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      Chapter 152: Shawza and Sirene


      “Your name is Sirene, correct? Did you come alone?”


      Rashid, former owner of the City Forgotten by Time, smiled kindly as he watched his guest enter the room. He had expected her arrival. Sirene, in contrast, had needed to work up the nerve just to knock on the heavy door. She looked taken aback by the warm welcome.


      “Y-Yes,” she replied. “This is personal business, after all. Though I did receive my lady’s approval.”


      “Personal business, hmm? But where are my manners? Please, sit. Do you drink tea? If so, which leaves would you prefer?”


      “Anything is fine, as long as it isn’t too hot.”


      “In that case, Melissa, please prepare the finest tea we have. Ah, and ensure the cup is of an appropriate quality for our guest.”


      “Sir.”


      “U-Um... You don’t have to go to that trouble on my...account...”


      Sirene sat down on the couch her host had gestured to, cowed by the welcoming mood. At first, she seemed surprised by how comfortable it was, but she soon shrank into herself and gazed awkwardly around the room as though searching for what to do next.


      Melissa briskly brewed the tea, observing Sirene’s discomfort with a sidelong look, and placed a cup in front of their guest. “Here you are. I’ve cooled it to a comfortable drinking temperature.”


      “Thank you... Oh, this is really good.”


      “I’m glad you like it,” Rashid said. “Now, you mentioned having business here?”


      Sirene started, tearing her attention away from the tea and its pleasant aroma. “R-Right. Um, so, well...” Though the young hunter struggled to broach her reason for being there, her gaze was a good indication—it was directed squarely at Shawza.


      Rashid smiled. Rarely was a guest he entertained quite so easy to read. “Is your business with Shawza, perhaps?”


      “H-Huh? Oh, um... Yes, actually.”


      “Ah, how silly of me to get my hopes up. Melissa, shall we step outside? They’re bound to want some privacy.”


      “As you wish, sir.”


      “Then we shall take our leave. Please, take your time.”


      “O-Okay. Um, thank you?”


      With a cheery wave, Rashid departed the room with Melissa in tow. Sirene and Shawza faced each other without a word, one slightly nervous, the other appearing faintly irritated.


      The first to break the awkward silence was the black-suited man, who spoke in a voice that resembled a low growl. “What do you want from me? Out with it already.”


      Sirene placed her empty teacup down without a sound, no less hesitant than before. “Um, I... Well, first, I’m sorry this is so sudden.”


      “Don’t get me wrong—you haven’t offended me. I’m just telling you to do away with the pleasantries and get to the point.”


      “Earlier, during the Trials...I saw a mark on the back of your neck. I wanted to ask about it.”


      Shawza’s face twisted into a bitter frown. “Ah. You saw it?”


      “Sorry. Should I not have brought it up?”


      “No, it’s fine. I won’t deny that it’s there. What about it, though?”


      “It used to be a tattoo, didn’t it? One that you erased.”


      Shawza’s expression remained cold as he turned away. “Yes.”


      “I want to know more about the tribe that bears that tattoo as its mark,” Sirene pressed. “My family was a part of it, but I hardly know where to start looking.”


      The suspicion in Shawza’s eyes morphed into realization, then disinterest as Sirene said her piece. He shook his head. “So you were one of us, were you? Then I suppose I can tell you some of what happened.”


      “R-Really?!”


      “Still, what good will knowing do you? The tale you seek is one of a ruined people. Understanding your roots won’t gain you a thing.”


      “Though you might be correct, I’ve lived my entire life in the dark. I’ll take anything I can get, no matter how small. I can’t say my reasons go beyond that, but I still want to know.”


      “So you just want to sate your curiosity?”


      “I suppose so, yes.”


      Though Sirene awkwardly scratched at her cheek, the look in her eyes was sincere. Shawza opened his mouth slowly, as if the very act of speaking were a strenuous effort. “And you have no other leads?” he asked.


      “No, none at all. It’s been over a decade since I parted from my father and brother, and I haven’t heard news of them since. I don’t even know if they’re still alive.”


      “So your interest is mainly in your family.”


      “Yes. My brother’s name is Rigel. I was never told my father’s. The only memento I have to remember them by—if you can even call it one—is the mark on this pendant. I thought you might know something, since it matches what used to be on the back of your neck.”


      Shawza had kept his head low but looked up at Sirene’s mention of her brother’s name. Surprise filled his one good eye as he gazed upon the pendant.


      “That’s... I see. I thought I recognized it.”


      “Did you know my family, by chance?”


      “Yes, I did.”


      “Th-Then—!”


      Though Sirene’s expression lit up in anticipation, Shawza’s clouded over. The next words he spoke were filled with venom.


      “That pendant tells me who you are—it’s true. I’ll believe that you’re looking for your father and brother. But tell me: What good will knowing those fools’ fates do you?”


      “‘Fools’’...?”


      “Yes. If you want the truth, I’ll provide it, but you’re going to regret asking me. The only tales I have to tell are about two wretches who were a curse on those around them. You won’t enjoy hearing it. I won’t enjoy telling it.”


      The girl sitting before Shawza had sharp eyes. All they sought was the truth. “I’ll decide whether I regret my decision once I’ve heard what you have to say.”


      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. I won’t sugarcoat it just because they were your family.”


      “That’s fine. In fact, I’d prefer it if you didn’t.”


      Shawza watched Sirene for a moment, waiting to see if her resolve would waver, then breathed a small sigh. “To begin with, how much do you know about our ruined people?”


      “Almost nothing. I’ve learned only their name since coming to Sarenza. My mother always refused to tell me anything.”


      “I can’t say I’m surprised. That was wise of her.” The black-suited man sank deeper into his chair and exhaled. “A little over a decade ago, our people—the Mio Tribe—gathered the country’s most influential beastfolk settlements under one banner and rebelled against its ruling body: House Sarenza.”
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      “Against House Sarenza...?”


      “Yes. We kindled the flames of uprising within beastfolk who were dissatisfied with the status quo...only to be struck down in a matter of days. If I left it there, you’d already have most of the story.”


      “What happened...to my father and brother?”


      “Your father was our chieftain, leader of all eighteen tribes that had taken up arms for the cause. In name only, mind you—he was a coward, pure and simple.”


      “A coward...?”


      “And his son, Rigel, though lionized as a hero, was nothing more than a hotheaded fool.”


      Sirene remained silent as she digested Shawza’s scathing remarks. She said nothing in protest and simply listened as he continued.


      “To call what happened a ‘battle’ would be generous at best. It was a one-sided slaughter. In the face of House Sarenza’s bottomless resources, we were powerless. Our archers were torn limb from limb by their golems, if not blown to pieces or crushed entirely. All that bloodshed, and for what? Nothing. Our people died in droves, but do you know who survived? Your father and your brother, Rigel. They were captured—almost entirely unharmed—and taken to be executed.”


      “Executed...?”


      “Yes. The day after their capture, your father was publicly executed in the capital. They tied him to the gallows and cut off his hands and feet. Then, as he wept and convulsed, they decapitated him and fed him to monsters.”


      Not a single word passed Sirene’s lips. After more than a decade in the dark, she’d thought she was ready for the worst. She had known that her father and brother might already be dead, yet her father’s fate was more horrific than she could ever have imagined. It was made even more overwhelming by how the one-eyed bodyguard described it, his every word dripping with contempt. The sheer force of his emotions emptied Sirene’s mind of thoughts, and it took her a long moment to find the strength to ask him to continue.


      “And...my brother? What happened to him?”


      “Rigel was declared to be the same as your father: a leader of the rebellion. Thus, his fate was just as severe. His flesh was carved away and his bones were broken until he was an unseemly wretch, weeping and pleading for his life. Then they let him go and allowed him but a taste of freedom before capturing him again and finally taking his head.”


      Again, Sirene said nothing. She found herself barely able to breathe.


      “That’s where his story ends. They burned his corpse, so you’ve not even bones to mourn.”


      “I...see...”


      Sirene stared down at the floor, her head swimming with Shawza’s tale. As she finally reconciled herself to her family’s fate, a small glimmer of hope cut through the darkness—the chance for some much-needed closure.


      “But my father and brother... They fought and died for what they believed in, right? For—”


      “No. Were you even listening?”


      Her desperate attempt to find comfort had scarcely taken shape before it was crushed into nothing by the man sitting across from her.


      “Their beliefs had nothing to do with it,” Shawza growled. “I doubt they had any to begin with, considering how little thought they put into their actions. They were empty-headed fools who neither gathered information nor prepared themselves for what was to come. Instead, they allowed themselves to be carried away by those around them. Your brother was not the hero everyone wished for him to be; he was an idiot playing at being one. It was his fault that so many of our people died such meaningless deaths—that we beastfolk are in an even worse position than we were before. Even at the end, he proved his complete lack of honor by attempting a cowardly escape to save his own hide. Beliefs? What would a man like that know about beliefs?”


      By the end of his piece, Shawza’s words had taken a heated, jagged edge. Sirene recognized them for what they were: pure, deep loathing.


      “They should have died on the battlefield with their people,” Shawza uttered. “It would have been far, far better if they had. If I came face-to-face with them now? I would rip them apart with my own hands. Ten times, a hundred times, a thousand times wouldn’t be enough.”


      He glared at the floor, his remaining arm tensing with each hate-filled word. Sirene felt the air around them tremble every time he clenched his fist. His loathing had spiraled into pure, murderous rage. Even knowing that it wasn’t directed at her, Sirene felt herself stiffen and freeze.


      After a period of silence, Shawza let out a gentle sigh. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have told you after all.”


      “No, I’m grateful you did. Thank you.”


      “Even so... Look—forget any wishful daydreams you might’ve had. Your brother’s gone. Even if he were alive, that would mean he hasn’t contacted you in over a decade. Do you think he had even a shred of compassion for his family? I know what kind of man he was. He would never have returned to you and your mother—he wouldn’t even have remembered the promise he made with you.”


      There was a brief pause before Sirene spoke. “You...can’t say that for sure.”


      “Why not? I knew him far better than you do. He was a coward, through and through. He ran from even the slightest hardships, escaping reality to indulge in comfortable delusions until he’d left everything behind. In the end, duty and responsibility lay abandoned as he thought of nothing but himself. That’s who he was to the core. Don’t bother trying to learn more; family or not, he isn’t worth your time.”


      So potent was Shawza’s anger that the walls started to creak. Even the tea utensils on the shelves were keening and clattering. Sirene grasped the pendant around her neck.


      Shawza leaned forward, his voice coming out low and guttural. “Another warning—you should throw away that trinket. Though it used to represent the coming together of our people, we now view it with disgust and contempt. That you share blood with the Mio Tribe is enough to gain you countless enemies, and the very act of carrying that thing around with you will see you branded an omen of disaster. If some stubborn vestige of sentimentality means you can’t do it yourself, then let me break it for you, here and now. For your and your mother’s sakes.”


      He reached out to grab the pendant, but Sirene drew back.


      “Please don’t.”


      The one-eyed man paused, then withdrew his arm. “My apologies. It belongs to you. How you act upon my warning is up to you and you alone.”


      “I won’t get rid of it. Ever.”


      “So be it.”


      Turning away from Sirene, who was still squeezing her pendant, Shawza sat back down on the couch. “Is there anything else you want to ask? Not that I have any more answers to give.”


      “No, you’ve told me enough. Thank you.”


      Still clutching her pendant as if to hide it, Sirene stood and gave Shawza a slight bow, her eyes downcast. No sooner had she finished the gesture than she was gone, having slipped past the room’s heavy door.


      Once her slender form was out of sight, the room’s remaining occupant sighed. “Your brother Rigel was the lowest, vilest coward there was. You won’t find him, no matter how hard you look. So why bother digging up the past...?”


      His low voice carried through the room but faded away before it could reach anyone’s ears. Whether his irritation was aimed at Sirene or himself, nobody could say.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 153: Starpiercer Rigel, Part 1


      “Mother, is Sirene asleep?”


      “Yes, finally. Try to be quiet or you might wake her.”


      “Mm-kay.”


      Rigel was twelve years his baby sister’s senior. They were children of the chieftain of the Mio Tribe, a minority group of beastfolk that numbered only in the hundreds. Since ages past, their people had resided in the scarce woods upon a steep mountain, within the settlement they had so dexterously built despite the conditions.


      So rough was the terrain that not even other factions within the beastfolk, a race famed for its physical aptitude, could easily access the Mio Tribe’s home. This allowed the tribe to control who could reach them, and they spent their days with minimal contact with the outside world. The only exception were their youth, who occasionally ventured outside their settlement to earn coin via mercenary work.


      Although the land they lived on afforded them little in the way of luxury, the Mio Tribe enjoyed their freedom, and their proficiency in hunting and archery ensured they never went hungry. Rigel’s newborn sister, Sirene, was a plump, healthy baby as a result. He spent a while studying her content expression as she slept in her crib before turning to their mother.


      “Mother?” he asked shyly. “Could you teach me archery again? If you’re too busy, I can do the housework to free up some of your time.”


      She met his pleading look with a smile and loosed a gentle sigh. “Come now, Rigel... You know there’s nothing else I can teach you. You’re a quick learner, and you’re already better than me.”


      “Aw... But I still can’t read the wind as well as you can.”


      “I suppose that’s true, but you have me beat in everything else. What more could I even teach you?”


      The woman responded to her son’s insistence with an exasperated smile. She had once been the Mio Tribe’s greatest hunter, tasked with protecting their home from outside threats. Twelve years ago, she had married the tribe’s young chieftain—three years her senior—and, in due course, given birth to Rigel, their first child. She had used the opportunity to retire from active duty and transition into being an instructor for the village’s young warriors.


      The Mio Tribe had expected great things of Rigel from the moment he was born. His mother was a peerless archer, and his father, the chieftain, was well respected for both his strength and his mild temperament. But even in the face of this pressure, the young boy hadn’t disappointed. He’d grown astoundingly fast, going from being able to walk after six months to running through the forest after a year to matching—and occasionally beating—adult men in contests of strength by the age of three.


      Not much later, Rigel’s mother had started to teach him archery—partly spurred on by the rest of the tribe, who were eager to see his progress. Yet even his most ardent supporters were surprised to witness the results. At five years old, Rigel could pick up a warrior’s heavy bow, nock an arrow with one finger, and then release it with enough force to pierce steel armor.


      Archery had been the young boy’s companion ever since.


      The mountain-dwelling Mio Tribe had an age-old custom: Each child born to a warrior family would be given a bow with a string wound so taut that not even an adult could draw it. The bow represented the tribe’s wish for the child to grow up brave and strong—enough that they might one day be able to use it.


      In truth, the custom was largely ceremonial—many adults never managed to draw the bows given to them at birth—but Rigel drew his by the age of seven. His arrow pierced the wooden target he’d aimed at...then the massive boulder behind it and several trees for good measure.


      By the age of ten, Rigel had achieved several more equally impressive feats, and the entire tribe had recognized him as a full-fledged warrior. Unprecedented though it was, nobody had objected to the child joining the adults in their rigorous training—for his archery technique had already surpassed theirs, and the force behind his arrows had climbed to heights that no longer warranted comparison.


      In a warrior tribe where martial strength was synonymous with pride, piercing steel with a wooden arrow wasn’t that unusual an accomplishment. Rigel stood out because his arrows could punch holes in ten layers without losing momentum, shooting through even the thick walls of the training hall and ripping apart massive trees in the distant forest beyond.


      Talk of Rigel’s spectacular feats was common in every hearth and home. It even reached the far desert sands via the Mio Tribe’s mercenary work, though few believed a young child could be capable of such greatness.


      Only when Rigel was twelve did things start to change.


      On the night his younger sister was born, between the fading light of dusk and the dark of night, shooting stars made a rare appearance in the sky. Visible across the entire desert, they arrived in spaced intervals and drew glittering trails across the canvas of twilight. Those with knowledge of the stars found it curious, but nobody thought much else about it; the phenomenon wasn’t unknown, and shooting stars were known to occur in showers.


      The next night, however, it happened again. And the next. For days, the night sky was streaked with lines of light.


      Of course, people were quick to notice the abnormality. The most striking detail was how the stars moved—they appeared to ascend before burning out. Some took these reverse meteors as an ill omen, yet others saw them as a sign of good fortune and took pleasure in watching them each night.


      Days passed, and the strange phenomenon continued. Rather than abate, the shooting stars actually began to increase in number, and unease grew to the point that unoccupied young adults took up their war bows and set out to determine their cause. Apprehension lurked at the back of their minds, for what if this really was the harbinger of some great danger?


      The star chasers gathered together, all outstanding hunters from their respective settlements, and headed in the direction of the shooting stars. Each one of them had been hunting from a young age, and their excellent tracking skills led them to the source in a matter of days: a mountain.


      Certain they were on the right track, the star chasers had scaled the steep terrain, headed straight for the base of where the strange lights shot up into the sky. At long last, they reached the bank of a lake close to the Mio Tribe’s village. Standing there, alone, was a single boy.
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      The first question out of the star chasers’ mouths was whether the boy had seen the strange shooting stars streaming across the night sky. Yet his reply had come swiftly:


      “Shooting stars? No, I haven’t seen anything of the sort.”


      The star chasers were immediately suspicious. They pressed the boy further, insisting that he must have seen something. How could he not have when they were at the very source of the mysterious phenomenon?


      At first, the boy cocked his head, clearly puzzled. Then recognition dawned on his face. He nocked a crude handmade arrow, heaved his bowstring back, and aimed straight up at the sky. When he loosed the arrow, a shining star was born. Its bright tail climbed higher and higher, then vanished into the darkness without a sound.


      The adults stared upward, mouths agape, but the boy looked calm. He asked whether that was one of the “shooting stars” they had mentioned, and the star chasers could only nod in response. The arrow fired from the boy’s bow had indeed been what they were searching for. In the end, their “shooting stars” had been mere wooden practice arrows.


      Bewildered, the adults had asked the boy why he was shooting at the sky. In all seriousness, he had responded that he had no other choice; his arrows caused excessive amounts of damage when he fired them horizontally. Targeting the heavens was the only way he could practice without starting trouble, as his arrows would burn up before reaching the ground.


      The star chasers couldn’t believe their ears. The boy’s arrows caught fire? And what had he meant by them causing “excessive amounts of damage”? Of all the great archers they knew, not one was capable of the feats the boy spoke of.
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Characters

Lynneburg (Lynne )

Noor

Lynneburg Cldgs
(Lynne)

At twelve years old, after being told that he had
no talent for any of the six classes, he wen into
isolation and spent a decade honing his only
skill: [Parry]. Despite being an adventurer of the
lowest rank, he’s unbelievably strong—though
he’s the only one who has yet o notice.

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.

Ines Harness

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 and his companions spent some time in a beastfolk village,
developing fields and canals {o help improve the locals' lives.
Then the lord of the region, Rashid, appeared out of the blue,

insisting that the village pay an extortionate sum in taxes.

He invited Noor and the others to the City Forgotten by Time,
where they would take part in Trials, a sacred series of gambling matches.
In the event that they won, he would grant the village
exemption from the taxes they apparently owed.

Soon after the par{y arrived in the cify—a lavish
establishment for Sarenza's wealthiest—they seized their first victory.
They were triumphant in a game of dice, then in a game of cards,
before Noor finally {riumphed in the third and
final round: a hard-fought one-on-one match against Shawza,
the one-eyed, one-armed beastfolk.

As part of his reward, Noor was made the new owner
of the City Forgotten by Time, but

Rashid seems {o have plans for him and his companions...





