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“And don’t come back!”

I crashed into someone behind me. “I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, unable to keep my eyes open. 

Intense throbbing. The whole of my head throbbed so bad I could hurl. Yet controlled my pants, and slowly opened my eyes at the woman who’d caught me?

“What happened?” she murmured.

She towered over me, her muscles bulging. Her eyes sharp. Red locks cut into a thin bun. 

Big.

“Nothing-”

“This is not nothing,” she said, a finger on my cheeks. She showed me her finger, tainted with my blood. “What happened?” A long axe behind her, odd things hanging about her belt. Likely an adventurer. 

I didn’t even know the lady but she cared for me? No. If she knew me, she wouldn’t have. “I’m broke. I couldn’t pay my interest and...”

People moved about as they normally. The road never went quiet. No one stopped. Yet this beautiful strong lady had stopped for me?

Must be kind. Or naïve.

“You’re still here?” Jeered the man with unruly facial hair. He’d thrown me a couple of minutes ago, on his hands still clutching onto that half empty ale mug like it owed him money.

No, he throws shit that owes him money. 

“How much is the interest?” 

“250 Reel.” The man scoffed.

She pulled out a small purse, and some paper. “Interest covered?” 

“Yeah,” the man exhaled, a faint smile. 

“Alright then,” the woman looked down. “Young man.”

“I’ll pay you back,” the words naturally flowed out. But how? I had nothing anymore. I’d sold every last one of my family’s furniture and-

How am I going to pay her back? Just the thought alone made me shiver anew and reminded me how pathetic I was.

“Hire me for 20 seconds,” she said. “I’ll avenge your honor.”

“What?”

“Hire me,” her eyes turned bloodshot yet she smiled.

It was not a request.

“Okay, you’re hi-”

I couldn’t finish. Her fist was already deep into the man’s face, the face itself stretching like rubber; the man crashed into a table behind him, knocking it over and splitting some parts into splinters.

Holy crap she’s strong. 

“There,” she said. “Oh, and don’t worry about payment. I’ll make sure to work you good,” she smiled. A little cuter but-

What the fuck?

“What was that for?” the man managed. Apparently, he hadn’t lost consciousness yet. 

“For hitting him,” she said. “You hit him, he hired me and I hit you back. It’s even. Or would you like to go again?” She thumped her fists.

The man spat some blood, massaged his nose. “No.”

More onlookers, but no one bothered.

“Good.” She turned to me. “What’s your name?”

“Jack.”

“Well, Jack. I’m Samantha. You owe me 250 Reels and a kiss.”

“A ki-kiss?”

“Yes,” she said. “For the 20 seconds,” she winked. “Come now. I’m fond of weak men.”

She walked ahead; I lagged behind. My heart beat even faster but my face heated up with immense shame. 

It’s not like I chose to be weak... a sob welled. “Jack?” 

“Yeah?”

“Are you crying?”

“No. Men don’t-”

She picked me up on her shoulder. “They do. Everyone cries. So, feel free to cry all you want.”

“Thanks.” She even wiped my tears and gave me a handkerchief. I still didn’t get why she was helping me, nor what prompted her to but... “Thank you.”

She took me to a restaurant, sat me down, and ordered some juice. “Are you old enough to drink?” she said.

“Ma’am, I’m 23,” I uttered.

“I’m sure you are.”

“I am!” I even showed her my church card. 

Previously employed but the moment my parents passed away, some bigshots threw me. 

“Former trash,” she said, looking it over. “So, why are you in such deep shit?”

“Excuse me?” I paused. “I... after my parents died, things became a bit too tough.”

“So, you went to a loan shark and took a lot of money?”

“Yes. I fucked up.”

“Hopefully you’ve learned your lesson.”

“Maybe,” I mumbled, massaging my arm. “Unless I pay him back, none of those lessons would matter though.”

“Right. Work with me and you might just be able to.”

“Why did you save me?” I said.

“Save you? I rescued you, there’s a difference. I have a job for you.”

“What?”

“There’s a small space I need someone to crawl into,” she spoke in a matter-of-fact manner and devoured a large speak in front of her with her bare hands. No fork or knife necessary. She even chugged a huge mug of ale and without looking a tiny bit tipsy.

“You could have hired-”

“Would have cost more. Besides,” she bent closer. “I told you, I like weak men,” she whispered, blowing into my ears.

My face flushed with warmth and I jerked back. “Stop calling me weak.”

“You aren’t?”

“I am but... it’s not like I want to be weak,” I mumbled.

“How cute. I haven’t received payment for the rescue itself,” she said. “Well?” She placed a finger on her cheek, with her face forward. 

Huh?

For a couple of seconds, I was confused as were the other onlooking customers. 

Oh wait, kiss! 

“You are serious?”

“Hurry up.”

People were watching.

But they’re always watching. 

Even when my parents died. Even when I lost everything. Even when I was being kicked around. They were watching. Judging. Doing nothing.

But this lady. 

She saved you. Nay, rescued you.

I pressed my lips on her cheek. Softer than I imagined. 

“Hardly a peck. You call that a kiss?” She shrugged. “I would like to show you a real one but,” she paused. “Maybe another time. Finish your drink. We’ve got business, as I said.”

“Okay.”
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We walked for the town exit. The big buildings slowly transitioned to small inns. Just wood and straw. 

Roads widened, but became more worn. “Why are we heading outside?”

“Beryl dungeon.”

“But-”

“Yes, I get it, you were a sheltered boy and all that. But rest assured, I’ll protect you,” she said.

“Okay. But why me?”

She said nothing.

“Hey, move move!” A coachman screamed and barely avoided us. 

“Asshole,” Samantha shouted but nothing happened.

The roads outside the town were well kept, compared to the ones near the exit. Population had boomed so much these days that even out here, there were plenty houses, plenty fields of crop, and of course, people. Just not enough jobs.

One job came in aplenty however. Adventuring. Unlike the name suggested, it was mostly just dungeon diving and monster slaying to keep the town safe, and make a quick buck. It was a temporary job. Partly because dungeons had a way of traumatizing people. Partly because not many made it. 

Which was why... “I’m scared,” I said, holding her hand. She squeezed me gently. “I said I’ll protect you, didn’t I? Don’t you trust me?”

“We just met.”

“I know. But I want you to trust me,” she said, smiling. It wasn’t that fake smile. It wasn’t as simple as reassuring.

It was beautiful. 

Our path broadened and many people walked by. Some had set up shops and stalls, while others were arguing over something really loudly. Before long, we reached a large stone monument. I never saw it before but I’d read it resembled a dragon. It did not. If anything, it looked like a snake’s face. At the base of the face, were descending stairs; the Beryl Dungeon.

“You’re not registered, right?” Samantha said.

“No,” I said.

She motioned me to head into one of the larger stalls. They had a tent behind it. “He’d like to register.”

“This boy? How old are you son?” the rough looking woman said. Tight reception with a large table, half a dozen people, and lots and lots of paperwork.

“23 ma’am.”

“Come on, at least come up with a better lie-”

I showed her my card. “But I’m not lying-”

She sighed audibly. “Don’t get killed,” she took a stamp of the card, and issued me an arm band. “It’s a one-time thing. Get a proper registration done when you get back to town.” She turned to Samantha. “Make sure he gets out alive.”

“I will,” she said. 

“Before you go,” the lady asked me to come closer. “I doubt she has bad intentions but you should learn how to fend for yourself. You seem a little... how should I say, weak,” she whispered.

I was, so I smiled, albeit awkwardly. Forcing my lips to widen was never my thing. “Thanks.”

She nodded and I was on my way.

Guards at the entrance checked Samantha’s card and my arm band, and afterwards let us through. Rather narrow but well lit. “Do monsters not come out?” I said.

Some others were in here but mostly sparse. There were hundreds of small holes here and there, and occasionally people were passing through them, or trying to reach them by jumping around. 

What if you fall to your death instead? Just the thought alone was enough for me to squeeze Samantha’s huge arm.

“Unless it’s a full moon, we’re fine. Though usually, it’s not an issue.”

I hadn’t seen many monsters in my life. The scariest thing I knew was a two headed orc, charging at our carriage back when I was a teenager. The adventurer guards had fended it off but the sheer size of the thing was enough to make me wet my pants. Luckily, I hadn’t that day.

Yet, I was calm in here. Is it because of her?

“So sometimes, it is.”

She didn’t say.

We walked ahead, a torch on her hand, a spear on the other: she didn’t use her axe and didn’t give me a weapon other than just a small pocketknife. “Always stay by my side. Never stray.”

“I won’t.”

Heart pounded. All this time I was calmer than usual. If she found me yesterday, I might not have agreed to come here. But now that I’d lost everything, I thought I could do this. No, I had to and-

Yet my heart
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