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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 much prefer the former.”


      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.
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      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?!”


      “S-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 wants to be first? 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.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 167: Sarenza, the Merchant Capital, Part 3


      “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.
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At twelve years old, after being told that he had
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isolation and spent a decade honing his only
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Fourteen. Unequaled in all fields, and the first
princess of the Kingdom of Clays. Enemy powers
made an attempt on her life, but Noor managed
to save her. She has called him “Instructor” and
followed him ever since.
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Rolo

A knight of the Kingdom of Clays. She has
wielded a unique defensive skill since she was a
child and uses it in her capacity as Lynne’s
bodyguard. Twenty-one.

Sirene

Sirene

A demonfolk boy. The circumstances of his birth
and upbringing are mysterious. As his race is
largely scorned and oppressed, he has lived a
very miserable life.

Rashid

Vice-captain of the Hunter Corps led by Mianne,
the Bow Sovereign. A prodigious archer with
beastfolk blood who met the high standards of

her captain and serves as the youngest vice-captain
in the Six Army Corps.

The eldest son of the head of House Sarenza,

and the former owner of the City Forgotten by Time.
He invited Noor and his companions to participate
in Trials for the chance to win a tax exemption

for the beastfolk village.
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Noor had just settled into his role as the new proprietor of the
City Forgotten by Time when a massive legion of golems
attacked, striking mere moments afier his inaugural speech.
He and Shawza crushed the invasion, then departed with
Rashid and the others for Sarenza's capital, answering a
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were just coming into view when danger struck again—this
time at the hands of the relentless Deadman Zadu. Despite the
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