurers. If they gave it their all to escape, even Siasha couldn’t catch them all. At that point, there would be no room left for suspicion.


  “Fine. We have a deal. But if word of this gets out…”


  “Oh, please. I have no intention of fighting anyone who did all of this,” Norton said frankly. “Besides, I still want to be an adventurer. I’ll do anything for that.”


  He probably wasn’t lying. He would really do anything to pursue the ideal of the perfect adventurer. That was why Norton revealed everything without hesitation. He was able to put away reason and morality in the name of his ideal.


  What if keeping Siasha’s power a secret was opposed to that belief? No, that was too much of a stretch. Norton certainly didn’t seem to mind.


  By all appearances, the deal was safe to make.


  “So that’s our contract settled. Now, we should really get out of here. You can ride a horse, right, Zig?”


  “Yeah.”


  It still didn’t feel right, but Zig had no option other than to follow Norton’s lead. He couldn’t afford to mess up his priorities because he was too conscious of the immediate issues.


  Getting out of Striggo wasn’t especially difficult since the town had been plunged into a state of chaos.


  Its people prioritized looting over helping others. No one cared about Zig and the others passing through.


  The mafia members were the only ones helping their comrades. It made them seem human, but one mustn’t forget that it was them who pushed the rest of Striggo to the brink of desperation.


  Norton led the way past a checkpoint where the guards might as well be thugs and quickly made it through. They regrouped with his friends and got on their horses.


  “Where we headed?” Zig asked, filling his stomach with food he took from a collapsed wagon. 


  Norton urged his horse along while being cautious of his surroundings.


  “Fuelle Mountain. We’re using the transportation stone there.”


  “I see. So that’s how you got here so quickly.”


  “It’s not strictly legal. We can’t go back when it’s busy since the stone is not supposed to be used in a casual capacity.”


  They would arrive a little bit past midnight on horseback. Perfect timing since the place would be deserted before the morning rush. Zig felt like he would die if he had to spend another night in his current state of hunger.


  “Siasha.”


  He addressed the witch, who was seated in front of him on the same horse. She was nestled against him as his hands held the reins. Her shoulders twitched in surprise.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “It’s just… I’m sorry,” she said. “You did your best to hide me, and I ended up getting found out anyway…”


  Zig was wondering why she had gotten so quiet. The fact that Norton had seen her powers bothered her. She understood that Zig had been doing everything in his power to keep her true nature under wraps.


  She fell silent again, and the clopping of horse hooves echoed in the quiet night.


  Zig thought about what to say but could only come up with a cliché line. “You don’t have to worry about that. What’s done is done. And our witness isn’t going to talk in the end.”


  “But—”


  Zig interrupted her by putting his hand on her shoulder. The horse grunted in annoyance, as it was now only being driven by a single rein.


  “More importantly, I caused you a lot of trouble,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


  “Huh?” Siasha turned around, taken aback at his sudden apology. Her deep azure eyes, still glowing in the cover of night, were reflected in Zig’s gray gaze.


  “A bodyguard isn’t supposed to be rescued by his client. It’s unbecoming.”


  “You don’t have to apologize for that… I’m always causing you trouble…”


  Siasha felt genuinely flustered by Zig’s sincere apology.


  Still, he needed to apologize as necessary. A bodyguard who caused trouble for his client was unacceptable.


  Above all else, he was grateful. “Thank you, Siasha.”


  Who knew what would have happened if she hadn’t come when she did?


  The heartfelt words flowed out of him naturally. Manipulation or not.


  Her eyes widened when he thanked her. And then she smiled. Strangely, her smile lacked its usual bewitching charm. No, this was the smile of an ordinary girl.


  “You are very welcome,” Siasha answered simply.


  She closed her eyes and leaned her head against Zig’s chest.
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  Side Story:
Impossible Coexistence


   


  DEEP WITHIN A FOREST, WHERE THE TREES WERE ON fire and the ground was singed, the flora had been burned on such a large scale that it looked like a deforestation project. The flames continued to spread, the dense woodland lighting up like the plains at sunrise.


  Humans versus witches.


  A battle between two creatures of vastly different strengths had broken out. A conflict that could hardly be called such.


  And the reckless battle was now coming to an end.


  “Kah?!”


  A cry of agony and shock flowed out of one with a freshly pierced wound. The final blow she tried to desperately deliver was crushed along with her arm by a war hammer. Her stomach was pierced by an arrow. A spear ran through her chest, and the hand of the man who thrust it there twisted it ruthlessly.


  “It’s over.”


  Viktor’s armor smelled fiery. In actuality, parts of it had melted aside from being burned. Although he had managed to avoid taking a direct hit, he was certainly injured, but nothing that proved fatal.


  His spear remained dauntless, flying at her no matter how many times she used a spell that would have reduced a human to ashes. Eventually, his skills overwhelmed the witch’s raw power, allowing him to take her life.


  The spear’s tip had melted in exchange, but carry out its task it did.


  He was heavily injured, but his eyes were sharper than his weapon, and he kept them trained on his enemy until that last moment.


  The Witch in Crimson and two mercenaries.


  Viktor Crane, vice-captain of the Hundred Wings Brigade.


  Daebaltos Crane, captain of said brigade.


  Although both suffered horrible burns, the two had managed to defeat a witch…a being far more powerful than a human.


  “Urf…”


  As she coughed blood the same color of her scarlet hair, the Witch in Crimson spoke.


  “Impossible…”


  “Nothing is impossible. Not in a battle, anyway. That’s how it is, lady.”


  Daebaltos tapped the war hammer on his shoulder and smiled violently, cutting off her last words. Faced with a foe of unprecedented strength, his pupils had dilated with brutal savagery.


  “How wonderful,” she murmured.


  The spear through her chest was fatal. Death was unavoidable at this point. And yet the Witch in Crimson was smiling at the two men who dealt her killing blow. The two prepared themselves for another attack, but the witch didn’t seem to want to attack them.


  No… Is this…lust?


  Viktor was disturbed by what he was feeling, the same tension running through Daebaltos.


  “I finally found…someone I’ve always wanted… And there are two of you.”


  As the witch trembled, she extended her remaining arm toward Viktor’s cheek and caressed it.


  “Ah… What a wonderful day… My days of loneliness…are over… I thought they would never end…”


  She coughed blood again, though from the bottom of her heart, she was rejoicing.


  They had seen lives getting snuffed out on the battlefield many times before. They shouldn’t have been affected by her display. However, this was the first time they felt such desire facing someone in death’s grip.


  “My vision is blurring… Just when I finally found someone to love… Come, let me see your face…”


  The dying witch spoke as if she was celebrating this encounter. But her feelings had no way of reaching them.


  “Sorry, we don’t make deals with monsters,” Viktor pronounced coolly, pulling his spear out of her chest, creating a geyser of blood.


  “Tee hee… So…rough. I’m going to break…”


  Viktor watched as the light from her deep, deep eyes faded. Her arms went limp, leaving a line of blood on his face.


  “It’s too bad… After I finally found…some strong men…”


  Without the spear to support her weight, the witch went limp and fell on the ground. Her expression was one of sadness, of expectations unfulfilled when she died. At the same time, she seemed happy to have finally found what she had been looking for.


  The flames continued to burn, the great shadows of the two mercenaries flickering behind their light.


  “Man… What a monster.”


  Daebaltos collapsed, sitting down after confirming the witch was dead. All the tension from the battle faded from his shoulders, causing his wounds and exhaustion to take over.


  Viktor felt the same thing, leaning against his planted spear for support.


  “Yeah. After fighting one, I can see why they are so feared… They look human, but are completely different. We can’t coexist with these things.”


  They all spoke the same language and bore the same appearance, but a deep instinct within humanity rejected them. It wasn’t the same as being faced with a vicious human; these things were fundamentally different creatures.


  People had many reasons for conflict—language, skin color, values. However, even if they agreed on all these things, that species was one they could not coexist with.


  They felt nothing for the witch but utter repugnance.


  “I guess that’s the kind of existence witches are.”


  “Yeah. And I really had no idea what she was talking about at the end,” Viktor said to himself. “Who would talk about loving the ones that killed her?”


  Daebaltos nodded in agreement.


  With their victory, the two knew it would be shameful to die in a forest fire. They quickly moved their beaten bodies and evacuated. The flames kept spreading and would probably turn into an inferno, but fortunately the witch’s initial attack had created a tunnel-like path that led outside. They didn’t have to worry about getting lost.


  They were still struck by the anomalous existence of the witch but saw little point in speaking of a thing that was already dead. They would probably never see eye to eye… And that was a good enough conclusion for them to reach.


  “But you know,” Daebaltos started.


  “Yeah.”


  The two exchanged glances as they stared at the dead witch and the burning forest that would become her pyre. No words needed to be said. With their battle-forged bond, they knew exactly what the other was thinking.


  “There’s no way that Zig, our prodigal apprentice, would be beaten by one of these things,” Viktor answered, tightening his grip around the spear.


  “Granted, a witch’s specialty is more toward annihilation. The two of us ganged up on one, but we made it out with all limbs intact. I don’t see that stubborn bastard getting overpowered by one.”


  Daebaltos smiled wryly, twirling his war hammer. It had lost its pointed end, and he scratched his mane-like hair. He didn’t believe in his apprentice; he was just stating the facts.


  “I don’t know if he won, but he probably survived, if nothing else,” Viktor said.


  “Wanna look into it?” Daebaltos asked.


  Viktor shook his head at his old war buddy. They had only come here to tie up the loose ends their apprentice had left behind. With that settled, they had no reason to look further into the matter.


  Viktor got up with the help of his spear and saw his friend shake his head in exasperation.


  “Whatever happened, we know he finished the job. That’s good enough for me.”


  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU FOR YOUR CONTINUED SUPPORT. THIS IS Chohokiteki Kaeru.


  I hope you enjoyed Witch and Mercenary Volume 6 Part 2!


  We had the appearance of another witch slowly reveal their true nature. I hope you’ll keep following Zig and Siasha as they get to the bottom of this mystery.


  I was quite anxious about writing my first two-parter, but it turned out to not be so different from a regular volume.


  It might be an advantage of web novels, which have their story flow worked out from the beginning. Writing a two-parter in a regular novel would make me really anxious, especially considering word count… It all worked out in the end, at least. I’m not sure I can do it again if someone asked me to!


  The side story follows Zig’s masters from his old mercenary brigade. Being taught by these powerful veterans, it makes sense that Zig would look so old despite being only twenty-three. However, these men made it clear that they would not coexist with a witch, let alone walk with one. Zig might be crazier at a fundamental level.


  The hero’s crazy, the heroine’s crazy, and the author’s crazy, but I hope we can all receive your continued support. We would greatly appreciate it.


  See you in the next volume!
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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