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      Chapter 165: Sarenza, the Merchant Capital, Part 1

      “We finally made it.”

      Despite the strange bandaged man’s interference, we had reached Sarenza City none the worse for wear. The soldiers at the gate had seemed somewhat on edge from the commotion the massive sandstorm had caused, so it had taken Lynne a lengthy conversation and the provision of some kind of document for them to let us pass.

      “Those guards sure had a lot to talk about,” I noted.

      “Yes, their inspection took far longer than I’d anticipated,” Lynne said. “My apologies for the wait, Instructor.”

      “It wasn’t any trouble. I passed the time just fine. It must’ve been pretty draining for you, though.”

      “I’m just glad that we’re through.”

      As our coach advanced into the city, I found myself shocked by the sheer height of the buildings. Those in the City Forgotten by Time had surprised me too, especially compared to what I was used to back at the royal capital, but these were on another level—and we were barely through the entrance.

      Many of the passersby were dressed in clothes that suggested they were merchants. I supposed that made sense for the city of trade.

      “This place is huge,” I remarked. “And the architecture’s stunning.”

      “Do you really think so?” Rashid mused. “We’re still on the outskirts, you know. This district is considered part of the slums.”

      “The slums?”

      “Mm-hmm. Sarenza City is built around the Dungeon of Oblivion, which lies at its very center. Encircling it are the special ward, where only the truly affluent may reside, and the luxury ward, home to those deemed only relatively wealthy. Beyond that are the belt-shaped merchants’ ward—which one might call the backbone of the city—and the ordinary residential ward. Next comes the special ward of acquittal, where those guilty of crimes work off their sentences. The slums form the outermost ring—where we are now.”

      “Wow. That’s a lot of divisions for one city.”

      “As it stands, the outer wards are for the have-nots, who’ve been pushed away from the city’s center. The entrances are kept in good order, of course, but venture even a stone’s throw down the side streets and public safety takes a dive.”

      “Is it really that bad?”

      “The crime rate decreases the closer you get to the center, and the townscape becomes more beautiful. When all’s said and done, the slums are little more than a bulwark protecting the inner residents from sandstorms and desert bandits.”

      “I see...”

      Armed with my newfound perspective, I took a closer look down the side roads. In some ways, they reminded me of the royal capital’s old quarter—only with more litter and none of the canals. Was there really such a stark contrast between this outermost ring and the city center?

      “There sure are a lot of people,” I said, turning the focus of our conversation elsewhere. “They don’t call it a merchant city for nothing—the streets are packed.”

      “It’s the largest city on the continent, they say. Estimates of the permanent resident count hover around two hundred thousand, not to mention those coming and going for trade.”

      “That many, huh? The buildings remind me of the City Forgotten by Time, but there’s something different about them that I can’t quite put my finger on.”

      “The City Forgotten by Time sprang up naturally and gradually around the resort. That makes its layout a lot more haphazard than here in the capital, where everything was meticulously thought out. Personally, I prefer it that way.”

      I was admiring the scenery to the sound of Rashid’s enlightening commentary when our coach suddenly entered an open space reminiscent of the royal capital’s plaza. A narrow road branched off from it, leading to what appeared to be a low hill.

      “That sandy bump over there,” I said. “Is that...?”

      “The Dungeon of Oblivion. From a historical perspective, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call it the heart of this country. This city was quite literally built by the golems unearthed from its depths.”

      “You don’t say.”

      Lynne had mostly stayed silent since we entered the capital, but our conversation seemed to catch her interest. “I see the very tip is aboveground. The same is true for the Dungeon of the Lost.”

      Rashid turned to her with a smile. “Indeed, Lady Lynneburg. I am told the dungeon extends deep into the earth and what you see is but a fraction of its true size. Only a handful of privileged individuals have access to its depths.” He seemed pleased. “So, now that you’ve seen it, what do you think of Sarenza City?”

      “Honestly, I’m surprised. I didn’t realize it was this developed.”

      “House Sarenza is quite thorough about restricting the information that reaches countries we have no trade with. Make the most of this opportunity to take it in. After all, I assume you won’t be visiting often.”

      “You’re right, though I would like to make the trip again someday.”

      “Nothing would please me more.”

      Though Lynne still seemed a little wary of Rashid, her previous animosity had eased considerably. He appeared to have noticed and was, in turn, making an effort to be more amiable with her. As their conversation washed over me, I gazed absentmindedly at the view of the main street through the window.

      Sometime later, we reached another guard checkpoint. From what Rashid had told me, I guessed it marked the boundary between the special ward of acquittal and the residential ward. Lynne entered another exchange with the guards, and we passed through without issue. The townscape became noticeably cleaner, and my eyes were drawn to a number of unfamiliar sights.

      “Is that a shop of some kind?” I asked, gesturing toward one in particular. “Its entrance is massive.”

      “It’s an artificial golem workshop.”

      “Artificial golems? Like the ones you talked about?”

      “If you’re interested, shall we take a quick look? My father didn’t specify a meeting time, so I doubt he’ll begrudge you a brief shopping trip.”

      “Would that be all right, Lynne?”

      “Of course. My clothes got a bit dirty in the altercation earlier, so I was thinking of stopping by an inn to clean up before we reach our final destination.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Rashid said. “Perhaps we should spend a night somewhere and wash off the dust of the road. It’s just good etiquette.”

      “Do you think I could wander the town in my free time, then?” I asked. “There’s nothing I want to buy right now, but I’d like to see the sights.”

      “As would I,” Lynne agreed. “May I join you?”

      “Sure. If you don’t mind, that is.”

      “Wonderful. Ines?”

      “As you wish, my lady.”

      In no time at all, we had parked the coach at a nearby station and alighted. But as we made our way to the golem workshop, Shawza stopped us.

      “Master Rashid, I would advise against taking this road,” he said.

      “Shawza? What’s wrong?”

      “There’s some kind of quarrel up ahead. I believe it would be best to avoid getting embroiled in unnecessary trouble.”

      “A quarrel?” Lynne repeated. “Sirene, did you notice it too?”

      “Yes, my lady. I can hear arguing. I must admit...I’m a little curious.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Shall we heed Shawza’s advice?” Rashid suggested. “There are plenty of other workshops around. What do you think, Noor?”

      “Hold on,” I said. “Someone’s collapsed.”

      A closer look down the road Shawza had indicated revealed someone on the ground amid a crowd of people. I couldn’t quite make them out, but I recognized the collapsed figure as a beastfolk girl, much like Sirene. She was on her hands and knees while a man shouted at her.

      “She’s clearly hurt. Why isn’t anyone helping her?”

      “Noor, it’s best to leave things be,” Rashid cautioned.

      “Why?”

      “She’s a slave. And in all likelihood, that man is her owner.”

      “What reason is that not to intervene?”

      “She’s his ‘possession.’ The city’s laws state that he can do with her as he pleases. If you obstruct him, you could be penalized.”

      “Is that really how things are here?”

      “But...we can’t just leave her!” Lynne exclaimed, evidently distressed.

      “Lady Lynneburg,” Rashid said, “I took you to be wise enough to respect foreign laws. Was I mistaken?”

      “There’s a limit to what I’ll—!”

      As we approached, the man continued to berate the groveling beastfolk.

      “Useless incompetent. I paid good money for you! The old crone at the trading house said you were healthy and skilled, but it’s like you don’t even want to work! I’m taking a loss here!”

      “I’m sorry...” the girl choked out between sobs, her voice quavering. “I’m...sorry!”

      The commotion had drawn a crowd, yet no one moved to help. From their smiles, I suspected some were there to enjoy the show.

      “Your apologies are worthless,” the man spat. “Ugh. I signed the contract and everything. Can’t even return you!”

      “I...I’m sorry!”

      As tears streamed down the collared girl’s face, I noticed the bruises on her cheeks. Her body was covered in scrapes and scratches, a clear sign that the man had been beating her.

      “How cruel,” Lynne said. “We must stop him at once.”

      “How many slaves in her position do you think there are in this city?” Rashid asked. “I don’t mean to criticize your kindness, but you can’t expect to save every one you come across.”

      “Even so— Instructor?”

      The apparent “owner” had raised his arm to strike. Before I knew it, I had dashed through the onlookers to stop him, leaving my Black Blade behind.

      “Ack! Who the blazes are you?! What do you think you’re doing?!”

      “Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to grab you that hard.”

      I now stood face-to-face with the man, keeping a firm hold on his wrist.

      
      Chapter 166: Sarenza, the Merchant Capital, Part 2

      “What do you think you’re playing at?! Do you know how enormous my losses will be if I’m too injured to work tomorrow?! Do you, punk?!”

      No sooner had I released the man than he’d started screaming at me, feverishly rubbing his wrist all the while. He wasn’t actually hurt, from what I could tell, so I ignored him and turned to the girl cowering on the ground.

      “Are you okay?”

      Up close, I could see that her arms were bruised as well. I pressed a hand to her skin and activated [Low Heal] without delay. The injuries must have looked worse than they actually were because they vanished quickly, but there was nothing my skill could do to remove the bloodstains from her clothes. She was a sorry sight indeed.

      “There,” I said. “All better.”

      “Hey!” the man snarled. “First you ignore me, then you touch what’s mine without permission?”

      “People aren’t possessions. I might not know the ins and outs of whatever’s going on here, but you’re supposed to care for her, aren’t you? Isn’t this a little harsh?”

      The man scowled at me, still massaging his wrist. “Care for her? Can you not see the dirty little beast ears sticking out of her head? She’s not a person—she’s beastfolk.”

      “So what?”

      “Is this your first time seeing one, or what? Their bodies aren’t made of the same stuff as ours. A beating’s nothing to them. Besides, she’s been a debt slave since her parents’ generation. You’ve got to be strict—enforce a little discipline, you know?”

      “Since her parents’ generation?”

      “Pitiful, isn’t it? But you reap what you sow. Her parents kicked the bucket before they could pay off the damages they racked up, so now it’s on her. Has been since she was born.”

      “But...why?”

      The man stared at me as if unable to believe his ears. “What do you mean, why? What a stupid question. Children inherit their parents’ debts. The kids of criminals are criminals themselves. That’s all there is to it. She has the very important duty of working hard to atone for her parents’ sins. Get it?” Chuckling under his breath, he drew a long whip from his bag.

      “What are you planning to do with that?” I asked.

      “I plan to put this girl to work for a long time to come. Can’t do that unless she knows her place.” He shot me a look sharp enough to cut glass as he growled, “You’d better not try to stop me.”

      The man swung his whip at the girl, but I caught it midway along its length before it could reach her. The tip snapped downward, tearing into the toe of his shoe. Immediately, his face flushed in anger.

      “You no-good punk! I’ve had about enough of you! If you think paying damages is the worst you have to fear, then think again!”

      Those at the front of the crowd simply continued to watch, smiles playing on their faces. Even the people behind them seemed more curious than concerned.

      “Gah, it hurts so bad,” the man whined. “Thanks to you, I think my foot’s just as busted as my wrist. What are you going to do about it?”

      “They both look fine to me.”

      “Oh? Is that any way to treat an injured man? Looking at you, I guess you don’t know the market price for injury liability.” He turned to the crowd. “You all saw what he did, right? From beginning to end?”

      “Sure did,” one of the spectators chimed in.

      “Of course,” added another.

      As if on cue, some of the onlookers began to encircle me. Rather than being mere bystanders, it seemed they were actually the man’s friends.

      “You all know each other?” I asked. “Why didn’t you stop him, then?”

      “Why would we?” one shot back. “He bought her, fair and square.”

      “Don’t tell me you intend to buy out her contract,” sneered a second. “You don’t look like a guy with much to his name.”

      The men around me exchanged grins. It didn’t seem like I’d be able to get through to them.

      “So you were hitting her because of money?” I asked. “If you’re that desperate for coin, take mine.”

      “Whoa there. You’re serious about buying out her contract, then?” The ringleader of the group eyed me closely, whip still in hand. “She’s a high-end slave, despite how she looks—six million gald at minimum market price. Throw in sundry expenses and compensation for the injuries you caused me, and I’d say it comes to ten million in all. Now, not to judge based on appearances, but I don’t think you—”

      “Is this enough?” I took a single coin from my pouch and placed it in the man’s hand. He stared at it for a moment, evidently taken aback.

      “A...greatgold? It’s not minted by House Sarenza, but...yeah, this is real. Where’d you get this kind of money?”

      Once he was sure my coin was genuine, the look in the man’s eyes changed completely. He laughed and clapped a hand on my shoulder.

      “Ha ha ha! You’ve got deep pockets, don’t you, friend? Why didn’t you say something sooner? I don’t know how you earned it, but you must be sitting on a pretty stack of coin, eh? Gambled big and won, did you?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Uh-huh, uh-huh. Then you must be troubled for a way to spend it.”

      “I am, actually.”

      “Say no more. Our company’s just around the corner. Let’s have some tea and chat about how to use that fortune of yours.”

      I was at a loss for how to deal with the sudden change in the men’s behavior when I heard a delighted peal of laughter from Rashid behind me. “Ah ha ha!” he exclaimed. “Things have taken a rather interesting turn, I see!”

      “Who might you be?” the slave owner asked. “You aren’t laughing at me, are you?”

      “Forgive me, but from the look of your armband, I gather you belong to the one and only Galen Company. As an executive, no less.”

      “Oh? You’ve heard of us, have you? Now I really want to know who you are.”

      “Some novice merchant brat, by the look of him,” another man provided.

      “Yes, quite!” Rashid pronounced. “What discerning eyes you gentlemen have! But I’d expect no less from executives of the Galen Company, a temporary worker dispatch enterprise directly affiliated with none other than House Sarenza. I am but an inexperienced fool who lost all of his assets the other day—and as luck would have it, I was just mustering up the courage to ask a more experienced businessman to teach me the ways of his craft from scratch!”

      There was a mocking quality to Rashid’s smile, and the men turned suspicious eyes on him.

      “You’ve got a silver tongue, kid. For your own sake, you’d be wise not to take such a haughty tone with us. I assume you already know this, but we’ve got contracts with security firms that have primal golems in their arsenal.”

      “But of course. Even as a greenhorn, I am well aware of the frightening extent of your influence. I ask only to greet the first-rate merchants of the Galen Company, hoping that I might learn from you and secure my future.”

      Still, the mocking smile stayed constant on his face.

      “Listen, kid,” one of the men said, “I’ll do you a kindness and overlook the attitude. If you know our name, then you know the way we solve disputes, don’t you? Come with us. We’ll treat you nice—promise.”

      As the crowd closed in on Rashid, attempting to seize him, Shawza stepped between them and swept their arms away. The men frowned at first, but their expressions soon turned to amusement as they studied the one-armed beastfolk.

      “Who are you, tough guy? The kid’s sitter?”

      Another member of the group sneered at Rashid. “Guess your big attitude’s paid dividends. You’ve got a one-armed, one-eyed beastfolk slave as your bodyguard!”

      One of the men pushed Shawza by the shoulder—an attempt at intimidation, I assumed—and got a taste of his own medicine in return. He stumbled back and fell squarely on his rear.

      “Cur!” the toppled onlooker spat. “What do you think you’re doing?!”

      “Oh my. That won’t do, Shawza,” Rashid interjected. “No matter who you’re dealing with, the law can’t protect you if you’re the first to raise your hand. And with so many witnesses, I can’t imagine the court would take your side.”

      “What if there weren’t any witnesses, sir?”

      “Oh?”

      “It might be the simplest way to resolve this matter without issue.”

      Rashid smiled as he watched Shawza examine the men one by one. “No witnesses means no crime to sue over. It’s a fine idea—somewhat irrational, but fine nonetheless. If that’s how you’d like to proceed, then by all means.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      Rashid turned away, and Shawza vanished. A moment later, the clothes of everyone who had accosted us burst apart. The men dropped to the ground in surprise, now half naked.

      “Wh-What?!”

      “Huh? A-Ack! My clothes!”

      “What just happened?!”

      “St-Stop laughing! All of you, stop laughing!”

      A stir, then stifled chuckles rippled through the rest of the crowd at the unexpected sight. The exposed men twisted and turned, desperately trying to cover themselves with their hands.

      “M-Mongrel scum! How dare you shame us!”

      “How unfortunate,” Shawza remarked. “You really should be wearing clothes if you intend to be out and about.”

      “D-Don’t mess with us! You’re the one to blame!”

      “Am I, now? What proof do you have that I was involved?”

      “Huh?! The hell are you on about?! Everybody here saw it! Do you really expect to get away with this?!”

      Shawza looked at each of the men berating him, his gaze impassive. “A question, if I may: Was it just your clothing that was cut, or have you noticed anything unusual about your necks?”

      “Our necks?”

      There was a pause as the men all reached for their throats...then shrieked. It wasn’t much, but there was blood on their hands. As their panic escalated, Shawza nonchalantly drew a knife from the folds of his clothes and showed it to the crowd.

      “Let us go over what happened,” he began. “This, in my hand, is a knife. You gentlemen claim that I used it to tear apart your clothing and wound you. Is that correct?”

      “Wh-What of it?”

      “Did you witness the moment this knife touched your necks? If so, I would be amenable to taking this to a courtroom. I should warn you, however, that legal evidence demands great precision—the who, where, when, how, and why of what you wish to present. You must know every detail, down to the order in which you were cut. Incidentally, that gold coin was fifth.”

      “Come again...?”

      The slave owner stared down at his hand—at the gold coin, now sliced in two. As his expression froze, the two halves fell to the ground, striking the stone with high-pitched clinks.

      “Or did you not witness anything?” Shawza asked. “I could always demonstrate again—slower, of course, so that you and everyone present can see. This time, instead of merely breaking the skin, I’ll neatly bury my blade in your innards. May it be etched into your minds so deeply that you remember every excruciating detail for your eventual court testimony.”

      “Wh-What are you saying...?”

      “So, who should I start with? If you’d care to introduce yourselves, I’d be glad to go in that order.”

      The crowd uttered not a sound in response.

      “Or would you prefer to retract your claim and admit you saw nothing?” Shawza continued to question them, his tone cold and detached. “I don’t mind either way.”

      The men had turned pale long ago, their bodies drenched in cold sweat. Gone was their bravado, and any words they sought to speak were quickly swallowed as their survival instincts kicked in.

      Shawza met the group’s wavering eyes before leaning in close to one man, speaking in his ear. “Did you perhaps not understand me? I gave you two options. Will you keep your silence about what happened here, or will you keep it eternally? Choose.” He punctuated the threat with one last intimidating stare, which proved enough to send the half-naked men running.

      “Eek! I...I didn’t see anything! Nothing at all!”

      “Me neither!”

      “M-Monster! S-Someone, help!”

      “W-Waaaaaahhh!”

      Even the man who had drawn his whip scattered with his companions. Rashid watched him go, smiling in amusement as he picked up the halves of the cleaved gold coin and tossed them after him.

      “You forgot your money!”

      The pieces soared through the dry desert air and struck the man cleanly in the back of the head. He shrieked in pain, stooped to retrieve them, and then disappeared into the crowded streets, rubbing the fresh scratches left behind.

      “Thanks for that, Rashid,” I said. “You too, Shawza.”

      “I didn’t do it for you,” the latter retorted. “It just happened to be the best way to resolve the situation without a fuss.”

      Rashid chuckled. “I hadn’t intended to get involved, but they were so much fun that I just couldn’t resist. I considered slapping them with a reparations fee so enormous that even their grandchildren would inherit it. Shawza’s initiative took me by surprise, though.”

      “It was an emergency measure. Interacting with such lowlifes only creates more problems down the line. That’s why I suggested we take a detour.”

      “Yet you did a remarkable job of dealing with them.” Rashid turned his attention to the girl cowering on the ground. “Still, Shawza, don’t you think you’re a bit too callous? Advising a detour, of all things, when the daughter of one of your former brethren is suffering right before you.”

      Shawza cast his eye down, away from her, and said nothing in response.

      “Well, don’t take it as an attack. It’s your business, after all. I just wonder if you weren’t being callous—if you were simply too scared to face the consequences of your actions.”

      “I...”

      “We’ve been together long enough that I can tell what you’re thinking: ‘What would saving the odd person on a whim even achieve?’” Rashid continued with a smile. “But that’s how you always justify running away. Will you ever achieve your revenge like that?”

      Shawza’s expression darkened into a frown.

      Now that the show was over, what remained of the gathered crowd started to disperse, melting away into the bustle of the city. I spotted Lynne and the others approaching us through the gaps.
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      “Instructor, may I examine that girl’s injuries?” Lynne asked. “I believe I saw you heal her, but just to be certain...”

      “Yeah, I was just about to ask,” I said. “I gave her an emergency patch-up, but I’d appreciate a second look from someone who knows what she’s doing.”

      “Of course.” Lynne tenderly led the girl, who was still clearly shaken, to the side of the street, where she began treating the last of her scrapes and bruises. “Come, now. It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

      I looked around, watching other pedestrians stream by. The crowd that had gathered was nowhere to be found, and people carried on with their days as if nothing had happened at all. How strange.

      “You should be all better now,” Lynne said. It seemed her treatment of the girl was complete. “Can you stand?”

      Rather than respond, the girl merely froze up again, letting out a high-pitched squeak. “I...I’m s-sorry.” Her face was clean of any blood or dirt, thanks to Lynne, but the terror in her eyes remained.

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” Lynne assured her. “The scary man’s gone, okay? You can rest easy.”

      “H-Huh? M-Master’s...gone?”

      “He’s not your master anymore. The bad people who hurt you all ran away, so you don’t need to worry about them any longer, all right?”

      Lynne’s soothing smile and gentle voice gradually eased the girl’s confusion. As she calmed down, clarity seemed to dawn on her.

      “U-Um, does that mean you’re my new master?”

      “No, I’m not. If anyone would fit that description, I suppose it would be Instructor Noor over there.”

      No sooner had the girl’s gaze shifted from Lynne to me than she scrambled to her feet and hurriedly bowed her head. “I-It’s nice to meet you, new master! I...I’ll do whatever you ask, so...so...” She let out a whimper. “I...I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, looking at her curiously. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Noor.”

      I turned to see that Rolo had come up behind me.

      “She’s afraid of you,” he said. “Well, of all adult men, really.”

      “Afraid?”

      “Mm-hmm. She fears being hit whenever one gets close to her. I used to be the same.”

      “Right... I...think I get it?”

      “If you spend more time together, she should come to realize that you’d never lay a hand on her. It might take a while, though.”

      “Ah... I’ll give her some space, then.”

      I suspected that Rolo was right, and seeing the girl tremble as I got closer made me all the more certain. Hoping to be more considerate, I moved a few steps away and practically hid behind Ines, letting Lynne do the rest.

      “It’s okay. None of us are going to hurt you,” she said. “I’ll start by introducing myself, okay? My name is Lynneburg Clays. It’s a little long, I know, so feel free to call me ‘Lynne.’”

      “Lyn... Clay... M-Mistress Lynne?”

      “There’s no need for the ‘mistress’ part. I’m an apprentice to Instructor Noor, the same as you.”

      “Th-Then, does that mean...you’re a slave too?”

      “Not at all. I’m what you would call a page, someone who serves another in order to learn from them. Though, strictly speaking, it was I who forced the relationship upon him...”

      “A p-page...?”

      “Basically, we’re in pretty much the same position. If you don’t mind, could you tell me your name?”

      The girl still appeared fearful, but Lynne’s smile must have assuaged her; she raised her head, looked around at us, and said, “M-My name is Mina. My mom gave it to me.”

      “Mina? That’s wonderful.”

      “B-But...everyone says it’s a dumb name, for dumb beastfolk.”

      “That’s not true. Here, there’s someone you should meet. This is Sirene. She’s beastfolk, as you are.”

      “Y-You’re beastfolk too, miss?” The girl stared at Sirene, wide-eyed. “D-Does that mean you’re that person’s—master’s—slave too?”

      Sirene looked in my direction at the very mention of the word “slave,” equally as wide-eyed. “No, I’m not,” she said. “I serve Lady Lynneburg, but not as a slave. She’s more my employer. That means, um... How do I even begin to explain this? Anyway, I’m not a slave, just an...employee. Does that make sense?”

      “You’re not a slave? But you’re beastfolk,” the girl muttered. There was a slight pause before she echoed, “An em...em-ploy-yee...?”

      “That’s right.”

      Sirene crouched down to the girl’s eye level. They looked at each other, not saying a word, ears twitching all the while. I didn’t have a clue what they were doing, but it seemed to help the girl accept that Sirene wasn’t a slave, if nothing else.

      “O-Okay. I think I get it,” she said at last. “You’re Lynne’s slave...but not a slave. You’re a new kind of slave. An em...employ-yee.”

      “Not quite, but I suppose that’s fine for now.”

      There still seemed to be some communication issues, but speaking with a fellow beastfolk had put the girl’s mind at ease. As I stayed behind Ines, trying not to cause a stir, Rashid approached me with a smile.

      “So then, Noor... It’s all well and good that you’ve purchased her contract, but what now? Do you have a plan for taking care of her?”

      “I don’t, no. Truth is, I haven’t considered it at all.”

      “That’s fine—you can simply start now,” Rashid said with a shrug. “When it comes to taking servants of your own, teaching them skills, and raising them to work for your sake, the calls are yours to make. She’s tougher than she looks, to boot.”

      “Thanks for the advice, I guess...?”

      For some strange reason, Rashid seemed to assume I planned to take the girl in as a slave. My first idea had been to give her some coin and tell her to live as she pleased, but after what we’d all witnessed, that was most likely out of the question. I doubted she’d make it very far in this city on her own.

      “By the way...” I said, keeping half an eye on Lynne’s (seemingly successful) efforts to keep the girl in high spirits. “That whole mess with the locals—is that common in this city?”

      “More or less,” he agreed. “Rare is the fool who commits such acts of violence in public, but behind closed doors? It’s an everyday occurrence. Beastfolk slaves stand on precarious ground in this society, with no one to advocate for them. Generally speaking, they can’t protest the way they’re treated—not even when it threatens their lives.”

      “How did things get so bad?”

      “To put it simply, it’s how the city wants them to be.”

      “The whole city?”

      Rashid spread his arms wide, gesturing to the passersby. “You saw it with your own eyes, didn’t you? The looks on their faces as they watched that girl be beaten? That man’s compatriots weren’t the only ones complicit. They were violent and tyrannical, true, but only because they exist in a society that endorses it. The foundation of their cruelty is the amusement of the onlookers who act as though it doesn’t involve them. They care about their close circle, but anyone else might as well be refuse on the side of the street to them. In fact, when it’s to their benefit—or even when it just adds a little excitement to their otherwise mundane lives—they’ll wish misfortune unto others without a second thought.”

      An amused smile spread across his face as he watched the bustling townscape.

      “But who can blame them? They’re obeying the status quo. In business, the presence of winners necessitates the existence of losers. Everyone wants to be on the side making a profit, so it’s only natural to cozy up to those with good prospects. Sympathize with one unfortunate soul and you might as well sympathize with them all—there’s no end to it. So they turn a blind eye to the weak, the losers, and those with no potential. This is the city of trade, after all; it was built on apathy toward the weak.”

      “The weak and the losers, huh?” I repeated.

      “The most fitting example of which are beastfolk slaves. If anything, many depend on the fact that they’ll continue to suffer and lose.”

      “In what sense?” I asked, following Rashid’s gaze to the beastfolk girl still speaking with Lynne and the others.

      “The world of commerce is as impartial as it is cruel. For one person to ‘gain,’ another must ‘lose.’ Beastfolk slaves like that girl, on top of being born with sturdy bodies, are obedient and docile. They’re goods to be traded that bring vast sums of wealth to their owners. They carry out whatever tasks they’re given with excellence, and they fetch a high price on the market. Sometimes, they even take pride in those facts and, as sad as it is, grow into adults who maintain that the sole reason for their existence is to serve.”

      “But that can’t be the norm, can it? Don’t they ever aspire to more?”

      “Some do, but very few beastfolk slaves receive a proper education. Most adults are illiterate, meaning knowledge from literature is closed to them, and what options do they have then? Quite honestly, they’re such a good-natured people that it makes you feel all warm and fuzzy inside. But as a result, they’ve ended up weak, ignorant, and pitiable, fated to be used by utter incompetents who somehow managed to solidify their position as the winners of society. In a sense, the beastfolk are the ‘perfect’ losers—prey born into captivity that keep on giving.”

      Rashid gave an exaggerated shrug of his shoulders and shook his head, chuckling. “But I suppose none of that really matters. You won’t be able to enjoy this city if you let such things get to you. We’ve dealt with the trouble, so why don’t we do a bit of shopping, as we originally intended? You wanted to see that golem workshop, didn’t you? It’s just up ahead.”

      “Yeah, I did, but—”

      “Noor. A moment of your time?”

      “Rolo?”

      “Oh, the demonfolk boy,” Rashid said. “Do you object to our destination?”

      “No, not at all. It’s just...the girl. She hasn’t told us about her little brother yet.”

      I glanced at Rolo. “Her little brother?”

      “Mm-hmm. She’s been thinking about him this whole time, but she’s holding back because of us.”

      We all returned our attention to the girl, who recoiled in the face of our stares. She opened her mouth for a moment, then closed it, seemingly thinking the better of saying anything.

      “If you feel comfortable, could you tell us about your family?” Lynne asked gently, still crouched down next to her. “Do you have a little brother?”

      The girl looked over at me, almost as if seeking my approval. Only when I gave her a small nod did the words start trickling out.

      “M-Mom and dad died...when I was little. But...but, my brother and me have always been together. From when we were small until...y-yesterday.”

      “Until yesterday?” Lynne asked.

      “H-He’s not as tough as me, so he gets sick really easily. And medicine costs a lot. He was too much of a bother, my old master said, so he only bought me. M-My brother’s really weak right now, so...so...”

      The girl’s eyes wandered downward, her voice becoming weaker with each word. She spoke between sniffles, tears welling in her eyes and running in rivulets down her cheeks.

      “A-As I was leaving, the trader said he was no good to sell and took him away somewhere. A-And then...then... I don’t know... Sorry. I’m sorry!”

      She curled up into herself, unmoving.

      “You’re very brave for telling us,” Lynne said, placing a hand on the girl’s back. “Thank you. I’m sorry for making you relive such a painful memory.”

      “She said her brother was sick, right?” I mused. That must have been why she was cowering on the street in the first place.

      “Yes,” Lynne said. “If only we knew where he was.” Her expression was grave—yet Rashid appeared to be having fun.

      “Hmm... I see,” he muttered. “Perhaps I was right about who sold her...”

      “Have you figured something out?” I asked.

      “The emblem on the black collar around her neck—I’m fairly certain I’ve seen it before. I suspect she was purchased at one of the slave traders belonging to the Galen Company—those thugs we just sent running. It shouldn’t be far from here, if my memory hasn’t failed me.”

      “So you think her brother’s with this slave trader?”

      “That would be my bet, yes.”

      As ominous as Rashid’s never-faltering smile seemed, I exchanged glances with Lynne, and we both nodded.

      “Lynne, do you mind if we leave the golem workshop for another time?” I asked.

      “Not at all. It seems haste is in order.”

      “Are you okay with that too, Rashid? Sorry for the trouble.”

      “No need to apologize. If that’s what you two desire, I see no reason to object. It’s your coin, after all.” His smile grew even more mischievous. “In fact, I rather think this shopping trip is shaping up to be much more enjoyable than any visit to a golem workshop.”

      “In that case, I don’t mean to rush you, but could you show us the way?” Lynne asked.

      “But of course, Lady Lynneburg. As luck would have it, I should have an old friend in the Galen Company. This is the perfect opportunity to brush the dust off our relationship.”

      “Then let’s go. Ines, may I trouble you to bring Mina along?”

      “As you wish, my lady. Come now, Mina; hop on my back. My armor isn’t the most comfortable, but you shouldn’t need to tolerate it for long.”

      “H-Huh? Who are...?”

      “I am Ines, Lady Lynneburg’s attendant. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “I-In... Nice to...”

      As Ines lifted the girl onto her back, I walked over to where I’d left the Black Blade in the middle of the street and picked it up. It appeared to have been blocking traffic.

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      Rashid took the lead, guiding us farther into the city.

      Chapter 168: At the Slave Trader, Part 1 (Rashid’s Acquaintance)

      Rashid led us down a complex series of lanes and side streets, getting us to our destination in barely any time at all. The building was far larger and more pleasing to the eye than I’d anticipated, surpassing even the library back in the royal capital.

      “Is this the store?” I asked. “It’s a lot bigger than I expected.”

      “It is,” Rashid said. “This is the slave trader we’re looking for, though I’ll admit it’s expanded quite substantially since last I saw it. Business must be booming.”

      We made our way inside, stepping into a spacious lobby. At the back, an old woman in strange attire sat behind a white stone reception counter, puffing away at a tobacco pipe. I spent several moments gazing around the room, unsure of where to go, before the old woman impatiently beckoned me over.

      “Excuse me, sir? You look a little wet behind the ears. First time at a slave trader?”

      “Yeah, this is all very new to me.”

      “That so? Well, I’ll see to your friends behind you in a moment. First things first: You’ve come looking for a slave, I presume?”

      “That’s right. We’re here solely on business.”

      “You...don’t say. Well, since you’re a first-time customer, I’ll give you the rundown.” The old woman examined me critically from head to toe before breathing a short sigh. “The slaves our company deals in can be separated into three broad categories: for labor, for knowledge, and for companionship. The first group are sturdier than most, whereas the second are better educated, making them more adaptable to a variety of work. That’s reflected in their pricing, of course. More than anything else, however, we of the Galen Company are known for our pets and companions. Since your feet carried you here, in particular, I assume that’s what you’re looking for? They’re...rather expensive, I’m afraid.”

      She really seemed to think I was broke. I supposed that I couldn’t blame her—after everything we’d been through, my clothes were in dire need of a wash. I was too, thinking about it.

      “Actually, I’m looking for someone in particular,” I explained, then gestured over my shoulder. “That girl’s little brother.”

      “Excuse me?” The old woman gawked at my request. “Be reasonable, dear boy. We deal in slaves; I can’t even begin to imagine how many brats her age we buy and sell every day. If you’re going to obstruct business, then please... Hmm? Now that I get a better look at her...yes, I do remember her brother.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes, though I’m afraid we can’t sell him to you.”

      I exchanged a glance with Lynne before turning back to the old woman. “What do you mean you can’t?”

      “How could we? We just moved him to the quarantine annex. He’s weak and diseased—already at death’s door. If we sold him, it would be a blemish on our establishment’s good reputation.”

      Mina must have heard the old woman’s words, because she leaped down from Ines’s back and ran up to the counter, latching on to it. “P-Please! Please help my brother!” she pleaded tearfully. “I...I’ll do anything! So, please!”

      “Your tears are nothing but a bother for me, little lady. Why not ask your master first? Not that I’d recommend it. We built the quarantine annex to prevent sick slaves from contaminating the rest—once they go in, there’s no coming out.”

      “N-No!”

      Despite Mina’s desperation, the old woman looked nothing more than annoyed.

      “Isn’t there anything you can do?” I pressed. “I’m asking as well.”

      “Tsk. You’re slow to catch on, aren’t you, sir? Sorry, but when I say a slave isn’t for sale, I mean it. Now, off with you! Keep pestering me, and I’ll have to call someone.”

      “Pardon the interruption, madam.” Rashid approached, sidestepping Mina, who still clung desperately to the counter. He leaned close to the old woman and flashed her a smile. “Just for reference, how much would it cost us for you to consider making the transaction?”

      “Excuse me? What nonsense are you...? Hmm. Haven’t seen you before.” The old woman examined Rashid’s face and attire closely before letting out a quiet sigh. “Well, fine. I suppose it wouldn’t be impossible to enter negotiations, as long as you cover the necessary costs. At a rough estimate, let’s see—sundry expenses, the slave’s base price, our commission... Two hundred million gald should do.”

      “Two hundred million?” Lynne and I repeated, exchanging looks.

      “Don’t take this as me trying to cheat you. To restore the slave’s health to the bare minimum necessary for sale, we’d need to pay for his medicine and treatment—and to do that, we’d need to pay the expenses associated with handling a person with a communicable disease, as dictated by Sarenzan law. There’s also the costly procedure of re-registering him as a slave; we removed him from the record, since we expected him to die soon.”

      “How about it, Noor?” Rashid asked. “That’s her offer.”

      “Well, I’ve got the money on hand, so sure. Can we do the deal now?”

      “I thought you’d say that,” the old woman continued. “What kind of imbecile would burn such a vast sum on a beastfolk brat with one foot in the grave? If you finally understand the idiocy you’ve been spouting, then leave and don’t come back until... Hold on. I beg your pardon? Did you just agree to pay?”

      I took two platinums from my pouch and set them on the counter. The old woman’s eyes flew open, and she reached toward the coins with trembling fingers.

      “P-Platinum? R-R-Real platinum?!”

      “Is that enough?” I asked. “I’ve got more if it’s not.”

      “I-It’s plenty, sir! We’ll have your product ready for sale at once! P-Please, wait right there! I won’t be long!” The old woman sprang up and made to leave, only to stop at the sight of a plump, well-dressed man sauntering down a hallway toward us.

      “Granny Eija?” he asked. “What’s all the fuss about?”

      “M-Master Galen!”

      “Making deals behind my back, are we? How many times have I told you not to do business on your own?”

      “B-But sir! Our valued customer here wants a slave we’ve already moved to the quarantine annex. He’s given us a two hundred million advance—in coin!”

      “What? Two hundred million, you say?” The plump man studied us with suspicion, as if trying to identify us on looks alone.

      “Hey, Galen.” Rashid raised a hand, grinning. “Been a while.”

      The plump man’s frown quickly morphed into a look of surprise. “I-It can’t be! Young Master Rashid?!”

      “In the flesh. I’m glad you still remember my face after all this time.”

      “‘Young Master Rashid’?” Lynne and I repeated. We turned to our companion, who seemed not to mind all the fuss. He made his way toward the plump man, his arms wide and welcoming.

      “It’s good to see you well, Galen. And your business too, from what I can see. This place has grown so large that I almost didn’t recognize it at first.”

      “I could say the same of you, young master! I’m glad you’re in good health! But I thought you were governing the City Forgotten by Time. When did you return to the capital?”

      “Quite recently, as it happens. Much has changed of late. Noor here is the new proprietor.”

      “Th-This gentleman?”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “R-Right... I’m Galen, manager of this establishment. Pleasure.”

      I shook the hand he held out to me. It was unusually soft, except for the many rings he wore, all inlaid with gemstones.

      “Now, Galen,” Rashid said, “as your lovely receptionist claimed, we’re here to buy. May we continue with our business?”

      “But of course! May I ask what you desire? A slave we’ve moved to the quarantine annex?”

      “Yes, there’s a certain someone we’re looking for. This girl’s younger brother.”

      “That slave’s...? I see. Her collar does indeed bear our emblem. In that case, why don’t I show you the way?”

      “I appreciate your making this so easy for us, Galen.”

      We followed the plump man—apparently the company’s manager—down a long hallway. He and Rashid must have been old acquaintances; they walked together at the front of our group, chatting with perfect smiles that appeared to have been plucked from elsewhere and pasted on their faces.

      “Still, Young Master Rashid, I must say—you truly have grown. When I heard you were departing for the City Forgotten by Time, why, I didn’t know what would become of you. I can’t begin to express how grateful I am that we’ve had this opportunity to meet again.”

      “You’ve always had a talent for exaggeration,” Rashid remarked. “My departure was just me running away. Although, I’ll admit, I’ve found myself pleasantly surprised; life as a resort manager and tax collector was more fun than I ever imagined.”

      “You don’t say. I’m glad to hear it.”

      Galen’s polite demeanor seemed notably different from his initial appearance. He kept rubbing his hands together, making his rings jangle, and would occasionally turn back to fix Rashid with a smile.

      “Rashid,” I said, “you mentioned he’s an old acquaintance?”

      “Yes, I made use of his services as a child. Though if you were to say that was all our relationship amounted to, you wouldn’t be mistaken.”

      “Oh, no, perish the thought!” the plump man exclaimed. “It’s thanks to you, young master, that the Galen Company became one of the top businesses in the city! Without your patronage, I never would have made it this far.”

      “You flatter me. Oh, but Galen—the slave? Have we still yet to arrive?” Rashid stopped. The hallway we found ourselves in faced a courtyard, on the other side of which was a large metal door. Several men stood before it, clearly armed. “I do believe we’ve passed this place already.”

      “Ah, do excuse me. We’ve had so much extension work done that even I sometimes lose my way! Please—our destination is right through that door.” The plump man turned and barked an order to the armed men. “You lot. Open it.”

      “Sir,” came a chorus of voices.

      The heavy door opened with a low creak, revealing a dim, windowless hallway. I could see why they called it the quarantine annex—entering and exiting was no easy feat.

      “This way, everyone,” Galen said. “It’s rather dark, so watch your step.”

    

  

    
    
      The building’s stone hallways were moldy and decrepit, almost as if we had wandered into a cave. We continued down a series of long passages, the air growing more stagnant and choking with each step.

      “You weren’t wrong about this place being dark,” I said. “The air’s pretty bad as well. Are there really people staying here?”

      Lynne walked beside me, a grave look on her face. “It seems far from sanitary. In these conditions, curing even a treatable illness would be a challenge.”

      “No need to worry—this is a storage area for goods on clearance, for which death is the only recourse,” Galen assured us, the corners of a smile peeking out from behind the gold-embroidered cloth he used to cover his mouth. “Quite the pitiable circumstances, but the law clearly requires a stringent quarantine environment. My hands are unfortunately tied.”

      We continued to follow the plump man until, at last, we arrived at a miserable room that resembled a basement. If we had set foot in a cave before, then this was a chasm, the air more oppressive than ever.

      In front of us, a single masked man guarded an enormous set of metallic doors. He pulled a black lever set into the wall, and a mechanism of some kind creaked as the entrance slowly started to open. Somehow, the hallway beyond it seemed even darker and more moldering than those we’d passed through already. No matter how you looked at it, this was less a quarantine area for the sick and more a waiting room for the dying.

      “We’re going in there?” I asked, staring into the darkness ahead.

      “Indeed,” Galen said. “However”—he turned his eyes on Shawza and Sirene—“I must ask that those two wait here. Beastfolk are not permitted beyond this point. I’m afraid.”

      “Is that so?” Lynne asked, her eyes narrowed as she moved to intercept his gaze. “Why not?”

      “The laws of Sarenza forbid them from entering a slave trader’s establishment, lest they band together with their kind and revolt. I have already been quite generous in allowing them this far. However, to permit them to go any further would create a number of problems. Isn’t that right, Young Master Rashid?”

      Still smiling, Galen turned to Rashid, seeking his agreement. Shawza looked at his employer with a troubled expression.

      “It’s true,” Rashid admitted, returning the plump man’s smile. “Shawza—you heard the man.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Thank you,” Galen said. “And your companion, Lady Lynneburg?”

      “Very well,” Lynne conceded, exchanging a glance with Rolo. “Sorry, Sirene, but please wait here. Take care of Mina until we return.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      “Mina, wait here with Sirene, okay?” Rolo said. “You’ve nothing to fear. We’ll bring your brother back in no time.”

      “O-Okay!”

      “I apologize for all the red tape,” Galen confessed. “The law can be so stifling, don’t you think? By all rights, I should have each of you sign a waiver absolving my company of responsibility should you contract an illness while we’re here. However, as you seem to be in a hurry, I’m willing to omit that process.”

      “Thank you, Galen,” Rashid said. “I hope we aren’t imposing on you.”

      “No, not at all. For your companions, Young Master Rashid, this is nothing. Now come—this way.”

      We ventured into the darkness, the plump man leading the way, leaving Shawza, Sirene, and Mina in our wake. There was a loud groan as the great metal doors shut behind us.

      “This place is dreadful,” Lynne remarked. “To think there are people here...”

      “The ventilation leaves a lot to be desired,” I agreed. “Could they not have added a window or two?”

      “And to think we haven’t been served even a single couple of tea,” Rashid added.

      “I can’t say that bothers me much.”

      “But it’s one of the basic tenets of business. Isn’t it, Galen?”

      Only then did we notice that the plump man had vanished. Before we could even think to react, a thick iron gate fell from above, crashing to the ground and barring our return.

      “Galen?” Rashid said again. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      “My sincerest apologies, Young Master Rashid.” The man’s voice echoed from the darkness beyond the gate. “In my absentmindedness, I neglected to inform you that our company received a missive from your family just the other day.”

      “A missive from House Sarenza, hmm? Might you care to elaborate?”

      “It requested that I obstruct you and your companions by any means necessary, promising lavish rewards in the event of my success. As I recall, there was even mention of receiving a chair in the city’s senior merchants guild.”

      A new noise from the darkness caused us to turn. Armed men were advancing toward us—the same group that Shawza had sent running on the street.

      “Ah, I understand,” Rashid said. “You wish for us to accompany these gentlemen for a time to secure your rise in the world.”

      “I would be most grateful if you would comply. However, as I suspect you might not be so inclined... Well, you know the rest.”

      The plump man raised his hand, and several enormous golems rose out of the ground. They must have been cramped down there, I thought, but the hallway was more than spacious enough for them to bring their might to bear.

      “Primal golems?” Rashid mused aloud. “It seems my family has placed a great deal of trust in you.”

      “Indeed, and I could not be more grateful. They are quite useful, as you know.”

      “Out of curiosity...do you happen to know who this young lady beside me is?”

      “But of course: Lady Lynneburg, our most esteemed guest from the Kingdom of Clays. The master did not specify whether I should leave any of you alive or dead, but I intend on sparing her. She will prove to be a most useful bargaining chip in the future.”

      “I see. How very rational of you.”

      “Such is the way of the world, Young Master Rashid. Be a friend and keep still so we can get this over with quickly.”

      A masked man stepped up next to Galen, carrying a board of some kind. He gave it several quick taps, and the golems raised their arms—causing the cavernous hallway to shake and dust to cascade down from the ceiling. Taking advantage of our surprise, the men standing between them advanced on us, blades drawn and eyes on our necks.

      “Excellent, Galen. Excellent,” Rashid said with a chuckle. He looked to be having fun. “How very true to your nature. You haven’t changed a bit.”

      “I am grateful to you, Young Master Rashid,” Galen noted. “You always treated me well in our previous dealings, and it was through your guidance that a humble merchant such as I was able to rise so high. However, I now have many employees to feed and clothe. You must understand.” He turned to the masked man at his side. “Do it. Only the master’s guest need be spared.”

      “Sir.”

      The massive golems started their approach.

      “Galen, my friend,” Rashid said with a grin, maintaining an air of calm even as the stone behemoths closed in on us. “Although I regret being the bearer of bad news, I’m afraid you’ve made several rather fatal mistakes. First—this young lady here, at whom your men are pointing their blades?”

      “[Hellflare].”

      With a swift cast of one of her favorite flame spells, Lynne melted the dagger aiming for her neck. Its blade turned molten, slowly oozing to the ground, leaving its wielder so shocked that he could only utter a confused “Huh?” in response.

      “She’s anything but the delicate little creature she appears to be,” Rashid continued. “Her ferocity could put even a wild animal to shame.”

      Lynne shot him a look, clearly displeased with the comparison. I would never admit it aloud, but I couldn’t help agreeing with him.

      “Next,” Rashid said, “the lady in silver armor?”

      “[Divine Shield].”

      “Aieee!”

      A pane of light sprang into existence, severing the blades of the men near Ines. It pressed onward, slicing cleanly through the thick iron bars barring our path. Pieces of the gate fell to the ground with a loud, echoing crash.

      “Perhaps you did not recognize her with the beastfolk girl on her back, but she is Ines, the Kingdom’s Divine Shield. You’ll find her even more vicious than her fierce-tempered companion.”

      Ines leveled a seething look at Rashid, then back at the men around her, causing them to retreat two or three steps. Again, I couldn’t exactly fault the observation; Ines was a little—okay, very—scary when she was mad.

      “Th-The Divine Shield?!” Galen exclaimed. “Why is someone like her here?!”

      “Oh? Did your dear master not inform you?” Rashid asked. “My family remains as useless as ever, it seems. If they were going to send their cat’s-paw to dispose of us, the least they could have done was provide you with the relevant information. Challenging these two ladies to a contest of violence is a fool’s errand.”

      “Ngh! I-In that case, I’ll just seize the others!”

      “Ah, yes. Now that you’re cornered, your first instinct is to take hostages. Thus, you order the golems—your trump card—to apprehend the harmless-seeming man before that boy there.”

      The golems lumbered toward Rolo and me, shooting forward to grab us. I swept their huge hands aside with the Black Blade.

      [Parry]

      The golem before me crumbled to dust, while those behind it shattered into pieces from the force of the impact. Some of the scattered debris struck the masked man controlling them in the head, knocking him unconscious.

      Galen spoke in strangled groans as he sank to the ground. “Bwuh? The g-golems... Wh-Whuh?!” Not one of them remained.

      “Unfortunately for you, he’s the person you should avoid antagonizing the most,” Rashid said, giving the plump man a shrug.

      “Are you all right, Rolo?” I asked.

      “Mm-hmm. I’m fine.”

      “Lynne?”

      “Yes, I’m unharmed.”

      Despite our brush with danger, it seemed that everyone was okay. Rolo could read minds, now that I thought about it—I wondered if he had anticipated this from the start. I saw him exchange a glance with Lynne and nod.

      “You’ve failed, Galen,” Rashid said. “Separating us from Shawza and the others was a good move, but everything since has been abysmal. How many times have I told you not to so easily believe the information given to you by others?” He paused for a moment. “Hmm? Oh, I take it back—separating us was as poor a choice as all the others.”

      A thundering boom shook the air, and the thick metal doors behind us started to buckle inward. That was probably Shawza’s doing.

      “Eek! Please, Young Master Rashid, have m-mercy!” The plump man prostrated himself on the ground, bowing his head again and again. “Th-This was... It was...just a brief lapse of judgment! Y-Yes, that’s all! I was given no choice but to follow the master’s orders!”

      More crashes echoed as the doors continued to bend, reverberating through the darkness like the toll of a broken bell. Rashid sauntered over to Galen and gently rested a hand on the man’s shoulder.

      “That’s all right, Galen. I don’t mind at all. I should thank you, if anything. After all, things played out exactly as I expected.”

      “Wh-What?”

      “You haven’t changed at all. Not one bit. It’s actually rather amusing how predictable you are.”

      “H-Huh? Eek!”

      The roar of Shawza’s punches grew louder, each blow bending the metal further out of shape. Fear twisted Galen’s face and those of his men in much the same way.

      “Still, to think my family would order such paltry little traders to stop us,” Rashid mused, placing a hand on his chin. “And after inviting us here in the first place! How double-minded of them. Though, I suppose they’ve never been known for their consistency.”

      Galen appeared incapable of speech. He simply continued to shriek and cower on the ground.

      “That aside, Galen, I’d appreciate your assistance with a few matters.” Rashid smiled, cocking his head. “Ah, but I suppose you should apologize to those you accosted first. You’ve lived in this city for a long time, so I trust you know what to say in a situation like this.”

      For a moment, the cowering man said nothing. Then another piercing boom rang out, snapping him back to his senses. “Y-Yes! Of course!” he choked out, nodding fervently. “I shall apologize with the utmost sincerity!”

      “Good answer. You’ve always been quick to catch on. It’s so nice to have an acquaintance from home I can rely on. Now, the thing is, I very recently became bankrupt. I don’t have a single coin to my name. And I was just thinking it would be nice to have some pocket change.”

      “Whuh?”

      “Thus, I will be taking all of your assets.” Rashid nodded, satisfied, then turned back to us with his usual grin. “Excellent. Now that my deeply moving reunion is behind us, shall we press onward? The boy should be farther inside.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I agreed.

      Leaving the plump man to Shawza and Sirene, we hurried down the hallway ahead of us. Rashid took the lead, a pleased smile on his face and a spring in his step.

      Chapter 169: At the Slave Trader, Part 2 (Brother and Sister, Sister and Brother)

      “They sure are taking their time,” Sirene muttered atop the warped remains of two metal doors, staring down the hallway that Princess Lynneburg and the others had taken. “I wonder if something else happened.”

      A young girl slept soundly on the beastfolk archer’s lap, while the one-eyed, one-armed man who had created their makeshift bench waited a short distance away.

      “They should be fine,” he said. “I didn’t sense any more trouble. And we have this lot with us, remember. If anything happens, we can always put the screws to them.”

      “Oh, right. I really had forgotten about them.”

      Sirene and Shawza glanced down at the men sitting limply on the cold ground, causing them all to flinch. Pitying them, Sirene turned her gaze back to Mina, the girl peacefully resting in her lap.

      “I’m surprised she managed to fall asleep,” she said. “She must’ve been exhausted.”

      “It’s understandable, given what she’s been through,” Shawza replied. “First the altercation on the street, then the scuffle a moment ago—even if her physical wounds have healed, she’s still been under a lot of stress. We should let her rest.”

      “You won’t hear me arguing.”

      Mina, who had seemed tense and uneasy from the moment they’d met, was now curled up on Sirene’s lap like a kitten. The older beastfolk spoke quietly so as not to wake her, but it seemed that it would take a lot more than a simple conversation to rouse her from her slumber.

      Sirene’s eyes continuously wandered to her bow, which she had set aside for Mina’s sake. She was used to having it with her at all times, so leaving it unattended seemed to unsettle her.

      “I can hold on to it for you,” Shawza said. “Leaving it there is a quick way to damage it.”

      “Huh? Are you sure?” Sirene paused. “In that case... Please.”

      Shawza took the weapon and examined it with his single eye. “This is a good bow,” he murmured, half sighing. It was a strange compliment coming from a man with such a stern look on his face.

      “You can tell?” Sirene asked, her eyes widening and a smile gracing her lips. “Are you well versed in archery?”

      There was a pregnant pause before Shawza responded. “No. I used a bow briefly, long ago, but that’s all,” he said quietly, almost to himself. “But it’s easy to tell this one’s quality. Its material is already better than ordinary, and the make is excellent too. It fits well in the hand.”

      For a time, Sirene simply watched her companion admire the bow in his hand, pleased that he was praising the weapon she so cherished. She savored the moment before speaking again.

      “I actually received that bow from my master, to celebrate my employment. It’s quite valuable, apparently—it was discovered in the depths of the Dungeon of the Lost.”

      “The depths? Is your master Mianne, the Bow Sovereign?”

      “Huh?” Sirene cocked her head. “You know the captain?”

      “Only by name. She’s famous enough to be known internationally. Mianne, the Bow Sovereign, a female archer who braved the depths of the Dungeon of the Lost—said to be the most dangerous dungeon in the world—with her compeers and returned unscathed.”

      “Is she really that famous? She always insisted that she only made it back without a scratch because of how amazing her companions were.”

      “I can only tell you what the rumors say. She’s described as a severe woman with a temperament too fearsome for most. It’s said that she can shoot down a flock of birds on the other side of a mountain with a single arrow. Is that true?”

      “That rumor made it all the way here, did it?” Sirene looked slightly embarrassed, but she answered honestly. “Well, the truth is...she’s a hundred times more amazing than that. Uh, in terms of personality as well.”

      “I see.” Shawza’s lips curled into the beginnings of a smile. “In other words, this bow is proof that you have her recognition.”

      “I...wonder about that.” Sirene scratched her cheek. “You wouldn’t think so at all if you saw how she acts around me.”

      “You should trust yourself more. The mere fact that you possess this bow is worth more than any words can convey.” Shawza returned to looking at the weapon, his expression serious. “I saw your archery before. Yours isn’t the kind of skill that can be learned in a day. Were you under the Bow Sovereign’s tutelage for long? Or did you have another master?”

      “Captain Mianne taught me archery from a young age. Before that, my mother taught me how to read the wind. Neither one of them was very hands-on; they taught me the fundamentals and then let me figure out the rest on my own.”

      “Your...mother is an archer too?”

      “Yes, though she gave it up long ago.” Sirene touched the pendant around her neck. “She told me she regrets not having been able to properly teach my brother before they separated.”

      “Your pendant...” Shawza said at length, hanging his head. “I’m sorry for what I said.”

      “Huh?”

      “I told you to dispose of it. That was wrong of me.”

      Sirene was too stunned to speak.

      “I said it with good reason—danger awaits you if you continue to wear it—but that’s no excuse. You have every right to do with it as you wish.”

      “No, it’s fine. I kind of knew you were telling the truth.”

      “Yet you still intend to keep it?”

      “Yes. It might not have much of a use anymore, but...my brother gave it to me. I can’t just throw it away.”

      Shawza’s eye strayed from the pendant.

      “Do you not have a bow of your own?” Sirene asked, studying him curiously.

      “What makes you ask that?”

      “You seem to have an eye for them. Plus, I heard that everyone in the Mio Tribe was a proficient archer.”

      “Do you seriously think I could draw a bow with one arm?”

      “Oh, right... But you could, u-um...use your teeth...or something?”

      “Now you’re just being ridiculous.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know why I said that...”

      Shawza’s brow furrowed as he studied the bow in his hand. “I did use a bow once, like the rest of my brethren. My skills with it were decent...or so I was convinced at the time. As it turned out, my confidence was nothing more than unbridled arrogance, which cost the lives of my comrades and their families. Now, even if I could wield a bow, I wouldn’t be worthy of drawing it. Even if I wanted to, my fallen brethren would never permit me.”

      Sirene said nothing at first, simply watching the man’s expression. Then a thought occurred to her, and resolve hardened in her eyes.

      “Um, Shawza, I think you really are my bro—”

      “Give up on that, would you? Rigel is dead. Gone. You could search this entire country and not find a single bone of his corpse.”

      “But—”

      “Whuh? Wh-Where am I...?”

      Before Sirene could say another word, Mina’s eyes fluttered open. She glanced around, then seemed to remember her circumstances and jumped up.

      “Eep! Was I asleep?! I...I’m sorry! I’ll get off your lap right away!”

      “It’s okay. You can rest more, if you want,” Sirene assured the girl. “You must be tired.”

      “R-Really...? Wait, no, I couldn’t! S-Someone like me...?”

      The girl seemed reluctant to leave Sirene’s lap but scrambled to the ground nonetheless. She stood up straight and bowed to the woman who had until then served as her very comfortable bed. But when she looked up again...

      “Rigel!”

      “Rigel?” Sirene and Shawza repeated.

      Mina shrieked and rushed toward the slender boy approaching from down the hallway. The two bore a striking resemblance to each other, and she cried out in shock when she reached him.

      “Rigel! What happened to your legs?! And your condition?! You can walk now?!”

      “Mm-hmm. The nice people fixed them for me.”

      “H-Huh?! They did?!”

      Mina looked up at the others following behind her brother, hurriedly stepping forward and bowing to them. “U-Um! Th-Thank you very much for s-saving my brother! Snff... Thank, um, ooh... Thank you—snff—very much!”

      Tears flooded her eyes, and she wept so much that she was barely coherent. The recipients of her gratitude smiled politely, and when she looked at her new master, he simply nodded. She turned back to her brother and pulled him into a tight embrace.

      
      “Rigel!” Mina sobbed, crying into his chest. “I...I’m so glad you’re okay! I thought I’d never see you again!”

      “Sorry I worried you, big sis,” the boy said. “I’m okay now.”

      “No, I’m sorry for being bought first! B-But, that man bought me away from them, so...!”

      “Yeah, I know. You brought the nice people here, right? Thank you.”

      “N-No, I didn’t do anything! Even just then, I was asleep while...while...” The girl turned to those accompanying her brother, tears streaming down her face. “Th-Thank you! Thank you! Thank you so much!”

      For some time, she continued to apologize to her brother and thank her benefactors. Through her tears, however, most of her words were utterly incomprehensible.

    

  

    
    
      Chapter 170: At the Slave Trader, Part 3 (Rigel, the Younger Brother)

      “Noor, Lady Lynneburg...” Sirene approached us, awash with relief as she took in the siblings’ joyful reunion. “I see you’ve found Mina’s brother.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Honestly, we thought he was done for when we first saw him.”

      “Indeed,” Lynne added. “Judging by his current state, though, he’s sure to be okay.”

      I could tell from the look on Sirene’s face that she was glad things had worked out. We’d found Rigel in miserable shape—so weak that we hadn’t been sure he would survive, even with treatment. Fortunately, thanks to Lynne’s desperate efforts to heal him, he was now strong enough to walk on his own.

      It had been the right call not to bring Mina with us. Had she seen her brother as we’d first found him, I suspected she would have fallen apart.

      All in all, little Rigel had surprised me. Despite his sudden return from the brink of death, he was grinning from ear to ear, behaving as though nothing had happened. He was trying not to worry his sister, I thought, as he slowly moved to stand in front of me.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked. “Does it still hurt anywhere?”

      “Oh, no. Thanks to you, Mister Noor—and you, Miss Lynneburg—I feel better than ever before. I just wanted to thank you properly.”

      “Again? It was no trouble—really. Nothing worth making a fuss about.”

      “I understand you also rescued my sister. For that, I offer my deepest gratitude. Truly. You have my word that we’ll work hard to repay our debt.”

      Mina scampered over, and the pair bowed deeply to us. Though Rigel was about the same size as his sister, his speech was more formal and measured. His calm composure had stood out to me during our first meeting, and now, in conversation, I was amazed at how well put together he was.

      “You’re pretty mature for your age,” I remarked.

      “Unlike my sister, I’ve had a delicate constitution since childhood,” the boy explained. “Before my illness, I was trained and educated for intellectual servitude. I adopted this manner of speech along the way. Is it...not to your liking? I can act more childish, should you pre—”

      “No, no, no. It’s fine. Impressive, even. It’s just...are you really the younger sibling?”

      “We’re twins, actually. That’s why we’re almost the same height.”

      “Twins, huh? I can see that, now that you mention it.” Inspecting them side by side, the similarities in their physique were obvious. Rigel was just a touch shorter and more slender, but that was all.

      Mina looked at her brother, hung her head, and sniffled. “I’m sorry. It’s all my fault. I bet the reason you’re so frail is because I took all your Mister Muscles when we were in mom’s tummy!”

      “‘Mister Muscles’?” I repeated.

      “That’s not true, Mina,” Rigel protested. “It was purely an accident.”

      “Oh! But in exchange, I gave you all my smarts!” Mina puffed out her chest. “That’s why you’re so brainy!”

      I looked from Mina to Rigel and back again. It would have been too awkward to agree outright, but I could definitely see where she was coming from.

      “Is, uh... Is that right?” I eventually asked.

      “M-Mina...” Rigel whined.

      “In any case, I’m glad you’re both feeling better,” I said. “Would you mind waiting here to recover your strength? We have some more business up ahead.”

      Rigel noticed the glance I exchanged with Lynne and seemed to catch on. “You’re going back inside, Mister Noor?”

      “Yeah. This place is full of the sick and injured. Most of them won’t last more than a few days unless we do something.”

      “They’re in terrible shape,” Lynne agreed. “We must act swiftly.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Noor.” A new voice interrupted us. “Sorry, but could you delay those plans for a moment?”

      “Rashid?” I turned to see the man in question, standing with Galen. They had parted from us a short while before. “Where have you two been?”

      “Oh, I just asked Galen here to bring me up to speed on some recent events. In regard to your plans, I assume you intend to rescue all the dying slaves?”

      “Yeah, we do.”

      “Far be it from me to get in your way. However, I would recommend adhering to the proper procedure, at least.”

      “Really?” I glanced down at his hands. “What’s with all the papers?”

      “It’s a catalog of all the assets being sold within the capital—a price list, if you will, distributed only among merchants with a certain level of wealth and trust from their peers.” Rashid waved the thick sheaf of papers right beside Galen’s face. “I thought the appropriate first step would be to examine the city’s current state. Words can deceive, but transactions never lie. And would you believe it, I’ve discovered something rather interesting.”

      Rashid began flipping through the papers, and his expression turned uncharacteristically serious.

      “As it stands, many business owners have been liquidating their assets at dirt-cheap prices. It’s especially egregious in real estate, where slave traders that would normally be held as tightly as prized gems are now being listed on the market in droves. Bonds, on the other hand—which are conveniently mobile—have become abnormally popular among buyers. It seems the wealthy are pulling their riches out of the city.”

      “Why would they do that?” I asked.

      “Because of a looming threat they fear they cannot hope to overcome. I wonder who it could be?” Rashid stared straight at me, grinning. “They have good reason to worry—not even a few days ago, there was all that drama about the City Forgotten by Time changing hands. Then, there were rumors of a preposterous man who triumphed over an army of primal golems. And to crown it all, after a strange sandstorm sprang into existence just outside the capital, those at the very center of all the recent events entered the city. Any merchant deserving of the name would see those risk factors and declare withdrawing from the market a smart move. Although of course, the most accurate information comes from the source—from us.”

      “I see. So that means, uh... What does it mean?”

      “In essence, Noor, this is your achievement. Because of your actions, market prices that once seemed immovable are now shifting, creating splendid opportunities to capitalize on. So I thought, while we’re at it, why not turn an exorbitant profit?”

      Still grinning, Rashid gave me a merry clap on the shoulder. I returned the gesture with a look of sheer confusion, while Lynne narrowed her eyes in suspicion.

      “It couldn’t be...” she muttered. “Did you plan this from the start, Lord Rashid?”

      “Oh, no, Lady Lynneburg. How could I have?” Rashid fanned himself with the papers. “I might have predicted this outcome, but that was all. I saw the die had been cast and made an educated guess about what might happen. You brought a genuine miracle with you from the Kingdom of Clays.”

      Lynne breathed a quiet sigh. “At long last, I see what drove you to yield such an absurd amount of wealth to my instructor.”

      “I did not yield anything—he won our contest fair and square.”

      “A contest that went exactly as planned, I suspect.”

      Rashid’s eyes widened, and a smile graced his features. “If my actions have given you cause to doubt me, I apologize. As I see it, I treated our contest with sincerity and earnestness—for the most part, at least.”

      “You need not apologize. I cannot deny that entrusting Instructor Noor with your assets was the best way to ensure their safekeeping. In fact, I would even go so far as to say it was a wise decision.”

      “Oh? My read of you was right—you are slightly more lax than your brother. You are correct, Lady Lynneburg; Noor is the most trustworthy money box in the country.”

      “That isn’t what I said...”

      “You have nothing to fear, of course. Knowing what he is capable of, I would never be so foolish as to attempt to retrieve the assets he now holds by force.”

      “I know. Instructor Noor is not one to be trifled with. If you even think of trying to manipulate him, expect to be taught a harsh lesson.”

      Rashid chuckled. “This is why I like you, Lady Lynneburg—you speak frankly on subjects that would cause most others to hesitate. Rarely does someone see the truth of the matter so clearly. May our relationship continue to grow long into the future.”

      “In that case, Lord Rashid, would you answer me one more question?” Lynne’s stare became piercing. “What was your true objective in coming to Sarenza City? I doubt it was profit, and it most certainly wasn’t because your family summoned you.”

      Rashid chuckled again—harder this time, causing his shoulders to shake. Only when the sudden bout passed did he return his gaze to Lynne and confess, “I would dearly love to tell you—truly, I would. But as much as it pains me to say this, now is not quite the time.”

      “I see. In that case, I suppose you won’t mind if we put our relationship-building on hold.”

      “Oh? Even if I could tell you, would you believe me?”

      “Honestly? I doubt it. All the more reason for us to wait.”

      Tensions were once again rising between Lynne and Rashid, though I supposed that was nothing unusual. Maybe it went to show just how close they really were; they certainly spoke with each other more frequently than with the other members of our group.

      “U-Um, I’m terribly sorry to interrupt...”

      “Hmm?” Rashid turned to Rigel, who had mustered the courage to interject. “Do you have something to say?”

      “You mentioned that many of the city’s slave traders are up for sale. I don’t mean to presume, but would it not be wise to buy them now, while they’re cheap?”

      “What makes you think that? Come, now—use your words.”

      “U-Um...”

      Rigel looked at me, apparently seeking my permission to speak. I nodded, and his ears twitched excitedly as he launched into his explanation.

      “Here in Sarenza, where the law mandates that children inherit their parents’ debts, slaves are considered a valuable, self-replenishing asset. They bring their owners immense profit—particularly beastfolk slaves like my sister and me. However, the more slaves one owns, the harder they become to move, and transporting an entire slave trader is naturally out of the question. If what you say about a great threat approaching the capital is true, Mister Rashid, then the city’s immovable assets will only continue to depreciate in value. In the worst-case scenario, they could even become worthless. That’s why their current owners elected to sell—it would be too risky not to. And if, as you claim, these slave houses are already on the market in large numbers, they must be competing to sell at a profit. In other words, we should expect them to be priced significantly below their normal market value.”

      I was amazed. Despite his young age, Rigel had come out with all sorts of complicated terms, managing to lose me within just a couple of sentences. A quick glance at Mina beside me revealed the same blank expression I must have been wearing—though I could sense an undercurrent of pride for her younger brother.

      “Oh, I like you,” Rashid said. “You remain calm and analytical, even as a slave yourself. So, why do you think we should buy up the slave houses?”

      “Because this drop in price will only last so long. The owners are selling as a temporary asset transfer for risk aversion, assuming they can still turn a profit in the long run. As slave houses—and the income they’re known to generate—are usually so hard to obtain, ambitious low- to mid-tier merchants will take the risk and start snapping them up. While there’s no guarantee of them staying in the black, they can count on selling the assets back to the original owners at a higher price. So, it would be best to seize the initiative before the market backswings. Such an opportunity won’t come again.”

      “I see. And why should we be the ones to buy them?”

      “Based on what you said, I assume Mister Noor is the threat in question. If that’s true, then you have complete control over the situation.”

      Rashid still wore an uncharacteristically serious expression, his hand on his chin as he listened to Rigel. I couldn’t blame him—the young beastfolk was impressive, to say the least. I usually lost focus within seconds of a conversation with Lynne or Rashid, but he was holding his own with ease.

      “You have a sharp mind for your age,” Rashid said at last. “Rigel, was it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “All right, Rigel, one more question for you.” Rashid gave the boy a cheery smile. “It’s an ironclad rule of commerce to do to one’s enemies what one would least wish done to oneself. If we bought up every slave house on the market, what should we do when their former owners ask to buy them back?”

      Rigel paused for a moment, as if weighing his words, before carefully speaking up. “Well, if you had the capital to enact such a plan in the first place, the most obvious response would be to refuse. There is, however, another option. As far as the former owners are concerned, their assets are what matter most. Nothing would pain them more than repurchasing their business, only to find it stripped clean.”

      “I see... Not bad. So, what would need to be done to achieve such an outcome?”

      “Huh? As in, to actually do it? Well, first, you’d need even more capital than was necessary to purchase the slave traders. Then, you’d need to solve an assortment of problems. Where would you move all the slaves, for example? You’d need countless personnel, suitable transport, and the discretion to keep such an operation hidden from the former owners. There’s also the issue of clothes, shelter, and provisions once the slaves are relocated, and that’s just the start. In those regards, maybe the plan can’t be done. Or, no... It can, but only with a great deal of preparation.”

      As the boy sank deeper into thought, Rashid clapped his hands together and laughed. “I really like you! You were just a few points shy of a perfect answer. Maybe I should give you full marks anyway, since you didn’t even need a hint. You’re outstanding, little one.”

      “Isn’t he just?!” Mina beamed and stuck her chest out even more. “He’s super smart! Enough for the both of us!”

      The elder of the two siblings was impressive in her own right. Poised on the very tips of her toes, she arched her body so much she resembled a drawn bow—yet somehow, she remained perfectly balanced.

      “Let’s return to the topic at hand,” Rashid said. “Noor? As Rigel just explained, now is the perfect time to purchase the slave houses across the city. Under normal circumstances, we’d need a convincing motive and special permission—but we’re in luck. Galen here can provide both. Isn’t that right, Galen?”

      “Y-Yes, of course!” the portly man exclaimed. “G-Gladly!”

      “There you have it, Noor. Every company on that list is yours for the taking. So, how shall we proceed?”

      “If there are more places like this in the capital, I want to buy as many as I can,” I said. “Can you do that for me?”

      “But of course. It won’t be any trouble at all. While your fortune isn’t quite large enough to take over the entire capital, it’s more than sufficient to monopolize a single industry. Since making individual purchases would drive up the market price, I’d advise buying in bulk.”

      “Right. Let’s do that, then.”

      “As you wish. May I borrow that young fellow for a time, to act as my assistant?”

      “Rigel, you mean?”

      “An extra pair of hands will do wonders to speed up the process. Don’t worry—I’ll return him as soon as I’m done.”

      “If he doesn’t mind, then neither do I.”

      “I don’t mind at all, Mister Noor,” Rigel said. “If anything, I should plead to be so lucky. Getting to learn the business of trade from none other than the Divine Merchant himself will surely be a priceless experience—and one that I can leverage to be of greater use to you in the future.”

      For a brief moment, Rashid conveyed an emotion he hadn’t let show before. “Oh? You’re well-versed in old tales for someone so young—and a slave, at that.”

      “Knowledge was my sole means of survival,” Rigel explained, his face blank and tone detached. “I memorized every rumor and scrap of gossip that circulated the capital—or at least as much as I could from the confines of a slave house. Your younger years are the stuff of legend here, Mister Rashid. They must be common knowledge among the merchants.”

      Rashid chuckled. “You truly are exceptional. I had high expectations for your intellect, and the depth of your knowledge is just as impressive. You’ve made an excellent purchase, Noor. Your return on Rigel will far exceed what you paid for him.”

      Beaming from ear to ear, our host-turned-companion scribbled noisily on a sheet of paper, which he then thrust into my hands.

      “Here. You should take this.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Another list—this one of the slave traders for sale in the city. I’ve noted their names and addresses and advise that you visit them all. Just do your thing—I’ll take care of any business negotiations in the meantime.”

      “Thanks. And sorry for the trouble.”

      “Now, as for the price of my labor...”

      I was startled; I hadn’t expected Rashid to bring up payment after the fact.

      “May I use a small portion of your funds to conduct some other business?” he asked, still smiling. “It’ll be to your benefit, of course. You’ll reap the rewards, and if any losses occur as a result of my actions, I shall cover them in full.”

      “I don’t mind, but why?”

      “There are quite a few attractive prospects—well, prey—on that list. Since this city’s my old playground, I thought I might shake off the rust and have some fun in the process. Not that I won’t take this commercial venture seriously. If someone’s entrusted me with their coin, I could never gamble it away for my own amusement.”

      “Right. It’s okay if you don’t make a profit, though.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. As a principle, I don’t believe in absolutes—but given the current state of the market, I can say with absolute confidence that I won’t cause you a loss. How much are you willing to entrust me with? Choose any amount you please; I’ll manage just fine, no matter what you give me.”

      “I don’t see much point in setting a limit. You might as well take it all.”

      “I-Instructor?!” Lynne exclaimed.

      “Oh?” Rashid eyed me carefully. “Since my patron has seen fit to grant me so much of his trust, I suppose I must live up to his lofty expectations.”

      “No, really—there’s no pressure to turn a profit,” I repeated.

      “Whatever the case, simply leave it to me. Upon your return, you will find that I’ve amassed a mountain of wealth, prodigious enough to surprise even you.”

      I really wasn’t interested in making more money—I already had more than I knew what to do with. But no matter how many times I tried to make that clear, Rashid, who wore an eerie smile I was beginning to suspect was his true one, refused to listen.

      “My, my...” he said. “No matter how old I get, the thought of a huge shopping trip never fails to excite me. I wonder how much I’ll be able to make today.”

      “I’ll...leave you to it, then.”

      I entrusted Rigel to Rashid, whose smile grew more sinister by the moment, and hurried down the dark corridor with Lynne at my side.

    

  

    
    
      Chapter 171: The People of House Sarenza

      Situated at the center of Sarenza City was a wooded strip of green, so lush and leafy that even the locals doubted their eyes. Almost in defiance of the barren desert that surrounded the capital, the well-cultivated district had sparkling lakes and verdure in abundance. Majestic palaces dotted its grounds, purposefully designed to stand out from the architecture of the lesser wards, but one caught the eye more than any other: a masterpiece of pure-white stone with golden engravings, boasting an expansive courtyard under a transparent, hemispherical roof.

      The courtyard, easily mistaken for a natural meadow at a glance, was dyed in many hues by the blossoms and trees gathered from faraway lands. A stone patio sat at its center, polished to a brilliant white, and arranged upon it were several people who looked no less extravagant. Their jewel-inlaid clothing made them a more striking sight than even the vibrantly feathered birds kept nearby.

      In attendance at the outdoor meeting were the members of House Sarenza, who had a firm grasp on the country’s reins. It was by their family’s hands that Sarenza had made such fantastic advances throughout the course of history. Each person sat elegantly in a custom-built chair, facing a screen mirror—a magical dungeon relic—that gave them an overhead view of a certain city. The looks on their faces were cold and unamused.

      “This cannot be real.”

      “Ha! Of course not. Who would believe such preposterous nonsense?”

      “I saw a similar screen-story not long ago—a new release.”

      “So we all agree this is fake?”

      On the screen, a man wielding a thick black slab of a weapon tore his way through a horde of primal golems, the very symbols of House Sarenza’s power and authority. The observers, who had not received any sort of explanation as to the strange sight before them, fell into light discussion.

      “Honestly... Lord Zaid and his jokes. Again, he seeks to test us—his kin!”

      “Hear, hear. It’s an excellent fabrication, I must admit, but it bears all the hallmarks of fiction. Primal golems’ bodies repel even orichalcum spears with ease, let alone mithril blades, and that fellow is using a blunt club. Only the ignorant would fuss over such nonsense.”

      Having said his piece, the young member of House Sarenza laughed, entirely dismissive of what the mirror was showing them. The others were just as skeptical.

      The recording—brought back by an avian golem—showed the events purported to have taken place near the City Forgotten by Time, a leisure destination run by Zaid’s eldest son, Rashid. It was common practice for entertainment to be unveiled without notice, so the attendees turned their attention elsewhere, taking the opportunity to catch up with their distant kin, many of whom they had not seen in some time.

      Despite its dubious authenticity, the recording was strikingly clear. It looped several times before the picture on the screen mirror abruptly changed to show Zaid, patriarch of House Sarenza. A plump man, he stood on an ornate golden stage outfitted with its own array of recording mirrors, directly beneath his own image on the screen.

      “My dear family...” he began. “Thank you for gathering here today. I am well aware how busy all of you are.”

      A strict education from a young age had instilled all those watching with a rigid sense of etiquette. As one, they ceased their chatter, relaxed into their chairs, and turned their full attention to the man who spoke for them all.

      “Now then,” Zaid continued, “to start, I must apologize for playing such an absurd spectacle without warning. As the wisest of you must already have gathered, it is entirely fictitious. I repeat: There is not a shred of truth to what you have just witnessed. For reasons unknown, such fabrications have spread among the public. I summoned you here today to warn you.”

      “I see...” a white-haired old man said with a calm smile. He and everyone else in the courtyard stared intently at the screen mirror. “I must confess, Zaid, the quality was quite astounding.”

      The man occupied the seat closest to the patriarch—within conversational distance—marking him as the second-highest authority under Zaid. The rest of the family understood their place and remained silent as they watched the pair speak.

      “Footage of that nature has already reached me,” the white-haired man continued. “Are you claiming it was all just forgery?”

      “I am, granduncle,” Zaid said. “As anyone can see, they are part of a ploy by some person or organization trying to destabilize us. I suspect the culprit is—”

      “The Kingdom of Clays,” the old man finished, his face clouding over. “A most vexing matter, Zaid. Was it not your idea to reopen diplomatic relations with them and end our long-standing no-contact policy?”

      “I never dreamed their representatives would act in such a craven, unsophisticated manner. This brings me to the topic of the utterly baseless rumor about my sons Ari and Nhid—that they have lost their allotment of primal golems. It should go without saying that it, too, is a falsehood.”

      From atop his stage, Zaid made a quick gesture. Thousands of primal golems lumbered into view—some close, some far—and arranged themselves in neat rows within view of the courtyard. Quiet exclamations of awe rippled through those gathered. Rare was the opportunity to witness one in its full majesty—let alone an entire army.

      “Rest assured, everyone,” Zaid proclaimed. “As you can see, we have not lost even one of our precious golems. Sarenza’s public order remains as secure as ever. I swear to you all, I shall make good use of the power you entrusted to me and teach a thorough lesson to those who think they can interfere with our business.”

      “Excellent, excellent,” the white-haired man said. “I gave no credence to the rumor, of course, but I am glad to see it disproved.”

      “I am glad to have put your mind at ease, granduncle.”

      An elderly woman seated beside the white-haired old man laughed. “See, dear? As I told you, Zaid is perfectly capable of managing Sarenza’s affairs. He had an excellent mind even when he was small, and now—why, not one of us could hope to rival his business acumen.”

      Zaid chuckled. “Oh, dearest grandaunt, your praise is too much!”

      A wave of relief washed over the courtyard. Now safely assuaged, those gathered broke into casual chatter, lavishing each other with praise.

      “Well, I really must be going,” the white-haired man said. “How pleased I am to know that the strange rumors circulating are nothing more than that. Ensure they are put to rest, Zaid.”

      “But of course, granduncle. And as always, thank you for your insightful perspective.”

      “I must take my leave as well. You have my full trust to manage the situation.”

      “I wish you a safe return, grandaunt.”

      Once the elderly couple occupying the foremost seats departed, taking a veritable army of servants with them, the rest of the family began to trickle out as well, paying their respects to Zaid as they went. When only a few of them remained, an aging man in a black suit stepped toward Zaid, whispering into his master’s ear so that he would not be overheard.

      “Master Zaid, I come bearing news of great consequence.”

      “Well? Out with it, Wize. And make it quick.”

      “Despite your esteemed granduncle’s and grandaunt’s assurances, they have already moved the majority of their assets outside the city. And to make matters worse, there are reports that several more of your relatives are making equally unwise moves. Everyone who was in attendance today is already well aware of recent events.”

      “Is that all?” In place of a sigh, Zaid exhaled sharply through his nose. “These are just the usual games. Don’t take them at face value.”

      “Of course, Master. My sincerest apologies.” Wize gave a slight bow and retreated a step.

      Bar a few careless fools, everyone in House Sarenza knew the truth of what was happening around them. No one dared admit it, but the influential members of the family had already begun decentralizing their assets, quietly liquidating their land and property in Sarenza City. The foundation of power that House Sarenza had spent generations cultivating was at risk of coming apart. The country’s status quo now teetered on the edge of collapse.

      And thus, a farcical charade had taken shape.

      Zaid simmered with self-reproach for having let the situation deteriorate so severely—yet preserving appearances was all that he could do. As the thought passed through his mind, he noticed that two of his sons—the principal cause of the trouble at hand—stood before him, alongside their mother.

      “F-Father... We wish to...to humbly...”

      “Ari, Nhid.” Zaid turned to his sons, striving to smile gently. “What’s wrong? Why the formality?”

      “W-We wish to humbly apologize for our lapse in judgment. We could never have imagined that our blunder would result in... Well...”

      Zaid chuckled. “Oh, worry not—it is the prerogative of the young to stumble. But know this: I will not clean up after you a second time.”

      “O-Of course! Thank you!”

      As he watched his two incompetent sons scurry away with their mother, Zaid coldly considered the truth of his words. There would be no second time.

      Time passed. Only when Zaid was alone among the remains of what an oblivious bystander might have called a joyous family banquet did he speak into the empty air.

      “Lude? Are you here, Lude?”

      “I am, yes.”

      In an instant, the black-robed man appeared behind him. Zaid always found it unsettling how Lude seemed to flicker into existence like a shadow, but he pushed the unease aside—he had more pressing concerns to think about.

      “How goes your business?” Zaid asked.

      “My business?”

      “Don’t make me say it. The golem from the Dungeon of Oblivion.”

      “Ah, indeed. It is progressing smoothly, of course. Please, have patience.”

      “Well, hurry it up. Things could fall apart at any moment.”

      Lude’s face was hidden beneath the dark hood of his robe, but his eyes were trained on Zaid. “Is that the only reason you summoned me? To confirm my progress?”

      “Yes! What other reason could there be?!”

      “I am well aware of the current balance—hence my haste.”

      “Then make more haste. I thought your lot claimed to work quickly.”

      “Very well. But if a faster result is what you seek, I would advise you not to summon me without due cause.”

      Zaid had several choice remarks about the long-lived race’s promise of “haste,” but he bit them back. Though he was too annoyed to mask his frustration, he found it painfully clear that the sinister man before him was his last hope. And of course, that weakness only fueled the flames of his irritation.

      Once the robed man’s presence had vanished, like smoke dissipating into the air, Zaid ground his teeth. “Tsk! Useless incompetents, the lot of them!”

      No matter the time or circumstance, Zaid considered the very act of trusting others a grave mistake. Placing his faith in someone else only bred weakness and uncertainty—and an uncertain future would only intensify with time. So, he preferred to pull the strings. Through a single conversation, he could grasp another person’s mindset, then manipulate their intentions by humoring their desires until he got what he wanted. Those he could not sway with words, he simply crushed with force. He silenced any who opposed him, even resorting to lethal methods when necessary. It was how he had preserved the country’s status quo—and how he would elevate House Sarenza even further.

      As far as Zaid was concerned, there wasn’t a single subordinate he could truly rely on. Everyone was his inferior—a mere puppet awaiting his command. He had deemed only a rare few in the world worthy of being called brilliant, and if ever someone emerged whose talents he envied, they became his adversary by default.

      To Zaid, someone he could not manipulate—could not control—was an enemy without exception. The strong competed, devouring each other in their climb to the top. Such was his life. It was all he’d ever known. And now, the person he recognized as the most talented among his family was blocking his path.

      “That blasted Rashid!”

      The face of his eldest son, born of his first wife, lingered in his mind. Rashid had always been intelligent, even from a young age. He excelled in every field, especially trade, and had even been his father’s favorite for a time. Zaid had seen something rare in his prodigious son and personally ushered him into the world of commerce.

      Ari and Nhid, Zaid’s sons from his second wife, were straightforward, malleable fools. They stood no chance of becoming enemies. Rashid, on the other hand, was too brilliant. From the very beginning of his days as a merchant, it hadn’t taken him long to rise to his father’s level and compete with him as an equal. Even then, Zaid had known that he would never be able to bring the boy under his control.

      To start, Zaid had given his eldest son a trifling amount of capital. That had been the spark. He had instructed Rashid to use it in his study of commerce, hoping the boy would learn the knowledge necessary to carve out his own future through repeated trial and error. Instead, Rashid defied all expectations. It was as though he couldn’t even taste defeat. In the profit-and-loss world of merchants, his talents ensured he profited every time.

      Zaid was pleased at first, attributing his son’s achievements to luck. Yet, a full month later, what had once been a small sum of pocket change had grown into a vast fortune that eclipsed even the wealth of the most powerful people in House Sarenza. Zaid’s opinion of his eldest son changed in the blink of an eye.

      Rashid possessed a talent for trade so immense that not even his father, the governor of the entire Mercantile Free State of Sarenza, could hope to keep up. Unable to exert control over his son, Zaid elected to keep him at a distance, sending him to another residence and even pushing away the boy’s mother. It hadn’t been much later that Zaid received the news that his first wife—a woman he had chosen to marry based on appearance—had passed away. He suspected she had unwittingly ingested poison meant for Rashid, and that the culprit was one of his many relatives wary of the boy.

      It was hard to say whether it was the instigating factor, but losing his mother made Rashid more devoted to trade than ever before. Though he had once kept to the buying and selling of various goods, he soon purchased a headquarters for his business, which became a conglomerate as he absorbed more and more companies. Not even several months after his introduction to the world of trade, he had managed to purchase and monopolize his own city district. Then, by his tenth birthday, he had taken over half of the entire capital.

      As expected, his actions stirred resentment within his family. Since the days of old, it had been an unspoken rule among those of House Sarenza never to encroach upon one another’s territory. But young Rashid, still just a child, was trampling that principle without a care.

      In time, many in the family came to loathe Rashid, outraged to have had their domain—or what they’d thought was their domain—seized and toyed with. But not even their fury made Rashid obey the words and warnings of his father, the family patriarch. The situation was completely out of hand.

      Rashid’s behavior—which showed no regard for the community of mutual interest known as family—earned him the animosity of many. It was no surprise, then, when assassins came for him in droves, each sent by those hoping to reclaim their lost assets through force. Despite his young age, he was already a threat to the status quo of House Sarenza.

      And yet, the boy survived every attempt on his life. In some cases, he even hired the very assassins sent to execute him, winning them over with promises of better pay. It wasn’t long before he rose beyond the reach of his family—even Zaid.

      By twelve years of age, Rashid practically owned Sarenza City.

      And then, without word or warning, he offered to relinquish his grasp on the capital to take charge of the remote leisure facility known as the City Forgotten by Time. He was abandoning his stronghold for the world of gambling—a child’s pastime, compared to the true world of commerce.

      Many of Rashid’s relatives were delighted to hear the news. They interpreted his choice as him finally recognizing the danger that would come to him if he stayed in Sarenza City. He had been presented with two choices: remain in the capital and accept the risk that came with it, or abandon his profits and run, preserving his life in the process. The little problem child had weighed up his options and finally made a mature decision.

      Zaid, for his part, placed not an ounce of faith in that interpretation. He did not—could not—understand what Rashid was thinking. To claim otherwise would have been folly. So, he continued to keep the unstable factor at a distance. To a ruler, an unknown variable was something to be dealt with before it could evolve into an enemy. To allow someone superior to you to exist in the world you controlled was the height of contradiction.

      Zaid had long since moved past any feelings of fatherly affection. To him, Rashid was no longer his son, but an uncertainty. He was a pure and genuine threat—one so incomprehensible that he had to be feared.

      Just like the monster of a man King Clays had sent his way.

      “That cunning old fox,” Zaid muttered. “Letting such a thing loose in my country. Reopening diplomatic relations? What a joke.”

      The man from the screen mirror who had annihilated an entire legion of primal golems was far beyond the scope of a mere bodyguard for Princess Lynneburg. In fact, he was the greatest threat Sarenza’s status quo had ever faced. One would never be able to tell from his appearance, but he possessed an unfathomably terrifying degree of strength. And from the way his weapon so easily shattered primal golems—which turned away even mithril and orichalcum—it had to be the Kingdom of Clays’s hidden treasure, the Black Blade.

      Why had King Clays given that man his weapon—a sword said to have no equal? The reason was unclear to Zaid, but it held no particular importance. What truly mattered was that it was here, in Sarenza. The very idea seemed preposterous, especially when the Divine Shield alone would have been overkill for the princess’s security detail.

      Zaid couldn’t believe he had invited such a threat into his own lands. What had driven him to do it?

      Aah. But of course.

      He had put his trust in another and fallen for the cajolery of that elf. And because of that, he was suffering the heaviest losses he’d ever experienced. Not only had he invited that terrifying thing into Sarenza, but he’d even allowed it to join hands with Rashid. This was the consequence of neglecting his own principles: an approaching disaster of unprecedented scale.

      Zaid had gleaned the truth of the matter, more or less. Unless he was mistaken, Rashid had not simply lost to that man in a Trial; he had strategically maneuvered him into being a controllable asset. Because House Sarenza had frozen the wealth Rashid had gathered over his childhood, there was gald in the hundreds of trillions forever beyond his reach. So, he’d accepted defeat and taken on a tremendous debt, which he would use as a pretext to seize the funds back. He was using the man with him as a proxy bank.

      And now, with a sum hanging over his head that could easily mean death, he had come to the capital for one final gamble. He had but one chance, and failure would cost him everything. How was he capable of such an act of madness?

      Zaid had sensed that something was amiss when Rashid first transferred to the City Forgotten by Time. He’d known that his eldest, of all people, would never make such a move without some grander scheme in mind. And seeing him now only confirmed that suspicion.

      In leaving the capital, Rashid hadn’t given up on anything. He’d simply been biding his time, waiting for his moment to strike—expecting a chance to come along that he could entrust his fate to. And that chance had come in the form of the Black Blade’s wielder.

      For his eldest to have gone to such lengths, he must have had an equally galvanizing motive. Zaid hadn’t the slightest inkling as to what it might be. Did he want revenge for having his fortune unjustly taken from him? Payback for those who’d sent assassins his way? Or was he acting on deep-seated resentment toward the family who’d taken his mother from him? Perhaps it was a combination of all those reasons—or something else entirely. Zaid could think of any number of incentives for Rashid to hate House Sarenza, but it was impossible to discern which were true.

      The unknown variable was a monster Zaid didn’t understand—the only individual to have surpassed him. But if there was one thing he did recognize, it was that Rashid was coming for him with all his might, hell-bent on seizing his fortune, his status, and his country.

      Zaid felt his arms and feet tremble violently. His heart rate quickened, and each breath he took became more shallow. They were all too natural reactions, given the circumstances. The two worst enemies he could have imagined had joined hands: a force strong enough to obliterate primal golems with a single arm, and an intellect that had nearly monopolized an entire merchant city on a child’s whim. Both were closing in on him.

      “But don’t you dare think this is the end of me...” Zaid muttered darkly.

      Indeed, he had yet to admit defeat. He believed he still had a chance to recoup his losses. But to do so, he would need to resort to the method he despised most for its uncertainty: a gamble. The last option available to him was to trust in that deceptive elf. Surrender wasn’t even worth considering—not to his own son, and certainly not to that accursed King Clays.

      Thus, Zaid needed to be calm and composed. It was already clear that his efforts to postpone the catastrophe were nearing their limit. Even so, he had to buy as much time as he could—no matter how disgraceful the methods he used might be.

      “After everything you’ve done, I won’t let you return home in one piece!” Zaid grumbled. There was no one else in his palace to hear the hatred in his voice.
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