

  

    [image: cover]

  




  Table of Contents


  Color Gallery


  Cast of Characters


  Table of Contents Page


  Title Page


  Copyrights and Credits


  Chapter 1: The Saint Faces Reality


  Chapter 2: The Saint Makes Her Proclamation


  Chapter 3: The Villainess Is Escorted


  Chapter 4: The Villainess Considers the Future


  Chapter 5: The Villainess Looks Ahead


  Chapter 6: The Bodyguard Is Shaken by His Principal’s Beauty


  Chapter 7: The Villainess Meets with the Troublesome Merchant


  Chapter 8: The Merchant Scolds His Subordinate


  Chapter 9: The Villainess Stands Tough Against the Encroaching Darkness


  Chapter 10: The Villainess Taps Her Cane


  Chapter 11: The Villainess’s Judgment


  Chapter 12: The Merchant’s Rendezvous with His Subordinate


  Chapter 13: The Saint Contemplates


  Chapter 14: The Villainess Meets the Pirates


  Chapter 15: The Saint’s Meeting


  Chapter 16: The Villainess Is Guided by Pirates


  Chapter 17: The Villainess Reaffirms


  Chapter 18: The Villainess Wins Herself Two Favors


  Chapter 19: The Villainess Gets Caught


  Chapter 20: The Saint Is Confused


  Chapter 21: The Cardinal Laughs


  Chapter 22: The Marquess’s Daughter Seeks Help


  Chapter 23: The Villainess Is Judged


  Chapter 24: The Saint’s Testimony


  Chapter 25: The Villainess Gains Freedom


  Chapter 26: The Villainess’s Reunion


  Chapter 27: The Villainess Announces the Opening of the Saint’s Festival


  Chapter 28: The Cardinal Is Attacked


  Chapter 29: The Villainess Tells the Truth


  Bonus Story: The Villainess’s Birthday Festival


  Bonus Story: The Crown Prince Asks for a Dance


  Afterword


  From the Creators


  Newsletter




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  Chapter 1:
The Saint Faces Reality


   


  THE CARRIAGE WAS CRAMPED and rattled violently around Fermina and her entourage. It soured her mood. The terrain certainly didn’t help; it was so uneven that she flew off the seat more than once. If she wasn’t careful, she would soon be bruised and battered all over. Worse yet, the cold winds sweeping down the mountainside chilled the inside of their cab. So much for winter’s end drawing near.


  She clutched the fluffy blanket draped over her lap. Where are we going?


  Frankly, she would’ve preferred not to suffer these hours of travel. Alas, Norris insisted there was something he needed to show her before the opening ceremony of the Saint’s Festival. She’d had no choice but to agree to see it.


  Norris’s voice was loud and cheerful, booming over the rumble of the road and carriage as he said, “‘Witch’ is a term we use to identify believers who forsake the church’s teachings and bring chaos and disorder to society.”


  “So they aren’t the same as heretics?” Fermina clarified, forced to speak up so he would hear her over the din.


  Norris had previously delivered the most shocking news of all in the middle of her Canonization Ceremony: Her half-sister, Claudia, was a witch. Fermina wasn’t clear on the details of what that meant beyond understanding that a witch was evil personified. Thus, she looked to Norris to fill in the gaps of her knowledge.


  “They are the same,” Norris smoothly assured her. “Though ‘witch’ is a term we reserve from the most egregious of heretics. Where you, as the saint, are a symbol of our faith, the witch is your polar opposite. The name is inherently gendered, but make no mistake: A man can be a witch just as surely as a woman can. The name is merely favored because it represents a perfect foil to the saint.”


  Fermina nodded. “So witches are the worst form of heretics, then.”


  “Precisely. You’re a quick study,” Norris said, his voice cresting with excitement as it always did when she got something right. It made Fermina more eager to please him.


  There was a good reason he was giving her this specific lecture while they were inside the carriage: The sight he wanted to show her also involved witches.


  If what he shows me helps drive my elder sister into a corner, it’ll be worth all this. Better still if she gets karma for the evil she’s wrought.


  Claudia’s very existence had ignited Fermina’s resentment of unfairness in the world. She was also in a position of power, so exacting justice on her was an opportunity to push society further toward equality.


  I’m glad she can’t weasel her way out of this either.


  It didn’t matter that Claudia was a duke’s daughter and the prince’s fiancée. She couldn’t escape the church’s judgment. Imagining their reunion and Claudia discovering that she’d become the saint made Fermina’s lips curl.


  Norris hadn’t provided any details about their destination. He’d said he wanted her to see it for herself and experience whatever emotions it sparked without any influence from him.


  He specifically picked a cheap, nondescript carriage for this trip. Where could he be taking us?


  Since her initial introduction to Norris, Fermina had always ridden with him in carriages with streaming banners identifying their affiliation with the church. She was accustomed to seeing people pass by, bowing their heads in reverence, their expressions bright. She would often peek out at them through the window and find herself smiling too.


  Not this time. Norris had drawn the curtains shut.


  “Lady Claudia first became a witch when she resorted to black magic,” Norris told Fermina.


  “Pardon, but what exactly is black magic?”


  Miracles were the Capricious God’s purview. As far as she understood, black magic was heretical superstition—man-made but ultimately powerless.


  “The most dangerous and fearsome aspect of black magic is its capacity for autosuggestion. Think self-hypnosis, to make it simpler. But mark my words, it’s more potent than the name would suggest.” Norris went on to explain that a person could amplify the power of their self-hypnosis through the live sacrifice of animals and other immoral acts. “A black magic practitioner’s delusions are far more powerful than you might assume because it allows them to do things they aren’t normally capable of.”


  This became a cycle. The deluded witch would believe black magic was to thank for their self-hypnosis, which reinforced the practice. The deeper they dove into these dark rituals of sacrifice, the more their own moral compass would erode.


  “Lady Claudia is already far beyond the bounds of redemption,” continued Norris. “She fully believes that resorting to the most heinous acts is the only way to continue her practice of black magic. She deceives people, orchestrating tragedies on the societal stage. You have experienced this yourself, have you not?”


  “Me?!” Fermina squeaked. She hadn’t met Claudia since the day she was driven from their estate.


  “You told me that when you lived with her, it was as if she could read your moves before you made them. She may very well have exploited your mind, drawing information out of you without you realizing it.”


  “Is that even possible?”


  Norris nodded. “Scam artists are effective at what they do precisely because they know the best ways to prey upon a person’s weakness. Some are so talented that even the biggest skeptics can be fooled into falling for their deceptions. I suspect Claudia used her black magic to learn those techniques for herself. We have found written evidence relating to black magic that supports my theory. I realize how callous this sounds, but you probably weren’t half as clever then as you are now. You were probably ripe for manipulation.”


  Fermina’s teeth sank into her bottom lip. She couldn’t argue; he’d hit the bull’s-eye. In fact, Norris was such a good listener that she had divulged her entire life story to him, complete with every unvarnished detail.


  Fragments of her past popped into her mind before fading away again. She couldn’t remember having a substantial conversation with Claudia, but the two had chatted briefly during meals and such. If she had really managed to extract such information from Fermina in those brief moments, Claudia was truly a witch to be feared. It suggested that Claudia had reached for black magic well before her societal debut.


  Now that I think about it, she has my own mother wrapped around her finger.


  So much so that Lilith had supported Claudia over Fermina. Ironic, considering Claudia should’ve detested Lilith with all her being—yet the two had grown closer. Fermina had been too emotional to question it at the time, raw from her mother’s unthinkable favoritism.


  There were also times in which Claudia had reproached their father. Unthinkable, in Fermina’s mind, for it could have wounded Claudia’s position in the family if she had pushed the duke too far.


  Yes. What she did was completely abnormal.


  Norris was right. The more she thought about it, the more she could see the influence of black magic around Claudia in their past.


  “I also know why Lady Claudia turned to black magic,” said Norris.


  Of course. There had to be a catalyst. Most normal people wouldn’t dare resort to black magic. They’d balk at performing strange rituals. Only someone in the throes of despair would reach for something so heinous, so taboo. With their back to the wall, unable to believe in the church’s teachings, they would cling to black magic as a last resort.


  “Her despair was borne of isolation in her girlhood, and her mother’s death sealed it.”


  Fermina closed her eyes as she listened to his explanation. Before, she had been too narrow-minded to put herself in another’s shoes and see from their perspective, but that had changed after meeting the red-haired sister and learning about her heartbreaking background. That had helped Fermina learn empathy.


  She tried to imagine herself in Claudia’s place, to consider how lonely it must have been, deprived of her own father’s love. His disinterest and distance must have left her bereft. Distraught. Then the only other support figure in her life, her own mother, passed away. Her despair must have been so great that even Virgil couldn’t support her through its crushing weight.


  “Her anguish was compounded by your very existence.”


  Fermina’s head jerked up, her eyes snapping open. Yes, of course. He’s right.


  She had always been envious of Claudia, growing up in that opulent manor with its sprawling grounds. Claudia must have been just as envious because Fermina had their father’s love. The resentment must have seared her from within, worn her already fraying mind thinner, and fed the aching abyss of despair inside her.


  That’s why she wasn’t afraid to rebuke him. She was resigned. Claudia must not have wanted anything from him anymore. She had decided by that point she would use black magic to take what she wanted for herself.


  “And you are also the reason she became convinced that black magic works,” said Norris.


  “Me? But—oh…” The words died on her tongue.


  To Claudia, Fermina had been an eyesore. Successfully driving her out was proof that black magic worked. That was her first taste of victory.


  “The wheels of fate are not without cruel irony, it seems.” Norris shook his head. “And now, to ensure her own lands prosper, she has resorted to stoking insurrection in other regions of the kingdom.”


  “Insurrection?” Fermina’s jaw dropped. “Wait, you don’t mean—”


  Norris peeled back the edge of the curtain with his finger, peeking out. “Looks like we’ve arrived. Now, Your Eminence, it is time for you to face reality.”


  Her breath stilled. What awaited her out there? Fermina lifted a hesitant hand to push back the curtain so she could see. At first, the haze of smoke outside made it difficult to discern anything.


  Looks like we’ve been riding on poorly maintained dirt roads.


  No wonder it had been so rough. Even if it was compacted dirt, it could still deteriorate and collapse easily, unlike cobblestone.


  This looks like an awfully wide road, though… Hmm? What’s that?


  Fermina’s gaze landed on scattered silhouettes along the side of the path, and she squinted for a better look.


  “Eek!” She jumped back, yanking her hand from the curtain as if it had burned her.


  Corpses. Those were corpses out there.


  She’d made out the outlines of a rib cage, skin stretched so taut around each bone that she hadn’t recognized it at first. Blood pounded in her ears, her chest heaving with every shallow breath she took.


  What…what did I just see?!


  A sheen of cold sweat formed on her brow. She struggled to breathe.


  “Calm down,” said Norris. “Exhale slowly.”


  At his instruction, she concentrated on her breathing, gradually exhaling before she pulled in more air again. Norris leaned forward and brushed his hand along her back. His comfort and the breathing exercise helped anchor her. In the meantime, the carriage continued to trundle along the uncomfortably bumpy path.


  “Can you look out again?” Norris asked.


  Fermina’s lips pursed. Even being close to the window was sickening. She knew, however, that he would be disappointed in her if she refused him. Worse, she could already hear him scolding her. “As the saint, you are supposed to be a symbol of hope for the people. How can you turn your eyes away from reality?”


  I’m the saint, Fermina reminded herself. And as the saint, I must do this!


  Determined, she lifted a trembling hand to the curtain and tugged it back. The scene outside was as gruesome as she remembered. First was the smoke, and then…


  No… Why?! This is horrible!


  Some of them were still alive. They had collapsed in a heap, overlapping one another like discarded rags. When she spotted a child among the fallen, a sob caught in the back of her throat. Tears carved hot paths down her cheeks.


  “Ah… Ngh…”


  “I want you to remember the pain you feel right now,” Norris told her. “You owe it to these people not to forget their sacrifice.” Taking hold of her shoulder, he drew her close to his chest. The sudden flood of warmth was so overwhelming she felt as if her heart—frozen with grief and horror—might finally thaw.


  If she were the same person she’d been when she was attending the academy, she would probably have pinched her face and felt nothing. No, worse, she might have even scrunched her nose in disgust—not because she was horrified at what had been done to them, but because they were beneath her. Her time at the monastery had helped her develop empathy, allowed her to see beyond the surface. These were refugees who had fled their war-torn homeland in hopes of finding safety elsewhere. And they’d done it at the beginning of winter. Fled the only homeland they had ever known for Harland. Whole villages had been relocated; hundreds of people, from what she’d heard. They were innocent. Sinless. Blameless.


  And they were denied even basic entry into the town here.


  She could see said town from her window. The buildings were a faint silhouette in the distance. A vast, brown stretch of land occupied by a scattering of trees was all that separated the road from the settlement. There were four, maybe five people clinging to life, completely exposed to the elements. If this was what it looked like here, so far from town, then it was probably safe to assume all the refugees had been driven out.


  Though spring was fast approaching, the chill in the air was so severe that thick overcoats were an absolute necessity. These people needed proper shelter.


  Especially since the mountain winds are so bitter in these parts.


  As if on cue, a burst of wind buffeted the carriage, stirring up dust all around them. When the gritty gust blustered past the refugees, they shivered in the cold.


  “This is what Claudia’s black magic has wrought,” said Norris.


  This can’t be true, she thought, eyes going wide. “There must be some mistake, right?”


  The answer was obvious; she was just struggling to accept it. She couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to. Claudia had always shone with an unmatched brilliance, as much as Fermina loathed to admit it—and even she had been charmed by that.


  So it can’t be true, right? It can’t!


  It was beyond all comprehension. Pure insanity. Fermina’s ­vision darkened as she grappled with reality.


  “The town you see up ahead,” said Norris, motioning out the window, “was supposed to accept around two hundred refugees.”


  The church had personally negotiated with each country to determine how to split up the vast number of refugees pouring out from the conflict zone. Faithful were assigned to each group to help them adapt to their new surroundings, so the church was well informed about all the refugee groups.


  “But everything changed when a revolt arose between the residents and the refugees. It all began when one of the refugees attacked a female resident. Enraged, the other residents blamed the refugees and drove them out. It all happened so fast. By the time the regional lord caught wind, it was too late to do anything.”


  “And what about now?” Fermina pressed. “What aid is being given to the surviving refugees?”


  “The lord is trying to find some common ground with his own people to keep them from rioting. As you can see, no aid is being given to the refugees.”


  If the lord ignored his own people to offer aid to refugees, their fury would pivot to him instead. For the stability of his own rule, he had to prioritize them over the refugees.


  “No…” Fermina gasped, breathless.


  Norris studied her. “Don’t you think it’s odd? These people were driven from their homeland. They finally reach someplace they think they’ll be safe, and all hell breaks loose? Would any of them really attack a woman like that?”


  She shook her head slowly. “No. They wouldn’t, would they?” They had brought only the bare minimum and trekked long and far to reach this place. They probably were too fatigued to do anything except survive.


  But the fact remained: A refugee had attacked a resident. Why?


  Norris held out his hand, cradling a pyramid-shaped remnant that was burned black at the tip. “This is incense. Or, to be perfectly frank, it’s an aphrodisiac. The smoke created from burning this elicits sexual arousal.”


  A village in Harland had been producing the incense illegally, and the government had since cracked down on the operation while keeping the situation confidential. But as Norris told it, this was where the aphrodisiac had come from.


  “The most terrifying thing is that we’ve received information suggesting Lady Claudia was involved with that village. Harland’s administration has taken control over the village and its production, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Lady Claudia stowed away some of the stock before they could dispose of it.”


  Fermina gaped at him. “And you’re saying she used that here?!”


  “All she had to do was lie and say that it has a relaxing effect, and that she was only donating it to help. One of the faithful found it suspicious and brought this to me along with their report. Sadly, it was already too late to do anything by then. The revolt happened, which destroyed any evidence we might have been able to recover. An investigation would be pointless. She planned it that way.”


  “But why?” There was a tremor in Fermina’s voice. “How does she benefit from causing explosive violence between the residents here and refugees?” She knew she shouldn’t look, but she couldn’t help herself. Her gaze drifted to the human silhouettes outside—strewn about, some heaped on top of each other. A child out there among the fallen. Her voice cracked. “The refugees are a vulnerable group! Women, children, the elderly! All they wanted was safety!”


  This was cruelty. Pure, unadulterated cruelty.


  Fermina’s emotions were like a torrent that washed over her with aggressive force. Her head spun. Her vision blurred.


  Quietly, Norris answered, “For her benefit. She plunged a whole region into chaos for her own personal benefit.”


  Her own benefit. That was it.


  That was all the motivation she needed to treat people like disposable tools? Fermina tried to digest this, tried desperately to understand, but she couldn’t. She simply couldn’t put herself in the shoes of someone this monstrous. Her disgust was so visceral, so overwhelming, that tears pricked at the corners of her eyes.


  “The worst part,” Norris continued, “is that she’s in a position of power. The more her influence grows, the more sacrifices she will create. It terrifies me to consider how much worse this may get.” Norris always wore a neutral expression, but the mask cracked as he spoke, giving a momentary glimpse of the pain and hurt he kept carefully hidden. Even he didn’t want to accept the reality before them. She understood then that he was only doing this because he had to show her.


  Fermina felt hollowed out, as if someone had scooped out her insides and left her empty. It was far worse than the pain of the whip when it had cracked across her back, a horrid experience that still gave her phantom pains, like when water dripped on her scar while she was bathing. A similar ache racked her now, and tears stained her cheeks.


  She wasn’t the same person she used to be. She could feel empathy now. In retrospect, life had probably been easier when she couldn’t feel other people’s pain. But feelings didn’t change facts. He’s right. I can’t let myself forget this pain.


  Some scars, some wounds, were necessary. When one faced hardship themselves, it gave their words the weight of experience over simple idealism, and it conveyed true compassion. That was why Fermina wanted to guard these experiences and keep them close, no matter how painful they were. Norris had been right to advise her to do that.


  She jotted down every last detail of what she saw in her journal so that she would never forget it.


   


  ***


   


  Alas, that was not the only tragic scene Fermina would have to witness. The following day, Norris once again shepherded her to a gruesome sight. He explained that the reason they weren’t riding in a church carriage was to keep a low profile; the residents and refugees alike would come begging for aid otherwise. It would be one thing if they had actual aid to offer, but without it, they would only incite further confusion and despair. Plus, it would cause unnecessary strife with the regional lord if they tried anything without his permission. Even humanitarian aid required conferring with the regional lord beforehand, since it might conflict with the administration’s local efforts.


  But it’s torture seeing all this everywhere and being powerless to help.


  If she couldn’t help people, what point was there in being revered as the saint?


  By the time they visited the third location, Fermina had learned to compartmentalize. If she accepted this reality, her spirit would break. Instead, she told herself she was looking at a cruel painting instead of real life.


  Yes, it’s just a painting.


  Fermina wondered if this was how Claudia’s heart worked, if compartmentalizing was how she managed to push through such cruelty without remorse. The idea that she could understand any part of this made her stomach roil. Perhaps the one saving grace was her lack of appetite. Even if she vomited, it would be nothing but bile.


  The sorrow was an oppressive weight, and it came with a soul-crushing anguish—the kind where you knew nothing you did would change anything. Worse still was the realization that this was a cycle of despair breeding more despair. That was what seeing these “paintings” did to Fermina, and through them, she unwillingly understood Claudia.


  Claudia was truly a witch.


  Fermina took a steadying breath to ease the gloom settling over her. Then her body unexpectedly jolted forward. She would have tumbled to the floor had Norris not caught her.


  “What’s the problem?!” Norris called to the driver.


  “The road ahead is muddy! We should probably turn back!”


  Norris agreed with their driver’s suggestion, and the two waited while he turned their carriage around. The driver let out a grunt of disgust and dismay, which piqued Fermina’s curiosity. She had to know. She peeled back the curtain and peered out. It was a mistake. She should have known better, should’ve known exactly what was waiting.


  Figures were approaching their stopped carriage. The driver whipped the horses to hurry them along, but the turn was slow. More popped up, tottering closer. They were all refugees, wearing rags instead of proper clothes. One was a woman with her bare breasts hanging out, an infant in her arms.


  “Don’t look!” Norris snapped at her, shoving the curtain closed.


  “But they need help!” Fermina protested.


  “There is nothing we can do for them.”


  “We could at least let that poor woman with the baby join us and take her to the inn so she…” The rest died on her lips. She was asking for the impossible. There was nothing they could do; it wouldn’t end with helping only one person.


  The carriage finished turning and the horses picked up speed before the approaching refugees could reach their carriage. The misery hit her hard.


  Why? Why do I have to suffer through this?


  It was Claudia’s fault, not hers.


  Her emotions swelled like a tidal wave. The tears streamed down her cheeks, her temples throbbing from how hard she was trying to hold it all in. She pressed her face into Norris’s chest as he held her.


   


  ***


   


  When they arrived at their inn, Fermina was relieved to see a church carriage waiting for them. Norris had already informed her that he would be taking her on another inspection, but at least it wouldn’t be in this region, where the revolts had happened.


  “You must be worn thin from it all. Try to get some rest,” Norris said kindly once they’d climbed inside.


  Fermina leaned back against the plush seat. He was right. After all the horrors she’d seen, she was emotionally exhausted. It helped to have a carriage that swayed gently and didn’t jostle her constantly. She’d never take that for granted again. It was considerably warmer here, which fed into her drowsiness. Plus, there was the added peace of mind of being in a properly marked carriage now.


  Fermina awoke when she heard boisterous noise outside the carriage. Her head jerked up, gaze meeting Norris’s. “M-my apologies.”


  “Not at all. You must have been exhausted after days of all that horror. This is our last stop.”


  “Here?” The noise outside suggested it was nothing like the last few places he had taken her.


  Norris flicked his gaze toward the curtain, encouraging her to see for herself. Fermina slowly pulled the fabric back. Outside was a crowd, with some people bowing and others praying. A sense of familiarity washed over her. It didn’t just stem from the people either; she knew these well-maintained cobblestone streets. A shop came into view, and she recognized it immediately.


  Just around that corner up ahead, past a gentle slope, is the Lindsays’ manor.


  This was where she’d lived before she entered the academy. This city wasn’t as prosperous as the capital, granted, but one could keenly feel the influence of the Lindsay family here. Memories came flooding back, moments of determination where she’d sworn she would make something more of herself and rise above the circumstances into which she’d been born. She felt fond nostalgia for all of it.


  “What are we doing here, in Duke Lindsay’s region?” she asked.


  “You’ll understand soon enough. And you should know that your parents aren’t here. They’re in the capital.” Norris further informed her that Virgil and Claudia were the only ones who had come back to visit their region for the winter season, but they had already returned to the capital to prepare for the festival. “Their refugees have taken up residence in the southern part of their region, where the farming villages are.”


  Fermina stiffened at the mention of refugees. All she’d seen of them thus far was pure misery and tragedy. Any warmth she’d felt rushed out of her, and her hands curled into fists on her lap.


  Have there been revolts here too?


  The citizens she’d glimpsed outside seemed perfectly fine.


  The southern farming villages were rural and peaceful, as one might imagine. Provided nothing disastrous happened, they provided enough to feed themselves. And even when calamity hit, the duke was quick to respond. It was a tranquil area, untouched by violence. Or was it? Fermina couldn’t help worrying more about the residents of the Lindsays’ region than the refugees due to her own ties to them. They had always been so caring and supportive after her father married her mother, even though she’d been the child of an affair while his first wife was still alive.


  I’m being silly. The refugees are the ones who really need help.


  Her logic struggled against her emotions, making it impossible to decide where her loyalties lay.


  While she was waffling back and forth, the carriage arrived at the refugee district. She peeked out the window, brow furrowed. Hmm? Oh. We haven’t arrived yet, I assume? The carriage rolled to a stop, but surely this wasn’t their destination.


  Her cheeks heated when she realized Norris had been staring at her the whole time. “Apologies,” Fermina blurted out. “I assumed incorrectly.”


  “No, you’re correct. This is it.”


  She blinked slowly at him. “What? But this…this is a residential area, isn’t it?”


  There were rows of newly built wood houses. They had a simple design replicated among each row, the homes themselves nearly identical. Laundry hung outside, flapping in the wind. Children playfully scurried around the streets.


  “It is technically a residential district. One built specifically for the refugees,” Norris explained.


  “For the refugees? So the people living here are…” She cast her gaze out again. None of the refugees were injured or covered in filth or wearing rags. Everyone looked perfectly healthy. The streets were pristine, with no litter in sight. The refugees here happily carried on with their new lives. A few stopped and bowed respectfully toward the carriage when they spotted it, much like the townspeople had earlier.


  “What do you think? A night and day difference from the refugee situations in the other places we visited, right?”


  “Yes,” Fermina agreed. “There hasn’t been a revolt here.”


  “There’s more: The duke’s son has promised substantial aid for these refugees. They live comfortable lives. I told you, didn’t I? That the chaos and disorder Lady Claudia caused in the other reasons would benefit her.”


  Yes, he had said that. Back when he showed her that first horrifying scene.


  Norris waited patiently for realization to dawn on her. “While other regions struggle to achieve proper integration, Duke Lindsay’s region remains the one successful exception. People will naturally credit this to the duke’s superior governance. Or rather, the two people who attended the matter on his behalf: his heir, Virgil, and his daughter, Claudia.”


  Their achievements stood out starkly against everyone else’s failures, suggesting promise of even more greatness in the future. Rumors of their triumph would inevitably reach the capital.


  Whatever the Lindsays achieve will increase support for her as well.


  The royal family would be even more inclined to strengthen their ties to the Lindsays.


  Was that why she did it? She caused revolts and sacrificed dozens of lives simply to gain a better foothold? Fermina’s head ached trying to comprehend such a twisted rationalization. She had seen the cost of her sister’s ambition firsthand—tasted the despair it wrought herself.


  Something simmered deep in her stomach. She clenched her fists tighter in her lap, her whole body vibrating with fury. Claudia had been born into privilege and luxury. What more could she want? What could she desire so badly that she thought it was worth other people’s lives?


  “We don’t have solid evidence of this yet, but we have tracked movements that suggest Lady Claudia was using the chaos she created in other regions as a distraction to move some of her wealth.”


  “To hide it, you mean?”


  “Rather than hiding it, she’s moving it beyond the kingdom’s jurisdiction.”


  In other words, tax evasion. Aristocrats were required to pay taxes based on their holdings and income for that year. Hiding one’s wealth was a common enough method for reducing the amount one owed, so in an effort to prevent tax evasion, the administration sent out their own financial investigators without warning. The investigators were limited to the kingdom’s borders, however.


  Fermina gasped. “That’s right, she has her own trading firm in Arakaner!”


  Norris nodded. The firm in question had been given to Claudia by her father, and it was completely in her name. It was the perfect place to hide any wealth she didn’t want the administration to discover.


  “But isn’t Harland watching her closely to make sure she can’t do that?”


  “That’s why the disorder caused by the revolts was so crucial,” said Norris. “Since they’re dealing with a crisis, they don’t have enough personnel to keep tabs on all of Claudia’s wealth.”


  A revolt would freeze the usual flow of trade in the area. Since this would’ve effectively blocked Claudia from moving her wealth, she had probably begun the process well before she triggered the revolt. That was his analysis.


  I can’t believe it.


  Claudia had triggered such a horrific tragedy for personal gain—wealth and influence.


  Images flashed through Fermina’s mind. That poor woman cradling an infant to her chest, seeking salvation that she couldn’t offer. All those bodies scattered near the road. Every horrific scene Norris had shown her up to this point. Her stomach roiled again, bile crawling up her throat. It took everything for her to swallow it down.


  The peace she had glimpsed here in her father’s region was pure deception. It sullied the image she had of the people who had treated her so kindly. A bitter taste rolled over her tongue as she thought about her half-sister, the woman who had sunk to the lowest point possible for any human being.


  “Thankfully, the inquisitor is on the move.”


  An inquisition was the one weapon they had to judge those who would turn their eyes from the faith and embrace heresy. Only the church could conduct an inquisition unrestricted by foreign political entities. It was intended to be a trial wherein heresy was spelled out for all to see, and the sinner was given an opportunity to repent.


  “That’s what we need!” Fermina burst out. “Claudia must be judged!”


  If anyone needed an inquisition, it was Claudia. There was no other way to snap her to her senses and make her abandon black magic.


  Norris nodded approvingly. “I thought you would understand. Granted, I know many of the faithful would struggle to make the right choice, especially when it involves their own family.” He smiled at her. “But you are our saint. I shouldn’t be surprised that you can be objective even in such dire circumstances. Fermina, I think you can help Lady Claudia see the error of her ways. You must be the one to stop her from her pursuit of evil.”


  “I will!” Fermina nodded back vigorously, hands still balled in her lap.


  Hee hee hee, he’s right. I should be the one to stop her. To condemn her!


  If this problem was borne of Claudia successfully driving Fermina out, then it was her duty to lead Claudia back to the light. She had to make Claudia see the error of her ways—really see it. Even if Fermina had to stomp Claudia into the ground to accomplish that.


  I am the saint. I am the only one who can do this.


  It would be a shock to Claudia to see the half-sister she had sent away come back in an even more powerful position than hers. That would help her realize that her black magic was not as infallible as she seemed to believe.


  This is the Capricious God’s will!


  Fermina was already picturing it: herself bathed in light, Claudia prostrated on the ground before her. Imagining the humiliation on her elder half-sister’s face gave her a rush of euphoria. A deep, dark amusement at the role reversal.


  What a fool you are. Born with a silver spoon in your mouth, yet you still chose the path of evil.


  There were times Claudia had shown absolute confidence in her actions, as if her triumph was assured. Now Fermina knew that confidence was rooted in black magic. Discovering the truth of her half-sister’s strength made it far less intimidating.


  I cannot wait for our reunion!


  Fermina’s name would forever be written in the history books. She would be the saint who condemned the witch. Good. It was worth all the misery engendered by these inspections. The tragedy she had faced reinforced the divine justice that guided her actions.


  A laugh bubbled up from deep inside her stomach.


  This wasn’t revenge. This was judgment.




  Chapter 2:
The Saint Makes Her Proclamation


   


  BEFORE THE SAINT’S FESTIVAL announcement, Fermina condemned Claudia behind the grand cathedral. Norris had treated her with such reverence, which gave her a real sense of superiority in front of the church knights she’d ordered to arrest her sister.


  The soft morning sunlight poured over Fermina where she stood, bathing every inch of her face in gold, down to the tips of her lashes.


  I’ve done it, I’ve finally done it! The curtains are drawn on my tragedy!


  All that remained was to take the stage at the grand cathedral and reveal Claudia’s sins.


  Fermina adjusted the veil over her face and resisted the urge to skip as she walked primly, head held high, toward the front of the building. I am supposed to be the saint. I must maintain my dignity. A few knights moved with her, serving as her personal protection. She couldn’t help kicking up her skirts a little, the only outward sign of her joy. Surely no one could begrudge her that.


  When Fermina finally arrived at the edge of the stage, she was reminded of her own Canonization Ceremony. She had been overwhelmed then by the sheer number of believers that had gathered to hear her speech. This was more intimidating, with the grand cathedral looming behind her.


  The church must respect Harland’s authority to some degree. Harland provided substantial financial donations, of course, but it also had an impressive population. The church didn’t want to give the royal family and its administration any incentive to cut ties.


  Religious imperative or not, the church is still run by people.


  Prior to her nomination, the saint selection process had been a power play. People might be grateful for the church’s teachings but tire of the politicking. The same cannot be said for the saint. Her position was honorable, but it came with no power to influence the internal structure of the church. She was more of a symbol of hope for believers. That made it easy to keep a clean social image separate from any corruption within the church.


  All pros and no cons for me.


  She sent a silent thanks to the Capricious God for his guidance as she stood at the edge of the stage, her hands pressed together, eyes closing briefly. The knights were moved by her display of piety.


  Gique summoned her to the stage. He had been the bishop in charge of Harland’s grand cathedral. He was still in the dark about the abduction and planned inquisition of Claudia, so naturally, he called for Claudia as well even though she wasn’t present to join them.


  When Fermina climbed onto the stage by herself, the elderly Gique quirked a long white brow at her. He showed no indication of being alarmed, instead dipping his head in acknowledgment. Gique had probably pieced things together quickly enough and opted to let her speak before he did anything else.


  Crown Prince Sylvester is here as well.


  He would have his own special seat prepared for the announcement. Fermina made a point not to look for him; as the saint, she was supposed to treat all people equally.


  She took her spot at the center of the stage and carefully turned to face the crowd. The solemn atmosphere had quieted everyone. Her resonant voice boomed through the silence.


  “I have grave news to relay to you all,” she said as she peeled her veil off. “First, allow me to express my joy and gratitude for this opportunity to return to my homeland as your saint. My name is Fermina, and I was born and raised here in Harland’s capital.”


  The crowd erupted with surprise and cheer to learn this about their saint. As much as it buoyed her, she didn’t waste time basking in their reactions.


  “Our original plan was to announce the Saint’s Festival today, but I must apologize because we will not be able to do so.” Fermina bowed her head earnestly. She and Norris had already discussed that they would delay the Saint’s Festival until the large-scale inquisition they had planned for Claudia concluded. She did genuinely feel bad for those who were looking forward to the event. Still, she believed they would understand when she informed them of the need for justice against evil.


  Fermina lifted her chin and stared straight ahead. She spoke each word tactfully and with purpose. “We discovered that Claudia Lindsay, who was supposed to serve as my A Priori in Harland, is actually a witch who embraced black magic.”


  The word “witch” gave everyone pause. People exchanged looks of confusion. Fermina assumed they were overwhelmed by the sheer evil implied by the word.


  “Do not be alarmed,” she continued. “We have already apprehended the witch! We will be conducting an inquisition soon to judge her for her sins. The judgment passed on her will be written in history for centuries to come!”


  Everyone in the royal capital knew the name Claudia Lindsay. The royal family had put together a grand announcement for their engagement. As the shock rippled through the crowd, Fermina responded to their silence in her head: It’s all right. Since she’s in our custody, she cannot hurt you. There is nothing for you to fear.


  That was why she and Norris had moved so quickly—to ensure Claudia’s family wouldn’t thwart their plans. They now had to wait for everyone to accept the reality of the situation.


  I suppose some of them may struggle with it.


  It was always difficult to learn someone you trusted had betrayed you. Their shock was understandable, especially considering the position Claudia had enjoyed.


  Time healed all wounds. As Norris had assured Fermina, her presence would help speed along the people’s acceptance. I need to remain dignified and in control. She had to comport herself as the perfect saint. A symbol of unyielding hope.


  Fermina opened her mouth to preach about the morals taught through church doctrine, but she was interrupted by a shrill voice.


  “Please wait a moment! You claimed Lady Claudia is a witch, but that’s impossible!” cried a woman on the ground. She held her hand high in the air to draw attention to herself as she spoke. “My name is Nelly. I’m one of the refugees from Duke Lindsay’s region. It is through the Lindsays’ good grace that I can be here today!”


  In other words, she had come all the way here from Duke Lindsay’s region to see Claudia take the stage and officially accept her role as A Priori.


  “My privileged living situation and my presence here is only possible because the Lindsays are benevolent lords and ladies. That’s especially true of Lady Claudia! When I was covered in grime, wearing nothing more than rags on my person, she sat beside me, took my hands in hers, and provided me with her earnest support!”


  Fermina recalled how the Lindsays’ region had looked when she inspected it with Norris. The Lindsays had provided the refugees with temporary residential housing. The children had played boisterously on the streets. It had been peaceful. Deceptively beautiful. And of course, Nelly had no idea what it had cost behind the scenes.


  You poor dear, Fermina thought, heart full of pity.


  The more innocent a person, the deeper Claudia’s venomous fangs could sink into them. Nelly was a perfect example. Fermina saw herself in Nelly. She’d been ignorant once too.


  Fermina nodded sympathetically as she said, “Of course, you’re right. I’m sure she made you think her support was genuine by sitting with you. While causing devastation elsewhere, she kept up a perfect veneer of compassion. You only saw the mask, Nelly. Not the true person beneath it.”


  Claudia had fooled Fermina, too, until just recently. Behind that dignified facade was a woman who believed fervently in the power of black magic and showed a complete lack of morality in pursuit of her own interests.


  To drive the point home, Fermina launched into an explanation of what she had seen. She recalled in vivid detail what she had seen—the reality she spoke of even as something in her hesitated to give the words form. And she told them of Claudia’s motivations—her financial greed that led her to commit the worst sins.


  “I don’t believe it!” Nelly snapped back.


  You don’t believe your own saint? Fermina itched to retort. Anger flared in her chest, but she tamped it down. It was little wonder why Nelly would be rattled and lash out; the shock was too great. Once she calmed down, she would understand the weight of Fermina’s words. Surely.


  “I understand this must be difficult for you to accept,” Fermina said with a patience she didn’t feel, “especially if you believe in Claudia so deeply. I will wait until you can calm down and accept the reality, regardless of how long that takes.”


  With that, she considered the conversation over. Neither side showed any sign of budging, so there was no point in harping on the matter.


  Contrary to Fermina’s expectations, Nelly pressed on. “So the church will judge someone like Lady Claudia? Why aren’t they judging those from my homeland who started this war, ravaging our lands and driving us to other realms for safety?! As we speak, more lives are being lost—more sacrifices being made! I don’t even know if my husband still lives or if he’s already gone!” She glowered at Fermina, not furious with her but with the situation—with a church refusing to fix the core problem.


  A war and a witch are completely different issues! Not on the same scale! Stop making false equivalencies! Fermina thought angrily.


  Nelly’s teary-eyed protestation won the sympathy of the crowd. Fermina had anticipated confusion and disorder in the wake of her announcement, but Nelly had become the ultimate nuisance.


  I was only supposed to come out here and condemn Claudia for her misdeeds.


  This wasn’t part of the plan. It left Fermina at a loss for how to respond. If she didn’t do something, she would lose face. The growing panic made it impossible for her to collect her thoughts. She stood there, rattled, eyes scanning the crowd as if she might find help there. Her gaze landed on a familiar head of silver hair.


  “Has the pope himself acknowledged this accusation that Lady Claudia is a witch?” Sylvester asked calmly, as if he had been waiting for this lull to speak.


  Fermina was instantly on guard. Is he trying to argue on her behalf?


  Sylvester’s expression was completely composed. There was no surprise or fury on his face. His voice was measured, betraying no trace of emotion.


  His composure helped her find her own as she replied evenly, “I am sure he will after the inquisition.”


  “Then your charges against her are still accusations and nothing more. You haven’t been the saint for very long. You don’t even have your A Priori to help guide you with these matters. It’s little wonder this has resulted in such chaos.” His gaze slid to Nelly. “Nelly, you said your name was? For my sake, I hope you will stand down for the moment.”


  Nelly was visibly flustered by this request from the crown prince. “M-my deepest apologies, Your Highness!” She dropped her head in a deep bow. She might have prostrated herself if there had been room around her to do so. There was a night and day difference between how she reacted to Sylvester compared to Fermina.


  Of course. How calculating, treating the crown prince with more reverence than the saint. Then again, if Nelly was so easily fooled by Claudia, perhaps she was not as pious a believer as she should’ve been.


  At Nelly’s hurried acquiescence, Sylvester said, “Our saint wishes for nothing more than the people’s peace of mind. Surely she does not wish to cause unnecessary conflict here.” He smiled gently at her, those golden eyes crinkling at the corners.


  Oh. Is he actually trying to help me out? This was a perfect opportunity to withdraw, now that Fermina thought about it. She had achieved her goal. People had learned Claudia was a witch. Not even the royal family could contest the results of an inquisition. And despite her wariness, Sylvester showed no animosity toward her. He didn’t deny my claims, and he saved me from having to respond to Nelly’s false equivalency argument. He probably wants to investigate the truth himself first.


  Ordinarily, the church would consult Harland before accusing someone of heresy. Fermina and Norris had circumvented tradition to thwart any potential resistance from Claudia. She was a shrewd and calculating witch with terrifying power and influence at her disposal. Had Harland known beforehand, its administration might’ve tried to save face, protecting her in the process. Escorting Claudia away had been the best way to ensure fairness. Still, as rulers of the realm, the royals would have preferred to be informed before the rest of their citizenry.


  “You are correct,” Fermina said as she met his golden gaze. “I have no desire to cause conflict. I merely came to inform everyone of the facts.”


  “Then we should call it here for now,” Sylvester advised. “This is highly irregular; it’s natural for people’s emotions to get the best of them.”


  There was truth in that. Far from quietly accepting her proclamation, she’d been pelted with suspicion. Sylvester was right. Her words wouldn’t fully reach people like Nelly. Not yet. Better to back off for now. Gique took over with closing remarks while Fermina left the stage.


  His Highness is obviously far more accustomed to dealing with a crowd. Fermina had expected her words to send shock waves through the crowd, but she had nearly made a fool of herself during that back-and-forth with Nelly.


  The crown prince had a point; she hadn’t been a saint for long. She always had Norris right at her side to guide her through everything. There was no way she could match someone like Sylvester, who was born royalty.


  That’s a true ruler. There’s still so much for me to learn.


  Fermina had a long road ahead of her. But she wasn’t worried. As long as she continued to prove herself benevolent, the people would revere her. Worship her. She could leave Claudia for Norris to deal with. Her future was full of promise, not a worry in sight.


  Her steps were so light, she felt like she was floating as she made her way to her guest quarters inside the grand cathedral.




  Chapter 3:
The Villainess Is Escorted


   


  WITCH.


  If that name applied to people who went back in time, then Claudia was most certainly a witch.


  Hold on, though. Claudia’s mind whirled, trying to make sense of the situation after she’d been crammed into a carriage and carted off. The subtle rumbling of the wheels echoed outside, and she could feel the vibration of the carriage through the wood beneath her. Her pulse raced.


  The curtains were drawn, which made it impossible to look outside, but she didn’t need to. She could tell they were moving. Her surroundings were dark, with hardly any light penetrating the interior. Amid everything, she found herself overcome with the fear of not knowing what would happen next. Her hands were bound with rope. Her breathing was shallow, blood pounding in her ears. The only saving grace was that her captors had left her arms tied in front of her rather than behind her.


  Calm down, she commanded herself. Take a deep breath through your nose and slowly let it out. Now, let’s consider the circumstances.


  She focused on everything that brought her to this point, easing her nerves in the process.


  Claudia had spent that morning talking to Sylvester in a waiting room within the grand cathedral that smelled of herbal incense. After they parted, she navigated her way to the rear of the grand cathedral, where she met the saint for the first time. And that saint, much to her shock, was Fermina—her half-sister, the illegitimate child of an affair between Lilith and Duke Lindsay.


  Her reunion with Fermina had been nostalgic, for lack of a better word, but she had also sensed something different about her half-sister. Fermina had grown into someone unfamiliar, someone who had capitalized on the opportunity of her unfortunate circumstances to improve herself.


  Of course. That only makes sense; she wouldn’t be the saint otherwise, Claudia thought. She’d heard the story of how Fermina put herself between a young boy and a whip, taking the punishment on his behalf.


  As shocking as their reunion had been at first, Claudia had found herself secretly hoping that this time, they could have a different relationship. Less antagonistic. Fermina had disabused her of that notion quickly when she condemned Claudia.


  “Claudia Lindsay, you malevolent witch! I hereby pass judgment upon you. For the sin of betraying the church and resorting to the terrifying power of black magic, you shall repent!” 


  Euphoria had bled through the cracks of Fermina’s careful mask as she spoke. Claudia understood immediately that this would be no fair trial. Fermina’s tone made it clear this was personal.


  I suppose she thinks this is an excellent opportunity to achieve personal vengeance.


  Perhaps Fermina thought her actions were genuinely justified, but the fact that she derived enjoyment from the act suggested that she wasn’t as reformed as Claudia had hoped. More than anything, a saint didn’t have the power to judge or condemn. The scene behind the grand cathedral had been a performance, put on by Fermina for her own enjoyment.


  The strange part was that they had bound Claudia and shoved her into a plain, unmarked carriage rather than the kind Fermina had ridden in. This type of carriage was used for convoys. And somehow, she very much doubted Fermina had prepared all this herself. She’d used some very curious vocabulary for her condemnation: a witch who had resorted to the terrifying power of black magic.


  When Claudia had dug into the past and discovered that she was not the only one who had traveled back through time, she worried someone might eventually discover her secret. The mention of black magic reminded her of Elizabeth’s husband, Patrick Sunset. He had dabbled in black magic himself. Before Claudia and Sylvester stopped him, he’d intended to use Elizabeth as a sacrifice. That was the first contact Claudia ever had with black magic.


  It feels like someone is trying to force a narrative for their own benefit. The accusations didn’t remotely fit reality. Still, someone must have arranged evidence against her for Fermina to have condemned her so confidently.


  Someone wanted Claudia out of the way.


  There was only one person she could think of within the church who had any reason to scheme against her specifically.


  Cardinal Nigel.


  The name itself conjured an image in her mind of a man past his prime, with a cheerful smile that masked savage cruelty. She knew he was obsessed with her, as evidenced by his previous plot with Niamilia. Niamilia had gone as far as masquerading as Claudia to set her up. It was safe to assume this was another one of Nigel’s plots.


  Her pulse slowed back down as she calmly hit upon the truth of her situation. She was just as uneasy and nervous as before, but at least she was breathing evenly.


  The man sitting on the bench across from her seemed to have been waiting for this precise moment. As soon as he assessed she was ready, he said, “I’m surprised. You composed yourself quickly.”


  That voice belonged to the very man whose name had popped into her mind a second ago. It was smooth and unassuming, with a hidden depth that her ears recognized immediately. Her head snapped up, blue eyes shining through the dim light streaming in. The man before her was indeed Nigel.


  His own blue eyes softened at the edges as a smile pulled at his lips. “How amusing.”


  For a moment, Claudia wondered if this was an illusion she’d conjured in her mind. As soon as reality sank in, she realized he had changed his hair color and now wore glasses. Before, his hair had been blond with a mix of gray peeking through. He’d looked older then. His skin was much more well-kept now, making him look significantly younger than she remembered.


  I assume he’s using a touch of cosmetics to mask his age and identity.


  He couldn’t be a figment of her imagination, then, as he wouldn’t need a disguise if that were the case. No, he had gone out of his way to conceal his identity after being cast out of Harland. He was dressed like a common priest instead of the cardinal he truly was.
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  Nigel seemed to read what she was thinking from the way she cataloged his appearance. His smile split wider with genuine joy.


  “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said mockingly. “My name is Norris. Father Norris, if you please.” His voice deepened, making him sound less like the aging cardinal she remembered. He rolled his shoulders back, giving him a broader and more imposing figure.


  This went beyond any ordinary disguise. He was committed to the bit, and his ability to embrace it completely was staggering. Impressive, perhaps, if it weren’t so insidious. He was exactly the sort of person she thought he was: a chess master who sat behind the board and used others as pawns.


  I didn’t think he would come to me personally. As far as she could assess from his interactions with Fermina, this wasn’t a one-off disguise. Fermina had treated “Norris” like she trusted him implicitly. He’d probably pretended to be this Norris person with Fermina from the very beginning.


  Claudia couldn’t believe she hadn’t recognized him the moment he appeared. This man is my bitter archenemy and I was clueless. Partially because she’d been so rattled by her unexpected reunion with Fermina.


  Suspicion cut through her jumbled thoughts, giving rise to a question: What was Nigel after? For what purpose had he been playing this Norris character for so long? Her intuition told her this was what she needed to focus on, more than self-admonishment for not recognizing this trap sooner. Something in her head was blaring out a warning.


  Nigel kept that smile plastered on his face as he watched her. She read the truth in his expression. There was no reason to think too deeply; this situation was exactly what he had wanted.


  All right, so he used even the saint as a pawn in his scheme to take me down.


  The saint was supposed to restore people’s faith when they found themselves crushed under the boot of reality. She was a symbol of the people’s hope. And although the church had finally selected someone to fulfill that role, the war in the conflict zone raged on, bleeding refugees who had no choice but to flee for their lives.


  Claudia could feel her expression hardening.


  Nelly’s husband had been conscripted into the war; when it came time to flee, she had done so as a single mother with a young child. Smit, a man of the cloth and a refugee himself, had fled with the group. From there, he’d done everything in his power to support and encourage those who relied on him, until it left him so empty that he tried to take his own life. The faces of all the refugees who had come to the Lindsays’ region to escape the carnage of war flashed through her mind. Heat built behind her temples, an indescribable fury that made her see red. She wanted to disparage Nigel for his role in the people’s suffering, but what could she say that would ever reach a man like him?


  No. I must maintain a neutral mask, or victory is his.


  Claudia clenched her bound fists in her lap and waited for her tempest of emotions to pass. Her nails bit deep into the skin of her palms. She focused quietly on her breathing. After a few moments, in a voice heavy with resignation, she asked, “Do you even possess a human heart?”


  “Why, of course I do,” Nigel said as if the question were absurd. “Why? If I’m not a human to you, what am I?”


  A monster, she thought, but she didn’t utter the words.


  He watched the barely restrained rage she fought to keep back and smiled gently at her. No compassion, no mockery, just pure amusement. There were so many anxious refugees out there, both in Harland and beyond. The saint was supposed to be a symbol of hope, and even she was nothing more than a means to an end for him. If he admitted he was a creature wearing human skin, Claudia would believe him. It made more sense than him being a fellow human.


  “And what do you plan to do with me?” she asked, refusing to answer his question.


  “I will take you to the Holy See, and you’ll undergo an inquisition where you will be condemned as a witch. Assuming they give you the harshest possible punishment, you will be burned at the stake.”


  An inquisition. In other words, a trial for believers who claimed to follow the faith while straying far from it. And I won’t have any allies.


  This wagon and her arrest probably weren’t procured through the proper channels either. It was all too convenient for Nigel. That whole performance of Fermina’s hadn’t been necessary either. He had allowed it solely because of the mental damage it would cause Claudia.


  There’s a good chance Cardinal Gique is completely in the dark about this.


  If he had known, he would have accompanied Claudia to the Holy See and gone through the necessary steps to present the accusations against her. The moment she entered the grand cathedral, she would have been bound to obey the church’s orders to present herself at the Holy See. Even if Sylvester had been beside her, he wouldn’t have been able to stop it if the pope had commanded it. The church’s authority superseded the royal family’s on holy grounds.


  But none of that had come to pass.


  It was all too clear why things had played out this way: Nigel didn’t want Gique or Sylvester to know what he was doing. Which means that his plan isn’t foolproof if he had to prevent their interference.


  Judging by the way Fermina had spoken, he’d orchestrated something to use against Claudia. If what he had was completely damning, there would’ve been no need for all this maneuvering. He could force her into a proper inquisition, and she would be doomed regardless. With concrete proof, even Gique would cooperate with him.


  There are weaknesses in his plan. He must have been worried Syl would thwart his plotting.


  Her family wouldn’t have stood by quietly if they knew in advance. He’d arranged this to circumvent all that.


  The problem is that everyone will figure this out the moment I don’t show up for the ceremony. He couldn’t afford for anyone to interfere before he had custody of me. But what about now?


  Nigel was still quietly watching her while she wracked her brain for answers. What changed once she was abducted? Fermina. That was the only thing she could think of.


  What would happen if…Fermina announced the accusations against me in front of the crowd at the grand cathedral?


  The church had provided an ideal stage for the announcement of the Saint’s Festival. The royal family and her family would have insisted on escorting her to the Holy See themselves if she had to go. But if the people heard the accusations after she was already in the church’s custody, they would want to leave judgment up to the church entirely. It would create social pressure. They would blindly trust the church to do the right thing, reserving judgment until the inquisition was over. If her betrothed or family tried to interfere at all, the people would look at them with suspicion. Worse, even if they managed to clear her of the charges, people would always wonder whether she was innocent or the truth had been quashed to protect her.


  That was it, then. Nigel wanted the people on his side, which was why he had to abduct her without anyone finding out. This way, even Gique had to fall in line. He wouldn’t be able to criticize the decision publicly.


  Claudia tipped her head back to look at the ceiling. She had thought that there might still be hope of escape, but reality was harsh. He’s really boxed me in. This would be nearly impossible to navigate. No wonder he looked so confident.


  The carriage horses’ hooves clip-clopped in a merciless rhythm outside. Judging by the shuddering of the carriage, they had left the paved paths of the capital behind; they were on dirt roads now.


  We’ve probably reached the outskirts of the city.


  Time marched on with no regard for her feelings. The journey ahead promised to be a long one. No matter how hard she tried to maintain her composure, her panic swelled.


  Is there really nothing I can do but sit here and wait until we reach the Holy See? The inquisition would commence the moment she arrived, and she would be unfairly branded a witch. If Nigel had his way, death was all that awaited her. Knowing him, the inquisition itself will be completely rigged.


  Had the trial been in Harland, the royals and the Lindsays could have helped defend her. But the Holy See was its own independent state. She would need allies in place there to have any hope of winning. Claudia would be doomed if she let him take her there without any countermeasures in place.


  I need to buy myself more time. Even if Sylvester and Virgil couldn’t move openly against the church, they were hardly the sort to rest on their laurels when she was in trouble.


  She closed her eyes, conjuring their faces in her mind’s eye. It was hard to believe she had spoken with them that very morning. If they were to have any hope of saving her, they would need time.


  I’ll have to wait until we stop before I try something.


  The carriage had to stop at some point. The horses couldn’t make the trip without some rest along the way. Never mind the driver, who would need sleep as well. It wasn’t the best idea, she knew. Nigel probably already foresaw what she would do, but with no recourse beyond sitting idly while he dragged her to hell, trying something was better than nothing.


  Hmm? What’s that? Right as she was resolving herself to this reckless plan of hers, there was a clamor outside the carriage. Curious, she peeked at the window. The curtain still hung closed, revealing nothing. Nigel followed her gaze.


  She couldn’t hear any voices, which suggested it wasn’t an attack. But then what was it? Claudia strained her ears to listen.


  Bang!


  The wagon rattled violently.


  “Eep!” Claudia cried as she was jostled nearly out of her seat.


  The horses pulling the carriage let out a shrill whinny. The whole carriage lurched sideways, slamming her into the wall. Pain shot through her shoulder and back. In her periphery, she saw Nigel experiencing the same. Whatever was happening outside, it wasn’t natural. After the shock of the initial impact subsided, she braced herself.


  It was silent outside until a voice finally called, “Are you all right in there?!”


  “Yes, what happened?” Nigel demanded, pushing the door open.


  A figure appeared in a flash. Whatever they did, there was a pained groan from Nigel as he collapsed, unconscious. Bewildered, Claudia steeled herself, squinting through the blinding light pouring in. The first thing she made out was a mane of golden hair.


  “Ruki?” she gasped.


  Ruki, a member of the crime syndicate Rose Garden—the very group Claudia led—grinned back at her. “Heya, Boss Lady. Ain’t injured, are ya?”


  Heat built behind Claudia’s eyes as his handsome face brightened with mischief. She gritted her teeth to hold back the tears. This didn’t mean she was safe. Not yet. At the very least, she gained a measure of confidence from Nigel’s prone form beside her.


  This doesn’t change the saint’s public condemnation of me.


  Claudia slipped out of the carriage to escape with Ruki while he explained the situation. “Heard there was something goin’ on at the church. Festival or some such. Figured I’d take a peek and was snooping around back. And what do I see? This saint lady shows up and immediately starts some kinda scrap with you. Blew my mind.”
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  As he told it, he originally planned to rig the fanciest carriage, assuming that was where they’d stow Claudia. But based on what he saw before he fled, he realized something was really wrong and contacted Bezel. While Fermina was busy with her theatrics, he messed with the plain, inconspicuous carriage they’d brought instead.


  “Lucky that the wheel came off when no one was around. I’m pretty damn good, if I do say so myself,” Ruki touted smugly.


  “There should have been armed knights riding along with the carriage,” Claudia said. Only a few, perhaps, but enough to defend it. She glanced around, wondering where they had gone. The first thing she spotted were two riderless horses. One stood there, its head lowered toward a knight passed out on the ground.


  Ruki did this all by himself? She gave him a questioning glance.


  He held his hands up in mock surrender. “I didn’t kill ’em,” he said defensively. “I mean, accidents can happen, but I tried to pull my punches. Cleanup would be a pain otherwise.”


  Good. At least he was conscious of the political ramifications.


  Ruki helpfully sliced through the rope binding her hands. “Well? What’re we gonna do now?”


  “We need to take all the injured, Nigel included, and deliver them to the closest monastery.”


  Ruki gawped at her like she’d grown a second head. “What the hell? Screw these guys. In fact…” He flipped the knife in his hand and had it pressed to Nigel’s throat in an instant. The disguise hadn’t fooled him. “Shouldn’t we get rid of him while we have the chance?”


  Tension hung thick in the air. The light in Ruki’s eyes had faded, leaving them hollow. Claudia’s breath caught in her throat. Before their syndicate was renamed Rose Garden, Nigel tormented Ruki and his comrades. Many of them died at Nigel’s command. She could understand why Ruki wanted vengeance. The only saving grace was that he was hesitating, which meant he might be willing to listen.


  “I’ll be honest,” she said. “I’m not certain I’m making the right call either.”


  If Sylvester were here, he might make a different choice. But for whatever reason, when she looked at Nigel’s unconscious form, Claudia found she didn’t want him to die here.


  “Perhaps I’m being too soft. Perhaps I simply don’t want to make the hard call and let someone die in front of me. Whatever the case, don’t you think he should be judged properly for his sins? And then be forced to repent?”


  Claudia wanted to see him judged by the justice system and condemned by the law rather than personal grudges. Law and order were how many civilizations before their own had maintained a structured society and built faith in their efficacy. He must realize that, but for reasons beyond our comprehension, he’s strayed from his own humanity.


  She chose her words carefully to convince Ruki. “I don’t think he should die easily. Why don’t we let him live so he can truly suffer? Nigel should be the one facing an inquisition, not me. That way, he can be stripped of the cardinal title he worked so hard to obtain. That would be the greatest humiliation for him, don’t you think?”


  After a beat of silence, Ruki said, “So you wanna make him go through exactly what he was trying to do to you?” His face crumpled with anguish, as if it physically pained him to stop and work through what she was saying. He knew it would be easier to simply kill Nigel. It would make all their lives easier if Nigel was gone.


  I realize I’m being cruel to ask this of him, Claudia thought. She was forcing her own wishes on him.


  Ruki’s brows stayed pinched for a while before he nodded and withdrew the blade from Nigel’s throat. “Then promise me you’ll do it. You’ll make sure he faces judgment.”


  “That was always my plan, well before this happened.”


  “Good. I’ll leave the plottin’ and schemin’ to you, then.” Ruki raked his hand through his hair, frustrated, then shoved a hooded cloak at her. It was a deep forest green and made of thick fabric, though old and worn. “Put this on for now. This way, people’ll think you’re just a traveler.”


  Claudia was relieved to see his face relax into that usual look of lazy cockiness. “Thank you. Much appreciated.” Wasting no time, she took the cloak from him and fitted it over her back, pulling the hood up. When she caught him staring at her, she tilted her head. “What’s the matter?”


  “I dunno. Just surprised you put it on that easily. Figured most women of your station would think it’s too dirty to touch.”


  “You gave me this to help disguise me, yes? I admit it’s not in pristine condition, but it’s not so intolerable that it repulses me.” Granted, it would have been a different story if it was spattered with manure or infested with bugs. But the cloak was obviously well worn, its stains a result of consistent use. The part that touched her skin was perfectly clean, though.


  “I like you’re not squeamish about that stuff, Boss Lady. Okay, guess we should head back to the closest city, right?”


  Claudia glanced at their surroundings. “Where are we, exactly?”


  “Southeast outskirts of the capital.” That suggested Nigel had been taking the shortest route possible to the Holy See.


  As they spoke, Ruki hauled the knights and the driver to the carriage, stuffing them inside. All that was left was to use the standard tools every carriage was equipped with to jack the carriage up and fix the missing wheel. Once they were finished, they set off with Ruki taking the driver’s seat of the carriage. Claudia hoisted herself onto one of the extra horses and rode separately.


  “When we arrive at the city, make sure to let everyone know Cardinal Nigel is here despite being exiled from Harland,” said Claudia.


  “You got it!”


  If his disguise was disrupted, and he was treated as Nigel instead of “Norris,” he wouldn’t be able to act freely once he regained consciousness.


  Right now, I need to buy myself more time.


  The day had been just one shocking development after another. She was running on pure adrenaline.


  “After we dump this lot off, what then?” asked Ruki.


  “We take a long detour and make our way to Rose Garden’s headquarters near the port.”


  “You’re not going home?”


  Claudia shook her head. “As much as I would like to, I don’t know what the situation is.”


  It was impossible to be sure how everyone would treat her if she was correct about her prediction: that Fermina had already announced to the crowd at the grand cathedral that Claudia was on trial for being a witch, and that she was on her way to the Holy See. Her family’s position could be in jeopardy if they were caught sheltering her. Public opinion could threaten even a duke.


  I wonder how much Fermina knows about what’s happening. The saint’s words had already caused discord among the people before. Being in a position of considerable power and influence didn’t necessarily mean Fermina understood how to identify and navigate the consequences of her actions. No one was perfect at it. That was why those in leadership positions often had to carry considerable stress on their shoulders. Somehow, Claudia very much doubted Fermina understood the ramifications of her decisions.


  “Faith’s a scary thing,” said Ruki.


  Religion had the benefit of reaching people regardless of status or other such barriers. However, it could also be used for less savory ends, such as rallying the people against what looked like a common enemy.


  And the saint has already put it in people’s heads that I’m a witch.


  She pictured her loved ones’ faces in her mind: Sylvester, Virgil, Helen. None of them would honestly believe she was a witch, she was sure, but their faith might give them momentary pause. Once it got in their heads, the doubt wouldn’t disappear entirely. No one really knew how they would respond to something like this until the situation was upon them. And that caused her no end of anxiety.


  Once they arrived inside the city, Claudia let Ruki handle delivering the carriage while she waited at a distance. She still wasn’t quite confident about what route to take by the time he finally returned. Nonetheless, she pressed forward.


  “Let’s head to our headquarters as planned,” she said.


  Confident or not, she opted for the route that would provide her more freedom of movement than comfort.




  Chapter 4:
The Villainess Considers the Future


   


  PORT BRENACH WAS LOCATED along the eastern coast of Harland. Glacester, the inland area, was where the royal family first rose to prominence and started what later became the Kingdom of Harland. The region was still under the royal ­family’s direct control. It was a prime international trading hub thanks to its access to sea routes. There were always ships coming and going from the port, many independent or affiliated with other nations.


  The distance from the heart of the city to the warehouse district was considerable enough that a passenger coach made trips back and forth. This district was exactly where Claudia and Ruki were headed.


  The warehouse district was an original part of the city’s infrastructure, with extra room built in. The road leading in was built especially wide to accommodate carriages. If one had a bird’s-eye view, they would see everything was measured meticulously into perfect squares and rectangles, giving this area a smooth design.


  Every warehouse in the district had red brick walls and a triangular roof. Among the long rows of identical buildings, the only distinguishing features were the symbols painted on the sides. These symbols were much more difficult to make out once the sun went down, however. The pair slowed their horses as they painstakingly studied the warehouse numbers, trying to find their way to Rose Garden’s regional headquarters.


  “Here.”


  Once they found their destination, they tied their horses up outside. It was late enough that it was past normal working hours, but they had security present around the clock. Ruki provided the secret password to confirm their affiliation with the syndicate. The headquarters served primarily as a storage unit for their traders, hence the need to screen anyone coming through.


  Within, right beside the entrance, was a flight of stairs to the second floor. There was just a single room on the bottom floor and another on the second. The bottom-floor room was a faculty room, while the second-floor room was an administrative office. There was a giant window in both rooms that allowed anyone inside to gaze out at the rest of the warehouse.


  The security guard led them past the rooms in question and deeper inside the building. Stacks of crates made the space feel cramped. An unpleasant mix of dust and something cloying hung in the air around Claudia. The guard paused at a covered crate and lifted the cloth. Beneath it, the door leading to the basement was camouflaged as an ordinary crate.


  Claudia’s eyes widened. “Whoever made this went to a lot of trouble.”


  “A novel idea, yeah? Never gets old, no matter how many times I use it,” said Ruki. He spoke with an almost boyish enthusiasm, and Claudia couldn’t fault him for it. She saw the appeal too.


  Once the door was open, it revealed a descending staircase. Ruki explained that this was the actual location of their hideout.


  “Our men went out of their way to dig this?” Claudia asked.


  “Yup. The other warehouses don’t got a basement. Worse comes to worst, we destroy the door and cover up the entrance.” They’d considered all sorts of contingencies while building this secret underground base.


  The air there felt the same as their basement headquarters in the capital. Red brick lined the walls, the same material used for all the warehouses in the district. This place appeared to be more for meetings than large gatherings.


  “This place’s only got the basics,” said Ruki. “It’ll probably be rough on you staying here.”


  “It is what it is. This was all unexpected.” Claudia was just grateful it wasn’t winter anymore. Granted, it was chillier down here than it had been outside. She found herself a wooden chair and sat primly. One of the syndicate members hurried over with a cup of water.


  “I’m sorry we don’t have anything better for you,” he said.


  “This is plenty.” Claudia accepted the cup and drank. Her throat was parched, so she was grateful for the drink.


  After delivering Nigel and the knights to the nearest monastery, they had ridden hard to reach the warehouse district. Claudia used her cloak to keep herself disguised as a traveler as they made their journey, staying at an inn along the way to rest themselves and their horses. It had been stressful, never knowing when someone might discover her. Now, at long last, she could relax.


  “By the way, I made a big fuss like you asked. Made sure everyone knew who he really was. Said it looked like a carriage accident,” Ruki said. He had performed his role perfectly, repairing the carriage, delivering it, and claiming the knights’ horses for themselves. “Our men here will send word along that you’re safe.”


  Rose Garden had a separate presence in the royal family’s direct territory. They had stopped along the way to send a message back to capital headquarters. As soon as the missive arrived, the lower-ranking members would alert Bezel. Bezel would, in turn, make sure Sylvester got word as well. Sylvester probably already had some information since Ruki had sent word to Bezel and confirmed his plan to rig the carriage Nigel used to abduct her. If anything, she was likely the one most in the dark since she’d been so focused on traveling this whole time.


  Claudia had no way of knowing what was happening in the capital. How far had word traveled that she was a witch?


  The saint herself is the one making the claim. I would be more surprised if they doubted her. The common folk had no idea about the discord between her and Fermina. All the more reason they would fall prey to the disinformation.


  The Lindsay Blue bracelet on her wrist clinked against the wooden cup in her hand. The gemstone took on a deep, almost midnight hue in the dim light of the basement, where only flickering lanterns illuminated the area.


  This puts our plans to market our sapphires to waste too.


  The commencement of the Saint’s Festival was supposed to be an opportunity for her to subtly show off their regional specialty: sapphires. Having the A Priori wear it was the easiest, most discreet way to draw people’s attention and interest. Driving up the value of their sapphires would establish them as a considerable source of financial income. This was supposed to be one pivotal step in their overall plan for regional administration.


  Far from being accepted as A Priori, I’ve instead been branded a witch. A witch, a heretic—someone who had betrayed the faith. The worst possible impression she could give people. While it was easy to claim devotion, it was difficult to demonstrate it. One’s piety was as invisible as whatever good or evil existed in their heart.


  Sylvester wasn’t the one she worried about. Elizabeth was a devout believer; she might take the saint’s accusation seriously. Furthermore, Claudia was worried about the servants. It would be difficult to convince people once they began to doubt her. She would need to see how the people of the capital reacted to the accusations. She finally had somewhere to rest, yet the more her mind worked, the bleaker the outlook became.


  “I don’t give a crap about witches!” Ruki burst out, unable to watch her expression darken further still. His voice was even more cheerful than usual. “Kinda skeptical about whether they exist in the first place. Don’tcha think other people’ll feel the same? They’re throwing the word at you outta nowhere. Not convincing at all.”


  His reassurance was a breath of warm air that tickled the icy walls forming in her heart. Her face relaxed, genuine gratitude cracking through.


  “What kinda witch are they sayin’ you’re supposed to be, anyhow?”


  “In this context, the term is being used to indicate someone who has fully betrayed the church’s teachings. A witch is the most sinful of all heretics.” Whether she’d earned the title depended on the results of an inquisition. She hadn’t been officially designated as such; it was still only an accusation.


  “Okay, and? Are you a witch?”


  “Of course not.”


  Even after Claudia went back in time, she stayed faithful to the church. The fact that she was here was proof of the Capricious God’s miracles. Yes, she knew of black magic due to recent events, but she had never actually touched it. She’d never even heard of it until Patrick.


  “Then why not tell ’em they’re full of shit?”


  “That is one way to handle it.” Claudia wondered if the church would listen. Nigel had likely orchestrated everything and rigged the inquisition into a witch trial. “Any person can be put on trial as a heretic if they’re part of the faith. Nigel used that to his advantage. That’s why he apprehended me. If it was to be a fair trial, I could beat it because I am innocent—but this is Nigel we are talking about.”


  Ruki’s lips peeled back in disgust, a snarl slipping from his lips at the mention of Nigel. “He’s made it so you’re doomed. That bastard’s as corrupt as ever.”


  “Witch trials are infamous for heavy accusations against the worst possible heretics, and most end in execution. Nigel has undoubtedly prepared something damning to trap me.”


  If all the cardinals agreed unanimously, her guilt would be sealed. No doubt Nigel had gotten in their ears to bias them against her ahead of time.


  “Are there cases where the accused is found innocent?”


  “Most are dragged off without the opportunity to construct a proper defense for themselves. Defense lawyers are provided, but the accused must pick from one of the faithful working in the Holy See to represent them.”


  “You’re basically screwed from the start, then!”


  The accused would have to overcome a lack of preparation, allies, and strategy to be deemed innocent.


  Claudia’s smile didn’t reach her eyes as she said, “If one admits their guilt from the outset, they will be required to repent. Imprisonment is rare for those who are only accused.”


  Although the same couldn’t be said of someone who was condemned fully as a witch.


  “Does that mean if you get condemned, you’ll be imprisoned?”


  She shook her head. “No, they’ll consider burning me at the stake.”


  “What?!” Ruki’s voice cracked in shock. Not even the worst of criminals were burned at the stake, not in Harland. Normally, it was a hanging or a beheading.


  “That’s what Cardinal Nigel said. I don’t know how true it is.”


  Perhaps he had only said it to terrify her, but there was historical precedent. She had seen illustrations of it in books: a woman tied with rope to a wooden stake, fire raging at her feet. As long as there were no guarantees, it didn’t matter how much she told herself not to think about it. The thought crept in unbidden, painting a picture in her mind.


  I bet that’s exactly what Nigel wants.


  She was still dancing in the palm of his hand, as much as she hated to admit it.


  “This makes no sense to me. If they can judge people for going against their creed, what about actual criminals?” Considering his way of life, societal rules weren’t Ruki’s first priority. He had spent enough time around the faithful of the church and received their teachings, but that didn’t necessarily mean he adhered to their preaching.


  “The church doesn’t target regular criminals because they’re being given a chance to repent. Prior to Cardinal Nigel’s expulsion, Harland did consult their stationed cardinal before making judgment, so the church still had some level of influence in our justice system.”


  There was no clear rule about which crimes the church could judge and which were the sole purview of an individual nation. If anything, it seemed like the church usually stepped in to deal with people who slipped through the cracks of the criminal justice system.


  “Anyway, back to the original topic. They’re claimin’ you’re a witch, yeah?” said Ruki. He was trying to engage her to keep her from brooding.


  “Yes, but it strikes me as odd. Black magic has no real power to create miracles. The saint should know that.” Fermina had acted so confident about her accusation that Claudia was using black magic, though.


  She didn’t mention anything about me going back in time, which means she must not suspect that. It has to be something else.


  Fermina had framed it as if Claudia had done something specific. Strange, since she’d never engaged in anything remotely resembling a black magic ritual. The only one she could think of was Patrick’s attempt.


  Wait. What if the black magic accusation was just an excuse to begin with? The more she thought about it, the more she realized it would be impossible to gather evidence against her to frame her as a black magic practitioner.


  “Ruki,” she said, mind racing, “what do you think of when you hear the words ‘black magic’?”


  “Not really something I’ve heard often. But I guess I see some sketchy crap bein’ sold on the black market occasionally that would qualify.”


  “People sell things to use in black magic rituals?”


  He nodded. “Yep. Claim it’s fresh human blood. I’m betting it’s blood from livestock, though. No clue what it’s used for.”


  Claudia nodded thoughtfully. “Most people would never come in contact with such things.”


  There were always suspicious rumors. That was probably what affected most people’s perception of black magic. Like Ruki, they didn’t really know what it was beyond it being suspicious. Evil.


  “Probably just crooked merchants tryin’ to make a quick buck, yeah? Ain’t nothin’ useful.”


  “Right. Nothing useful.”


  Anyone who engaged with the occult was a fool. Unless, of course, they made the horrible mistake of trying to sacrifice a living person, like Patrick did. Claudia had done no such thing.


  This is really bothering me.


  It was true that turning to black magic was a betrayal of the church’s creed. She just didn’t think it warranted a whole inquisition.


  “A black magic practitioner eventually self-destructs. Why bother going through a whole inquisition for it?”


  “Good question,” said Ruki. “Kinda weird when you think about it, yeah?”


  Yes, she was the crown prince’s fiancée, which would make the accusations more shocking and impactful—but it was still a waste of church resources to bother with her.


  “Unless they’re trying to argue that I’ve created a wide, sweeping impact throughout society with my supposed usage of ‘black magic,’ which would make my position the very reason they’re doing this. Could Nigel possess evidence to back such a staggering accusation?”


  Ruki shrugged. “Knowing him, he probably just cobbled somethin’ together himself.”


  “The worst part is, the saint actually believes him.”


  Fermina had already demonstrated the extent of her influence on the public through her comments on the refugee problem. Consequently, she’d caused the people in the Lindsays’ region great anxiety.


  “It’s difficult to take something back after it’s been spoken.”


  “Yep,” Ruki said. “And she’s a symbol of the church.”


  Even though Fermina had no proof of her claims, people might start to treat them as fact. Nigel might have started all this, but it could very well be escalating to the point that the church would have no choice but to address it.


  “I can’t just sit around, that much is certain. But we don’t have enough information,” said Claudia. She didn’t even know what was happening in the capital at the moment. She pressed a hand to her forehead.


  “Ain’t no reason you gotta worry about it all by yourself,” Ruki cut in. “You’ve got Prince Sylvester on your side.”


  “I suppose so, but…Ruki, don’t you feel a visceral repulsion toward witches?”


  He had grown up in the slums and resorted to a life of crime to survive, but he was still a follower of the Capricious God.


  “Eh, society mostly treats us like the scum of the earth already, so not really.” In other words, there were times Ruki didn’t follow the church’s creed, so why would he judge someone else (a witch) who did the same? “I don’t give a damn what everyone else says. You helped us out, Boss Lady. I’ll bet the rest of our guys feel the same. And Prince Sylvester? He strikes me as being more practical than devout.” He folded his arms behind his head. “I plan for us to keep using our guys in Rose Garden to update Prince Sylvester on what you’re up to. That good with you?”


  “Yes, that’s fine. It’s not as though I don’t trust him.” In fact, she strongly believed Sylvester would do what he could to help, but that didn’t erase all her anxiety.


  “Rose Garden is your organization,” Ruki reminded her. “We’ll be your arms and legs for you whenever you need it. I only feel bad we can’t do more.”


  “Thank you,” Claudia said sincerely. “I’m depending on you. All of you.”


  It helped greatly to have her own finances and plenty of people at her disposal. While she lacked information at present, her people would deliver it in time.


  I’m panicking too much. As soon as she let her mind wander, she started worrying about things beyond her control. Ruki was right; she had allies.


  She lifted her head, meeting his gray eyes. Most people thought gray a dull color; his eyes were anything but. They were vivid, almost translucent, and they shone. It was such a vibrant hue that it would stand out even in a painting. Ruki had the same face as his half-brother Seraphim, the crown prince of Arakaner, but his expression showed restrained violence. She could tell them apart easily. Seeing him leaning back and being his usual cocky self brought her relief, and she was soon smiling despite the situation.


  “I must be lucky indeed that you happened upon me right in the middle of my abduction.”


  Ruki turned pensive for a moment before he replied, “Nah. I don’t think it was a coincidence. Nigel’s my enemy just as much as he’s yours. More like, these are the consequences of all his crap. Not that I’m callin’ it fate or anything corny like that.” He raked his hand through his hair, irritated at his own inability to articulate his thoughts. “What I mean is, none of us’d be here without you. So it’s not luck so much as the choices you made. That’s what I mean.”


  “I made the right choices, then,” said Claudia.


  “Yeah.” He hesitated. “If religion ends up gettin’ in your way, why don’t you try turning to Seraphim for help?”


  Arakaner didn’t share the same fixation on monotheism as the church. They wouldn’t have the same inherent mistrust and abhorrence toward witches. Plus, in being away from the church, Claudia wouldn’t have to worry about every person on every street being potentially hostile toward her.


  “I get that you don’t really wanna turn to him,” Ruki added. “But since you’re up against that Nigel bastard, Seraphim’ll probably offer help even without you askin’.”


  There was discord between Arakaner and the church due to their theological disagreements. Worse, Nigel had attempted to traffic Arakaner’s citizens and sell them into slavery. This seeded the royal family’s deep grudge against Nigel, but they had no real recourse against him.


  They had no choice but to let Nigel go last time. They would be sorely tempted by a new opportunity to pursue him.


  That said, dealing with Seraphim meant involving his whole country in this. Claudia would prefer to solve this domestically if possible.


  “He’ll hear about it eventually if the saint is goin’ around tellin’ everyone,” Ruki said, as if he could read her thoughts.


  “True. Keeping this under wraps is probably hoping for too much.”


  If Seraphim was going to approach her regardless, then it was better to initiate contact. And Ruki definitely knew how to reach him.


  “Can’t tell you for sure how quick he’ll respond,” Ruki warned her.


  “That’s fine. We need to at least do what we can right now.”


  He nodded. “Got it. Tomorrow morning, we’ll head to the port. We’ve got a makeshift bed. Use it. I’ll make arrangements for you to bathe once we get into port.” As soon as he finished speaking, he spun around to rattle off orders.


  Claudia disappeared behind the partition in the room where the bed was. She gingerly took a seat and found it uncomfortably hard. There was a wooden frame with a thick blanket over it, and that was all. That made sense, given their plan to dispose of this underground hideout if the need arose; it would be a waste to invest in anything nicer.


  I can’t be too picky, Claudia told herself. The fatigue was overwhelming. At least here, she didn’t have to worry about pursuers. She tipped over and curled up in a ball on the bed.




  Chapter 5:
The Villainess Looks Ahead


   


  CLAUDIA SNAPPED AWAKE, sensing people nearby. She’d slept lightly ever since her abduction, and this time was no different. She lifted herself upright, adjusted her clothes, and stepped out from behind the partition. Her eyes landed first on Ruki, then on the familiar bald man beside him.


  “Bezel!” she cried, surprised and relieved.


  “Apologies. Did we wake you?”


  She shook her head. “Please, don’t worry about that. Seems like you have a lot of cargo with you.” While they spoke, syndicate members carried armfuls of boxes and sacks down to the floor they were on.


  “Can’t leave this place totally barren now that you’re here, Boss Lady,” Ruki chimed in.


  Her sudden appearance last night had caught them unawares, but as soon as dawn hit, their members were bustling about with items Ruki had requisitioned.


  “Start with breakfast,” he said.


  There was a brand-new plate bearing an arrangement of sandwiches. A white tablecloth was stretched across the table, all traces of dust gone. There was also a tea set, which Bezel reached for ­immediately, pouring her a cup of black tea. It was hard to believe how dramatically the conditions had improved overnight.


  “Thank you,” said Claudia. “I appreciate you going to all this trouble.”


  “It’s only natural,” Bezel insisted. “I apologize we didn’t manage to do it sooner, Lady Rose. Unfortunately, Ruki and I disagreed over where he should take you.”


  “Oh?” Her eyes flicked to Ruki.


  “Bezel wanted me to take you to the harbor instead of the warehouse district,” Ruki explained with a shrug. “I insisted on the warehouse. Our place in the harbor may be much nicer, but it’s also more exposed.”


  Bezel’s face pinched in displeasure. “So instead, we stick Lady Rose in a dank basement covered in dust?”


  “It ain’t dank.”


  “The atmosphere is,” Bezel argued.


  In other words, Ruki had used his position as her guide to circumvent Bezel’s orders.


  “How long ago did you arrive?” Claudia asked Bezel.


  “I got to the harbor city two days ago. I plan to stay as long as you’re here.”


  Claudia—or Rose, as they called her within the organization to keep her identity secret—was the official leader, but Bezel oversaw day-to-day operations. As long as he was present, he would make sure she was adequately provided for.


  “I have a hotel reservation for you. I believe it requires a disguise, so I took the liberty of preparing one,” said Bezel. He explained that there were dresses and suits packed in some of the crates being carried down. “You can stay in the room as long as you like. No need to go out.”


  “There you go again,” Ruki grumbled. “If word gets out that Rose Garden’s leader is stayin’ here, it’ll cause trouble.”


  Claudia could understand where both were coming from, but she wanted to keep a low profile for her own mental well-being. “You have done more than enough for me already,” she said, letting Bezel down gently.


  “See?” Ruki smirked. “I was right.”


  Bezel shook his head, displeased with this decision, but he didn’t contest it. “If you find anything lacking—anything at all, Lady Rose—let me know. I will remedy the issue immediately.”


  Claudia thanked him again for everything. She was grateful to him, as well as to all the other moving pieces in the organization she wasn’t aware of. While she slept, they had no doubt been working tirelessly on her behalf. Her finger traced the edge of the plate and the cup of tea in turn, both physical reminders of all the workers around her. She was being supported by people whose names she didn’t even know.


  It feels as if I’m seeing the world with fresh eyes. I wonder if it’s because of my lingering attachment to the A Priori title. There was no guarantee she would be able to remain A Priori after all of this, even if she managed to clear her name, but that was no reason for her to forsake the purity rules Gique had given her. I still want to be A Priori if I can.


  She wished to live up to the expectations of her role. To that end, she had to face reality and confront her situation. Claudia met Bezel’s gaze. If he’d come all the way from the capital, then he must have some news for her.


  “It won’t be pleasant,” Bezel warned her, seeming to read her mind. He already looked reluctant to continue.


  “It’s fine,” she told him. “Tell me.”


  He reached up and scratched his bald head. “Everything is quiet around your family’s estate. No one has caused a fuss there—but the witch trial is all the common folk are talking about.”


  “I assume the saint made her accusations public, then?”


  “Yes, immediately after you were taken away. She used the stage in front of the grand cathedral to announce that you were being escorted to the Holy See for a witch trial. His Highness interjected and clarified that it was an accusation and nothing more, but…rumors tend to exaggerate things.”


  On one hand, it was fortunate that the public didn’t yet know she was on the run; they still thought she was on her way to the Holy See. On the other, their reactions weren’t in her favor.


  “I cannot simply go to the Holy See and undergo their inquisition without proper preparation,” Claudia said firmly. Nigel had no doubt cornered her so she would have no choice but to enter his territory even if she managed to escape. “By the way, do you know what happened with Nigel?”


  “As I understand it, he’s been transferred to the capital’s grand cathedral.”


  That news came as a relief; she’d expected it. Everyone would want to know why someone who had been exiled from the kingdom had returned. This would keep Nigel tied up, at least for the moment.


  “Oh, I forgot! I was asked to bring this to you.” Bezel produced a single crocus flower. It had a short stem with impressive petals. Crocuses were beautiful when lined up together in a planter.


  Bezel didn’t name the sender, but he didn’t have to. She understood the symbolism right away.


  This reminds me of when Syl and I used to exchange letters. Prior to their secret meetups at the academy, they’d restricted themselves to written correspondence. When their duties kept them apart for too long, they would still exchange letters with a flower attached. But he must have realized it would be too dangerous to entrust anyone with a letter.


  Sylvester was probably trying to avoid letting anyone catch on. He was cautious like that. There was no telling what backlash would result from his involvement with someone accused of the worst form of heresy.


  Claudia took the crocus, her determination solidifying. She had resources; it was time to use them. If they were up against Nigel, she couldn’t afford to dawdle. Her gaze honed in on the yellow petals, drawing strength from the single flower Sylvester had given her. “Let’s contact Prince Seraphim.”


  Ruki and Bezel nodded.


  “Use our men as bodyguards. I’ll select our most experienced,” Bezel offered.


  “You’ve gotten used to overseeing personal security now, eh?” Ruki said with his usual wry grin.


  Ever since Rose became the leader of their organization, Rose Garden had started a new business venture to improve its value and member quality. To that end, it offered personal security for important persons. The members were already comfortable with violence, and this played to their strengths.


  Nobles already had their own knights for protection, and successful merchants recruited mercenaries. Common folk had to rely on personal connections and had limited finances. Kiel, the boy detective, had been exceptionally lucky to find a bodyguard who now doubled as a partner. He was the exception rather than the rule. The syndicate members already acted as personal protection for courtesans, making personal security seem like a natural next step.


  Bezel was the one in charge of that aspect of the business. As a regular member of the organization, Ruki didn’t know the details beyond basic reports of success.


  Bezel gave Ruki a pointed look. “It has been incredibly difficult to teach them common courtesy. It would be nice if someone would pitch in.”


  “I’m better off working on-site. Teachin’ isn’t for me. That’s more your wheelhouse.”


  “You always have the perfect excuse, don’t you.” It wasn’t a question.


  Claudia cut in, “I apologize for always making you shoulder everything, but I appreciate your hard work, Bezel.”


  “No need! I’m the one who should be grateful!” Bezel understood what she was trying to accomplish. This was legitimate work that would eventually allow all their people to live honest lives. Granted, he also understood that they were essentially selling a solution to a problem they were still very much a part of.


  The change will be gradual, but once everyone is ready, we can stop being a criminal syndicate altogether.


  He and the rest of Rose Garden had operated long enough to take pride in what they did. It would be pointless to try going completely clean without regard for the status of the organization and its people. Change was pointless if it wasn’t permanent. Sudden change risked dissatisfied members of the organization breaking off to create their own syndicate.


  Ruki clapped his hands together to draw their attention and redirect the conversation. “You’ll stand out too much as is, Boss Lady. You’ll need to disguise yourself if we’re goin’ to the harbor.”


  A syndicate member scurried over and cleaned the tea set and plates off the table, while others brought over everything Claudia would need for her disguise. There were cosmetics and wigs, and someone had even dragged in a rack bursting with clothes. Among them were perfectly tailored men’s suits, like she often wore when dressed up as Rose.


  “We should start by deciding what you’re going to be dressin’ up as,” said Ruki. 


  “I think a merchant makes the most sense at this point,” said Claudia.


  The port they were headed to was separate but close to Port Brenach. Since it was a trading hub, its most likely residents were merchants.


  “Then I guess I’ll be your chamberlain.”


  Claudia hesitated, wondering whether he could really fulfill that role, but then she remembered he had served as Seraphim’s double before. He was normally so blunt and to the point that she tended to forget that.


  “Yes,” she said after a moment, “I’ll be a female merchant and you’ll be my chamberlain, then.”


  She plucked an appropriate outfit from the rack of clothes, a white wig for herself, and a black wig for Ruki.


   


  ***


   


  Their driver pulled back the reins, bringing their carriage to a stop at the port. The bodyguard stepped out first and Ruki, disguised as a chamberlain, followed. He held his hand out to escort Claudia down the attached step and to the cobblestone below. His incessant staring hadn’t escaped her notice.


  “Is something wrong with my disguise?” she asked.


  “Nah. I mean, you look totally different when you dress up as Rose, but I’m still shocked how good you are at disguising yourself.”


  When Claudia dressed in men’s clothing, she used a binder to compress her chest, changing her figure completely. She’d used extra padding this time to add more volume to her bust and bottom. She wanted to highlight her curves more, and she had applied makeup that gave her a softer, more innocent look, especially around her eyes. The straight white hair of her wig was parted to the side, bangs sweeping over one eye. Her lips were painted a vivid color, with a fake mole just above them. Her pink dress and wide-brimmed hat gave her a provocative aura. All in all, the disguise gave her a unique and distinctive look.


  She needed to make sure no one would connect her with the image of the perfect noble lady. Remembering her brothel days, she went out of her way to change her demeanor as well. Certainly no one would imagine she was a noble lady.


  “You look absolutely stunning!” her bodyguard said enthusiastically.


  If he found her disguise convincing even from up close, that was the biggest assurance she could hope for. She was glad her hard work had paid off. It had taken great work on her part and a whole lot of wax and string to tamp down her own long black hair beneath the wig.


  “Don’t be so bewitched by her that you forget to do your job,” Ruki grumbled at the bodyguard.


  “I won’t!”


  There was a strong security presence in this area, given that it was on the outskirts of Port Brenach and positioned to draw in merchants. Still, it was common practice to have at least one bodyguard. Technically she had two, including Ruki. The other was a man named Herman, who was already flexing his biceps to prove his dedication to ensuring her safety. He was a massive, muscular fellow; his exposed skin, from his cheeks to his hands, was marred with scars. His appearance made it clear that violence was his expertise.


  Claudia started forward, aware of the appreciative gazes sliding over her figure as other people passed them by. The sky was clear, the sunlight making her look twice as vibrant.


  Ruki smoothly popped open a parasol, playing up his chamberlain role perfectly. His black-haired wig extended to the base of his neck. Black-framed glasses gave him a harsher, more solemn look—but his attitude toward her was a bit too casual. She didn’t know whether this was a purposeful choice or he simply hated formalities.


  “I’m guessin’ the last time you came to a harbor was when you visited Arakaner, right?” said Ruki.


  She nodded. “Yes, although I’ve learned more about maritime trade through my firm.”


  Her trading firm, which was located in Arakaner, primarily offered a selection of specialty goods from the Lindsays’ region. Their products were so popular that they often sold out, so she had turned to other houses’ specialties to keep the firm’s shelves stocked. This meant importing all those goods from other regions directly to her firm. As Arakaner was a collection of islands, land routes weren’t sufficient. She’d gone through great pains to secure other routes, over rivers and ocean alike. Miguel had been an incredible support since he oversaw trade within the Lindsays’ own borders. They had learned about maritime trade together, and he had helped her expand her operations. Sylvester had graciously requisitioned a specialist for them from one of the royal family’s ports, which helped solidify her success.


  “You don’t miss a trick, do ya, Boss Lady?”


  “I have my Lily to thank for that,” she said. Claudia couldn’t risk speaking Sylvester’s name even though she was disguised, so she opted for a floral name instead.


  I wonder where I would be without Syl’s help. Her family was powerful in its own right, of course. They could have recruited someone who would fit the bill. The bigger problem was that their region was landlocked, which meant maritime knowledge wasn’t their expertise. In their ignorance, they could have hired the wrong person for the job.


  “I’m painfully aware of how much I need other people to succeed at anything,” she said self-deprecatingly. “I am constantly reminded.”


  “Yeah, guess that makes sense. You would’ve been in real hot water without me. Heath wouldn’t have been able to do squat for ya.”


  Heaths were flowers that grew along delicate branches in tight clusters. They came in a variety of vibrant colors: dark pink, white, orange, and even purple. They were tenacious enough to grow in a barren wasteland—making the moniker a perfect match for Seraphim, whose domain was the vast, empty sea. That was probably why Ruki had chosen it.


  Ruki and Seraphim looked almost like identical twins despite being half-brothers. One was royalty, the other a commoner. What’s more, Ruki was born and raised in the slums. The difference between them was as staggering as night and day. They weren’t even from the same nation, yet they had found a mutual enemy in Nigel. Perhaps that, too, was a fate written in blood.


  But there’s a limit to what Prince Seraphim can do. That was especially true regarding international affairs. He had to overcome several hurdles to answer Ruki’s request for aid. There were times when one’s position, especially in the royal family, became a shackle. Ruki understood this, but he was less understanding about it than Claudia.


  “Perhaps,” she said, “but remember that Heath is exactly what we need right now.”


  He sniffed. “I know that. He’s got his strengths, I’ve got mine.”


  Claudia couldn’t help giggling at the way he sulked.


  A refreshing breeze swept in from the sea, carrying the scent of the rocky seashore—a pungent, almost eggy odor unique to large fishing hubs, where the ample bait attracted fish in droves.


  They finally reached the entrance to the port, where the noisy clamor of the crowd cut through the crashing of waves.


  Ruki pushed up his glasses with his middle finger. “Freight and fishing ships are split into separate sections.”


  Ships were docked separately to prevent collisions. Their sizes varied depending on their purpose, and each required a pier with adequate anchorage and shore depth. There were fishing vessels everywhere, thanks to abundance of prime fishing spots in the area.


  “We’re heading for where the small and medium-sized fishing ships are kept. This portion has a lot more foot traffic and is more disorganized than the area where the large ships are kept. Be careful.”


  Claudia gazed out at the fishing ships as she walked. They set sail at dawn, when fish were most active. By the time she and Ruki had changed and arrived, it was late enough that the fishermen had finished their work and were coming back to port. They must not have finished unloading all their catches, however, because she occasionally caught a whiff of fishy air.


  Ruki grimaced, pinching his nose. “That shit reeks.”


  “Language,” she chided, giving Ruki a prompt smack in the arm with her folding fan. Apparently, the smell was particularly overwhelming for him because he was flapping his free hand close to his nose, as if he could drive away the stink.


  “Aha ha!” A fisherman who’d seen their interaction let out a belly laugh. “The smell a bit much fer ya?” He looked to be around forty years old, with a chipped front tooth and a suntanned face. He had a friendly, welcoming disposition.


  Ruki continued fanning his face. “More like it smells worse than a fresh pile of horse sh—”


  “Language!” Claudia snapped at him before he could curse again.


  “Nah, it’s fine,” said the fisherman. “We’re all used to it by now. You lot are dressed awful nice. You here sightseeing? If you want to buy fish, I can introduce you to a good stall at the market.”


  “That would be wonderful,” said Ruki.


  Claudia gave him a questioning look, but he nodded at her like he knew what he was doing. Perhaps the friendly fisherman was actually a secret contact.


  When they arrived at the market, Ruki bought dried fish instead of fresh ones. As he explained it, the slow-dried fish was packed with flavor, making it a great snack, but it was even better when grilled and served with a nice warm drink.


  “It’ll be the perfect souvenir for Bezel,” he said.


  “You have made contact, haven’t you?” Claudia never noticed any signals to indicate as much. The man she’d initially suspected of being their contact had very obviously not been; she’d figured that out by watching Ruki shop at the market. The fisherman had just been a friendly soul.


  “I did,” said Ruki, to her surprise. “Now we wait. Heath is particularly active now, so we may get an answer within a few days. Though if he’s off taking a long trip somewhere, it could take more than two weeks.” Apparently, he had an established way to contact his half-brother from the harbor.


  There must have been another person at the harbor, someone I didn’t notice. People of all nationalities populated the area. There was no way she would spot a secret agent from Arakaner unless they did something particularly suspicious. Harland engaged in the same sort of espionage; Lestea was working for Claudia as a spy in Bari, after all.


  “We have a special hand signal,” Ruki explained for her benefit. “The other person will come out and return the signal, which means the message has been sent.”


  It dawned on her then that this was why Ruki had kept complaining about the stench and waving his hand in front of his face.


  “It vexes me that I couldn’t recognize it for what it was,” Claudia grumbled.


  “If it was that easy to see through, it wouldn’t be very useful, would it?”


  “True.”


  The banter between them continued as they left the harbor behind. Their carriage was stationed nearby. Ruki had made good on his promise to secure a place for her to bathe, so they would head into the city from here. But as they walked, the air around Ruki tensed without warning.


  Claudia followed his gaze. There was a group of four (three boys and one girl), all of whom were around twelve years old. And, assuming she was seeing correctly, they each carried a wooden club. Their determined, furious faces communicated their intent well: They were going to attack someone.


  “They’re after…” Ruki tracked their focused gazes to figure out their target. “Crap. It’s that merchant there.”


  The merchant in question was a blond man heading toward the harbor she and Ruki had just left. He had one bodyguard, but the children probably thought they’d be able to take him because they had weapons.


  “They’ll fail, Boss Lady. I can tell you that now.”


  “Go ahead, then. Stop them.”


  If they caused a fuss, the nearby guard would be alerted and come running. They took public safety very seriously around here. If Claudia could prevent a crime, then all the more reason to let Ruki do as he wished.


  While she watched from a distance, Ruki called out to the group of kids and snatched away their weapons in a flash, disarming them. He was so smooth and quick about it that she half wondered if he had four arms instead of two.


  “Holy crap,” Herman said, eyes wide. A capable man himself, he was impressed by the maneuver.


  Even Claudia, who knew Ruki’s skills better than most, was in awe. No wonder he incapacitated Cardinal Nigel’s guards so easily. The knights would have been distracted by the fallen carriage. When she escaped their custody and stepped out of the carriage, the church’s knights were already knocked out. She’d struggled to believe he managed to overwhelm two veteran knights on his own. After seeing this, she was convinced. Perhaps this was what a true professional could do.


  Claudia had little personal experience with violence herself. Other than being abducted by Nigel, she hadn’t been in much peril before. Well, aside from the time she and Kiel were kidnapped and dragged to an isolated village by a cult.


  While she was preoccupied with her own thoughts, Ruki exchanged words with the group of children and then shot her a look. She read his expression and started toward them.


  “This is my employer,” Ruki told the group, gesturing to Claudia.


  She offered them a smile. The children pursed their lips.


  Ruki immediately smacked the back of the head of the boy closest to him. “Quit blushin’ like an idiot. We can’t stand around and talk here. Where can we go to have a proper chat?”


  If the three adults and four children loitered on the side of the road, they would be too conspicuous. Better to move now, especially since the merchant the children had been targeting hadn’t noticed them at all. The group turned and led the way to an empty plot only locals to the area would know of.


  “This is where people temporarily put whatever won’t fit in their storehouses,” said one of the boys. In other words, a makeshift unloading area people could borrow for a short period. The boy went on to explain that it was a bit far from the warehouse district and often empty, so they had free run of the place to play.


  “We’re trying to protect our dad,” said the boy. “My name’s Sel. This here’s my little sister, Michi.” The other two, their friends, introduced themselves as well. Then Sel added, “We’re all here for the same thing.”


  “I’m the one who suggested it!” Michi blurted out. “I told them that if we don’t do something soon, Dad won’t be able to hold out.”


  Michi was the youngest of the group, and the one who’d bravely suggested targeting that merchant.


  “Could you tell me a little more about your father’s situation?” Claudia asked. “When did you first notice that he seemed to be struggling?” Her voice was gentle and compassionate, softly probing for the root of the problem.


  Ruki retrieved a nearby crate, sensing that this conversation would drag out. He yanked out a handkerchief and spread it so Claudia could sit without fear of dirtying her dress.


  The kids found their own crates to sit on, unbothered by the dirt. Michi contemplated the question before she answered, “Let’s see… I guess it started about a year ago. That’s when all our dads started working on that merchant’s ship.”


  As she told it, the merchant ran a whole shipping company, and their fathers were recruited as crew. They were attracted by the promised wage. What they didn’t realize was that their hours would be packed with the most strenuous work.


  “Dad used to be able to rest when he came back home,” Sel said, picking up where his sister left off. “But since he started working for that merchant, he would just go back to work instead of resting.”


  “We stopped him. Overworking takes a toll on the body, you know?” Michi went on to share that others had collapsed from the intensity of their labor. Concerned, they stopped their father—or at least they tried. He refused to listen.


  “He’s always dazed and completely out of it when he’s at home now. We can’t even really talk to him. He’s just plumb burned out,” said Sel.


  Tears welled up in Michi’s eyes. “If we don’t do something soon, he’ll collapse too.”


  Sel patted her back, trying to reassure her.


  As it happened, their two friends found themselves in the same position.


  “I can talk to my dad, but he’s like a completely different person.”


  “My dad’s become a total workaholic. We don’t even need money that bad.”


  After discussing it together, the children had decided to attack the merchant and drive him out to protect their fathers from working themselves to death. If they beat him badly enough that he sustained a serious injury, they hoped that would be enough to scare him off. Once he was gone, their fathers wouldn’t have an impossible workload. They could spend more time at home. In their minds, it was the perfect plan.


  “Your chamberlain stopped us, though,” said Sel. “Told us we were doomed to fail.”


  “Yes, I can see why he’d think so,” Claudia replied. “The merchant had a bodyguard with him, and if you created too much of a fuss, the local guard would have rushed to the scene. The bigger problem isn’t whether you would have succeeded or not. It’s that attacking people is wrong in the first place.”


  Sel’s lips flared in a childish pout while Michi insisted they had no other way.


  “Do your mothers know about your plan?” Claudia asked them.


  “Nope,” Michi answered. “If we told our moms and they tried to stop us, that would be the end of it.”


  It would be understandable if they did; their husbands’ incomes were vital for their family’s continued survival. While they might’ve been worried about their husbands’ health, the extra work meant more money in the budget. They wouldn’t be inclined to stop what they thought was necessary for their families’ futures.


  I wonder if the political instability has started to affect them as well. Port Brenach had an abundance of work for anyone desperate enough to take on anything. The influx of refugees had cast a pall over the city, however. People might have been afraid that their job jobs stolen by refugees.


  “We tried to talk to the city guard,” said Sel. “They wouldn’t intervene. They said our dad made his decision, and that’s that.”


  The four of them had resorted to violence because they had no one else to turn to. If left to their own devices, there was no telling what they might do.


  “All right,” Claudia said calmly, “why don’t I look into this for you?”


  “Look into what?”


  “The conditions on the ship where your fathers work. See if this merchant really is the corrupt individual you think he is. If he is, I will ensure he’s brought to justice,” she promised.


  The children’s faces lit up. “You will?!” They probably thought it was better to leave the issue to her; she was dressed like a well-to-do merchant herself, and she was an adult. Plus, Ruki had proven to them how strong he was.


  “But you must promise to keep this our little secret,” Claudia added with a wink. She didn’t want to attract too much attention.


  When the boys gawked at her, Ruki came up and smacked their heads from behind. “Stop blushin’.”


  “I wasn’t!”


  “Y-yeah! My face just happens to be a little red.”


  “You’ve got it all wrong!”


  Claudia smiled as she watched them, Ruki scolding the boys as they stubbornly snapped back. Even Herman was grinning from ear to ear; this was probably how he normally looked when he had his guard down and wasn’t focused on work. It warmed her heart, to the point that she wanted to make sure he could smile like this all the time. This was exactly what motivated her as a leader. It wasn’t just him, of course. She didn’t yet know if this merchant was actually evil or not, but she wanted to make sure these children had a future to look forward to as well.


  The group split up, and Claudia resumed walking to where their carriage awaited with Herman and Ruki in tow.


  “I know I’ve got no right to ask this after I stuck my nose in, but you sure this is a good idea?” Ruki asked.


  “Better to do something than sit around twiddling my thumbs while we wait for a response from Heath. Plus, I can’t abandon them.” If Seraphim responded before she’d solved the issue herself, then she could let the syndicate take over for her. “I also want to figure out what’s really going on here.”


  What was causing this issue? That was what she wanted to know. There were always little details on the scene that couldn’t be captured by reports alone. Claudia wanted to see for herself what was really happening to the people. She’d made mistakes in her own region that she needed to reflect on. No one was impervious. That should have been obvious to her, but she’d overlooked obvious signs before, and Smit had nearly succeeded in taking his own life because of it.


  I’m in a position to do something about all this. She had people who would support her however they could. Even more reason to keep moving forward, then.


  Claudia lifted her face, ready to unravel this new problem. “I need a reservation at an expensive hotel.”




  Chapter 6:
The Bodyguard Is Shaken by His Principal’s Beauty


   


  HERMAN HAD BEEN CONFIDENT in his strength from a young age. Dominating other people brought him such pleasure that his thirst for more had taken him down a dark path. He joined Rose Garden back when it was still known as Dragoon because he thought he would be able to find more of what he wanted there. It was only later that he realized it had been an illusion of choice; someone as arrogant and audacious as him had no place elsewhere.


  No matter how strong he was, he would always be a grunt. Working in the criminal underworld had taught him true fear, and he finally realized his limits. But, as the saying went, “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” Even in the syndicate, Herman enjoyed using his physical strength and was always proactively participating in violence and combat. He gained recognition from his superiors the more he proved himself, which also made his life easier.


  People called him a berserker because of how quickly he jumped in whenever a fight broke out. He knew people whispered about him, saying he was good for nothing but brawls. Those were always the ones who couldn’t best him with their fists; they were just bitter that they couldn’t contest him. He’d felt the same before.


  Herman wasn’t good at intellectual tasks. He couldn’t balance books like his superiors. Throwing fists was so much easier. That was his philosophy. Bezel, the leader of the organization who’d come to inspect their operations, was of a different opinion.


  Rose Garden’s main headquarters was in the capital, but there were periodic inspections at all the subsidiary branches. Bezel was sufficiently intimidating by appearance alone, with his naturally menacing face and bald head. Even the branch leader, arrogant and condescending, turned deferential in Bezel’s presence. Herman could relate because that was how he had to act all the time.


  Once, when he had his head bowed respectfully, Bezel told him, “Herman, you’re a clever man. That’s what makes you strong.”


  “Yeah!” Herman agreed without hesitation even though he had no idea what Bezel was talking about.


  It was only afterward, when Bezel’s inspection was over, that he realized Bezel must have formed that opinion based on what the branch leader had told him about Herman. But Herman? He didn’t see it. Despite Dragoon’s incredible numbers and power, it was still a criminal syndicate. It had its ups and downs. There were times when Herman had the snot beaten out of him. He found himself in increasingly dangerous situations. Even out here at a subsidiary branch, there were more and more men losing their lives.


  “Bro, without you, I’d be dead in a ditch,” the other men would tell him. Every time.


  Herman loved violence and sought it out on purpose, but he didn’t have a death wish. No matter how beaten, bloody, and bruised he got, he desperately clung to life and scraped by. He was making his way through each day the only way he knew how.


  His work didn’t change much even after the syndicate took on the name “Rose Garden.” He heard through the grapevine that they were being led by a woman, but Bezel was still running day-to-day operations. The new leadership didn’t really affect people on the bottom rung like Herman. At most, he was grateful that his cohorts started smiling more. Probably just one of the many ups after a long stretch of downs, he figured.


  But then things shifted within the syndicate, and he was assigned a new job: head of personal security. With this, he was given the reins to their new division. He’d saved enough of their men’s lives that his superiors thought he was the right fit for the job.


  “You’re a clever man,” Bezel told him again when they met afterward. He clapped Herman on the shoulder and said he’d done a good job, which nearly brought Herman to tears. “The battlefield isn’t kind enough to spare a man who only knows how to use his fists. You read situations accurately and find optimal solutions. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be alive to speak with me now.”


  Herman had internalized the idea that he had no skill outside of combat. Bezel had validated him for an ability even he didn’t even know he had. This is the kind of man I want to follow.


  And he swore to himself that he would.


  He spent less time on the field and more time supervising his men, but it wasn’t terrible. The pleasure he’d once felt dominating others faded over time. He began to find satisfaction in completing the new work he’d been given.


  Punching people still feels damn good, though. Herman couldn’t shake his love of violence completely, and he continued training his muscles. The only reason his attitude had changed was because of Bezel. Whenever Bezel gave him a job, he never second-guessed it. This was the first direct order he’d received from Bezel in a long time, and it was a security assignment.


  Herman arrived at their hideout in the warehouse district early that morning. He didn’t visit the basement, instead meeting Bezel in the faculty room on the bottom floor of the warehouse. It was early enough that the place was nearly empty. What surprised him the most was that Ruki, one of the top-ranking members of the organization, was present as well. He was slippery as a phantom, and no one seemed to know exactly what he looked like. Herman had only ever heard of him before, never met him face-to-face. But the moment he spotted the man standing behind Bezel, he knew instinctively that it was Ruki.


  Holy crap. Ain’t no way I could beat this guy in a fight.


  At first glance, Ruki looked slender, built more like an office worker than a fighter, but there was something guarded about his posture. The way he moved told Herman everything. He looked skinny because he was all lean muscle without any fat. He was perfectly capable of joining the front line and beating people with his fists. The man had a handsome face, but the way he glowered at the world was unsettling.


  Bezel was easier to handle in some ways. He gave off a menacing impression, which put one on guard before he even spoke. Ruki was the opposite, more insidious. His appearance made one drop their guard, the fear he inspired creeping in like a deadly poison.


  Is there any point in me being here? Herman wondered at first. But he soon realized he, like Bezel, looked intimidating at a glance. His height and impressive, bulging muscles told a story. People gave him a wide berth when they saw him, and his mere presence was enough to discourage people from trying anything nefarious. Ruki was less cut out for intimidation. He could dress up like a chamberlain and trick the enemy with his disguise. It would be even easier for him to deceive people if they were distracted by Herman.


  I’m guessing whoever we’re guarding must be important to need tricks like that.


  Their principal—the individual they were protecting—was no normal person. There were other members with hulking bodies and intimidating looks; Bezel wouldn’t have called for Herman, the head of personal security, to guard someone if it wasn’t serious.


  Bezel filled him in on the plan and where they would be going. All that was left was to wait for their principal to appear.


  “This should go without saying, but mind your attitude,” Bezel warned as he stood from his chair.


  Ruki had disappeared during their conversation and reappeared now with their principal. Herman first glimpsed her billowing, pearl-pink sleeves, catching a whiff of floral perfume that filled the air as the woman stepped into view.


  “I must have kept you waiting,” she said.


  He felt as if someone had punched him in the head; he was about to faint. That was the impact this woman had on him. She had long, flowing white hair, which she flipped over her shoulder. Those sultry lips pulled into a smile, the mole just above them inviting more of his attention. His gaze trailed down the porcelain skin of her hand as it hovered near her hair, and he nearly found himself appreciating her voluptuous chest before he froze.


  Ruki flashed a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He looked murderous.


  From that moment on, as they rode in the carriage, walked around the port, and eventually arrived at the roadside with those children, Herman kept reminding himself he was nothing. An insignificant pebble. He was right, in a way, next to people as beautiful and eye-catching as Ruki and his principal.


  Herman kept a careful eye on their surroundings. Whenever someone tried to check her out, he would step in front of her like a wall of solid muscle to protect her from their ogling.


  “Goodness, thank you,” she said, her voice soft and pleasant as a bell.


  His heart warmed. This woman wasn’t afraid of any of them. Not him, not Bezel, and not Ruki. The fact that Ruki referred to her respectfully and affectionately as “Boss Lady” was as good a proof as any that she was the real deal. There were beautiful women out there if one looked. But with her, it was more than beauty. There was something unique about her that reeled people in.


  I never knew a person like this could exist. Her smile alone made him almost giddy. It was ridiculous. And when the sunlight hit her hair just right, making it shimmer, she looked like an actual lily blooming right before his eyes. The cherry on top was the way she smiled at the children.


  “Quit blushin’ like an idiot,” Ruki said.


  You’re asking for the impossible. Herman could understand exactly what the three young boys were feeling. He was a fully grown man, and even he found himself flustered in her presence. He couldn’t stop looking at her lips and the way her eyes peeked through the curtain of bangs that hung over her face. That alone was enough to make him feel guilty. These boys probably had next to no experience with women, so no wonder they were overwhelmed by her.


  The woman gazed at them with real compassion in her eyes, which was why the children had felt so comfortable sharing with her. The children looked more their ages now as they spoke calmly. It was hard to believe they’d seemed downright murderous earlier when tailing that merchant.


  This lady’s incredible, Herman thought. No wonder Bezel and Ruki held her in such high esteem. He wondered for a moment if she was the female leader of their organization, whom he’d never met before, but he opted not to dwell on it. Bezel would have told him who she was if that was necessary information. In this line of work, ignorance could be a shield.


  I just need to do the work I was given. Herman had no right to put his nose in or quibble about his principal.


  That said, he found the way Ruki and the boys quipped back and forth endearing. And personally, he could feel their love and concern for their fathers. He wanted to help them.


  Herman recognized that he’d gone down the “wrong” path in life. His work was nothing to be proud of, as far as society was concerned, and he’d never be able to live without some involvement in violence. Regardless, he wasn’t the same man he’d once been. He had spent years in the organization when it was Dragoon, and now he had a stable position in Rose Garden. Finally in a better headspace, Herman had developed a new outlook.


  Yeah. Back then I was just trying to survive.


  Most people feared the criminal underworld, but those who found themselves in it were often society’s most vulnerable. They had to be arrogant and violent to stay afloat; otherwise, they’d find themselves dead. They were expendable. Sure, maybe it was partially their own fault, but it also meant they lived with constant anxiety. That anxiety bred panic, which made a person more impulsive. Before you knew it, you were living moment to moment because that was all you had. Fights between fellow members were constant.


  In his case, Herman eventually felt comfortable enough to walk the streets openly. After he began providing security for regular citizens, he even swapped intel with the local guard. These changes were ripples that stemmed from the top—and he knew exactly what had made the first impact.




  Chapter 7:
The Villainess Meets with the Troublesome Merchant


   


  IT WAS NOON by the time Claudia’s carriage arrived in Port Brenach. Since this place was a major trade hub, the roads were built wide for the frequent coming and going of carriages. The city central was close to the port, and there were apartments everywhere to accommodate the dense population.


  As their carriage pulled through the area, Claudia stared out at the buildings. The first floors were made of stone while the second floors were made completely of wood, with timber framing. The dark wooden beams that ran vertically and horizontally stood out starkly against the white painted walls.


  I suppose it’s not surprising that there’s only a tiny gap between each building.


  It was dangerous, though, given that wooden houses were quick to catch fire and crumble to ash. Even worse when there was such little space between neighbors. Still, there was no choice but to cram houses in close if that many people were to live there. Constructing the first floors with stone had been a smart countermeasure, since that was where the kitchens were located. A desperate one, to be sure, but better than nothing. Even so, people would have to carry lanterns to the second floor at night, which had no such preventative measures. Fire was a common threat that all populated cities had to worry about.


  A fully stone building came into view. It had brown marble pillars, which provided a beautiful contrast with the white accents on the exterior walls. This was the most famous hotel in all of Brenach.


  Their carriage came to a stop in front of the building. When they climbed out, Claudia asked that their driver rest the horses. With Ruki and Herman hot on her heels, she followed the red carpet through the lobby, where they quickly dealt with reception.


  This was the hotel Ruki had arranged for her so she could truly bathe, but she had used her new identity to tweak the reservation and claim a suite that took up an entire floor. She was planning to contact the merchant the children had mentioned. He would, in turn, probably try to investigate her background, and she needed to establish herself as someone successful and deep pocketed. Meeting the man in person would be the surest way to discern what he was about.


  Claudia offered a generous tip to the hotelier to coax information out of him. “I need to send some cargo overseas. I hear there’s someone who sends ships out pretty frequently. Do you have a name for me?”


  “Oh, if that’s what you’re looking for, Mr. Hugoth might be your best bet! He operates a shipping business.”


  “Hmm, do you mean the man with the impressively long mustache?” That had been his most eye-catching characteristic when she saw him earlier. She remembered a few other details as well, such as his blond hair, and communicated that to the hotelier to ensure they were referring to the same person.


  The hotelier smiled and nodded. “Yes, that’s definitely Mr. Hugoth. His office is in a storehouse on the harbor. Shall I call a carriage for you, my lady?”


  “Yes, please.”


  The hotelier tucked the bills she’d given him into his shirt pocket and bowed his head. Their interaction had been entirely transactional. She paid for what she wanted, and he gave it. Simple and clean.


  A new carriage pulled up in front of the hotel soon enough, and she climbed inside. She didn’t even need to notify the driver of her destination, since the hotelier had already told him as much.


  “They’ve got some good service,” Ruki said. “Makes sense why they’re so expensive.”


  “Yes,” Claudia agreed, “but you never know how cooperative a person is going to be. Seems like we were lucky this time.”


  Paying people off for information was a common tactic, but some were more pliable than others. As Claudia understood it, most people adapted their strategy based on the other person’s body language and microexpressions. Ruki was probably a master manipulator at this point.


  The carriage ferried her to a different part of the port, where the large ships docked. Hugoth’s company used a storehouse near their freighter to load and unload their cargo. The cargo could be conveyed to the warehouse district later for proper storage. Likewise, anything they brought in would be kept in the warehouse district before being moved to their temporary storehouse.


  Herman had been mostly silent throughout the day, but he took the opportunity to speak up. “Please be careful in this area. There’s been more altercations around here lately. I heard from my contact with the local guard that all the violence was between fellow crew members.”


  On the surface, Rose Garden’s personal security business was a separate entity from the syndicate itself. People in the area would know that these men were part of the organization, but the local guard would be more accommodating, since their work was completely legal. The guard was all about maintaining public safety, after all. Personal security firms could hold their own even if violence broke out, which meant less work for officials. And from what Herman had said, it sounded like they were on good enough terms to share information with each other.


  Ruki tilted his head. “Violence is supposed to be our specialty.”


  “These crewmen are no joke. They’ve got serious muscle,” said Herman.


  Fishing was a physically demanding job, but not as much as seafaring on a freight ship. These men were pure, hulking muscle. The moment they started getting violent, it was difficult to stop them.


  “They’ve got better tempers than most of our guys, though, since they’re working regular jobs,” Herman continued. “They don’t normally throw fists that easily.”


  The crewmen were respectable members of society and at least tried to uphold its rules. But lately, something had changed. Members of the local guard were being dispatched to deal with altercations that broke out in the afternoon hours.


  “We can handle a couple of them, but if things look too dicey, you need to run,” Herman told Claudia.


  “Yeah. We’ll take care of it,” Ruki said.


  Claudia finally realized why Bezel had chosen Herman. He understands his own limits. Where other people failed to make a calm assessment in such situations, overestimating their own strength, Herman was clear about what he could and couldn’t do. That was rare. Most would be too ashamed to admit it openly.


  She smiled, glad to have such capable people in her organization.


   


  ***


   


  The roads were even wider in this part of the port. Carriages could actually travel here, unlike the area Claudia had visited that morning, where she’d been forced to walk. She was able to stay in the carriage, which pulled away from the row of piers and into the section that housed the temporary storehouses. The rows of red-brick buildings were far more chaotic than the carefully measured plots of the warehouse district. In fact, some of the storehouses were made entirely of wood.


  At long last, they arrived at the office of this Hugoth the hotelier had told Claudia about.


  “There’s a holding area for carriages nearby. Please let me know when you’re done and I can take you back,” said the driver with a friendly smile, eager to be hired by her again. This was what happened when you tipped generously.


  “I think he just likes having you in his carriage,” said Ruki. Herman nodded in agreement.


  After alighting, Claudia surveyed their surroundings. The other storehouses had signboards indicating they had offices here too. Hugoth’s red-brick building had an enormous service entrance, but Claudia and her entourage entered through a regular door. A tinkling bell announced their arrival as they stepped up to the receptionist to express the nature of their visit. Claudia was afraid they might be turned away immediately, since they hadn’t made an appointment, but the receptionist ushered them right in.


  On the outside, this building resembled the warehouse Rose Garden used as its local base, but the inside couldn’t have been more different. There were no rooms on the first floor. The receptionist had a simple desk and chair right beside the door. The second floor was held up by pillars, but it looked more like a long and narrow shipping container that had been raised up as a makeshift addition to the building. It wasn’t very spacious.


  The receptionist guided them up the rustic metal staircase. When they passed through the door at the top, they found a nice sofa and a coffee table in front of it. The thin metal wall facing the storehouse interior had a large window, which gave Claudia a clear view of the company’s employees busy at work. The place was packed with large and small containers and wooden crates filled with all sorts of knickknacks stacked high. Small paths were kept clear for foot traffic so the workers could move cargo around when it was time to ship out.


  Farther inside was a worn wooden door; the receptionist approached and gave it a knock, calling for Hugoth. It creaked noisily as it swung open. Hugoth, the suspicious merchant, stepped out with a smile on his face. This was the man Sel and Michi had wanted to beat bloody.


  He looks the same as he did this morning.


  Judging by the subtle creases and wrinkles of his face, he was probably around forty years old. He was a broad-shouldered man with a belly on him. His blond hair was combed back, and his mouth was framed by an impressive mustache that hung long on the sides. He wore a white undershirt with a brown vest over it, complete with a wine-red necktie. His appearance was certainly unique enough to leave an impression. Other than that, Hugoth projected a certain level of confidence that was almost charming—if Claudia ignored the way his gaze dragged over her curves with unwanted appreciation.


  “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said. “The name is Hugoth. You must be Miss Lily, yes?”


  “Correct,” Claudia replied. “I can’t thank you enough for meeting with me despite the abruptness of my visit.”


  “Please, miss, what man in his right mind would turn away a lady as beautiful as yourself?” He motioned toward the sofa. “Have a seat.”


  At his prompting, Claudia sat primly on the middle cushion. Ruki and Herman stood behind her. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed an aroma pot sitting underneath the coffee table. It had obviously been used, though there was no incense left. The pot wasn’t worn enough to suggest frequent use, but there were some cinders in it. Most aroma pots used oil, so singe marks were the only easily identifiable sign of use.


  “As I hear it, you have some cargo you wish to ship. How much are we talking?” Hugoth asked her.


  “A few pieces of furniture. A large desk and chair. The desk is…let’s see. A little smaller than this room, I would say.”


  “I see, I see.” Hugoth nodded thoughtfully. “If it’s that large, smaller freight ships wouldn’t be able to accommodate it. Yes, I believe you made the right choice coming here, miss. I have a large freight ship at my disposal, after all. My ship can more than handle furniture of that size.”


  “Goodness, what a relief!” Claudia smiled and clapped her hands in delight, though she knew it wouldn’t be as easy as he made it seem.


  According to the children, Hugoth kept a tight schedule that busied his men constantly. A sudden request like hers would inevitably come with some conditions.


  Sure enough, Hugoth’s expression clouded. “Regrettably, I have another client who urgently requires my services. I’m afraid I’ll have to choose between you and them.”


  A lie, most likely, intended as leverage to hike up the price. Clothing shops often engaged in similar tactics. By telling a customer that a particular outfit was the last of its kind, they could create artificial scarcity to encourage the customer to make a purchase they might not have otherwise.


  “Fortunately, he’s here right now. Came to check the size of the container to ensure his item will fit. Perhaps this is fate! I’ll introduce you.”


  If this other customer did exist, Claudia had suspected him unjustly. She had no reason to refuse, so she followed Hugoth down to the first floor. The merchant must have spotted the customer in question from the window upstairs because he moved with confidence and purpose.


  “Mr. Yida! Do you have a moment?” Hugoth called to a man in a suit with sun-bronzed skin and a rugged appearance.


  The so-called Yida had a wax tablet in his hands, taking down notes. As Hugoth indicated, he seemed to be confirming the size of the container in front of him. An androgynous man either in his late teens or barely twenty stood beside him.


  Yida was covered in corded muscle, making his companion look that much smaller. He had dark-brown hair with slight waves and natural reddish highlights, tied neatly behind his head. He looked less like a merchant and more like a sailor. His upper arms were so thick, they looked like they might burst right out of his suit. They were perhaps even bulkier than Claudia’s thighs. She gauged him to be in his thirties, with a dusting of hair on his upper lip and chin that highlighted the handsome angles of his face, his eyes like twin garnets.


  “Hmm? If you’re planning to introduce me to that beauty there, you’re more than welcome,” Yida said in a low, husky voice. Something about him suggested an attractive kind of danger that no doubt made him popular with women.


  Hugoth quickly introduced them to one another and explained the issue of their competing demand for his services.


  “Interesting. You want to pit us against each other to drive up your prices?” Yida asked, not beating around the bush.


  “No, no! You make it sound so crude! I’m simply trying to be transparent about the situation.”


  Claudia agreed with Yida’s analysis. Not that she was terribly surprised; that was how merchants operated, after all. Her gaze wandered, eyes locking on to the androgynous man beside Yida. He had long green hair drawn into a ponytail and was wearing a suit. He had a handsome face and light indigo eyes that seemed to glower at everything he saw. The way his expression hardened suggested he recognized her as competition.


  Still, isn’t he being a bit too hostile about it? She could practically feel the hatred radiating from his gaze. It was poor manners considering that in different circumstances, for all this man knew, they might be able to work together.


  Yida didn’t seem to notice, too preoccupied with this worn-out wax tablet as he jotted down this new complication.


  With a self-satisfied smile, Hugoth glanced at Claudia and said, “If the price is too steep for you, Miss Lily, perhaps you could…pay me another way.” He gave her a suggestive look, eyes trailing down her body as he appreciated every inch of it. He was being so obvious about his interest that she was more exasperated than disgusted by it.


  “I don’t come cheap,” she told him. “If you cannot fulfill my request, I’ll go elsewhere.”


  Her attitude did nothing to discourage him. He responded smoothly, “You won’t find anyone else up to the task, but you can certainly try. I look forward to seeing you come back and beg me to take your order.”


  “And Mr. Yida, you haven’t looked elsewhere?”


  “Nope. Don’t know what else is available.”


  I wonder if that means he’s intent on using Hugoth’s services. The clipped way Yida responded implied as much. Claudia had assumed most merchants would want to gather information on the market before they chose to work with anyone, but perhaps Yida simply didn’t want to share his knowledge.


  Either way, staying any longer would serve no purpose. She sensed that Ruki was at the limit of his patience, so all the more reason to leave. Plus, Herman had slid in front of her and was trying to shield her from Hugoth’s constant leering.


  “I look forward to seeing you again, miss,” Hugoth said confidently.


  Claudia wasn’t sure how or why he was so confident she would return, but he remained as such until the very end of their interaction. She politely declined to have him see them off and departed the storehouse.


  “Well, we now know that he’s a crude and unpleasant man,” she said once they were safely outside.


  Ruki made a gagging noise. “Can’t believe a creep like that has any business at all!” Evidently, even other men found him intensely off-putting.


  “I am curious about this Yida, though.”


  “Truth be told, he strikes me more as somebody involved in the underworld than a merchant.”


  Yes, he had that air of danger about him that tended to attract women. The image of him carefully taking notes with his wax tablet smoldered in her mind.


  “By the way, Boss Lady, did you see what I saw?”


  “Aha, so you noticed it too.”


  They had both recognized that wax tablet. As much as Yida drew her interest, her true target was still Hugoth.


  “We going to head back now?” Ruki asked once they’d wrapped up their chat.


  “Hmm, yes, but I think we should stop somewhere for a bite to eat.”


  Herman chimed in, “If it’s food you’re after, there’s a place nearby that the crewmen frequent.” He explained that they had grilled fish, as well as fried fish sandwiches. “All their ingredients are fresh.”


  The fish were caught the same day, the vegetables and animal products freshly bought nearby.


  Claudia ate fresh vegetables regularly when she was at the estate in her family’s region. The ingredients at the capital weren’t necessarily of poor quality, but they couldn’t compare to eating produce picked from the vine that day. Together, they moved toward the stall in question, only for several dark silhouettes to approach them. Ruki and Herman stepped in front of Claudia, forming a wall.


  The group of men who approached had lecherous grins on their faces. They wore tank tops, their muscular arms covered in tattoos. Seafarers often had their arms tattooed to make their corpses more easily identifiable if they died at sea. At least, Claudia assumed that was the reason for all the ink on them.


  “Hey, wanna ride on our ship?” one asked. While they kept a wary distance from Ruki and Herman, their giddy grins stayed in place.


  Something feels off about them, Claudia thought. The men seemed a little out of it. Not drunk, though. It was different.


  Ruki managed to shoo them away, and the group smirked as they disappeared into Hugoth’s storehouse.


  “It looks like Sel and Michi were completely right about Hugoth and his business,” Claudia murmured.


  The children had noticed something strange about their fathers, hence their plan to attack Hugoth. Claudia wasn’t entirely certain of the cause, but the fact that Hugoth had suggested she use her body to pay for his services proved he wasn’t an honest merchant, at the very least.


  “Let’s have lunch before anything else upsetting happens,” Claudia said. People were never more susceptible to anger than when their stomachs were empty. Food was also important for recovering from mental exhaustion.


   


  ***


   


  After enjoying a fish sandwich at the food stall, Claudia returned to the collection of storehouses where Hugoth’s office was located. She wanted to ask around at the other shipping companies to see what they had to say. Before visiting Hugoth, she’d seen that others had signboards out advertising their services. She had no appointment with any of them, so she would just have to do walk-ins.


  Herman appreciated her proactiveness. “When I first met you, I pegged you for the sort who’d laze about at an expensive hotel,” he confessed.


  “Yeah, that fits her image better,” Ruki agreed. “And I guess I’d be fanning her with one of those oversized feather fans.”


  “I’m going to take that as a compliment,” Claudia said with good humor.


  She anticipated that half or more of the shipping companies would turn her away immediately without an appointment, but they were surprisingly willing to engage with her. It was probably in part because they were men.


  “He’s got an ulterior motive,” Ruki grumbled, brows drawn in a scowl to intimidate the first merchant she spoke to.


  Herman puffed his chest out to make himself look bigger. “You’re being rude,” he told the merchant.


  They rebuked him for his eagerness, a necessary evil. These men needed to understand what was in store for them if they tried anything untoward.


  Two buildings down from Hugoth was another merchant with an office of his own. He was in his late forties and smiled uncomfortably when he saw Claudia appear with her two vicious bodyguards.


  “You’re a beautiful lady. Your guards must have their work cut out for them,” the merchant said.


  “How kind of you to say,” Claudia replied evenly. “I actually came to inquire about your company’s freight schedule.”


  The man’s face clouded over. “As much as I wish I could help you out, miss, we’ve got our hands full. Ever since our kingdom took in those refugees, our schedules have been packed. I imagine it’s the same everywhere. No one’s got any room for new orders.”


  Not all the regions could fully provide for the refugees they had accepted without external assistance. A number of court nobles without regions of their own were paying for goods and sending money to assist. That alone had domestic trade booming, and the merchants shipping this sudden influx of goods couldn’t shirk their normal import and export work.


  “It’s overwhelming, but we’re grateful for all the work,” said the merchant.


  That explained why Yida had turned to someone like Hugoth for his request. Curious, Claudia asked about whether Yida had been by to make inquiries. She described his appearance to make it clear who she was referring to.


  “Mr. Yida, you say? No, haven’t talked to him.”


  Something about that didn’t sit right with her. It feels like Mr. Yida has no interest in anyone but Hugoth. And wouldn’t someone in his position normally ask around to weigh his options, the way she was right now? It was possible that he somehow knew Hugoth was the only person who might work with him.


  “I suppose I have no choice but to turn to Mr. Hugoth, then,” she mused aloud.


  “Oh, him?” The merchant frowned. “I wouldn’t recommend it. And not just because we’re competitors in the same industry.”


  “Would you mind elaborating a little further?”


  He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Sure, why not. Mr. Hugoth has distinguished himself as a successful businessman this past year. He’s famous for keeping a packed schedule and working his men to the bone. No way he’d be able to ship that much cargo out regularly if he didn’t.” That gave him the flexibility to accept more work, hence his being so receptive to Claudia. But the other merchants—this man included—didn’t think it would last long. “I’ll give him this: It’s impressive he was able to rebuild as much as he has after being hit by pirates.”


  “Pirates?” she echoed, surprised.


  “Heard he had all his cargo stolen, but the pirates released his crew. I think that’s about when he started his grueling employment practices. Probably trying to recover from the enormous losses he suffered.” With a sigh, the man continued, “Whatever the case, something eventually has to give when you push as hard as he does. He’s already got crewmen collapsing from exhaustion. The other merchants don’t think much of him, since good employees are hard to come by. An investment. He treats them like they’re disposable.” He clicked his tongue in disapproval.


  The man made a good point. He’d worked in this business a long time, from the sound of it, and he probably understood the importance of crewmen better than most.


  “Shipping times are affected by crewmen’s experience. You need veterans, but you also need to raise the younger generation to follow in their footsteps.”


  “You are absolutely right,” Claudia agreed.


  Freighters were enormous and required a substantial crew. Brenach had a large population, but not every person looking for work was equipped with the qualities to become a crewman.


  “Worst-case scenario, you could lose your cargo to the sea. If you can hack it, you might consider land transport instead. Though I imagine that’ll start getting clogged up too if things continue the way they’re going.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Haven’t you heard? About Duke Lindsay’s daughter?”


  Claudia flinched at the mention. She spread her fan out, holding it over her face to hide her reaction and maintained a calm facade. “Ah, you mean what happened in the capital.”


  “Yep. They say the young Lady Claudia is actually a witch. Something about her inciting revolts against the refugees in other regions to make her work in her own region look better. No clue if that’s true or not, but the revolts are definitely happening.” That meant that in other regions, the local residents were clashing violently with the refugees. “The saint claimed to have seen it herself. If the situation continues to degrade and trade freezes completely, it’ll destroy all of our businesses. We’re scared out of our minds.”


  “I can only pray that the situation resolves itself. If you don’t mind, may I have a bit more of your time?”


  Claudia took out a couple of bills to offer him, a reward for all the information he was giving her. She wanted to learn more about the latest allegations being levied against her. When she alluded that she would give him even more depending on what he offered, the man eagerly filled her in on everything he knew.


   


  ***


   


  When Claudia finally left that merchant’s storehouse, she tilted her head back to look up at the clear blue sky. There was so much information for her to digest.


  Ruki stroked his chin, equally pensive. “Seems there’s a lot more going on here than we first thought.”


  “This is the first I’ve heard of any revolts happening. And the saint is the one making those claims,” said Claudia. She was starting to understand the full story that Nigel had concocted against her. Black magic was only the beginning; he was pushing the notion that she’d used it as a gateway for greater evils.


  Fermina hadn’t made these claims when she first professed Claudia a witch in front of the grand cathedral. She had released the details in the days that followed. Word had already reached as far as Port Brenach—a reminder that the saint’s ability to disseminate information was unmatched. What Claudia feared most was starting to become reality.


  If rumors like this continue to spread, people will be convinced of my guilt. Proof would cease to matter if the common people staunchly believed she was pure evil. Ironically, while presenting herself as the perfect noble lady, she had been aiming to become the perfect villainess. But not like this.


  While she was lost in thought, Ruki said, “Why don’t we return to the hotel for now? The matter with Hugoth has nothing to do with these supposed revolts.”


  “True. Let’s head to the carriage waiting area.”


  He made a good point. They needed to focus on one issue at a time, and Hugoth was more immediate for her. The information about the revolts was valuable, but there was nothing she could do about it now. Still, it bothered her hearing people talk about her like this.


  Ruki is right. I need to separate the two. No sense confusing them.


  Unless…the two issues were actually connected.


  “I wonder if the issue with the refugees, followed by the news about the revolts, is the reason Sel and the other boys’ mothers refuse to stop their husbands from working themselves to exhaustion,” she said.


  “Ah, I get what you mean. They think their husbands need to work and earn money while they still can,” Ruki said.


  Hugoth would be similarly devastated if trade came to a standstill. If the freighters stopped moving, the crew members would lose their livelihood.


  Lowering his voice, Ruki added, “Hugoth might be using that fear against them. Or worse, he might be feeding into it.”


  “We should probably ask around with the crewmen to find out.”


  “Leave that to our men. They’ve probably got a tavern they frequent.”


  Claudia acquiesced to his suggestion with a silent nod. She couldn’t handle everything by herself.


  As they were leaving the port, Claudia happened to spot one of the faithful. The church is farther inland, isn’t it?


  “Hello,” she said casually. “What brings you to the harbor? Shopping?”


  “Hello. Oh, I’m just patrolling. There have been a lot of laborers collapsing from exhaustion lately. I came here to check in on them. The laborers refuse to turn to the church or the local doctors, so they suffer needlessly. We could prevent the worst of it if we could catch them before they reach their breaking point. That’s why I come all the way out here to the harbor.”


  “That’s tireless work,” Claudia acknowledged with full sincerity. “Say, are these ‘laborers’ crewmen for a shipping company, perchance?”


  “Oh. You know about the problem, then?”


  “I visited the harbor on business and happened to overhear something. It bothered me.”


  “Do those working in business have to push themselves to be successful?” the faithful wondered aloud, expression darkening. Their tone of voice suggested they had tried to persuade the crewmen not to sacrifice their health, only to be rebuffed by the crewmen’s insistence that they had to do this for their families. “I’ve appealed to Mr. Hugoth about this, but he’s helping transport goods we need for the refugees. None of us can afford for him to stop. I’m honestly at a loss for what to do.”


  “I can see why you’d feel so anxious.” There was real compassion in Claudia’s voice as she spoke. “Personally, I think a business where crewmen work themselves into the ground is unacceptable.”


  At the same time, she understood merchants would push themselves to do the impossible sheerly out of ambition. Idealism didn’t always have a place in reality.


  “I’m relieved to know that the faithful have their eye on the problem,” Claudia continued.


  “Yes, although if the problem continues to grow, the church will not be able to stand idly by. But he is paying his people properly, and until and unless the affected crew members make a complaint to us, there’s not much we can really do.”


  From Claudia’s point of view, Hugoth was a corrupt merchant—but without concrete proof of his misdeeds, she couldn’t lift a finger against him. There was nothing legally wrong with what Hugoth was doing, even though he was sacrificing his own crew members’ well-being by taking on too many requests. It would be seen as his employees’ responsibility for not fighting back or quitting.


  “It strikes me as a bit odd that no one has come to you,” Claudia said thoughtfully. “Seafarers tend to be deeply religious.” Their situation was so severe, it had caught the attention of the church. Yet they ignored it? Strange.


  Sailors labored under brutal conditions that instilled a deep respect for discipline. To maintain that rigid state of mind, they needed belief in a higher power. That was why sailors tended to be more passionate believers than the average citizen.


  “You’re right,” said the faithful. “They’ve been absent from church services more and more lately. It worries me.”


  What was going on? The more Claudia heard about Hugoth, the more she started to think this went a lot deeper than any of them realized.


  Claudia parted ways with the faithful and made her way to the waiting area for the carriages, where she spotted two familiar faces.


  “Oh, we meet again. I’m Yida, in case you don’t remember,” Yida said. “I’m a merchant by trade, which I figure you already know by now.”


  “Lily,” she said in return. “I’m a merchant as well.”


  Yida was friendly and engaging. He didn’t bother with excess formalities, which came across less as impolite and more as inviting.


  “This is your first time using a freighter to ship something, right? Don’t bother with him.” He was being vague, but they both knew he meant Hugoth. “He’s not for a beginner like you.”


  Claudia scrutinized him curiously. “And why do you think that?”


  “Why? Because…” He leaned forward, nose twitching in the air. “You and those guys you have with you don’t smell like the sea. What’s that floral scent you’ve got on you? Lilies? Way too classy for this.”


  He was right; Claudia had spent her life far away from the sea. The only person who gave Yida any pause was Herman, which was understandable because he’d worked around Port Brenach his entire life.


  “I can recognize when someone’s like me,” Yida added.


  “You’re an experienced seafarer, I gather,” said Claudia. “You’re absolutely correct—this is my first time transporting something by sea. Alas, it is my client’s request, and I have no other avenues open to me.”


  “Don’t even try it, seriously. You’ll lose out if you do. Surely you noticed the way he was checking you out, miss.”


  Of course she had. What woman wouldn’t have been thoroughly disgusted by Hugoth’s obvious ogling?


  “I have no intention of selling my body,” Claudia told Yida firmly.


  “Intention doesn’t always matter if a man wants to take,” he warned her in return. “Safest for you to stay away from him. I mean it. He’s scum.”


  “I appreciate the warning, but you forget that I’m a merchant as well. I do not back down so easily.” The way she spoke appealed to the cardinal rule of business: maintaining her clients’ trust in her. “More to the point: What, specifically, do you think is the problem with Mr. Hugoth?”


  “Specifically? That should be obvious. You’re aware of his reputation, aren’t you?”


  Her eyes flashed. “So you are too, then.”


  “You’re killing me with this back and forth, miss. I mean it when I say you could ruin your whole life if you aren’t careful here. Maybe I sound condescending, but I’m saying this for your own good.”


  Yida spoke the truth. Hugoth was a terrible man, from what little she’d seen and heard, and it would probably be wisest to pull out. Claudia, however, wasn’t about to take Yida’s word for it, not least because they were in direct competition for Hugoth’s business.


  She crossed her arms beneath her voluptuous chest and made it look like she was considering his words. The action drew Yida’s gaze straight to her breasts. “If it’s money you’re after, I will pay. Won’t you back down for me?” She spoke in a sweet voice as she peered up at him entreatingly. What she really wanted to know was how set Yida was on this deal with Hugoth.


  Before Yida could answer, his companion huffed an irritated sigh and said, “There you go, using your body.” It was the young androgynous man who had been with Yida earlier. He snorted at her derisively.


  “He’s the one who looked. She didn’t make him!” Ruki snapped back.


  For her part, Claudia was completely aware of what she’d done. That was why the young man’s attempts at derision didn’t affect her. He’d stated the truth. It was a poor choice to denigrate me. This would shame the person who’d done the looking more than it would shame her for encouraging it.


  Yida’s face fell, as Claudia had anticipated. He scratched his chin. “Ches, knock it off. It was my fault.”


  “Why?” Ches demanded. “You have nothing to apologize for, Yida. This woman’s the one who was using her body to—”


  “I said stop,” Yida cut in, firm and unyielding. Anger bled into his voice. He bowed his head in apology to Claudia. “My apologies. That was crude of me, especially after what you experienced earlier.”


  “You haven’t upset me,” Claudia assured him. “I’m accustomed to receiving men’s attention. Though I will agree that Mr. Hugoth was a bit too obvious in his interest.” Claudia could appreciate a man with a conscience—one who knew his gawking was impolite. Moreover, the androgynous fellow named Ches had been correct in his accusation. She had used her physical allure to gain the advantage in their negotiation; Yida owed her nothing.


  He’s a good man to apologize anyway. Yida pretended not to notice that she had done it on purpose, putting the fault on his own shoulders. He understood how to avoid causing other people shame.


  “As enticing as your proposal is,” Yida said, returning to the original topic, “I don’t make promises I can’t keep.”


  “A good rule to live by,” she said appraisingly.


  “Just don’t want to disappoint people. Oh, this here is Chestier,” he said, mentioning to the man beside him. Claudia gathered that “Ches” was an affectionate nickname. “He’s my secretary. A bit headstrong, I’ll admit. That’s why I normally handle social interactions myself.” He mussed Chestier’s hair. “Go on, introduce yourself.”


  Chestier’s lips thinned into a taut line.


  In the wake of his silence, Yida’s voice turned gruff. “She has better etiquette than you do.”


  “Chestier,” he finally blurted out reluctantly. “And you don’t fool me.”


  There was a hostile gleam in those light indigo eyes. It made sense now why Yida normally handled social interaction and didn’t bother introducing his secretary.


  I wonder what he’d do if he was dealing with an aristocrat. If a commoner upset someone in the upper class, they couldn’t complain no matter how severely they were punished. Perhaps Chestier thought of Claudia as an enemy trying to wrest Hugoth’s deal from them, but he was being far too foolish with his words. While she’d assumed the identity of Lily, a fellow commoner, there was no way for them to know whether she had contacts among the aristocracy. What if she had a duke’s backing? There was no telling whom they might piss off by treating her this way. I suppose he’s still learning.


  Yida treated Chestier more like a son than a subordinate.


  Mollified, Ruki backed down and didn’t say anything more.


  “Tch, you brat,” Yida said with a sigh. “I’ll give him an earful later. For now, just keep in mind that Hugoth is bad news. The sort who thinks the end always justifies the means.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” she promised.


  That was the end of their conversation. Claudia and her two bodyguards watched as Yida and Chestier disappeared into their own carriage.


  “Why’s that Chestier guy sound so feminine?” Ruki said as soon as they were gone.


  Chestier was definitely male, judging by his build and the bulge of his Adam’s apple. His voice was also too low to be a woman’s even though he purposefully pitched it higher.


  “It’s probably just who he is,” Claudia said off-handedly.


  Ruki was struggling with it because, though he was exposed to people from all walks of life in the red-light district, Chestier was different. “I don’t get the feeling he likes men or that he wants to be a woman. Huh. Is he just like Lestea? Is that it?”


  Lestea was still very much a woman even though she preferred men’s attire. Women tripped over themselves to show her their favor. Whether Lestea was sexually or romantically interested in them or not, Claudia didn’t know. She didn’t particularly want to.


  “That’s certainly possible.”


  “Lestea’s a bit of a freak too, in her own way. You’ve got a knack for attracting weirdos, Boss Lady. Bet this guy will also take a liking to you eventually.”


  Something about the way he said it suggested he considered Sylvester one of those “weirdos” as well. He wouldn’t be too pleased to be lumped in with Lestea. She could picture him now. His expression would be warm as ever, but the light would disappear from his eyes.


  It had only been a few days since Claudia last saw Sylvester, and already she missed him. When they were in that waiting room at the grand cathedral, they had been so sure that her commitment to purification would end soon. She could still hear his voice and the longing in it as he said, “Just a little longer.” He’d held a freshly bloomed spring iris, twirling it between his fingers as if to distract himself.


  Claudia ached to return to that moment, when the passion and tension had smoldered between them, their desire for each other mutual. Those strands of hair like silver moonlight, those eyes like molten gold. Remembering his affection, his yearning for her and her alone, made her swallow back a heated sigh threatening to spill out. At the same time, her stomach roiled with the reality that she couldn’t be with her beloved right now.


  Before she let herself wallow in anguish, she shifted her attention back to Ruki.


  “Surprised you didn’t lose your cool,” Ruki told her. “Doesn’t it get under your skin when someone gives you an attitude?”


  “I’m not invincible, but I focus on analyzing any insults objectively without letting them affect me.”


  During her brothel days, there were some clients who felt superior by denigrating those beneath them. If one didn’t quickly develop a thick skin, they wouldn’t last long. Analyzing the other person was Claudia’s coping mechanism. It was also helpful in identifying one’s character, based on what they said and how they acted. Her client would usually tire themselves out and calm down in the meantime. If she could successfully read them, she would be able to manipulate them.


  Those skills have been indispensable in high society.


  There were unsavory people in all levels of society. Everything she’d learned in her brothel days applied to aristocrats as well as clients. People were more direct about their desires at brothels. In high society, they tended to hide them. The latter were subsequently more difficult to scrutinize, but understanding humans’ fundamental desires offered significant advantages.


  “So instead of reacting, you use the moment to look for exploitable weaknesses, huh?”


  “I would prefer to frame it as psychological evaluation,” Claudia said.


  “And? Did you get anything from Chestier?”


  “I have too little information to go off of to make any conclusive insights, but he certainly hates me specifically. I wonder if there’s something about my appearance.” He’d glared at her with open animosity from the moment he saw her in Hugoth’s storehouse. Claudia got the feeling it wasn’t purely because they were in competition with each other.


  “You’re a beautiful woman,” Ruki assured her.


  “Thank you, but Chestier doesn’t appear to see me that way.”


  Yida knew exactly what sort of person Chestier was and kept him around anyway. There had to be some hidden advantages Chestier provided that outweighed the obvious disadvantages. Or perhaps Yida was simply confident he could deescalate any trouble Chestier caused. Claudia was as curious about Yida as ever, but she had bigger problems right now. Namely, how he’d gone out of his way to warn her off.


  “Do you think he was trying to scare me because he didn’t want the competition?” Claudia asked Ruki, wondering if he’d sensed anything other than brutal honesty from the merchant. Ruki was better at reading people than she was.


  “Nah. Didn’t look to me like he was lying at all. And we know thanks to those kids that there’s something fishy about Hugoth. Boss Lady, I think there’s a bigger problem going on here.”


  “Hugoth’s competitors agreed he’s driving his men too hard, and they don’t think much of him. Perhaps we should look more into these working conditions and how he’s pushing his crew.”


  The faithful she’d spoken with earlier didn’t seem to think there was enough cause for the church to intervene. Claudia needed to ascertain whether that was true.


  As she breathed out a sigh, an evening breeze swept through her long ivory hair. Before she knew it, the sky had turned orange above her.


  “Will you be riding back to the hotel, miss?” asked the driver who had brought her here earlier, sitting on his bench of his carriage.


  In lieu of a response, she offered him a bright smile.




  Chapter 8:
The Merchant Scolds His Subordinate


   


  “YOU SHOULD BE GRATEFUL that Miss Lily is such a magnanimous woman,” Yida grumbled to his secretary the moment took his seat inside the carriage.


  “Screw that. It’s your fault for insisting we go talk to her at all.” Chestier showed no indication he felt he’d done anything wrong.


  Yida sighed at him. Chestier was skilled at accounting, but he had absolutely no social skills.


  “You were just as bad last night. Acting like a lovestruck moron over that courtesan, saying crap like ‘Ewelina, my sweet!’”


  Yida’s jaw dropped. “She’s the highest-ranking courtesan at that brothel! I brought you with me because I felt bad enjoying the girls there all by myself!”


  “I ended up alone regardless.”


  “Because you told them directly that you hate unintelligent-looking women, which pissed all the courtesans off!”


  Ewelina had passed through without giving Yida a second glance. Yida had instead spent his time chatting up a different girl, who was compatible enough with him that he chose her for the night.


  After I was done and returned to the lobby, Ches was just standing there all by himself. Scared the crap outta me. Yida figured instantly that Ches had done something outrageous. When the proprietor explained what had happened, Yida apologized profusely and offered extra money to placate them. The proprietor planned to buy the working girls some sweets to share with his apology funds.


  “Ches, your personality is exactly why you can’t make any friends.”


  “I don’t need a friend who can’t understand me to begin with.”


  Chestier had been considered a child prodigy in his hometown, better than any adult at mathematics. Now, at eighteen, he was on the same level as most scholars and had proven invaluable to Yida. The downside was his inability to follow basic social conventions. He was attractive enough, if only he could shut up. Yida hoped that eventually Chestier would one day be able to function without his constant oversight.


  “You were no different today with Lily,” Chestier continued. “You know she was looking down on you, and you let her do it anyway.”


  “It’s a man’s job to let a lady have her way with him.”


  “I don’t want to suffer losses because of something so trivial! She made her way in the world by using her body to her advantage. I can tell by looking at her. What is there to like about a woman like that?”


  Yida let out a long, exaggerated sigh. “Don’t judge a book by its cover. Besides, timing is key even when using your body the way she did.”


  Being provocative right out of the gate lowered the value of what was being offered. Lily had judged the timing perfectly. She had casually, almost effortlessly, guided his gaze to her chest right in the middle of their conversation.


  “She refused Hugoth’s offer, didn’t she?” Yida reminded Chestier.


  “Once,” Chestier said bitterly.


  “She knows how to negotiate. Why don’t you try to look at people’s strengths instead of searching for their flaws?”


  “So you say, but there’s no point in involving ourselves with her to begin with,” said Chestier. “We’re after Hugoth. Splitting our attention would decrease our efficiency.”


  Yida’s thick arm shot out and locked around Chestier’s head. “Here’s a lesson for you: The world isn’t simple addition and subtraction like it is in your stuffy head.”


  “Hey, knock it off!” Chestier griped, trying to escape.


  “Hold up, listen to me,” Yida said with authority. His low, husky voice was so captivating that he could probably offer to sing at a tavern in exchange for free drinks. He used that to his full advantage, speaking as slowly and carefully as if he were reciting a wise saying. “You have nothing to lose by acquainting yourself with a good woman.”


  He had only met Chestier in the first place because he knew the lad’s mother. Chestier’s father had passed away early in his life, leaving the boy and his mother behind. She had given her all to support and cover for her son and his brutal honesty. Thinking about her rekindled Yida’s motivation to turn Chestier into a functioning adult. Yida was sincere about that.


  Chestier finally pried Yida’s arm off. He looked lean and frail, but not for lack of exercise. Beneath his clothes, he was all lean muscle. It just wasn’t as obvious as it was with Yida.


  “And because of your penchant for women, you waste far too much money,” Chestier huffed.


  “A necessary expense.”


  “I will not count those as acceptable expenses.”


  “Oh, come on,” Yida whined. “Help a man out!”


  “Absolutely not. We’d have a mutiny on our hands if I entertained your frivolity.”


  Yida couldn’t risk that. Chestier wasn’t the only physically capable subordinate he had to deal with; the rest of his men were much beefier, and a mutiny was the last thing he needed.


  “All joking aside,” Yida said, changing the subject, “what’ll we do tonight? It’d be awkward to return to the same brothel.”


  “You’re going out to the red-light district again? Count me out.”


  “I could invite Miss Lily out to an apology dinner.”


  “Not happening.”


  “Won’t know if I don’t try.”


  Rumor had it that Lily was at one of the two high-class hotels in the city. A woman that beautiful didn’t walk around without gossip at her heels. Even the hotelier kept tight-lipped, maintaining his silence on behalf of his clients.


  Perhaps Yida should have invited her to join him in his carriage. He was gazing absently out the window as he entertained these thoughts when he spotted a group of boys peering around suspiciously, moving with a strange uncertainty. It was dusk, but they very clearly weren’t headed home. Yida called out to his driver and insisted they stop.


  “Hey, kids,” Yida called out. “What’re you doing out here? It’s getting late.”


  The one Yida assumed to be the eldest answered, “Oh, um, we’re looking for someone. A Miss Lily. Do you know of her?”


  Yida and Chestier exchanged surprised looks before the secretary blurted out, “What? Did she deceive you lot too?”


  “Don’t speak ill of Miss Lily!” the little girl with the three boys barked at him. “She’s trying to help our daddies!” She’d reacted instantly to the scorn in Chestier’s eyes. The girl seemed to be the younger sister of the oldest boy.


  Yida held a hand out to quiet Chestier and continued, “Something going on with your fathers? Is this Miss Lily you refer to an incredibly beautiful woman with white hair?”


  “That’s her! Are you acquainted with her, old-timer?”


  Old-timer! The term was like a dagger carving out his chest, but Yida managed to nod all the same. Perhaps he did seem old to a girl who was probably only ten or so. “I actually just spoke with her a little while ago.”


  “Was she okay?”


  “Yes. More than okay.”


  The girl peeled her gaze from Yida to consult the boys. “Then that means she’s all right, doesn’t it?”


  “Aren’t you looking for her because you want to see her?”


  “Well, yes, but we don’t want to get in her way,” said the girl.


  “And she’s doing something to help your fathers out?” Yida asked, trying to coax more information out of them.


  The girl opened her mouth to answer, but her older brother cut her off. “Michi, she said to keep it a secret.”


  “Oh, right! Sorry, old-timer. We’ll be off, then!” She and the boys scurried away. Evidently, knowing Lily was all right was more than enough.


  “Locals, judging by the looks of them,” said Yida.


  “What’s going on?” Chestier demanded. “They said she was ‘helping’ their fathers.”


  “No clue.”


  Lily had to be a wealthy merchant to afford such a high-class hotel. But those children, from what Yida could tell, looked to be the children of sailors. He couldn’t see a connection between them and someone like Lily.


  “She’s probably deceiving them, as I said,” Chestier insisted.


  “If she was going to deceive anyone, she’d pick someone with deep pockets. Not a group of kids. We should keep an eye out, though.”


  “She’s definitely suspicious.”


  “I’m sure she’d say the same of us. But if she really is trying to help those kids’ fathers, then…”


  He let his voice trail off. Then she’s not just a beautiful woman—she’s way better than that.




  Chapter 9:
The Villainess Stands Tough Against the Encroaching Darkness


   


  BY THE TIME Claudia returned to her suite at the hotel, darkness had already fallen. Herman stood alert inside the room, near the door. Bezel had appointed other members of the organization to stand guard outside. She was thoroughly protected.


  Claudia removed her wide-brimmed hat and sank onto the couch near the window. She had picked this room for its beautiful nighttime view. The streetlamps kept the area aglow. Light poured out of dozens of windows all over, breathing life into the city even at this late hour. Meanwhile, the shore was probably painted in complete darkness, which was strange to think about. There would be shadows there that she hadn’t witnessed during the day.


  Ruki stayed in his disguise, much like she had, as he likewise sagged into the couch. Since no one else was listening in, he returned to his usual way of speaking. “’Kay, so let’s see if I’ve got this straight. We’re still focusing our attention on Hugoth, right?”


  “Yes. There’s nothing we can do about what’s going on in the capital.” Hugoth was the only problem she could actually deal with. As Sel and Michi had rightly pointed out, there was something fishy going on. “We know for certain now that Hugoth is overworking his crewmen.”


  “Yeah. The other merchants and even that faithful you talked to said as much.”


  “The issue is that he is paying them, and none of the crew members have complained about mistreatment. We can’t take action without any proof. The authorities will say it’s up to the crew members to decide what they’re willing or unwilling to take.”


  Ruki nodded slowly. “And something strange is goin’ on with the crew.” He was referring to the men who’d approached them when they left Hugoth’s storehouse. Their lecherous smiles weren’t out of the ordinary, but she got the sense they hadn’t been in their right minds.


  “Sel and Michi said their father doesn’t really respond when they try to talk to him.”


  “First things first, we gotta chat with someone involved. I’ll figure out which one of our guys can infiltrate their ranks and set it up.” Considering the hour, the crewmen were probably off to the tavern right about now. Ruki immediately ordered one of the men to check it out.


  “Perhaps this is completely unrelated to the issue at hand, but I doubt Hugoth is transporting any relief supplies for the refugees.”


  The faithful they had spoken with seemed to believe Hugoth was involved in relief goods transport, but Claudia knew better. Each nation was being forced to figure out how to support all the refugees it had been sent. In fact, the national administration was stuck overseeing the transport of goods. Sylvester had complained about it to her.


  “If the government were hiring merchants to assist in shipping, it would have a copy of that merchant’s transport schedule. Overworking crewmen could result in a disaster and all the supplies ending up at the bottom of the sea. The government would shoulder the blame, since it would’ve been aware of the situation beforehand.”


  “Huh, okay. So if Hugoth was actually working for the government, he wouldn’t be doing those impossible schedules.”


  Claudia nodded. “He probably just tried to reach for a plausible excuse to dismiss the faithful’s concerns.”


  Had this been any other region, one might reasonably assume that Hugoth was bribing the local authorities to overlook his corrupt work practices. Port Brenach, however, was under the direct control of the royal family. They had their own representative stationed to oversee local politics. If he did well, his career was assured when he eventually returned to the capital. There was no reason for him to risk his future taking a little bit of money under the table, especially not here. The royal family’s own regions were supposed to set an example for the rest of the kingdom; they wouldn’t show mercy if an official they appointed was found to be accepting bribes.


  When Claudia explained as much, Ruki said, “Makes sense. Can’t discount it completely, though. Could be that all this is connected somehow. We’ll keep it in the back of our minds for now. Anything else that stood out to ya?”


  “Yida’s warning.”


  “Yeah, and that annoying brat he’s dragging along with him.”


  “Actually,” Claudia interjected, “I think he just lacks social experience more than anything.”


  Still, Chestier’s attitude was annoying, so she could see why Ruki had brought him up. He reminded her of how she had been during her first timeline, before going off to the brothel.


  “At any rate, he went out of his way to genuinely warn me off even though I have you and Herman to look after me.”


  “Yeah, guess that is odd. As long as you’ve got us with ya, you don’t have to worry about anything bad happenin’.”


  “Technically, it would be possible to temporarily overwhelm you with sheer numbers, which would put me in danger…but does Hugoth strike you as a man who’d go that far?”


  The other merchants in the area considered Hugoth an eyesore. They weren’t making moves to get rid of him because they knew he was on the path to ruin. It was just a waiting game for them.


  “I don’t think the other merchants, or the church for that matter, would leave him alone if he was very obviously committing crimes,” said Claudia.


  Perhaps the church wouldn’t resort to an inquisition of him, as they had with her for her supposed crimes, but he would be reported to the local authorities.


  “Which means Yida knows something we don’t about Hugoth, right?” Ruki surmised, looking to her for confirmation.


  “I definitely sense there’s something worse going on with Hugoth from his crude request for me to offer my body for his services.” As if it wouldn’t end with just one night in bed. “Though I think the biggest mystery is why these crewmen feel so obligated to take on so much work to the point that they would ignore the church’s warnings.”


  Perhaps the political climate and the future of the industry showed some instability, but these men weren’t presently desperate for money. Their own families were concerned about their well-being and recommending rest. What would drive them to ignore that and continue to push themselves? Whatever it was, the reason for Yida’s concern and the problem with the crew members were inextricably linked with Hugoth.


  “Okay, I’ll investigate it. You hop in the bath or whatever and relax in the meantime.”


  “What about dinner?” Claudia asked.


  “I’ll figure something out. I think it’s about time you had some time to yourself, yeah?”


  Ever since she escaped the church’s escort to the Holy See, Ruki had been glued to her side. He probably wanted some time to himself as well.


  Ruki didn’t wait around. He secured a black cloak over his shoulders. It swallowed him up, much as the night did once he stepped out the door. His time was his own now.


   


  ***


   


  Claudia followed Ruki’s suggestion and washed all the sweat from her skin. Afterward, she used room service for her dinner. When all was said and done, she found herself anxious for a bit of tea and made her own as she settled down on the couch. The aroma reminded her of how much time she’d spent trying to learn how to steep tea for Virgil after she first awoke in this second timeline. She could still remember his face, those blue eyes identical to her own crinkling at the edges as he complimented her and called her tea delicious. It had been a calculated move on her part, to get her brother to loosen up with her. Their relationship was different now; he was her beloved elder brother, genuinely irreplaceable to her.


  She cradled the piping hot cup in her hands.


  Maybe her thoughts kept wandering to the past because she was alone. Or was it because her fingers and toes felt numb even though she should’ve been perfectly warm in here?


  The situation is just getting worse and worse. Had she made the right call in not returning to her family’s estate? Should she have shown herself in front of the people instead of hiding out? Not only had the plans for their own region been ruined at this point, she was being blamed for revolts occurring in other regions as well. She could picture people whispering about it in the capital as if it were fact rather than unsubstantiated rumor, and she curled in on herself.


  A breathy sigh slipped from her lips. She was lonely. Missing her family, friends, and Sylvester. Heat built behind her eyes. She struggled to hold it in, but her trembling voice escaped unbidden. “What do I do?”


  Claudia didn’t know. What was the right answer? The wrong one?


  The shadows in the room seemed to grow. Tendrils of darkness stretched toward her, seizing her ankles. She knew she was imagining it, and she shook her head vigorously to drive the image away.


  “Get it together,” she chided herself, putting her cup down to give her own cheeks a smack. Was she seriously going to throw herself a pity party right now?


  Claudia forcefully shut off her endlessly spinning thoughts. She needed to focus on reality, on the things immediately in front of her.


  “There’s a problem in front of me that I need to fix,” she reminded herself.


  The witch trial was one such problem, but there was also the promise she’d made to these children. Those boys who’d blushed when she met their gaze. Sel, whom Ruki had repeatedly teased, much to the amusement of his friends and little sister. Together, the four had joined hands to save their fathers. Claudia couldn’t let her own despair swallow her up, not when they were counting on her.


  “I need to keep my head up.” She lifted her chin with great effort. It wasn’t like she was entirely alone. Herman was keeping a low profile, but he was by the door; and there were other members of Rose Garden right outside. They were all protecting her. She had more people supporting her at this moment than she realized.


  “It’s no time for a pity party.”


  Sel and Michi were waiting for good news. It would be better if it was just a disagreement between the fathers and their children. That the men are working hard for their own reasons and that’s all.


  But based on what information they already had from their first day, something about Hugoth was fishy indeed.


  Ruki had told her to take it easy, but if she just sat around, she was likely to get trapped in her own thoughts again and imagine the worst. She had to find something else she could do.


  “Oh, right. There’s a brothel in this city, isn’t there?”


  Since this region was directly controlled by the royal family, the brothel had to be government-run. Claudia stood and requested her Rose suit be brought to her immediately.


  I can’t rely solely on my Lily persona for this.




  Chapter 10:
The Villainess Taps Her Cane


   


  LATE THAT NIGHT, a hard tap echoed at the entrance of the brothel. A woman with a cane in one hand introduced herself as Rose to the receptionist.


  “W-wait just a moment, please!”


  Claudia was caught a bit off guard by the panicked attitude of the receptionist, but she didn’t have long to ponder it; the proprietress soon came out to greet her. The woman’s face was a veritable puddle of wrinkles. As soon as she reached Claudia, she bowed her head.


  “I’ve heard the rumors about you. It’s a great honor to be able to meet you in person, my lady.”


  Claudia studied her. “You don’t suspect I’m an impostor?”


  “Rumor has it that Lady Rose has a rare dignity about her that is overwhelming at a glance. If you’re an imposter, then it’s our fault for falling for it.” The woman grinned. “I won’t complain.”


  No need to press the issue further, then. Claudia was surprised that rumors about her efforts at improving the working conditions for sex workers had reached this far.


  I didn’t think word about me would ever go past the capital’s red-light district.


  She also hadn’t imagined most proprietors (or proprietresses) would be pleased about her poking her nose in and forcing changes to their business practices.


  The old woman kept her head bowed politely as she guided Claudia to the room of their top-rated courtesan.


  “Doesn’t she already have a client?” Claudia asked.


  “Better to interrupt her than to skip introducing you and endure her ire later. All of us have enjoyed the stories of your bravery.” She was referring to the time Claudia stepped in and drove out an entitled aristocrat who was giving one of the courtesans grief. Unfortunately, there were clients like him everywhere. Claudia wasn’t sure how to feel about being praised for something that seemed so basic.


  There’s still so much left to do to make things better, she thought to herself.


  The door they arrived at was obviously different from the others in the building. The door frame was a creamy white, while some ivory-colored material coated the surface. There was diamond stitching in it, which reminded her of the sort used frequently on luxurious couches and beds.


  The proprietress explained, “This is the entrance to the dream. The fantasy is up to each individual client. Now come, enjoy Ewelina’s world.”


  When the door opened, a woman was already standing there with a full smile on her face. “A pleasure to meet you, Lady Rose. My name is Ewelina. I am the top-ranked courtesan at this establishment.”


  Someone had probably rushed to notify Ewelina while Claudia was busy speaking to the proprietress at reception. It was a bit amusing to imagine a messenger boy making a mad dash behind the scenes to deliver the message.


  Ewelina looked to be the same age as Claudia, or perhaps a little older. She had bright orange hair that framed her beaming face and a subtle blush on her cheeks. Her hair had slight waves and was voluminous enough that it billowed around her. It reminded Claudia of the puffy sleeves on some dresses. Her shoulders were fully exposed. Ewelina was wearing a light, yellowish-green mermaid gown that made her look exactly like one of the fairy-tale creatures it was designed to evoke.


  The wallpaper covering the walls inside the room was aqua blue. The place was well furnished, with large decorative plants carefully positioned throughout. I wonder if they were trying to give guests the impression of being underwater. There was no overt fish imagery in the room, just the colors subtly suggesting the sea.


  She has a good eye for aesthetics. A room was a representation of its owner’s intentions. It was a glimpse of the true skill of a woman who had climbed to the number-one spot at such a young age.


  Claudia took a seat on the couch near the wall. It had the same ivory upholstery as the surface of the door.


  Ewelina settled in beside Claudia, her gaze heated and passionate. “I almost didn’t believe you really existed,” she said. “This is like a dream.”


  “I could say the same. I’ve never met someone as beautiful as an actual mermaid,” Claudia said in kind. She met Ewelina’s orange eyes, the same beautiful shade as her hair, and smiled. The other woman flushed, peeking up at Claudia with a look of temptation. Claudia had to remind herself not to be fooled by Ewelina’s coquetry.


  Ewelina seemed to be only half serious, but that was for the best. It meant that there was something genuine there. The fact that Claudia was nearly seduced despite knowing better was a testament to Ewelina’s abilities. Claudia had assumed she’d built up some resistance, thanks to her time with the other veteran courtesans at Flower Bed. She’d been wrong. If she wasn’t careful, she could end up in bed with this woman.


  Why does everyone have to tempt me so? She understood that this was part of the job, but for any courtesan, not having to sleep with a customer was always preferable.


  Ewelina’s hair hung thick around her face. It looked like it might be in the way, so Claudia reached forward, fingertips hovering a hair’s breadth from Ewelina’s skin as she traced the outline of her face, gently tucking a lock behind her ear. This let her see Ewelina’s face a little better—and, misreading the gesture, Ewelina closed her eyes in anticipation.


  “Sorry,” Claudia said. “Did I lean in too close?” That was probably why Ewelina had assumed a kiss was forthcoming; Claudia apologized even though Ewelina was the one who’d leaned in first.


  “Aw, that’s cruel,” Ewelina complained, her blush-colored cheeks puffing in frustration. It was clear she wasn’t actually angry. She was being playful. “You’re infamous for your impregnable defenses, Lady Rose. But still, even so…couldn’t you at least give me a little chance?”


  “You’re plenty beautiful and charming. I’m tempted to take a bite right out of these lovely cheeks,” Claudia purred.


  “Ooh! But you aren’t actually going to do anything, are you?”


  Instead of responding, Claudia patted her softly on the head. This was normally demeaning to prideful women, but Ewelina was the sort who enjoyed being pampered. Or perhaps she was merely playing the part. Either way, Claudia owed her an appropriate response.


  As expected, Ewelina didn’t seem displeased by it; she leaned into Claudia’s touch. “I’ll forgive you if you keep stroking my head.”


  That much, Claudia could do.


  Pleased, Ewelina let out a gleeful giggle as she looped an arm around Claudia’s. Her voluminous tresses tickled Claudia’s hand. “You enjoy conversation as well, don’t you?”


  “I do. Will you share what you have with me?”


  “Of course. Oh! Do you like milk chocolate, Lady Rose? A delivery man came bearing chocolates for me a moment ago.” She produced a small, carefully wrapped box.


  “I like them. But those are yours, Ewelina.”


  “Our establishment hands them out to all of us, so no need to hold back on my account. Although if you are going to eat them, I want you to call me Ewa from now on.”


  “All right. Ewa it is, then.”


  She let out a squeal of delight, pulling her arm away to cup her own cheeks.


  I wonder what exactly she’s heard about me. Rumors were often greatly exaggerated. Claudia would have to do her utmost not to betray whatever expectations Ewelina had of her.


  “Oh! Actually, speaking of this chocolate, we had the most insufferable customer yesterday. Not someone so dreadful that we’d need you to save us from them, you understand. Just a bit of a pest, if you’re willing to listen to me complain.”


  “By all means, go ahead,” said Claudia.


  It was a pair of customers, apparently.


  “First-timers are allowed to choose any of the girls in the lobby. We have portraits down there that they can choose from. Our younger girls and any who need new clients will entertain them in the meantime.”


  That was generally the system at all brothels. An appointment was required ahead of time for the most popular girls, and they cost an exorbitant sum.


  “One of them was this buff guy—older than me but not old old—and he, at least, had some common sense. He found a girl he liked fairly quickly, and they went off to her room together. The issue was the other customer he brought along with him. A younger man with a beautiful face, but the first thing he said was that he hated ‘unintelligent-looking women’!” Ewelina threw her hands up. “All the girls were flabbergasted!”


  She mimicked their reactions, eyes going wide and mouth dropping open.


  “But,” she went on, “we have customers sometimes who want intelligent conversation and engagement from us. We offered to call one of the girls who could offer this to him. Then he had the audacity to tell us that we obviously weren’t using our heads in the first place if we were working at a brothel! Isn’t that completely uncalled for?!”


  “Absolutely, not to mention it shows his complete lack of understanding of women in general,” Claudia responded. Chestier’s face immediately popped into her head, but she dismissed the possibility. Too much of a coincidence.


  “I knew you would agree with me! He was a customer, so there wasn’t much we could do about it. We simply kept our distance. He refused to leave, though, and waited patiently for his friend to return. That part, at least, was kind of cute.”


  She went on to say that this was how they all wound up with the chocolate; the first man had apologized profusely when the proprietress explained the situation and paid for these treats. “I understand everyone has their own individual perspectives, but how rude! I suppose the one good thing is that it gave me something to talk about with you.”


  “He had some nerve calling you unintelligent when I can see how shrewd you really are.”


  “Is that a compliment?” Ewelina asked, curious.


  “Absolutely. Being resilient enough to bounce back from a situation is a skill. Not everyone can do that.”


  Wallowing in misery only made one’s mental health take a sharp nosedive, especially when working at a brothel.


  “Could you just stroke my head? That’s easier to understand,” said Ewelina.


  Claudia obliged her, giving her the requested caress.


  “You know exactly how to touch a person—firm but gentle, and exactly where it’s most effective. It feels amazing.”


  “Really?” Claudia asked absent-mindedly.


  “Really. There’s nothing unpleasant about it. Normally, when someone touches me for the first time, I find myself tensing up—but not with you. With you, I want you to touch me more.” With a sly smile, Ewelina added, “You’re welcome to touch more than my head.”


  When Claudia didn’t respond, she groaned in frustration. “You’re a tough nut to crack! Don’t you have anything to share with me? Complaints, or anything. No matter what it is, daily troubles or whatever, please confide in me!”


  Now that she’d been given the spotlight, Claudia tapped her chin, looking pensive. “I have an interest in maritime shipping businesses. I went to check out the situation at the harbor, but everything I heard about the current shipping schedules hasn’t been too promising. It’s left me in a bit of a bind.”


  “Everyone seems very busy these days,” Ewelina agreed.


  “Do crewmen come here often?”


  “This is Port Brenach, my lady. Of course they do. Our customers are primarily merchants and sailors.”


  “Apologies. I suppose that was obvious. I’m simply not acclimated to Brenach yet.”


  Ewelina giggled. “Being a little oblivious just makes you cuter, Lady Rose.”


  She flashed a coy yet innocent smile at Claudia, who could suddenly understand what compelled people to lavish her with tips.


  “There is one business that seems to be busier than the others. I’m wondering if the crewmen from that particular company have come here for relief. No one has treated you and the others too roughly, I hope?”


  Larger freighters like Hugoth’s would spend a considerable time at sea before finally returning. The men would want to let loose once they were back on land.


  “You don’t have to worry about that. In fact, the ones you’re referring to don’t come to our establishment anymore.”


  “They don’t?” That was shocking, considering the lecherous grins Claudia had seen on those men’s faces in front of Hugoth’s storehouse.


  “Nope. Word has it they’re too busy to show their faces around here. I only hope they haven’t completely run themselves ragged,” said Ewelina.


  “Come to think of it,” Claudia said carefully, “I heard they’ve had some whose bodies gave out completely.”


  “That’s accurate. There seem to be a lot of people who don’t understand their own limits until they completely surpass them.”


  Being busy was a given in a trading hub like Brenach. Ewelina didn’t appear particularly surprised that the crewmen had stopped coming by their establishment.


  I wonder if that’s because they weren’t big spenders.


  If the brothel had a healthy enough client list, which it seemed to, it probably wouldn’t pay much attention when a certain segment slowly stopped visiting.


  “Oh, now that you mention it, that man yesterday was interested in maritime shipping businesses as well. The older fellow I told you about, the one who wasn’t rude to us.” She harkened back to their earlier conversation about the two men in the lobby. “I only passed through, so I don’t know all the details. But if I remember right…he was asking about the same busy crewmen as you.”


  “I think I may know exactly who he is,” said Claudia. The added context made it clear that Yida and Chestier were the odd pair. Had they also come to gather information? But if that was their aim, Chestier’s attitude was even more inexcusable. No, more likely Yida had brought him for the experience, to better acclimate him to social environments.


  “You do? What a small world it is!” Ewelina gently looped her arm around Claudia’s again, showing the same careful attention to the type and pressure of her touch as she’d praised Claudia for. She also modulated her voice not to be too high or too shrill, just pleasant enough to want to hear more of.


  The limited skin contact was soothing to Claudia. She’d had many painful experiences in her time at the brothel, but she knew how comforting they could be for customers.


  I wonder what I can do to make this environment even better. For one, she wanted to cultivate a society where women didn’t feel forced into the sex industry, but she also wanted to protect the ones who chose to enter it of their own free will. The image of Helen’s dying face, wasting away from disease, popped into her mind. She hadn’t finished making things better for these women yet.


  I can’t let myself be tripped up here. Even if she was sailing right into a headwind, she had to keep going. One step at a time.


  Their conversation after that was light and full of banter. Claudia enjoyed herself until their time was up. With that done, she headed back to her hotel. She was in much higher spirits now than she had been when she left.


  I’m reminded of how much Helen has done for me. Whenever Claudia was tempted to hole herself up, Helen always swooped in. Perhaps one of the biggest reasons she was struggling right now was that Helen wasn’t with her. This was different from the time she was kidnapped with Kiel. Helen knew where Claudia was right now, thanks to Rose Garden, but the maid was still probably as worried as ever.


  Claudia returned to her room, shed her Rose disguise, and once more donned the persona of Lily.


  Flattening my hair for this wig is a lot of work. It made her realize how nice it had been having maids to help her. By the time she climbed into bed, dawn was already breaking.


   


  ***


   


  After breakfast and some tea, Claudia caught a beam of light spilling into the room in her periphery. Ruki had returned.


  “You live quite the excitin’ life, Boss Lady, coming back from a brothel at dawn.” He was grinning from ear to ear, probably having heard the news from Claudia’s bodyguards.


  “I returned during the night,” she corrected him gently. “I couldn’t simply sit around. I went to collect information.”


  “You don’t gotta make excuses with me. Oh, but I’d better warn ya, Miss Mirage ain’t gonna be too pleased!”


  Claudia gave him a look. “You’d best not say anything to her, Ruki.”


  He cackled, sounding more amused than she’d ever heard before. “Ain’t like you cheated on her or anything. Has she got you that wrapped around her finger?”


  “No, I simply don’t wish to upset her.”


  Mirage was a courtesan. She generally wasn’t too attached to anyone or anything; she was very cut and dry. The other girls at Flower Bed loved her like a mother figure. Having said all that, she probably wouldn’t be terribly pleased to know that Claudia had spent time at another brothel.


  “Ah, now I get it. It’s your compassion that swept them all off their feet. Sounds like you managed to snag the highest-rated girl at this brothel for yourself, huh? And she even came all the way to the entrance to see you off? I shouldn’t be surprised.”


  Ewelina was simply a sweet person.


  Thoroughly amused by the topic, Ruki dropped onto the couch beside her, the cushion dipping under his added weight. “Okay, back to being serious. I heard from one of the men we sent to that tavern all Hugoth’s men go to.”


  As he explained it, they’d picked one of their more muscular men and had him disguise himself as a sailor to sneak into their midst.


  “They didn’t see through his disguise?”


  “Crewmen on large freighters ship off for long periods. Doesn’t seem like our guy had a problem. He managed to slip in, and they invited him to their ship. But he balked because he got the feeling they were wanting more. Seems like their sexual appetites extend beyond you, Boss Lady. Man or woman, doesn’t matter to them.”


  Claudia shrugged. “That’s not completely unheard of.” Everyone had their preferences. Some ships actually banned women from joining their ranks to avoid trouble. Although it’s odd that they tried to invite me to join their ship, then.


  Passenger ships allowed women on board, but their ship was a freighter, which sailed for long stretches at a time. Freighters usually had extremely strict rules. Even pirates had strict discipline because once they shipped out, they were limited to whatever they had immediately on hand.


  “If discipline is crumbling among some of the crew, that’s a bad sign,” said Claudia.


  “Then it’s like the other merchants said. Hugoth’s business won’t hold up long. One of our other guys I had asking around had a curious bit of intel. Apparently, the crewmen are always real eager to get back on the ship.”


  “That makes sense, given what Sel and Michi said about their father wanting to return to work immediately without resting.”


  This proved that the issue had a wider reach than their fathers alone, though.


  “Also seems like they aren’t interested in messing around at the usual places,” Ruki added.


  “That would explain why they stopped going to the brothel, I suppose.” Claudia took the opportunity to relay what she had heard from Ewelina.


  “Huh. Weird. Wouldn’t sailors want to let loose and have fun when they return to port?”


  She nodded. “That’s what I would’ve thought.”


  Shipping out meant hours and hours of hard labor with little reprieve. Whenever the seafarers made it to a port, even temporarily or during days of rest, they would want to find an outlet for their stress.


  “Hugoth must be doing something to motivate his crewmen,” Claudia concluded.


  “That’s the crux of this whole problem, huh? So, what, he’s got some special entertainment for them?”


  “It must be something they cannot get at port. Something that they can only do while they’re on board. That would explain why they’re so desperate to ship off all the time.”


  Claudia couldn’t imagine what could be so enticing that they would ignore their wives and children pleading with them to rest.


  “And they ain’t gonna squeal and tell us. Hugoth’s bein’ very careful to make sure whatever it is doesn’t get leaked.”


  Their resources on board would be limited, but Hugoth had them maintain discipline despite the grueling work schedule. If even a single cog in the machine failed, the whole thing would come to a screeching halt.


  “From what I found, there wasn’t anything suspicious about their shipping manifests. Just normal supplies they keep in their storehouse container.”


  “Is Hugoth simply a genius helmsman, then?”


  Ruki shook his head. “Nah, there’s gotta be something we’re missin’. I just don’t have a clue what it is yet.”


  Something illegal. The moment that thought crossed her mind, a possibility occurred to her. Something that would explain why Sel and Michi’s father acted like he was so out of it. She had encountered this before.


  “I have a feeling I know what’s going on, and I really hope I’m wrong,” she said.


  “Oh. Seriously?”


  “We’ll have to meet with Hugoth one more time for me to be certain.”


  Claudia prayed she wasn’t right about this, but they would need to prepare in case she was. Ruki was more than happy to follow her instructions.




  Chapter 11:
The Villainess’s Judgment


   


  WHEN CLAUDIA and her entourage visited Hugoth’s storehouse that evening, it felt eerier than it had before, perhaps because he’d left such an unsettling impression on her. The moment she offered up her name—Lily—the receptionist urged her upstairs to the waiting room. Hugoth welcomed her with a pleased smile.


  “Well?” he asked her. “Am I right in assuming that the other shipping companies turned your request down?”


  “It was exactly as you said. Everyone is fully booked,” Claudia said, giving him the exact answer he desired.


  The edges of his lips pulled higher.


  What a repulsive smile. At least yesterday he’d had the sense to masquerade as a gentleman. Now he truly looked like the monster he was.


  “Do you mind if I have a seat?” Claudia asked.


  “Be my guest,” he said.


  Claudia sat primly on the couch, her eyes catching Hugoth’s as he moved to join her. “Oh? Shouldn’t you take your seat over there?” She pointed at the seat across from her.


  “You want to keep edging me, do you? Very well.” He reluctantly sat where she’d indicated, too intimidated by the looks Ruki and Herman were giving him to try anything.


  No matter how much Hugoth wanted her or struggled, he wouldn’t be able to lay a hand on her with the two of them watching. But Yida had still made a point of warning her. The more she thought about it, she began to realize Yida’s warnings might have had to do with how Hugoth was able to so easily manipulate his crewmen.


  I really hope I am wrong about this.


  Hugoth was calm and composed, yes—but the same could be said of Claudia. The longer she held that gentle smile, the more confused he became. From his perspective, she was the one at a disadvantage here, not him.


  “Money alone won’t get you what you seek,” Hugoth told her. “Mr. Yida has already promised me a substantial amount.” He was hinting that he wouldn’t accept anything less than her body.


  “I see,” she said, nodding thoughtfully. The teacup he’d offered was still sitting in front of her. She traced a finger along the rim. In high society, it was common sense not to accept a drink from someone you didn’t trust. There was no telling what might have been slipped inside. It was a formality to offer it, but she imagined merchants exercised similar caution.


  Still smiling, she fixed her gaze on Hugoth. It was time to gamble. “Well? When will you be bringing out your incense?”


  His eyes widened a fraction. There was her answer.


  Claudia swallowed her annoyance at being right about the one thing she desperately hoped to be wrong about. He was using the same kind of incense that had been used in the “village of happiness.” That was what the people who had abducted her and Kiel called their village. They held rituals in which they brainwashed the adults, using a certain combination of herbs ground into powder, pressed into a pyramid shape, and subsequently burned as incense. The incense had two noteworthy effects: dulling a person’s mind and stimulating them sexually. Considering that was how the village leader had used it, that was probably its most efficient usage.


  Hugoth had an aroma pot underneath the coffee table. He was using it as an incense burner. Had he been using it as intended, with aromatic oil, there wouldn’t have been visible singe marks. It was safe to assume he’d been using the incense from the ship to manipulate people.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hugoth said at length.


  “Oh? You’re going to play dumb? I’m carrying some of it myself and hiding it in the furniture I have,” she declared. “Straight from a village on the outskirts of the capital.”


  His expression hardened. There was no guarantee he knew where it had been produced, but mentioning it herself would give what she was saying extra weight.


  “My client is an extremely important person. You understand what I’m saying, don’t you?” She produced the antidote she’d prepared. The researchers who had continued studying the village after the royal family took control had discovered a way to counter the aphrodisiac’s effects. Its effect was temporary, and one would need to leave the cloud of aphrodisiac smoke with their mind still intact if they wanted to avoid falling under its power. Claudia was gambling again, trying to see whether Hugoth possessed the same item. She suspected he did, since he didn’t seem addicted to it himself. That suggested he had a way to escape its effects.


  “And if I do?” Hugoth blurted out, confirming her suspicions. “He wouldn’t send you. He’d give me orders himself.”


  The way he spoke was revealing. There was a bigger puppet master here.


  Odds are it’s Nigel.


  Although the authorities had seized all the ingredients in the village, there was no way to recover the product the villagers had already shipped out. In all likelihood, Nigel possessed it in abundance.


  Instead of blurting out Nigel’s name here, she decided to buy herself some more time by responding directly to what Hugoth was saying. “He’s in a difficult position. Haven’t you heard anything from the capital?”


  “I don’t—how do you…?”


  “It was a brilliant idea, using that incense on your own men.” As far as she could tell, Hugoth only gave them access to it when they were shipping out. Having become addicts, the crewmen would have no choice but to board. They had become so dependent on the pleasure the aphrodisiac gave them that they weren’t motivated to visit brothels anymore.


  He’s got some talent, brainwashing them just enough that they won’t expose him to anyone. And he’d been clever enough to moderate use of the aphrodisiac to ensure none of them became completely useless.


  Just then, a commotion erupted downstairs. The signal must have reached the syndicate members she’d had waiting.


  “What’s going on?” Hugoth demanded, peering through the window at the storehouse below.


  A couple brawny members of Rose Garden came bursting through the door. There was no other exit up here in the office—no way out along the far wall.


  “Lily, what are you doing?!”


  “Oh, haven’t you realized?” Claudia rose from the couch and flipped her long bangs out of her face, her sapphire-blue eyes glowering at him with open contempt. “You’re going to pay for messing with my territory.” She had abandoned the coquettish quality she’d played up as Lily, keeping only the subtle grace. She planted her legs shoulder-width, a furious scowl on her face. It was intimidating enough that her own men flinched.


  “W-wait…you’re Rose Garden?!” Hugoth squeaked.


  “Good. So you know whose territory you’ve been playing around in.” Claudia was no longer the lady merchant; she was the leader of Rose Garden. And Hugoth knew exactly which syndicate controlled this area.


  Illegal activity was the trade of crime syndicates. Rose Garden had taken control of the area and prevented any other nefarious parties from moving in. Hugoth was probably completely ignorant of this, but being involved with Nigel’s evils was the worst violation possible here. The other branches of Rose Garden (formerly Dragoon) had also suffered at Nigel’s hands. The syndicate members who had survived his tyranny were jockeying for a chance to avenge their fallen comrades by taking out Hugoth. Claudia was commanding the entire room partially to prevent any of them from acting on it. Her voice was a low, gravelly snarl—the kind she’d learned from Mirage when the courtesan stopped modulating her voice and spoke as a woman who’d grown up in the slums.


  “Don’t worry,” Claudia said. “No one will miss you if you disappear.”


  “B-but why would a lowly criminal syndicate know about the aphrodisiac?!”


  “Please. You know we aren’t completely above board either. We have our methods.”


  Conversation was pointless now; Hugoth’s time was over regardless. From the moment she realized she was right, Claudia had decided to judge him on behalf of Rose Garden.


  “Take him away,” she commanded.


  Her subordinates had been frozen in place until then, too cowed by her to move. But the moment she said those words, they jumped into action.


  “Eek!” Hugoth squealed. There was nowhere for him to run. He collapsed against the window, pressing his full weight into it. Apparently, it wasn’t locked in place, as it gave way under the pressure of his palms. Hugoth tumbled out the window, plummeting to the floor below.


  Everyone gaped in disbelief.


  After a beat, one of Claudia’s men lurched forward and glanced down at the floor. “He ran!”


  “Follow him!”


  Hugoth had been lucky. The container below the window had cushioned his fall enough that he’d scrambled to his feet, rushing toward the back of the storehouse. Claudia’s men fanned out to chase him, but he knew this area better than any of them. The wooden crates stacked high in the storehouse were like a maze.


  “We have men positioned behind the storehouse’s exit, don’t we?” Claudia said to Ruki.


  “We do. Ain’t nowhere he can run.”


  Claudia had a sinking feeling he was wrong about that. She had already been right about the worst of her predictions tonight.


  Much to her frustration, she turned out to be correct once again. They had somehow lost sight of Hugoth.


  Her men’s angry bellowing echoed from below. “Shit! Where’d he go?!”


  Even from her position upstairs, she couldn’t spot where he’d disappeared. “Keep men posted at the entrance and the rear exit, and have the others check the walls.”


  “Hold on, you can’t seriously tell me he had another escape route!” Ruki groaned.


  “Wouldn’t surprise me. We have our own illegal basement in the warehouse.”


  That was enough to convince Ruki, who hurriedly passed on her orders. Criminals had a habit of securing escape routes for themselves when worse came to worst. She and her men should have been more prepared for this possibility.


  “I should’ve been more thorough.” She had assumed it would be enough to corner him in here. It was her fault that they had failed to catch him.


  “Found it! There’s a hidden door in the side wall!” came a report from downstairs.


  Her self-reflection could wait until later.


  “Must’ve made it outside, then,” Ruki said as he turned his gaze to Claudia. “Should we leave men at the entrance and exit and take the rest to go searching for him?”


  She nodded. “Do it.”


  “And just so ya know, Bezel and I were there when we came up with the plan. It’s not just your fault. Honestly, doesn’t seem like he even knew what the hell he was doing. This was purely accidental.”


  Hugoth did indeed seem to have luck on his side. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately for him, that luck dried up rather quickly.


  “He’s headed for where the small boats are docked!” called up one of the men from down below.


  “Planning to hop on a boat and make a run for it in the middle of the night? He’s desperate,” said Ruki.


  The sea was pitch black at night. Lamps and lanterns didn’t provide enough light to navigate by. Moreover, freighters took considerable time to ship out. That was probably why Hugoth was trying to find a small boat—but he was risking his own life in that darkness.


  “Regardless, we won’t have the firsthand testimony we need if we don’t capture him alive,” said Claudia.


  “Damn him for making this harder than it’s gotta be!” Ruki snarled.


  Together, they left behind the men who were to stand guard and chased after Hugoth. They were halfway there when one of their men came rushing toward them, shouting, “We got him! Well, sort of.”


  “Hold up, don’t tell me you killed him!” Ruki cut in, voice threatening.


  “No! He’s alive! That’s not the problem.”


  “Well? Spit it out already!”


  Ruki’s subordinate hesitated, eyes darting between their faces. “This buff-looking guy, calls himself Yida—he’s the one who captured Hugoth down by the pier.”


  Claudia and Ruki exchanged glances at that.


   


  ***


   


  By the time they arrived at the pier, Yida was standing there with a restrained Hugoth, surrounded by Rose Garden’s men. As soon as Claudia appeared, Yida’s face lit up.


  “Heya! Never imagined you were the leader of a syndicate. No wonder you’ve got guts.”


  “What exactly is going on here?” Claudia demanded.


  “Nothing much. I was just hanging around the harbor and ran into our friend here. He was begging me for help, but I figured it’d benefit me more to sell him to you instead.”


  Hugoth didn’t say anything. He was deathly pale and bound tightly enough that he couldn’t escape.


  Ruki stepped forward, and Yida handed Hugoth over to him without any resistance.


  Claudia studied Yida’s garnet eyes, searching for whatever truth was hidden in their depths. “What is it you want, exactly?”


  “I want you to owe me a favor,” Yida said. “When my business finds itself in a pinch, help me out.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “You wouldn’t happen to know a brother and sister around twelve and ten respectively, would you?”


  “If you want answers from me, that will count as your favor.”


  He was probably asking about Sel and Michi. Claudia wasn’t sure how he knew about them, but she didn’t want to get them involved with this. She would feign ignorance instead. Those two children weren’t involved in the criminal underworld. It was one thing to meet with them as Lily the merchant; it would be wrong to acknowledge them as Rose Garden’s leader.


  “Whoa, that’s a pretty steep price for a question, don’t you think? But fine, I’ll back off that one.” He untied his long hair and raked his hand through it. “This is just my intuition speaking, but I don’t think you’ll do anything to hurt them. I’ve got a good eye for women.”


  Claudia didn’t respond to his banter, preoccupied with rattling off orders to the men waiting behind her. Yida shrugged and strode off.


  As soon as he was out of earshot, Claudia said, “Ruki.”


  “Got it.”


  She didn’t even have to look at Ruki for him to grasp the command. He disappeared into the darkness, tailing Yida.


  Hopefully Ruki can figure out who this man really is. When Yida had unfastened his hair a moment ago, there had been a glint in those garnet eyes. That look had been completely different than what she’d seen from real merchants like Brian, her close acquaintance from the Evans Company.


  No, Yida was hiding who he really was, just like Claudia. And his identity was becoming a very intriguing mystery.




  Chapter 12:
The Merchant’s Rendezvous with His Subordinate


   


  YIDA BOARDED A MIDSIZE BOAT docked at the pier. As soon as he reached the deck, Chestier was there to greet him, the young man’s hair tied in a braid rather than a ponytail. Chestier had shed his suit for the normal clothing he wore. He had his hands braced on his hips, those light indigo eyes narrowed in a glare. He was pissed.


  “Are you sure that was a good idea, handing off Hugoth? I thought we were going to snatch all his cargo?” Chestier had used binoculars to watch the entire exchange play out.


  Yida had run into the Rose Garden members while standing in the harbor, and he’d waited near the piers to see what happened. He’d lucked out on Hugoth running straight to him.


  Yida held his hands up in mock surrender. “I said if it was possible, we would. We don’t wanna stand out and give ourselves away.”


  They’d known that Hugoth was using some underhanded method to overwork his crewmen. His shipping schedules were too crammed to be normal. His own employees should’ve abandoned him for it, but they were dedicated instead. Yida had suspected an addictive drug or some other substance. He’d involved himself hoping to find proof, but Lily had beaten him to the punch.


  “I never dreamed Miss Lily was the leader of a syndicate.”


  After gathering information from brothels and other outside sources, they had started keeping a closer eye on Hugoth—only for this to happen. Yida had overheard a bit from the unusual group of men gathering in the harbor. From that, he’d realized they were all part of the local crime syndicate; Brenach was their home turf. Sensing he would only earn their ire if he tried to stick his nose in too much, Yida felt he’d be better off with Lily in his debt.


  Chestier furrowed his brow and flared his lips in a pout. “They wouldn’t stand a chance against us at sea.”


  “We should’ve gotten Hugoth out at sea sooner. That’s our fault.”


  Regardless of whether their investigation bore fruit, the plan had been to capture Hugoth’s ship during his next voyage. That would have been the surest way to figure out what he was hiding. It was their fault for assuming he’d set sail soon enough for them to move.


  “We screwed up, so why don’t you seem more upset about it?” Chestier demanded. “This syndicate might start doing the same evil things as Hugoth!”


  “Look, this isn’t the result I wanted either!” Yida snapped, Chestier’s incessant jabs finally getting to him. He’d handed Hugoth over because he didn’t want them figuring out his own identity—but honestly, he wasn’t confident in his choice.


  The boss would probably say not to worry about it. Protecting themselves was paramount. Sometimes, they had to cut their losses.


  “Sorry,” Chestier said. “I crossed the line.”


  “No. I get it. You’re worried about the people here.”


  It was a legitimate fear. The situation could get worse now that Hugoth was in the syndicate’s custody. Other businesses might start using the same underhanded methods to control and overwork their crewmen. Despite how socially inept Chestier was, he had a bit of a soft spot for people he could identify with. He’d somehow gotten along with the rest of the crew since joining Yida’s ship. His own upbringing had also influenced him; he couldn’t stand to see other children suffering or sad.


  “Our only hope is Miss Lily,” said Yida.


  “How do you figure? She’s the leader of a crime syndicate.”


  “Yes, but those kids practically worshipped her, didn’t they?”


  Those three boys and that girl had come all the way out to the harbor to check on Lily. They honestly believed she would rescue their fathers.


  “For all we know, the whole reason she got involved in Hugoth’s business was to save those kids’ fathers,” Yida told Chestier. That was partly why he’d mentioned his intuition to Lily, in a desperate appeal to her humanity.


  “Give me a break!” Chestier griped. “A crime syndicate isn’t going to help people.”


  “Maybe not. Whatever the case, our business here is done.”


  They had their own path to walk, one separate from the kids and the crewmen.


  Life would be so much easier if we could shut off our emotions that easily, Yida thought.


  Chestier’s anger abated, but he looked smaller than usual, as if his anger had been the fuel he’d been running on and it was all gone. “I guess worrying about them now is pointless.”


  “You’ll forget about it once you’ve got other stuff to distract you. I’m leaving the report in your hands.”


  “I’m going to write that we failed because you let a woman get the better of you,” Chestier said pointedly.


  “Why?! Messing around with women is just another way of getting information!”


  When a sailor had no woman to go home to, it was only natural for him to go straight to a brothel when he reached port. Courtesans weren’t willing to divulge details about their other customers. That was fine, though; there was still much that could be gained from what seemed like idle chatter.


  Chestier narrowed his eyes at Yida. “I’m talking about Lily.”


  “You sure seem to have something against her, don’t you?”


  “I’m an idiot for ever taking you at your word and thinking she wouldn’t be so bad.” Especially because he hadn’t liked Lily from the beginning, what with her way of using sex appeal to her advantage. “You know my mother made a living using her physical strength, right?”


  “Yep. The two of us used to compete over who had the bigger biceps.”


  Chestier’s mother wasn’t like him; she gained muscle easily. Not to mention that she was a lumberjack and spent most of her time around men. She was formidable with her fists, cheerful, bighearted, and overall a delight to be around.


  “The two of you couldn’t be more different,” said Yida.


  “I agree. I’m proud to have her as a mom. She never tries to appeal to men, and she raised me all on her own.” That was why he had a habit of looking down on women who employed coquetry and seduction. “While I hated that Lily got in the way of our work, those children searching for her genuinely believed in her, didn’t they?”


  As much as Chestier had doubted her intentions, their fierce trust in her had prompted him to second-guess himself. Then the next thing he knew, Lily was no merchant at all, but rather the leader of a crime syndicate.


  “I was wrong about her,” Chestier acknowledged. “She’s not a shallow woman. She’s a heinous one.”


  “Aha!” said Yida. “I guess from your perspective, it would seem like she betrayed expectations.”


  “She did. I didn’t realize villainesses were real.”


  That was probably why Chestier had been so vicious in blaming Yida.


  I told him she was good, and he started to believe it. Yida, too, had thought she was a legitimate businesswoman. Chestier assumed she was shallow, but Yida never got that impression. Lily had shown no sign of fear or discomfort when handling Hugoth. A woman like that couldn’t be easily thwarted. Yida had actually believed her client was a high-ranking aristocrat, and he’d bought into the idea that she was a capable merchant. Maybe his ability to judge people wasn’t as good as he thought.


  Still…


  “Have you learned not to judge a book by its cover?” Yida asked.


  “Thanks to you,” Chester spat back.


  If Chestier had learned something from the situation, then Yida could rest at ease knowing it hadn’t all been a waste.


  “We’ll head out when dawn breaks,” said Yida. “You ready?”


  “Everything’s been prepared. We finished rotating out our personnel stationed here.”


  Their whole crew was already on standby. Chestier had proven himself a capable aide beyond reproach. His seafaring knowledge was similarly impressive, as he’d learned the tides and winds from experienced sailors. Yida’s boss had told him to dispatch Chestier if he tried to defect. It was a terrifying order, but it meant as long as Chestier stayed loyal to their homeland, his future was guaranteed.


  I’d prefer if he never had to see the gritty reality of the world, but only aristocrats get the luxury of being that spoiled.


  One’s status at birth determined the course of their entire life. A bitter pill to swallow, but there wasn’t much they could do about it.


  Doesn’t necessarily mean the rest of us are completely screwed. Plus, it was the older generation’s duty to instill hope in those that came after them. He could set an example by showing there was still something to be gained even down in the trenches—that failure could yield success.


  Better to cut his losses on this venture and analyze what went wrong. Though his exemplary navigational officer would nag his ear off, the man would inevitably put together a report for Yida to turn in.




  Chapter 13:
The Saint Contemplates


   


  AFTER ANNOUNCING the witch trial against Claudia, Fermina had regular meetings with Sylvester. She was at one such meeting now, sitting in a drawing room. The wallpaper was pristine, the carpets soft and plush. The furnishings were primarily white, with vibrant roses in a vase to add a pop of color. It was the exact aesthetic Fermina appreciated, as if it were personally tailored to her tastes.


  From the window, she could see a perfectly manicured yard. Emerald-green grass reached up toward the blue sky, dotted with clouds that looked like cotton balls.


  What a beautiful view, and all captured through a single window. The window had thin bars separating each panel of glass, so transparent that it seemed as if there were nothing there at all. She almost thought she could push her hand right through. There were flowers right beside the window brightening the room’s atmosphere enough that one wasn’t tempted to venture outside.


  When Fermina was a duke’s daughter, she didn’t have the privilege to visit the royal castle. Yet there she sat, a tiered cake stand in front of her laden with spring-themed desserts. The aroma of sweets brought a smile to her face.


  Seated across from her was the crown prince himself. Fermina had never dreamed she would be relaxing with someone of such power. I wonder if I’ve just finally gotten used to being the saint. Feeling far more superior than she ever had as a duke’s daughter, she smiled and sipped her tea.


  Opposite her, Sylvester took a drink from his own cup. His silver hair was like the wind given form, those golden eyes warm as the sun. He was spring itself.


  “I assume the issue with Lady Claudia must have had a great impact on you as well, Your Eminence. I hope it wasn’t too emotionally devastating for you.”


  “Your compassion for me is appreciated, but all evil must be judged,” said Fermina. She was trying to let him know she wouldn’t be coddled.


  Sylvester flashed her a warm smile, which made her cheeks flush.


  I was sure he would try to shield Claudia. They were engaged, after all. The royal family had criticized her for not communicating properly with them before escorting Claudia away to the Holy See, but beyond that, they had made no further fuss.


  “You have a wonderfully resilient spirit,” Sylvester said. “It’s a shame that the Saint’s Festival has to be delayed.”


  “I understand it’s necessary for the investigation. This must be hard for the Lindsays especially, a bolt from the blue.”


  Fermina’s father was skilled at both business and politics. He had no need for black magic. Moreover, he’d trained Virgil to have the same discipline he himself possessed. Claudia was the one who had been born into privilege, only to forsake it for evil. Fermina anticipated some would be displeased by the accusation and would want to confirm it for themselves through their own investigative means.
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  “As a follower of the church, I swear to you that the royal family will handle this matter with the utmost sincerity.” Sylvester’s golden eyes were bright and sincere, not a flicker of doubt or hesitation in them.


  So this is the man who carries the weight of an entire kingdom on his shoulders, Fermina thought with awe. He had a commanding presence about him, even as he spoke with all due politeness. It reminded her of the first time they ever met, at that tea party held in the royal castle’s garden. First love had hit her hard; everything about him had been magnificent.


  I was a thoughtless fool, though. It’s no wonder he turned his back on me. She’d been so caught up in the butterflies that she became narrow-minded. Never again would she embarrass herself like that before him. I’m the saint now.


  Even if she couldn’t marry Sylvester and be with him that way, at least she could sit here and enjoy tea with him. Right now, that was enough for her.


  “Excuse me for the sudden change in topic, but have you heard about Cardinal Nigel?” Sylvester smoothly inquired.


  “I have,” said Fermina. “He’s resting at the grand cathedral at the moment. This whole situation has caused quite a stir there.”


  Nigel had been driven out of Harland before. He shouldered the responsibility for his followers’ actions and was prohibited from ever returning without explicit permission. Then, lo and behold, he entered the country uninvited and had an accident on the outskirts of the capital. Fortunately, a young man happened upon the cardinal and guided him to the closest monastery. From there, Nigel was delivered to the grand cathedral, which was presently under Gique’s control.


  “As I understand it, the man who’s been supporting you also has links to Cardinal Nigel. Are you close with the cardinal?”


  “No. I’ve never met him before, though I have heard he’s a wonderful activist. I requested to meet with him personally, but Cardinal Gique turned me down due to the circumstances.” According to Gique, no one would be allowed to meet with Nigel until the church decided what to do with him. Whatever the circumstances, the fact remained that Nigel had broken the church’s agreement with Harland.


  I wonder what he was doing here in Harland. Fermina had no way of knowing. Truth be told, his infamy back at the Holy See had reached even her ears. The gossip all came from fellow saint candidates, so she hadn’t paid it much mind at the time. They couldn’t attack me directly, so they were trying to discredit the person backing me.


  They couldn’t openly badmouth her because she’d already curried favor with the public by defending that boy from the whip. If they’d been openly hostile, people would have criticized them as heartless. The other girls had no choice but to pretend to be above petty insults. Fermina understood their feelings more than they realized; she’d gone through the same thing when she went up against Claudia the first time.


  I guess people are the same everywhere. That probably went without saying. Faithful or not, they were humans first and foremost. Still, she’d thought they would be more mature. Instead, as she got to know them, she realized that they were no different than she’d been back when she was shallow and shortsighted.


  The only person I suppose is different is Prince Sylvester. They were the same age, but she had never met someone with such grace and dignity before.


  Sylvester’s gaze moved away from her, his face pensive. “Interesting. He’s one of the men supporting you, which I’m sure must worry you. I suppose you’ll feel more at ease when you receive word from Father Norris, who I assume is still escorting the accused. Any messages yet?”


  “None yet. Are you concerned about my elder sister?”


  “Of course,” he said. “The whole kingdom is following this matter closely.”


  Fermina knew Sylvester probably saw their little tea party today as an opportunity to gather intelligence, but she appreciated the way he asked: like a true, concerned follower of the faith.


  “Lady Claudia stands accused of inciting revolts, yes? Aren’t you concerned she will try something on the road?” Sylvester asked.


  “It will be fine—the church’s knights are accompanying them. I already know how she managed to incite those revolts. We won’t be caught off guard.”


  Fermina kept quiet about the incense. She didn’t want to risk the possibility of Claudia’s collaborators erasing evidence of their crime.


  Sylvester hummed thoughtfully. The tension drained out of his shoulders, as if her words had reassured him. “I imagine you were thoroughly shocked when you witnessed the aftermath of those revolts for yourself. You are stronger than the rest of us, Your Eminence.”


  It was only a few simple words, but that softened expression combined with the gentle care in his voice seeped into the cracks of her shattered heart.


  He was right. It had been an absolutely gruesome sight. The warmth of his gaze felt as reassuring as if he were stroking her head directly.


  Of course. I should tell him, let him know just how merciless my sister is.


  Determined, she nodded and told him about the diary she had kept as evidence of what she’d witnessed. No embellishments, pure truth.


  “Oh? You kept a diary?”


  “Yes,” she said. “As embarrassing as it is to admit this, I don’t have the best long-term memory. The first place we visited had cold winds coming down from the mountains. It was heartbreaking to see all those bodies strewn about, left to freeze in the open air with no protection.”


  “Hmm? But hasn’t spring already begun?”


  “Here, yes, but it was still the tail end of winter where the refugees were located.”


  Sylvester leaned closer, shoulders hunching. He was obviously invested now. He couldn’t ignore the tragedy that had happened in his own kingdom.


  I bet any lingering empathy he has for my sister will disappear after he hears all this.


  Fermina launched into a full description of everything that she had seen, every gory detail, intent on destroying whatever illusions of Claudia he still carried.


   


  ***


   


  As the sun began to set, Fermina returned to her guest bedroom at the grand cathedral. She found that her mind lingered on her time with Sylvester, perhaps because he’d asked if he could invite her for tea again when they parted. She had accepted eagerly. It was everything she wanted.


  Gique had been in a sour mood since she arrived, in large part due to Nigel’s appearance and subsequent transfer to the grand cathedral. The atmosphere was tense. Anytime she ran into him, the air between them felt oppressive. Right now, her only real reprieve was her teatime with Sylvester.


  Fermina flopped into an armchair, letting out a breathy, heated sigh. “Prince Sylvester is always so incredible.”


  She almost felt like she was in a dream. She tipped her head back, gaze moving to a simple light fixture hanging from the ceiling. Whatever passion and excitement she’d felt from the palace cooled quickly upon seeing the stark difference between it and her current abode. The main building and chapel were decorated with meticulous attention to even the most minor details. It was awe-inspiring. The same could not be said for the residential quarters.


  I’ll admit it’s better than the island monastery. It lacked the bright, vibrant pinks and oranges she liked, though.


  She settled in at her desk and flipped her diary open. Writing the day’s events in her diary helped organize her thoughts better. Cardinal Gique has been less cooperative than I would’ve expected.


  Strange, since he was one of the faithful just like her. He’d given her more of an earful about abducting Claudia than the royal family had.


  He should understand why we did it. If we hadn’t, she would have escaped. Isn’t that obvious?


  Was national authority more important than religious imperative? Worse yet was how reluctant the Holy See seemed to be. Too many of the clergy clung to power and authority instead of the doctrine they were supposed to follow. Nigel, whom Sylvester had mentioned earlier, was yet another example. Fermina understood that perhaps he was an obstacle to his peers because he held the same rank they did, but the poor man had been in an accident. He had come out of it entirely unscathed with no threat to his life, thankfully. That didn’t change the fact that he was a victim. People could be a little nicer to him.


  All the other cardinals are old enough to be more mature than this.


  Some part of her knew why Gique was so displeased, though. Nigel should have contacted Gique beforehand, out of consideration for how this could affect his position in Harland if nothing else. They both have problems.


  Fermina wrote of only one concern in her diary: I wonder if Father Norris is having any trouble escorting my sister to the Holy See.


  She hadn’t received any contact from him since they parted ways behind the grand cathedral. Perhaps she was being unreasonable. He was trying to hurry to the Holy See, after all.


  But surely one letter wasn’t too much to ask.




  Chapter 14:
The Villainess Meets the Pirates


   


  IN THE WAKE OF HUGOTH’S CAPTURE, Claudia had requisitioned the help of the local doctor to perform examinations on the affected crewmen. They were all addicted, to varying degrees. Thankfully, in the wake of what happened in the village of happiness, she knew the protocol for dealing with recovering addicts. She could apply it to these men too. Unfortunately, they couldn’t let word of the aphrodisiac get out to the public, so they had to wait for someone with proper rehabilitation experience to arrive and take care of the rest.


  Rose Garden seized all of Hugoth’s assets. Claudia planned to split his fortune among the crewmen at some point as restitution. To that end, save for a few minor details, the children’s request of her was basically complete.


  Due to a subsequent series of events, Claudia and Ruki were presently inside a large crate. Ruki stretched his arms. They were wearing very basic disguises, unlike the complicated ones they had used before.


  “Man, I’m just glad we didn’t have to use that antidote,” said Ruki.


  “Vapors,” Claudia specified. “It smells absolutely rank, but it will snap you right back to your senses.” She hoped she could go the rest of her life without having to assault her poor nose that way.


  It’s not like all our worries have magically disappeared. Even so, realizing there was still work to be done had put her in a more optimistic mindset.


  “Gotta say, I didn’t think Hugoth would mention your name.”


  “This problem is an intricate one,” Claudia acknowledged.


  Hugoth was most likely working for Nigel, but when questioned, he insisted he was working for Claudia. That wasn’t a lie he’d conjured up; Hugoth genuinely believed it was true. He claimed that a woman calling herself Claudia’s closest personal maid had approached him with a shipping request.


  “I can’t believe they actually created a Helen imposter for this,” Claudia grumbled to herself. Hugoth hadn’t known her name, but based on his description, it was clearly someone pretending to be Helen.


  According to Hugoth, he received written orders with Claudia’s signature on them. As soon as he read each one, he burned it to erase evidence.


  If word of this got out, the public would be even more critical of Claudia.


  “Pretty obvious that Nigel’s behind this, yeah?” said Ruki.


  “Well, it’s certainly not within my ability to give someone a church-issued traveling pass,” Claudia told him dryly.


  That was what they had found among Hugoth’s belongings. These passes were selectively handed out to church-sanctioned merchants; they were supposed make it easier to ship donations, and they weren’t for regular business ventures. As the pass could be easily misused, the church held very strict evaluations prior to its issue. Claudia doubted Hugoth had gone through that rigorous process. More likely, Nigel had sent it to him when this whole scheme began.


  Nigel obviously had a hand in this, given the aphrodisiac that had only ever been produced in those villages. Hugoth was a pawn intended to bring Claudia down. Amid his cargo, they had discovered precious metals, cosmetics, and other valuable merchandise, but there hadn’t been much of it. The containers in the storehouse were largely empty. What Nigel hoped to accomplish with empty containers was anyone’s guess.


  One thing they did know was that the freighter had been to the port in Arakaner closest to Claudia’s firm. The trip was recorded in their navigational logs.


  “He was up to somethin’, that much I can tell ya.”


  “It’s unfortunate we don’t have enough to condemn him with, though,” said Claudia.


  Claudia had only sent word of Nigel’s involvement to those who were already in the know. She would need actual proof of his hand stirring the pot before she could make it public.


  “So what the hell was that Yida guy about?” Ruki asked.


  After Rose Garden took custody of Hugoth, Ruki left to follow Yida. The man in question boarded a midsize ship, and that was the end of it. Once dawn rose, he shipped off and hadn’t come back.


  “Curious, isn’t it? He was so focused on Hugoth, but he handed him over without any fuss.”


  From what Claudia had discovered, Yida had similarly gone to the local brothel to gather information. He hadn’t made any inquiries with the other shipping companies, which made her think his bigger focus was what was happening to the crew members. Namely, how Hugoth was managing such an impossible work schedule.


  “Alas, we’re left with nothing but conjecture when it comes to him.”


  “Waste of time to think about, huh?”


  “If fate wills it, we’ll see him again.” And for some reason, Claudia had a feeling they would—sooner rather than later.


  A knock came from outside the crate. “It’s about time.”


  Claudia and Ruki braced themselves for the swaying that followed.


  Seraphim was the one who’d ordered them to stow away in a wooden crate that would pass for ship cargo. His response had arrived right after they finished dealing with Hugoth. The plan was to board one of Arakaner’s merchant ships to go meet with Seraphim. This was just the roundabout way they were accomplishing that.


  The cargo ship in question was headed north, back to its homeland. There was an island just off Harland’s shores where it stopped to resupply, and that was where they were supposed to meet Seraphim. Since it also accepted passengers, women were allowed on board.


  Curious that they avoid bringing on female sailors even though our religious views are completely different. Apparently, their sea goddess would get jealous, her fury bringing misfortune to any ships who tested her anger. I wonder if it’s more of an etiological myth.


  With all the jostling, she was likely to bite her tongue if she tried to talk, so she kept her thoughts to herself.


  After their crate joined the rest of the cargo on the ship, they stepped out of it. A crew member who’d been waiting for the pair guided them to their guest room.


  “Ugh, I still feel like I’m swaying,” Ruki grumbled.


  “That’s because the ship is swaying,” Claudia told him helpfully.


  The ship had already set sail. They had made their exit after the initial chaos of people boarding and crew preparing to ship off.


  The crew member, still hovering close by, proposed the idea of sunbathing to Claudia.


  “No point in sittin’ around and lettin’ our muscles get all stiff,” Ruki said, rolling his shoulders. Claudia followed him up to the deck. As soon as the sun poured over him, Ruki stretched both arms up toward the sky.


  Claudia tilted her head back. Past the enormous sail attached to the mast was an endless expanse of blue. The sea air gently buffeted her, rustling her wavy black hair and her light-green dress.


  “We fixed things up for those brats. Might as well have ourselves a vacation.”


  Claudia sniffed at Ruki. “Don’t be silly. The problem ahead of us is much bigger.”


  “I think you oughta learn to relax a little, Boss Lady. You work too much.” He was referring to how she’d left to gather information at the brothel without waiting for him to return. Claudia was self-aware enough to realize how restless she’d been.


  “I can’t sit still,” she admitted.


  None of the news she’d heard thus far was good. There were no signs that it was going to get any better either. Before they’d left port, she’d caught wind of another revolt breaking out in some other region.


  “I mean, I get it. You keep busy, you spend less time in your head. I’ve been there,” Ruki said. He meant when Nigel had exploited him and the others, when they had no recourse. “But hey, ya might as well get comfortable. Look, they’ve even got chaise lounges!”


  The ship was primarily for cargo, but it had guest quarters and a number of amenities suggesting it wasn’t unusual to have passengers. This trip was empty, however, courtesy of Seraphim.


  “Ain’t nothing we can do out here on the ocean,” Ruki reminded her.


  Now that they were out on the open sea, all they had were waves, wind, and working crewmen. None of them knew who she was. There was no one to call her a witch.


  As far as they’re concerned, I’m no different from the other cargo.


  That wasn’t even a joke. In Arakaner, the people believed in animism—that spirits inhabited all things. The crew would treat her like merchandise because according to their belief system, they had to do so to avoid incurring the jealous wrath of their goddess.


  “We’ve got a long trip ahead,” Ruki said, cutting into her thoughts. “Nice to have some time to empty your mind, yeah? I know you haven’t been sleepin’ good lately.”


  “I’m surprised you noticed,” Claudia replied, and she meant it; here she thought she’d hidden it well. She had been careful not to let her exhaustion show, expertly using her cosmetics to conceal any trace of it.


  Ruki’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he stood straighter. He pulled out the pair of black spectacles from his pocket, slid them on, and ushered her to one of the chaise lounges. “That’s because I’m your chamberlain,” he said, donning a polite affect. “The longer I spend in your company, the more I get to know you. And I’ve started to understand exactly how your maid feels.”


  Claudia couldn’t help but laugh. There he was in his usual getup, his face half covered by a black mask, yet he was acting all uptight and formal with those glasses. I wonder if he’s taken a liking to them?


  Sensing there was no point in being stubborn, she took her seat. Ruki adjusted the enormous parasol connected to her chair to give her adequate shade before flopping onto the chaise lounge beside hers.


  “Are you sure you didn’t suggest this just because you want to rest?” Claudia teased him.


  “Caught me. We grunts don’t get to rest unless the boss does.”


  That made sense. It was also nice, in a way, having someone be so candid with her in a different manner than Helen. She relaxed against the chair, stretching out a bit. For a while, she stared off at the unfamiliar, empty horizon.


   


  ***


   


  It was the morning of their sixth day at sea. Dawn was just beginning to break, the horizon tinged pink, when a shrill alarm split the ship’s still air.


  “What’s going on?!” Claudia asked as she shot upright out of bed. Her heart was pounding in her throat. Something was very wrong.


  “I’ll go check it out!”


  Ruki disappeared out the door, leaving her alone in her room. She could practically feel the urgency of the entire crew through the walls, her skin prickling. It was difficult to sit still and do nothing.


  “Deep breaths,” she said aloud, hoping to talk herself down. She inhaled deeply, held it, then slowly exhaled. Then she did it again, and again. After about ten times, the door swung open and Ruki burst through. His face was grim, all hard lines.


  “We’ve got pirates. They’re targeting us,” he said.


  Pirates. Anxiety crested over Claudia like a tidal wave. Pirates were the last thing anyone wanted to face out at sea.


  “I thought these waters were supposed to be safe!” she blurted out, knowing there was nothing they could really do.


  Ruki shook his head firmly. “There’s exceptions to every rule. Right now, it’s a race against time. Crew told me they’ve got a small sailboat for us to flee on.”


  Claudia obediently followed him out of the room.


  “They’re setting everything up now,” Ruki went on. “The pirates are after the cargo. If they’re lucky and the pirates let them go, they’ll come after us and pick us up.”


  “All we can do is hope that’s what happens.”


  Pirates were known for their brutality, but they weren’t buccaneering for personal entertainment. They were thieves who prioritized efficiency and preferred to expend as little effort as possible.


  As Claudia and Ruki made their way down the corridor and she caught sight of the sailboat, an enormous shock wave rocked the ship. Panicked, she clung to the nearby railing. The clamor outside suggested the pirates were much closer than she’d imagined. On the floors above, maybe.


  “They’re attacking the deck,” Ruki told her. “I know it’s scary, but we gotta go!”


  The crew member who had initially guided them to their room was waiting by the sailboat with a rope, ready to lower the craft as soon as they were aboard. The cargo ship, meanwhile, kept lurching violently.


  I should’ve brought some of those vapors with me. Perhaps then she could have composed herself better. She inwardly admonished her own body for its disobedience as she stretched a trembling hand toward the sailboat.


  “We know you have two passengers on board! Hand them over quietly, and we’ll withdraw!”


  It wasn’t cargo the pirates were after. They wanted Claudia and Ruki.


  “Boss Lady,” Ruki said, a hint of warning in his voice.


  “Let’s move to the deck.”


  “Are you insane?!”


  Claudia turned to him. “Even if we run off on this sailboat, we’ll have to wait for the crew to come pick us up. We can’t do anything ourselves. But the opposite isn’t true, is it?” She and Ruki were cargo to the crewmen. If it meant saving their own lives, they wouldn’t hesitate to hand the two over. “It’s not as if I don’t have a plan. I recognized that voice just now.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Ruki demanded, agitated.


  Claudia leaned in and whispered something in his ear, then steeled herself and strode up to the deck. Her suspicions were confirmed the moment she spotted a familiar strapping man with a dark tan standing there.


  Yida spun around, eyes darting from Claudia to Ruki. He started to say something to the latter before he thought better of it. Then his face split into a smile, as if the strange moment hadn’t happened at all. “Thanks for showing yourselves willingly! As promised, we’ll take these two and be off.” He offered his hand to Claudia, ever the gentleman.


  “I’m still observing purity rules. I will not touch any men,” she told him primly.


  “Some kinda religious thing? That’s a shame.”


  Yida led the way to his ship without any other pirates in sight. It was nothing like the midsize vessel Ruki had seen him board back at Port Brenach. He’d probably hidden this one somewhere nearby. I can’t overlook what he’s done. Not that she really had a choice; it wasn’t as though she could’ve brought the authorities into it.


  I assumed it would look more foreboding, but this would be impossible to distinguish as a pirate ship. The only real difference between Yida’s pirate ship and the transport vessel she’d been on was that the former was sturdier.


  She and Ruki followed obediently, and once they were safely aboard, Yida spun to face them with his arms held out wide.


  “Welcome to my pirate ship!”


  Judging by the way he said it, it was safe to assume he was the captain. His hair wasn’t tied back; he likely left it loose. Under the light of the morning sun, the coppery highlights stood out even more. His attire was completely different from what he’d worn in Port Brenach: He had a leather tricorn hat atop his head, a poet shirt with ties near the collar and a vest over the top of it, and a long jacket that extended down to his legs. Everything was hanging open, giving a glimpse of his muscular chest. His sleeves were rolled back to his elbows. A vivid red parrot was inked onto his left forearm, and both arms were covered in a litany of scars.
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  This looks much better on him than a suit ever did, Claudia thought. He didn’t just have a dangerous air about him; he was actually dangerous.


  Among the gruff-looking pirates aboard, she spotted Chestier. So he’s a pirate too. His long green hair was carefully braided. He wore a poet shirt and vest as well, though his shirt had frills on the front. For bottoms, he wore a checkered red-and-black long skirt, which suited him perfectly.


  Claudia regarded the pirate crew and dipped into a curtsy, elegant and dignified, like a flower blooming right there in the middle of their otherwise unadorned deck.


  “You know, I had a feeling you were gutsy from the second I saw you, but this just proves it,” said Yida.


  Most people would’ve frozen stiff upon being surrounded by this many rogues. In fact, they would probably have started shaking in their boots the moment they first laid eyes on Yida.


  “The compliment is much appreciated. To be perfectly honest, it comes not from bravery but rather confidence that my suspicions were correct.”


  “What suspicions are those?”


  “You’ve come all this way to retrieve us, so thank you for that. I assume this little diversion was on Prince Seraphim’s orders?”


  At the mention of the prince’s name, Yida’s smile fell. “Why do you say that?”


  “When you saw Ruki earlier, you were surprised, weren’t you? Because he looks exactly like someone else you know.”


  Prior to meeting Yida on the deck of the cargo ship, she’d briefly adjusted Ruki’s outfit to make him appear more like Seraphim. And she hadn’t missed that momentary look of surprise on Yida’s face. Anyone who’d met Seraphim would have been shocked, even more so if they were closely acquainted with him. They’d wonder, What’s the crown prince doing here?


  “Had you only ever seen paintings of him, you wouldn’t have instantly recognized Ruki. You were surprised, Mr. Yida, because you’ve met Prince Seraphim personally and know what he’s like.”


  “Spot-on,” Yida agreed. “This was a bit of a test before you could meet my superior.”


  Claudia wasn’t sure why Seraphim would bother testing her at this point, but the test itself made perfect sense. He must be judging me on my response.


  Ruki furrowed his brow, and Claudia gave him a quick look to calm him.


  After a moment, Yida put his hand to his chin and said, “Hmm? Hold on. How do you know my name?”


  She chuckled. “How, indeed.”


  His response was so amusing that she couldn’t resist playing with him a little. It was her way of getting revenge for the earlier scare. There was no reason she had to tell him that she was actually Lily, but given their link to Seraphim, she decided it was best to be honest.


  Claudia signaled to Ruki with her eyes, whereupon he pulled out the black glasses and slid them onto his face.


  Yida’s face lit up with recognition. “Hold up, you two are…?!”


  “It has been a bit, hasn’t it? We last met when you handed Hugoth over to me.”


  “No way!” Yida cried in disbelief. “Wait, but you’re Rose Garden’s leader, so—”


  “That’s not quite accurate,” Claudia interjected. “I was cooperating with Rose Garden to investigate Hugoth. That’s all.”


  “You were looking into him?”


  Claudia nodded. “You were too, weren’t you? In my case, I happened to run into those kids, and that was how I learned about him.” She apologized for not being able to divulge that sooner, while she was still Lily, and explained that she’d wanted to keep them from having any ties to Rose Garden.


  “So that’s why. Then the whole reason you approached Hugoth in the first place was because of those kids?” asked Yida.


  “Correct. Small world we live in, for you to have run into them as well.”


  “They were worried about you. Came all the way out to the port. I assured them you were fine, and they went back home.”


  She hadn’t realized Sel, Michi, and the others had returned to the port looking for her. After capturing Hugoth, she had been so busy tying up loose ends that she hadn’t made it back to see them again before they departed for good. She had asked one of the members of Rose Garden to deliver a message for her, though.


  “Okay, now I get it!” Yida said, a great big smile spreading across his face as if all the pieces had finally come together. “Damn, you really are an amazing woman! In a whole other league!” Looking like he was desperate for a drink, he nodded to himself several times.


  “But meeting us at the port shouldn’t be enough reason for you to know we’re connected to Prince Seraphim,” Chestier cut in.


  “Oh. You think?” Yida said.


  Chestier’s suspicions were justified, since all her intel had told her was that they’d been watching Hugoth too.


  “Remember when we were at Hugoth’s storehouse the first time?” Ruki said. “You were using a wax tablet. That’s somethin’ I sold to Seraphim.”


  “Seriously?!”


  The wax tablet was one of the products that had resulted from the capital’s initiative to support the slums. The tablets were poor quality, as they were made with cheap materials the people of the slums could provide themselves. They were mostly a thank-you gift in return for a donation to the poor. Ruki had sold several of them to Seraphim. Claudia had recognized it immediately when she saw Yida using it and mentioned it to Ruki.


  “Wait, so you knew about my ties to the prince from day one?!” Yida yelped.


  “We knew it was a possibility, at least. I wasn’t entirely certain until I saw how surprised you were at seeing Ruki made up to look like Prince Seraphim.”


  The wax tablet alone wasn’t enough; he could have gotten it without being linked to Seraphim. A crown prince had limited contact with people outside of his family, administration, and the aristocracy. If Yida was familiar with Seraphim, then that suggested an incredibly close relationship.


  Meaning, Prince Seraphim counts pirates among his allies. She didn’t say as much aloud, but Yida didn’t strike her as the military type. He didn’t have the stiff discipline of someone who served the crown in an official capacity. It wasn’t a stretch to say that the United Kingdom of Arakaner had been a collection of Viking tribes in the past.


  “Damn, that’s smart! I had no clue!” Yida declared, eyes wide with genuine surprise. He let out a dry laugh.


  All the praise left Claudia feeling a little flustered.




  Chapter 15:
The Saint’s Meeting


   


  FERMINA HAD A MEETING scheduled first thing that morning. She had been pelted with questions ever since she first condemned Claudia. People were clamoring to get on the saint’s good side—even a handful who’d been hostile toward Fermina in her academy days. The first person to visit her that morning was one such example.


  The grand cathedral’s drawing room was entirely different from the one she’d visited at the palace. There were no large windows, no sunlight pouring inside to illuminate the corners. The chapel was the main feature of the cathedral and everything else, including the residential quarters, was an afterthought. For all her complaints, she was still in high spirits this morning.


  Her guest, Countess Thomas, greeted her with a formal curtsy. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me, Your Eminence.”


  Lady Thomas’s family represented the royal faction. The Thomases were elitists, with their own long history of serving the crown. They refused to accept any of the newly titled aristocrats and looked down on the lower-ranked lords and ladies. They’d sniffed disparagingly when Fermina’s mother, Lilith, married the duke. Fermina had dealt with that stuck-up type at the academy more times than she cared to count. Maybe that was why she had become more conscious of her birth status and upbringing.


  As for Lady Thomas, she was a plump woman with a round face, lips pressed into a permanent smile. I find her ilk unpleasant. Fermina wanted to wrinkle her nose in disgust at the obvious polite mask that concealed whatever the countess was really thinking. It frustrated Fermina to realize that she hadn’t changed as much as she thought if she felt this way.


  “The capital has been livelier than ever since your arrival,” Lady Thomas went on, oblivious toward or otherwise unconcerned with Fermina’s discomfort. “No doubt your presence has helped relieve tension among the people and brought them peace and security.”


  “Nothing would please me more than to be of service to the people.”


  “Oh dear, what a faithful and honest girl you are!” Lady Thomas praised her effusively. “Nothing at all like your elder sister Claudia, the witch!”


  Based on the way she spoke, Lady Thomas had never been keen on Claudia to begin with. The people who adored Claudia expressed confusion toward the witchcraft accusations; this woman embraced it readily.


  It took some effort for Fermina to keep a smile on her face despite the blatant brownnosing. This woman was older than her own mother, but any desire Fermina had to be respectful was slowly dying.


  “However,” Lady Thomas said, “I feel like your true message hasn’t reached the people the way you wish.”


  “Please elaborate,” Fermina replied politely.


  “There are still so many people out there refusing to accept that the witch has deceived them. Word of her treachery is running up against resistance. Don’t you see that, Your Eminence?”


  Fermina wasn’t interested in the capricious opinions of high society. What mattered was the people. She was loyal to them, not to the small portion of the population that stood at the top. Her position now allowed her the privilege of casually having tea with the crown prince. Being an aristocrat came with significant ties of obligation and social rules that she no longer had to abide by. The saint occupied a special place in society and in the church, which required her to treat all believers of the faith as equals, regardless of title or status.


  “What do you think, Your Eminence? I could start spreading word among my own region’s people and see that the truth reaches more of the masses.”


  Fermina considered the offer. She had no intention of giving Lady Thomas special treatment, but could she really ignore the influence the woman held over a huge swath of people?


  “It would please me greatly if you would do that,” Fermina said finally.


  “You’ll be delighted with the results, I assure you! In return, I humbly request that you use your authority as saint to ensure that none of the chaos affects my region or its people.”


  The fact that she was only concerned with her own people and not the rest of the kingdom made Fermina cock her head to the side. “What do you mean by that? I have no intention of bringing chaos to any region, let alone yours.”


  “No, no! Of course not!” Lady Thomas rushed out.


  Fermina’s brow furrowed. “Are you trying to wheedle favors out of me in exchange for your cooperation?”


  She wanted to help any believers of the faith, but should she really be giving out favors for free? Is she underestimating me?


  Did Lady Thomas think that because Fermina was young, she’d easily accept whatever demands were made of her? If the pope himself were here in front of the countess, would she have made the same request of him?


  “A favor?” Lady Thomas looked scandalized. “I merely came here hoping to acquaint you better with my region, Your Eminence!”


  “Lady Thomas, I know about you and your family. I have studied the kingdom’s history.”


  Was this how most higher-ranking aristocrats acted? It infuriated Fermina that the woman was only concerned about herself. Yes, Fermina had saved that boy from being whipped as part of a larger plan rather than a genuine sacrifice, but there were literally people starving out there. Refugees who had fled their homeland seeking safety.


  “I swear I will continue to serve in my capacity as saint to ensure the safety and security of the people,” Fermina declared.


  “A wonderful stance to take, Your Eminence! I swear to do my utmost to support you in this endeavor. What do you think? Might I entreat you to mention my contributions to the public?”


  Now the countess was bargaining to have her devotion advertised. She changed tactics quickly, trying whatever method she could to pry some benefit out of this exchange.


  Why can’t I simply be a good person like that sister was? She was thinking of the red-haired sister back at the monastery on the island. That sister had always been innocent and honest. Fermina had tried to copy her and use her as a guideline for her own speech and conduct.


  She glanced at the countess’s hands. The woman wore a ring with a gaudy gem on it, as well as a sparkling necklace around her neck. If the countess would only donate one of those things, the church could help so many more people.


  Having noticed Fermina’s gaze, the countess preened. “Beautiful, aren’t they? I’m sure you would look even more stunning in them, Your Eminence. If you would grant me a bit of your time again, I would be happy to bring a few pieces from my collection for you.”


  “Excuse me. I think our time is up.” Fermina shooed the countess out of the room, unable to abide the ridiculous misunderstanding that she was interested in those pieces for herself.


  I am the saint! Is she trying to accuse me of being materialistic because I was looking at her stupid accessories?!


  It was outrageously offensive.


  Fermina didn’t necessarily think there was anything wrong with jewelry, but she didn’t want to be lumped into the same category as a woman who would flaunt gaudy pieces while other people were out there actively suffering.


   


  ***


   


  Fermina made a trip to the royal castle at noon to have lunch with Sylvester. A servant led her to the dining room. The dining table was extremely long, and Sylvester sat at the far end. Fermina’s place was set at a close angle relative to him.


  The sunlight was almost blinding as it surged in through the windows. A maid standing nearby adjusted the curtains slightly. The fabric was sheer enough that the light peeking in softened where it spilled over the table.


  This almost feels like a scene in a play. Fermina felt like she was onstage, with all the special lighting they used to heighten the drama.


  Sylvester’s calm and gentle voice washed away all the lingering unpleasantness from her morning meeting with Lady Thomas. There was something soothing about it. Her heart warmed.


  It must be so rare for a busy crown prince like him to meet with someone two days in a row.


  Not even the highest-ranking aristocrats could meet him this frequently unless it was for administrative meetings. Additionally, no hostility charged the air between them. Their time together was relaxing and enjoyable, which was as sure a sign as any that he regarded her highly.


  “Have you become accustomed to your time in the capital as a saint?” Sylvester asked.


  “My nights have been completely peaceful and worry-free, thanks in part to your kind consideration, Prince Sylvester.”


  “There isn’t much for you to do but wait, I’m sure. I’m pleased to hear nothing weighs on you, Your Eminence.”


  He was right. All Fermina could do was wait for Claudia to arrive at the Holy See for her inquisition. She already knew Claudia was guilty, but until it was official, there were many who had to wait to declare their stance. Sylvester was one of them. He couldn’t annul his engagement until the church recognized Claudia as a witch.


  “The passage of time feels painfully slow, but I understand this process is necessary. Still, I do think it’s a shame that there are people out there who only think of themselves.”


  He studied her. “If I recall correctly, you had a meeting with Lady Thomas this morning?”


  “Yes. If what she really desires is her people’s peace of mind, shouldn’t she be willing to contribute without personal gain?” She filled him in on the details of her conversation with the countess.


  Being the understanding man he was, Sylvester nodded in agreement, as Fermina had hoped. “As a believer, one should contribute without making a fuss about it beforehand. They need simply demonstrate their devotion through action.”


  Fermina perked up, delighted. “Exactly!”


  “As a leader, however, I can understand where she’s coming from.”


  “As a leader?” Fermina repeated, confused.


  Rather than act exasperated at her lack of understanding, Sylvester gently asked her, “What position do I occupy, Your Eminence?”


  “You’re Harland’s crown prince.”


  “Precisely, but I am also a follower of the church. Your Eminence, you may no longer be legally a duke’s daughter, but that doesn’t erase what you were. People’s identities consist of several complex layers. There are half as many different perspectives as layers, which means focusing on just one would be disingenuous to who they are.” Then he added, “That’s especially true for someone like Lady Thomas, who has a whole region to look after. Her actions might reflect poorly on her as a follower of the faith—but if she is acting on behalf of her people, then I cannot fault her for that.”


  The choice was to prioritize either one’s religious devotion or the peace and prosperity of one’s land and people. There was a time and place for both, but as Sylvester suggested, it made the most sense for the countess to choose the latter this time.


  Fermina felt as if she’d had an epiphany. It was like stepping out into the cold morning first thing and sucking in that first breath of crisp air.


  “I was being too narrow-minded,” she mused aloud.


  “You are a symbol of the church, the hope of the people. There’s nothing wrong with you prioritizing faith and devotion and making judgments based off that. Having said that, I’m convinced you can keep faith as your main focus while also appreciating that people can be multifaceted.”


  “Y-you are?” Fermina stammered in disbelief.


  “You can tell what kind of person one is by speaking to them, such as whether they’re someone who thinks for themselves or not. You can read the motivations of a person’s heart, whether they’re driven by good, evil, duty, or something else. Someone who has given up thinking for themselves is no better than a puppet on strings and possesses no will of their own.”


  Fermina had a much broader perspective now after her time at the island monastery. She was confident that she had changed for the better, in fact. For Sylvester to recognize that struck a chord with her. Heat built behind her eyes, which shimmered with tears. Since Norris had disappeared, no one had tried to understand her.


  “You still lack experience, but you’re doing a good job, Your Eminence.”


  “Thank you. Hearing that means more than you know.”


  Someone finally saw how hard she was working. His acknowledgment was proof that her actions had meaning. She’d needed to hear that.


  “I’m sorry,” Fermina hastened to add. “I should be listening to you, not the other way around!”


  He shook his head. “No need to worry. Breaks are important. Do you not have anyone else you can lean on when you need it?”


  “Father Norris has been that person for me. He’s been with me since I left the monastery, filling me on everything I should know as saint. He’s an excellent listener, so I often find myself rambling. He knows everything about me, including my upbringing and life prior to the monastery.”


  She had told him about everything that had happened at the academy, leading to her being sent off to the monastery. In fact, those events were what first made her suspicious of Claudia.


  “Good. One needs a stout ally to rely on. Having Tristan means I don’t have to have to bottle everything up.”


  Everyone knew Tristan was loyal to Sylvester. Fermina had seen their relationship firsthand at the academy. In a way, it was like the mentor-student relationship she had with Norris.


  I wonder if I’ll ever find anyone else I can be that close to.


  She didn’t have much access to other people now. Since becoming saint, she had little opportunity to talk to other devotees her age.


  “I’m certain you’ll have more people approaching you from now on, not just Lady Thomas,” said Sylvester. “Might I offer you a piece of very valuable life advice, Your Eminence?”


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “Beware those who only show you one of their many layers.” He had just told her that people’s identities consisted of more than one. “This principle applies to more than people as well. I hope you won’t forget that everything has some level of moral ambiguity, good and bad. As long as you’re aware of that, you’ll find yourself searching for it. This way, even when someone appears who wants to control you for their own ends, you’ll be able to consider what’s really beyond the surface.”


  She stared at him. “Someone who wants to control me?”


  “People who make it look like they’re giving you a choice when really, they’re skillfully leading you to the answer they want. There’s no shortage of them.”


  “You’ve encountered such people too?”


  He nodded. “There are far more people who want to control me than they do you, Your Eminence.”


  How presumptuous of them. Then again, Lady Thomas was one example. There were others out there like her who prioritized something other than faith and honor.


  I don’t want anyone to manipulate me ever again. Memories from her time at the academy flitted through her mind. Fermina had thought she was using the woman who’d helped her, but they had been using her just as much. She’d embarrassed herself then because she hadn’t been able to think more deeply about people’s intentions. I need to make sure I never make that mistake again.


  She had a lot to write in her diary tonight.




  Chapter 16:
The Villainess Is Guided by Pirates


   


  AFTER THEY FINISHED THEIR DINNER, Claudia and Ruki retired to their guest room aboard the pirate ship. Well, guest room was probably a stretch; it was a basic room separate from the crew’s quarters, cramped and furnished with only the bare necessities and a bunk bed. Beside the bed was a small round table and two chairs. There was also a partition for changing.


  Claudia had no issue sharing a room with Ruki. He saw her as a boss who happened to be a woman, nothing more.


  “I wish I could wash my hair,” she said despite knowing it was asking for too much. Fresh water was precious aboard a ship. That didn’t stop her from wishing for it, though.


  “I know. I wish I could just chop mine off already.” He had his own long hair that he had to maintain as part of his work as Seraphim’s double.


  The sea breeze would make a rat’s nest of their respective manes, so they both kept theirs neatly tied back. They would arrive at their destination tomorrow morning, so Claudia just had to be patient a little longer.


  “When we see him, I’m gonna tear him a new one,” Ruki warned her.


  “Yes. I know you will.”


  Ruki hadn’t interrupted their conversation on deck, but that didn’t erase his fury at how his half-brother had tested them. Claudia had requested that the pirates escort her and Ruki straight to their room partially so that he could let off some steam with her.


  “And bein’ stuck in a box like this messes with my internal clock!”


  The room’s lack of windows made it impossible to tell the time. Stepping out didn’t help either, as there were only rows of doors in either direction. They would need to ascend to the deck if they wanted to see the sun.


  As they chatted, a surprising guest arrived; it was Chestier. “Do you have a moment?” he asked.


  Claudia motioned for him to enter, and Ruki gave up his seat. To anyone else, he would’ve seemed like a gentleman, but he was moving back so he could keep an eye on Chestier from behind.


  “There’s something I want to ask you.” Chestier’s gaze dropped to his lap, where he was wringing his hands. He was being more deferential than ever before.


  Claudia and Ruki traded questioning glances over his head.


  Eventually, Chestier said, “You solved the problem those children were facing, right?”


  “The problem with Hugoth, yes.”


  “Right… That was your aim from the beginning.” Chestier spoke as if he was turning over their earlier conversation on deck. “What happened to the crewmen?”


  “They will receive comprehensive medical care. They pushed their bodies far too much.”


  The aphrodisiac was top-secret information. Though it was central to everything, she avoided mentioning it.


  “What about what Hugoth did to them?” Chestier pressed. “What I mean is, the syndicate isn’t going to do the same thing now, is it?”


  She realized then that he was actually a very kind person. Port Brenach wasn’t even part of his country. Whatever happened there should have been none of his business. There were plenty of people who would compartmentalize their involvement as a job without becoming invested, but even though they had shipped out a while ago, Chestier had obviously been concerned about the citizens.


  “They won’t use it,” Claudia confirmed. “What Hugoth did isn’t an easy thing to replicate in the first place. We passed him off to the proper authorities. The syndicate won’t be involved in whatever punishment he faces.”


  Claudia had struck a deal that they would hand over custody of Hugoth in return for being allowed to keep all his assets. Officials would have been suspicious if a criminal syndicate yielded a criminal without asking anything in return.


  Chestier’s light-indigo eyes finally met hers. “You arranged that personally, did you?”


  “No one else coulda done it,” Ruki cut in. “She made the authorities cooperate with us, and she made them look after the victims. I’m tellin’ ya now, she lives in a completely different world from you and me. Kinda like your superior. You need to show her some respect. She outclasses you.”


  Ruki had stayed silent up to that point because Claudia hadn’t defended herself—but he had his limits, especially now that Chestier was interrogating her.


  Panicked, Chestier lowered his head. “I’m sorry!”


  “No need to worry about it. Same to you, Ruki. Right now, I’m just Claudia, nothing more.”


  Claudia had enjoyed their time on the previous ship, where no one showed any special regard for her title or position. It wasn’t that she wanted to abandon it all; if anything, she was willing to pay the price that came with her position as long as she could use it to her advantage. At the same time, she appreciated those brief moments where she could be a normal person.


  “If you insist, Boss Lady,” Ruki grumbled.


  “I want you to treat me the same way you have been, Chestier,” she said.


  “All right,” Chestier tentatively agreed, bemused by her insistence.


  “Did my answers help resolve your concerns?”


  “Yes,” Chestier replied. “Actually, I came to apologize. I was incredibly rude to you the entire time. I realize that. But when it was time to say it, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I’m sorry for that too.” He bowed his head low again.


  “It takes great courage to apologize,” said Claudia.


  He peeked up at her. “Does that mean you’ll forgive me?”


  “I was never upset to begin with. Though I did feel you lacked social skills.”


  Chestier grimaced. “Ugh, Yida always tells me the same thing. Says I need to think before I speak.”


  Claudia sensed he was open enough with her now that she could actually communicate with him. “You were hostile toward me when I was disguised as Lily. Do you have something against women? I heard how you treated the ladies at the brothel as well.”


  His behavior had been bad enough that the courtesans universally hated him. He had earned it with his unfairly cruel critique of them.


  Chestier’s whole face flushed. He hadn’t expected her to bring up the brothel incident. “How do you know about that?!”


  “Don’t underestimate her,” Ruki said. “Every little thing you do or say tells her somethin’.”


  Claudia had only meant the question casually, but Ruki was using the opportunity to put pressure on him.


  Chestier averted his eyes abruptly and took a deep breath to anchor himself. “I’m a follower of the Sea Goddess,” he explained. “That’s why I pitch my voice and wear more feminine clothing. It’s not because I want to be a woman myself. It’s more like…how your priests wear vestments. It’s a uniform.”


  Clerical clothing, then. The comparison made enough sense that even Ruki didn’t contest it.


  “Also, my own mother is my standard when it comes to women. She’s physically strong. Incredibly so.” He told them how she’d raised him all on her own. “She works in an industry full of men. She’s built enough that she can compete with Yida. Though to be clear, it’s not like I expect other women to be as muscular as she is.”


  Chestier’s mother could stand toe to toe with men, regardless of her gender.


  “She’s never fawned over any man. That’s why I don’t like women who are quick to turn on the charm. They have the potential to be strong and stand as equals with men. When they don’t, it feels like they’re throwing away their own worth.”


  Claudia nodded slowly. “You have a high standard for women, then.”


  “Ain’t he just a mama’s boy?”


  “Ruki,” she chided him. She was trying to soften her critique, and he’d ruined it by stating it plainly.


  “Is it wrong that I respect my mother?” Chestier shot back, defensive.


  “Not at all,” Claudia said calmly. “There’s nothing wrong with it. I simply wonder whether your mother would want you to be so exclusionary.”


  Everyone had their ideals when it came to others, realistic or not. Likewise, there were always certain types they disliked. The latter was a very broad category in Chestier’s case.


  “Weird how you’re totally fine with her, though,” Ruki said, gesturing toward Claudia.


  “Lady Claudia is extremely intelligent.” Chestier had figured out that the seductive way she’d spoken to Yida before was manipulation. “The way she spoke on the deck, treating the captain like an equal without giving an inch—that was really impressive.”


  “Yeah?” Ruki lifted a brow. “So, what, you think courtesans are being sincere when they act all seductive?”


  “No. I realize that they’re only doing it to manipulate clients into liking them. The problem is that they abandoned their brains the moment they decided to become courtesans.” Chestier knew not everyone was built for hard labor, but he at least felt that those who weren’t could educate themselves. Maybe work as saleswomen at small merchant shops.


  “Screw that!” Ruki snapped. “Do you seriously think those girls are there because they all want to be courtesans?! They were sold off by their parents and partners. Some of them are there to make sure their families have food on the table! There’s a bunch of people out there that wish they could ‘educate’ themselves, but the world ain’t that easy! Stop assumin’ everyone’s as privileged as you!”


  Ruki had close ties to the brothels because of his work, and he deeply respected Mirage as an older-sister figure. Mirage was rare in that she had chosen to become a courtesan of her own volition, but she knew better than anyone how harsh life was growing up in the slums, being from there herself.


  Before Claudia could step in and try to deescalate, Ruki took a steadying breath and leaned back. “My bad,” he said. “I’ll shut up now.” His face shuttered; he was back in bodyguard mode.


  Chestier sat there wide-eyed, shocked by Ruki’s outburst.


  “I think your mother worked extremely hard,” Claudia said gently. “She made sure you ate well and could focus on your studies.”


  Plenty of people were biased. Chestier wasn’t alone.


  The Lindsays’ region was more prosperous and fertile than other areas of the kingdom. Even their poorest citizens always had enough food to eat. It was easy to assume everyone had that same privilege—to forget that tomorrow could be uncertain, that there were people out there who didn’t know when they would get their next meal. Claudia had been ignorant like that in her first timeline, prior to her condemnation. Her lack of imagination had been proof of her privilege. It wasn’t until she went to the brothel that she understood how difficult life could really be.


  In a way, it was nicer not knowing.


  “The United Kingdom of Arakaner has its slums too,” Claudia told Chestier. “Poverty is hard on the mind as well as the body. Your mother managed to keep you out of it as she raised you. That’s incredible, truly. It’s no wonder you’re so proud of her.”


  That was especially true since Arakaner had different religious views, which meant very few monasteries. In Harland, even the church’s considerable contributions couldn’t completely support the slums; Arakaner had no such safety net. No nation had a perfect solution to poverty. It was a universal issue.


  “You had choices because of your mother’s hard work,” Claudia continued. “Ruki is right, though. There are many, many more people in the world who have no choice at all.”


  Pirates were one such example, though Yida and his crew had some kind of relationship with Seraphim. They were the exception more than the rule, so she couldn’t bring that up.


  Yida probably hasn’t taken him to the slums or anywhere that might shock him out of his idealism, I assume out of consideration for Chestier’s mother. Or maybe he was just inexperienced at raising another human being. Most likely the latter. That would explain why he took Chestier to a brothel despite knowing his biases against women.


  Craftsmen often taught their mentees the hard way: making them watch and figure everything out themselves. Some techniques could not be conveyed through words alone. Maybe Yida had taken Chestier to the brothel because he wanted him to see that there were all sorts of familial situations out there, and that these girls were working hard too.


  “Even if you can’t understand what I’m saying now, try to keep it in mind. You’ll find glimpses of the world’s cruelty everywhere you look. Both Ruki and I believe that you can broaden your perspective. Ruki’s yelling was meant as encouragement. He was trying to tell you to open your eyes and see what you’ve been blind to.”


  “Open my eyes…” Chestier peered up at her with those vulnerable indigo eyes in an adorable gesture.


  So this is what Ewa was talking about. Ewelina, the courtesan at the brothel, had said that Chestier was insufferable.


  “Just remember that reality can be incredibly cruel. No need to push yourself too much. Sometimes it’s important to close your eyes and guard your own heart,” said Claudia.


  “All right. Yida always nags me about what I’m doing wrong, but he never explains it. Experience is the only way I can learn. I thought there was something wrong with me because I couldn’t understand. I guess what I really lacked was the right learning method.”


  So she was right, then. It was partially Yida’s fault for not explaining better.


  “Let me also tell you this: There are some people who don’t learn even when they study.”


  “Really?” Chestier’s shocked look suggested studying was his strong suit.


  “Someone who excels at it struggles to understand someone who doesn’t. What do you think someone with no physical strength and an inability to study should do with themselves?”


  He was silent.


  “Do you think they should be abandoned because they’re not useful?” Claudia pressed.


  “I don’t know,” Chestier said honestly.


  Claudia chuckled. “It was a bit of a trick question anyway. There is no right answer. I have my own vague notion of how things should be, but no concrete plan for how to carry it out.” She could come up with ideas, but there was no guarantee they would succeed. “Some problems don’t have solutions. Remember that, if you would.”


  “Are you always trying to solve problems, Lady Claudia?” Chestier asked.


  She laughed again. “Yes, because that’s what I want to do.”


  It was partially thanks to noblesse oblige, as someone born with privilege—but also, if she had the power to affect change for the better, then she wanted to use it to create her desired future. Claudia yearned for a world where one could make choices for themselves, regardless of the circumstances of their birth.


  Yes. That’s my dream. The anxiety that had lingered in her heart seemed to subside a little, renewed determination welling up in its place. She couldn’t let Nigel hold her back.


  Once Chestier was gone, Ruki gave her an exasperated look. “You’re too compassionate.”


  “He’s trying to be a better person. I only want to make sure he succeeds. Too many factors need to be perfect to help someone like this.” Time, method, and a willingness to change were necessary for one person to help another. “Fortune was kind to both of us.”


  Ruki seemed to accept that. “I guess it helped you kill some time.”


  Well, that was one way to interpret it.


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, the island where Seraphim was waiting came into view. They entered the port, anchored, and disembarked.


  “Man, that took forever!” Ruki groaned.


  “It’s nice to be off the rocking waves and on solid land again,” Claudia agreed. She mimicked Ruki, stretching her arms over her head.


  Her first long sea voyage was over.


  Everywhere she looked, blue unfurled like an endless canvas. The sky was completely clear, sunlight reflecting off the sea’s rippling surface. The sea itself was transparent enough that she could see the fish swimming in the shallows and the shadows they cast across the depths below.


  The island was tiny, with mountains flanking the white sands of the shore. The trees were a brilliant emerald green. She could see a town in the distance. There were rows of wooden houses with stone fences and terracotta-colored roofs. This place looked like paradise.


  Yida appeared, with Chestier following close behind. “We have a secret route. Follow me.”


  Instead of taking the road leading in toward the town, they slipped into the trees, following faint animal trails carved through the dirt. The lapping of the waves echoed in the distance.


  After some time, they arrived at a tall stone wall. A windowed door had been built into the stone. It was small enough that only one person could fit through at a time.


  Yida had to curl in on himself to squeeze through, and Claudia went after him. He led her down a narrow hallway that opened up into a larger chamber, which was connected to another long corridor at the opposite end. A blond man stood near the entrance.


  “Now you finally show your face,” Ruki griped.


  Yida rounded on him. “Hey, show some respect!”


  “This is how I always talk to him!”


  “I was afraid you’d say that.”


  To Yida, Seraphim was the crown prince of his homeland. To Ruki, he was a half-brother. Yida must have sensed as much because he dropped the matter after that first warning. Chestier, caught between them, scrutinized Seraphim and Ruki in turn.


  Claudia asked him, “Is this your first time meeting Prince Seraphim personally, Chestier?”


  “Of course it is!” he practically squeaked. Voice dropping to a furious whisper, he said to Yida, “You should’ve told me sooner that he had a twin!”


  “Look, I’m as shocked as you!”


  “I ain’t his twin!” Ruki snapped.


  Seraphim’s gray eyes crinkled at the corners, as if he was enjoying their antics.


  Yida stepped forward, straightened his posture, and quietly bowed his head before the crown prince. “I brought your guests, as you requested.”


  “Wonderfully done.” Seraphim smiled warmly at him. “It seems you grew close during your voyage as well.”


  The comfortable atmosphere lasted only a few seconds before it was ruined by the man who shared the prince’s face. Ruki snarled like a feral beast, brows pinching together.


  “You asshole.” Tension filled the air the moment Ruki’s voice, threaded with fury, echoed around them. “What the hell were you thinking, testing her like that?”


  Seraphim had guards ready to defend him, but they froze when their master held up his hand. “I don’t recall doing such a thing. Mind sharing the details of this alleged test?”


  “Tch. Playing stupid now, are ya? Do you have any idea how shocked she was when you sent your stupid pirates after us?!”


  Claudia didn’t bother denying it. She cast her gaze to the floor, her smile tight.


  The blood drained from Seraphim’s face. “Yida, what’s the meaning of this?”


  “Huh? I just did things the way I always do.”


  “The way you always do? Don’t tell me you tested her instead of simply taking her aboard your ship like you were supposed to?!”


  Claudia was a little surprised Seraphim was only realizing this now, but his reaction wasn’t entirely unexpected. After they were led to their guest room, she and Ruki had discussed this very possibility. If it was Seraphim’s plan, then she would have to rely on him and owe him a favor for his assistance. If it wasn’t, then she could use this to her advantage and navigate the situation without owing him anything.


  “You’ve got some nerve pullin’ this crap when you know what she’s goin’ through!” Ruki bellowed, all menace.


  He really is a pro at this.


  “Ruki,” Claudia cut in, “nothing bad happened. There’s no need to—”


  “No, he’s absolutely right! It was a miscommunication on our part,” Seraphim said apologetically. His deferential response sent a shock through the rest of the crowd. Here was a crown prince representing an entire nation, and he was bowing his head to her. Yida and Chestier were flabbergasted.


  I feel bad for doing this to them. Still, Ruki was right. She had been afraid for her own life. They could take the flak for that.


  “You must already be in a delicate state with what’s happening, and my people only exacerbated it,” Seraphim continued. “An apology isn’t enough to express my regret. For now, you should relax. I have had a room prepared for you.”


  “Are you seriously trying to downplay it?” Ruki said.


  “Absolutely not. I intend to make this up to you both by providing my full cooperation, as you requested. Will that do?”


  Claudia nodded. “I would be most grateful, yes.”


  There was no point in hounding him any further. She had gotten exactly what she wanted. Both parties had agreed to the terms, and the details could wait until after she rested. Seraphim would return to speak with her at lunch.


  Ruki was treated like her bodyguard and led to her quarters with her. Seraphim had provided her a multi-room suite, so she and Ruki would sleep separately.


  “There are dresses for you in the closet here,” the maid who’d escorted them explained. “Would you like to take a bath before lunch?”


  “Yes, please. Is this a direct exit from the suite?” Claudia motioned to a small windowed door, the same kind they’d used to enter the place. Through the glass, she could see the white sandy coastline.


  “Yes,” the maid answered. “It leads out to a private beach. Why not venture out and take a walk while you’re waiting for me to prepare the bath?”


  Claudia remembered the clear blue ocean she’d glimpsed at the harbor and decided to do just that.




  Chapter 17:
The Villainess Reaffirms


   


  “SURELY I CAN BE a little adventurous. I’ll be taking a bath after this anyway.” Claudia slid her shoes off, exposing her bare feet.


  Ruki said nothing, opting to stand nearby and watch. He probably understood she needed time alone with her thoughts.


  Claudia tested the soft sand with her feet, the grains slipping between the gaps of her toes. A soft breeze caressed her cheeks, and she tucked windblown strands of her hair behind her ear. Seduced by the breaking waves, she padded closer to the ocean. The sand turned dark wherever the seawater touched. Claudia was careful to stay where it was dry, toeing the line as she walked.


  Judging by the geography, this beach was completely cut off from the harbor and the town. It was a strange sight: white shore and endless blue. The color palette was limited, but it was relaxing.


  If Syl were here, he’d stand out so beautifully against the sky.


  The thought popped into her head unbidden before reality crashed down on her. A breath of air hissed between her teeth, her chest aching with longing. Staring out at the sea, she fought off tears as the anxiety she’d been suppressing broke free to overwhelm her.


  Can I still be with him?


  Would public sentiment allow it? Her reputation as a witch was probably spreading at this very moment.


  It might not matter how much she’d resolved to fight against Nigel. Even if she thwarted his scheme, there was no guarantee that her reputation would ever recover.


  Fermina had been the crown princess in her previous timeline. Claudia realized after waking up in this one and spending time with Sylvester that it had been a purely political arrangement. The circumstances were different this time around, but maybe it would happen again.


  As she tottered along, she spotted something amid the grass. A small flower had sprouted, one uniquely shaped—almost like a tree. An astilbe. There was only one, likely because it was still early in the season. Right as her melancholy was taking root, the waves lapped at her feet. The cold made her flinch.


  I need to stop dwelling on the past. Claudia had her own immediate problems to deal with. She shook her head, driving away the anxious thoughts that plagued her. The melancholy soon morphed into self-directed fury. I’m acting like I don’t trust Syl at all.


  Sylvester wasn’t one to let the public direct him. No, he directed them. He’d always been generous with his love for her. She remembered his eyes, gold and sweet like honey. Knowing him, he would find some way to wrangle this disadvantageous situation.


  “And right now, I’m free.”


  Sylvester knew everything about where she was, what her plans were. He could have had her arrested at any point if he’d wanted to. He hadn’t. What’s more, he was doing what he could to make sure she stayed free.
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  She finally tilted her head back and looked up at the sky. The clear expanse likewise dispelled the turmoil in her heart. Now she was certain: I love Syl so much that I have a hard time controlling myself.


  That was why she felt so lonely, why the anxiety was so oppressive. She loved him madly, with all her heart, so much that her own emotions exploded and left her useless.


  The pressure on her chest eased as she came to this realization. Anyone would feel the same in her shoes. When the accusations were first levied, she’d been overcome with fear that her loved ones would be disgusted with her. She was scared because she loved them.


  I should listen to my heart. She had to trust the people she loved. There’s still some unease in the corner of my mind, but that’s for an entirely different reason. Regardless, no matter how much her apprehension threatened her, she wouldn’t let go of her desire to believe in the people she cared about.


  Her renewed resolve made everything—the sky, the sea, the beach—look that much brighter and clearer.


  When she heard the maid calling for her, Claudia returned to her room.


  “Feelin’ refreshed?” Ruki asked.


  “Yes. I reaffirmed how much I love Syl.”


  He stared at her for a long moment. “You okay? Sounds like you need some serious rest.”


  “Oh, please. Let me gush about him once in a while!”


  “Sure, I guess.” Ruki hesitated. “Actually, wait. Save the gushing for Helen. I ain’t cut out for that kinda stuff.” He rubbed his arms, as if it gave him the creeps.


  A black kite soared over their heads, cawing loudly.


   


  ***


   


  After her bath, Claudia changed into a lavender-colored dress the maid had brought out for her. It had been so long since she had a maid to help her clean up. She felt almost like a brand-new person. The skirt puffed out with impressive volume from her waist, the hem flaring out in a circle around her feet. It put her in high spirits.


  “Yeah, you look like a bona fide aristocrat in this, Boss Lady,” Ruki said. “Looks good.”


  She flashed a smile at him in response, and they headed for the dining hall. There was a long table with a pristine white tablecloth draped over it. Seraphim sat at one end, and he stood the moment they entered.


  “A good dress needs a beautiful woman to wear it, as much as a fish needs water. It looks even more brilliant on you,” he said.


  “Thank you for preparing it. I apologize for the wait.”


  “Ah, my lady, nothing brings a man more pleasure than having a woman worth waiting for. Please, have a seat.”


  Claudia primly sank into her chair. “Yida and Chestier aren’t joining us?”


  “They’re my ‘legs,’ as it were. Not suited for confidential conversations like this.”


  It didn’t sound like Seraphim was punishing them for their indiscretion; he simply hadn’t planned for them to join. Good. If there had just been a miscommunication between them, then Yida and Chestier hadn’t done anything wrong. Better to leave what had happened in the past and enjoy their reunion.


  While Claudia took a sip of water, servants brought out the appetizers. Slices of ham were fanned out over white porcelain, decorated with leafy greens and radishes for color contrast. She and Seraphim gracefully tasted the food, the servants ready to serve the next course at a moment’s notice. In the meantime, they preoccupied themselves with their intended discussion.


  “The situation in the capital is unfavorable, to put it bluntly. Word continues to spread about your being a witch. Rumor has it that you used black magic to start these revolts, and the chaos has had a ripple effect on a societal level.”


  Claudia would turn a blind eye to the fact that Seraphim had such detailed intelligence on what was happening in Harland’s capital; Harland did the same with its neighbors. I wonder if he’s using carrier pigeons or something to communicate with his spies.


  Several species of birds could carry small missives, if trained. Depending on what route they flew, the birds could have arrived with the latest news well before she and Ruki did.


  “Does the church have any clear views on black magic?” Seraphim asked.


  “Yes,” Claudia answered immediately. “Their public stance is that black magic has no real power. The bigger issue is the panic and anxiety it ignites among the populace. Even the church can’t control that.”


  Gossip had a habit of taking on a life of its own. In that way, Nigel’s plan to bring Claudia to her knees had evolved beyond what even he had probably expected.


  “Worst-case scenario, this brings even more attention to black magic,” she said.


  “It’s the consequence they deserve for creating the problem, if you ask me. I cannot stand by and do nothing while the church creates chaos and destabilizes Harland’s politics in the process.”


  The Kingdom of Harland and the United Kingdom of Arakaner were on good terms. They were collaborators. Imbalance on one side would inevitably affect the other, and neither nation wanted that.


  “I know you won’t want to hear this.” Seraphim lifted his gaze from the table to meet hers. “According to my information, Prince Sylvester has been spending an awful lot of time with Saint Fermina. I fear that at this rate, he’ll give her an official appointment and cut ties with you.”


  The worse Claudia’s reputation became, the more people would question whether she was fit to be engaged to Sylvester. Could he really afford to keep their arrangement even if his people opposed it? She had wondered the same thing just earlier, when she was walking along that private beach.


  There was another tangential issue: Back in Port Brenach, one of the merchants she spoke with had been worried that the chaos would congest shipping and trade completely, which would be a major blow to the whole nation.


  “Honestly,” Ruki cut in, “I wouldn’t put it past Sylvester. He’s practical enough to weigh the costs against the benefits.” They were concerned over what he would decide as the crown prince, not what he felt as a person.


  Claudia could feel their gazes on her. She closed her eyes, inwardly confirming what was already in her heart. When she opened them again, her blue eyes were full of conviction.


  “What Syl does is irrelevant to what I must do right now,” she said firmly.


  “Even if the question of what he’ll do haunts you?”


  “I appreciate your concern. I can only control what I do, which brings me to my next point: Prince Seraphim, I have no intention of forcing you to assist me.”


  Seraphim had his own nation to look after. He probably didn’t want to board a sinking ship.


  “Please don’t push me away like that, Lady Claudia. Especially when I haven’t compensated you for the disrespect my subordinates showed when they brought you here,” said Seraphim.


  Ruki nodded. “Yeah. You owe her for testing her, whether you meant to do it or not.”


  “Yes, I am well aware.”


  It was Claudia’s turn to offer information, but before that, there was something she had to check. “Your Highness, why were you looking into Hugoth?”


  Yida had obviously been working on Seraphim’s orders. She wanted to find out what he knew about Hugoth.


  “I received a report about the frequency of shipments—which was unusual for a freighter of that size. The sea is my domain. I would be embarrassed if anything happened on it without my knowing, so I had my men investigate it.”


  He had been switching out the men he had stationed at the harbor anyway, so it killed two birds with one stone.


  Seraphim had called Yida and Chestier his “legs,” but Claudia wasn’t convinced it was that simple. Yida and his crew were pirates.


  If Hugoth had managed to ship off, they probably would have captured his vessel. Arakaner’s economy was partially built on selling protection on the open sea. Claudia could understand why they would want to remove any destabilizing elements, but Hugoth was a merchant working out of Harland. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Seraphim had overstepped.


  Regardless, the bigger focus right now was that Seraphim had noticed something strange about Hugoth’s frequent shipments. According to Hugoth’s navigational logs, he’d been up north before. And if Prince Seraphim noticed, it was more than once.


  “I learned something else from Yida’s reports,” Seraphim said. “My people recovered a ship that had entered our waters after being hit by pirates. That was apparently this Hugoth’s ship.”


  “Yes, I heard about what happened to him. The pirates took only his merchandise, leaving his ship and crew untouched.”


  “Correct. And I believe that was the catalyst for what followed, with him pushing those impossible shipping schedules.”


  As she digested all this, Claudia informed Seraphim that she had turned over custody of Hugoth to the authorities. She followed it up by saying, “Based on the items we seized from his storehouse, I have reason to believe Hugoth was involved with Nigel.”


  “Him again, hmm?” Seraphim’s brows pinched as he bitterly remembered how Nigel had tried to traffic his people for profit.


  “Hugoth honestly thinks the orders he received came from me,” Claudia added.


  “What?!” Seraphim blurted out. “You mean to say that all of it—the intense shipping schedule—was part of Nigel’s scheme?!”


  Claudia nodded, thinking. She still wasn’t sure why Nigel had done this. “Do you have any idea what Hugoth had aboard his ship when the pirates got him?”


  “Items of financial value. Jewels, treasure, that sort of thing. People often move some of their assets offshore to protect them in case anything should happen at home. He was simply unlucky to be targeted in the process.”


  They had recovered similar items from Hugoth’s storehouse, though there had been a lot more of them aboard his freighter when he was accosted by pirates, from the sound of it.


  It wasn’t his. Someone else must have had him move their wealth. But who? Then it hit her. Me. They were trying to make it look like I was having my financial assets moved.


  Seraphim’s information finally led her to the answer, to Nigel’s real motive.


  “I think Nigel was trying to make it look like I was hiding away my assets,” she said.


  “That seems highly likely. Especially since disorder has already broken out in Harland in the form of these revolts.”


  “If I knew that it was going to happen ahead of time, I would obviously move my fortune beforehand, knowing that the revolt would make it impossible for them to watch too closely and catch on to what was happening,” Claudia concluded, following this train of logic.


  “And if your hidden financial assets are uncovered in Arakaner, then that’s proof of your crimes. It paints a perfect story of evil for the inquisition.”


  Hugoth had been unfortunate enough to run into pirates, losing all his precious cargo.


  After that, he had to do whatever he could to recoup the losses.


  If it got out that he had lost her fortune, the consequences would be dire. Execution was a real possibility. That was why he had resorted to that impossible schedule, and why he had only a few precious metals and cosmetics in his storehouse.


  Perhaps he didn’t originally intend to use the incense at all. He’d probably had no choice after the pirate attack. Since he couldn’t instantly replace everything he’d lost, Hugoth had to transport what he could cobble together in multiple trips. The reason he had so many empty crates was probably to make his freighter look like it was fuller than it actually was, since it would have been more suspicious if it only looked like he had a few things.


  “Which means they’re hiding these assets somewhere in Arakaner. I’ll launch an investigation to see if they’ve already deposited them somewhere. We’ll start by checking the port closest to your firm,” said Seraphim.


  “Please do.”


  This was as much information as Claudia could offer him.


  Seraphim made a written note and breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m relieved to know I can actually help you. It would have been a real blow to my pride if all I could do was apologize for my subordinates’ impropriety without offering anything in return.” He cupped his chin, deep in thought. “That said, as much as the church tends to hate us for our different beliefs, they are not nearly so obsessed with moving against us as Nigel is with you. He must really have it out for you.” A wrinkle formed in his brow.


  Claudia’s smile faltered a little. Truth be told, she didn’t think Nigel had it out for her at all.


  When I was in the carriage with him, he seemed to be enjoying himself. What was it about her that had attracted his attention? He was obsessed, that much was certain.


  After dinner and dessert, Seraphim said, “As much as I don’t want you to hate me, I have to say this: It’s not wise to place too much faith in Sylvester. You should always prepare for the possibility of betrayal.”


  Prepare for the worst because reality was impossible to predict. Instead of believing blindly, keep in mind the possibility that expectations could be double-crossed. Seraphim gave the same advice one might when preparing for a calamity.




  Chapter 18:
The Villainess Wins Herself Two Favors


   


  CLAUDIA COULD STAY ON THE ISLAND, where she was safe, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to be in Seraphim’s care. It would put her at a disadvantage, especially if she couldn’t secretly make contact with Rose Garden. After a night there, she decided to return to Port Brenach; Yida would be the one to take her there. Since she would be returning to Rose Garden’s base in the warehouse district, she resumed her disguise as Lily, with Ruki as her chamberlain.


  When Yida saw her, he let out a loud whistle. “Well, well. It’s been a while, Miss Lily!”


  “Indeed it has.” Claudia’s manner of speech and general demeanor had changed entirely with her disguise, which seemed to thoroughly impress Yida.


  “You’re a talented woman. Once we ship off, it’ll be sea for miles around. Why don’t you go up to the deck and watch the harbor before we leave?”


  “Good idea. I’ll do that.”


  After their interaction with Seraphim, Yida had a better idea of what her status was, but he remained as casual and friendly with her as he had ever been. Perhaps Chestier had told him about their conversation and her desire to simply be Claudia for now.


  Claudia climbed up to the deck and looked out at the island, its town and harbor. She hadn’t gotten the chance to see the town itself, but she wouldn’t soon forget how beautiful it looked the first time she disembarked.


  Yida studied her profile and said, “You could run away from it all.” He had some idea that she was in trouble.


  There was a beat of silence between them.


  Her long white hair billowed in the sea breeze. Behind her, blue stretched out as far as the eye could see. The water took on a sapphire color under the light, the exact shade of Lindsay Blue.


  “There are no guideposts out at sea,” Claudia said thoughtfully as she gazed into the distance.


  He nodded. “That’s true. Sailors must use experience and careful calculations to find their own paths.”


  “I’m the same way.”


  No matter the storms or the lulls between them, she had to stand strong and continue down the path she had chosen for herself, hoping that perhaps her footsteps would become a guide for the people who came after her.


  “Just as you cannot abandon your ship, I cannot stop moving forward. Though I will take breaks occasionally,” she added with some humor, eyes crinkling at the edges.


  There was something about putting her feelings into words that roused her spirits, cheeks filling with warm color. She stared ahead at the ocean as the gusts whipped through her hair.


  There are times I need to stand still, though. When the storm comes, when it’s too dangerous to move. But when the sun rises again and the skies clear…when the wind buffets my back and pushes me forward…I’m going to keep walking. I’ll be the guidepost for others.


  She would lift her head and raise her banner high for the whole world to see.


  Reality yanked her back with a single thought: Oh dear, will all this wind mess with my makeup?


  “You really are a ridiculously amazing woman,” Yida mumbled.


  “Oh? Thank you.”


  “You’re already steering your own ship in a new direction. You’d make a good captain, you know. You’re good at shouldering responsibility and all that.”


  Once one was out at sea, all choices carried a certain amount of risk. The challenge was figuring out how to navigate with the least potential danger. The captain was the one saddled with making the final decisions. The lives of the entire crew rested on his or her shoulders.


  Not much different from being a regional lord. A pirate led a whole ship; a lord ruled a whole region. The captain’s word was law, but if he didn’t have the support of his crew, they might mutiny.


  “Too few people are willing to make the hard calls when the need arises,” said Yida. Most people would hesitate to make decisions when they knew their choice affected others’ lives. They would rather just be responsible for their own. “I pride myself on being one of the rare kinda guys who likes being in charge of those risky decisions. And that’s how I can tell you’re just like me.”


  “I am honored the captain of an entire pirate ship thinks so highly of me,” Claudia said.


  He barked a laugh. “Ha ha! So, you don’t think it’s just some nonsense flattery from someone who spends too much time at sea?”


  Someone who knew nothing of the sea or sailing might not think much of him or his praise. He’d probably been told as such before.


  She tilted her head at him. “You have pride in what you do, and your work comes with great responsibility. Of course I don’t think that. I’m grateful for the praise.”


  “Hold on. Are you…a mermaid, by any chance?” He gawked at her like he was looking at some mythical creature. “Mermaids sing and deceive us seafaring folk. You say such kind things—too kind—and it makes me start to wonder if I’m already caught in your song.”


  “She has a habit of making people fall for her. I’d advise you to be careful,” Ruki cut in, his words polite now that he was in his chamberlain disguise. He’d been listening in, a step behind Claudia.


  “I figured,” Yida said with a vigorous nod. “That was close. I almost fell for it.”


  “A shame you didn’t,” Claudia replied. “It’s not like I would take your life.”


  She hadn’t deceived him at all. The sly head tilt was part of her Lily persona. Playing this character has been quite entertaining. In part because Lily was so different from Claudia’s normal self. It helped being in a more liberal environment.


  “Then maybe I will?” Yida said, as if her words had convinced him.


  “No, you won’t,” Chestier interrupted, glowering. “I noticed you weren’t in your cabin, and now I find you out here, dawdling.” His brows knitted when he took in Claudia’s disguise. “I prefer your natural appearance.”


  “Oh? You don’t like this disguise?” She had urged him to try to expand his perspective, but perhaps it was too soon to expect change. At least he wasn’t as bad as before. He’d softened a little, probably because he knew who she actually was now.


  “You’re not going to stay here?” Chestier asked.


  “Why? You gonna miss her?” Ruki shot back, dropping the formality. He’d yelled at Chestier before when they were in the guest room, but now the bespectacled “chamberlain” was grinning from ear to ear.


  Chestier didn’t engage with his teasing. “Of course. We won’t be able to see much of each other after this.”


  “Don’t get all sentimental on me outta nowhere. And obviously you won’t—Boss Lady’s in another league!”


  “And you?” Chestier asked Ruki. “Will I be able to see you?”


  “I mean, if I ain’t busy, maybe. But you guys have your own crap to do.” Since the pirates spent most of their time at sea, it was nearly impossible to tell where they’d be and when. “Can’t even send a letter if I dunno where to send it to.”


  “You know our contact in Port Brenach. If you want to send a letter, just give it to him,” Chestier suggested.


  “You seriously telling me to write letters?”


  “You’re the one who complained you wouldn’t have anywhere to send them! If you know how to write, then write one!”


  Claudia stared at them, wide-eyed. The two seemed to be getting along strangely well now.


  “We had an opportunity to talk,” Yida supplied helpfully. “Ruki and I compared muscles and scars. While we were trading combat stories, Chestier started to take a liking to him.”


  Ruki’s life had been full of all kinds of drama. She could only imagine what compelling tales he had told. The admiration in Chestier’s eyes had apparently done Ruki in because he finally caved.


  “Chestier told me what you guys talked about,” Yida said to Claudia. “Thank you. You did what I couldn’t.”


  “I did get the sense you aren’t skilled at teaching others.”


  “Not to mention the whole miscommunication thing that made you uncomfortable. I owe you for both things now.”


  “You owe me twice over then, yes?” Claudia clarified. “I’ll be sure to cash those favors in eventually.”


  Yida nodded. “Why not! Nothing wrong with owing a good woman a favor! Doubles as an excuse for seeing you again.”


  “You’re a smooth talker.”


  The four of them remained on the deck, chatting away until the harbor faded from view.


  When they reached their destination and Claudia started down the gangplank, she exchanged glances with Yida. They wished each other a safe voyage before parting ways.


  A carriage was waiting for her, with one of Rose Garden’s members sitting in the driver’s seat. Without further ado, she and Ruki headed straight for the hideout in the warehouse district.


  “And?” Claudia asked. “Will you be writing letters to Chestier?”


  “Hell no. That’d be a pain.”


  “A shame. He respects you like an older brother.”


  “I don’t need a little brother from a different country,” Ruki spat. However, he admitted begrudgingly that he’d given his contact information to Chestier, which made Claudia grin.




  Chapter 19:
The Villainess Gets Caught


   


  CLAUDIA WAS NEARLY BLINDED by the sunlight when she alighted in front of the warehouse. The carriage had pulled up so close to the entrance that she couldn’t believe there was any room for the sun to peek through.


  Inside, the warehouse was dead silent. Seraphim had sent word that she would be returning, and Bezel had given everyone the day off. They made their way down the stairs hidden beneath the wooden crate. What Claudia saw surprised her so much, she glanced back at Ruki and said, “This is the right warehouse, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. But holy crap, has it changed.”


  The interior had undergone a dramatic overhaul. There was real wallpaper on the walls, carpets on the floors. All the decorations were artistic and expensive, on the same level as a luxury hotel. A brand new room had been created in the basement area—not a space separated by a partition but an actual room with walls. Claudia was about to peek inside when a voice interrupted her.


  “Welcome back! Sorry for not being able to meet you at the port. Do you like the changes?” It was Herman, the man who’d worked as her bodyguard. As he’d said, he hadn’t been among the security present at port. Judging by the items in his hands, he’d just returned from a shopping trip.


  The duration of their voyage had been more or less up to mother nature. They could’ve given a rough estimate but nothing more. If there hadn’t been anyone to pick them up, Claudia wouldn’t have faulted them for it.


  “It’s like night and day. I was shocked,” Claudia said honestly.


  Herman chuckled. “Good, then it was worth all the effort we put in. There’s a bathtub in that room.”


  “There’s a bathroom?!”


  “Well, not a full bathroom. It’s just sectioned off by a partition. Don’t want the moisture getting trapped in there.”


  Claudia opened the door. A claw-footed bathtub sat in the middle of the space. A wide, deep bucket was beside it. There was an air vent built into the wall, but no drainage system for the water.


  “We didn’t get a drainage system in yet. We’ll make sure to have it finished before you come back next time!”


  “You’re not pushing yourself, are you?” Claudia asked worriedly. She could only imagine how much work this must have taken.


  “Eh, it’s fine,” Ruki said. “It’ll make this place nicer for the rest of the guys to use.”


  “That’s a good point.” Claudia felt a little less guilty. If other people were going to use it, it wouldn’t go to waste.


  “Do you want to take a bath? I can get it ready for you,” Herman offered.


  “But you can’t drain the water, right?”


  “True. That’s what the bucket there by the bathtub is for.” The bucket was intended for both fetching hot water and dumping the used water elsewhere. “You can leave the labor to me! Carrying stuff is good training anyway. In fact, please let me do this for you.”


  His eagerness was all the push she needed to agree. Claudia was eager to be done with her wig.


  “I just want enough to wash my hair and wipe down my body,” Claudia said.


  “I’m next up after her,” Ruki added.


  “Got it!”


  While they were waiting, Claudia dipped behind the partition and changed into more comfortable clothing. The partition itself had been upgraded to a wooden piece with a three-dimensional flower pattern engraved into it.


  She loosed a troubled laugh when she saw that a canopy bed had been added as well. She was pretty certain no one else but her would be interested in using it. There were stuffed animals placed in front of the pillows; Bezel’s touch, no doubt. While she was busy appreciating all the renovations, Herman called out that the bath was ready for her.


  Claudia rolled up her sleeves, determined to see this through. Washing her hair by herself was an incredibly laborious task. By the time she finished washing her hair and wiping down her body, a considerable amount of time had passed. Herman had played bucket relay, carrying out the used water to and replacing it with new water.


  Bezel appeared, scratching his bald head. “Sorry, it must be hard to relax with all the extra noise. Ruki could stand to wait.”


  “Try to show him a little compassion. He had to wear a wig as well.”


  They had wiped themselves down with a wet rag on Yida’s ship. The short trip had only required so much cargo, so the ship had more room than usual for fresh water for bathing. It hadn’t been enough to actually wash her hair, however, so she’d gone for days in that state.


  It was probably ill-mannered, but Claudia continued towel-drying her hair even as she spoke to Bezel. Long locks like hers took an uncomfortably long time to wring out. It gave her a renewed sense of gratitude for her maids back at home.


  Bezel hesitated, seeming like he had more to say.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “There’s a new flower for you. I was wondering whether I should give it to you now.”


  “Please do.”


  Claudia had no plans of placing it in a vase and keeping it, so she might as well have it now. She had pressed the crocus flower she received previously.


  Bezel held out a flower with a short stem and white petals.


  “A magnolia,” she observed. It was a sign of spring. She took it in hand, a faintly sweet but exotic scent tickling her nose. “What about the situation in the capital?”


  “The situation has gotten worse as the days have passed.”


  Her heart sank, but the explanation that followed wasn’t as bad as he initially implied.


  “In some ways, things have settled. The aristocrats think there’s nothing to do but let the inquisition play out. That doesn’t erase the rumors or your ruined reputation, though.”


  No amount of debate would change the circumstances, which had come to a lull, from the sound of it.


  “As for the common folk, their interest has turned more to black magic itself. Seems the church didn’t expect this. They made their stance on the matter clear—black magic possesses no special power—but there’s more and more speculation about what black magic really is. Likely because the saint herself suggested it was powerful enough to entice someone like you.”


  Thus, more and more people were entreating the church daily to protect them from black magic. It was exactly as she had discussed with Seraphim, and it had only gotten worse.


  Ruki finished his bath right as Bezel wrapped up his report. “Phew, I’m spent.”


  Even though he had cleaned himself up and felt refreshed, fatigue was still weighing him down. Contradictory as it may have seemed, Claudia knew exactly what he meant and agreed with him.


  “And you still have to dry it,” she said of his hair.


  Ruki sat at the table and collapsed against it.


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, one of Rose Garden’s members came clambering down the stairs. “Th-the royal guard is here! They’re standing out in front of the warehouse!”


  Ruki shot out of his chair, expression hardening. “They must be here to arrest her!”


  The royal guard were knights who served the royal family directly. If they were taking her into protective custody, they would have sent word along ahead of time.


  Ruki was incandescent with rage; Sylvester must have decided to sacrifice Claudia after all. He was probably trying to make himself look better in the eyes of the public by having his own knights find and capture her.


  “The escape route is clear, right?!” Ruki barked at his subordinate.


  “We’re checking now!”


  While Ruki was panicking, Claudia looked serene. She took a slow, deep breath. Her hand pressed over her heart, where she could feel her own steady pulse.


  I guess it’s time.


  “Ruki,” she said, “I’m going to walk out to meet the guard.”


  “Are you crazy?! You’re seriously gonna give up?!”


  “Not at all. I’m going to put on my sister’s habit and face the problem head-on.”


  If they had come to retrieve her, then their intent was to escort her to the Holy See. It was finally time for her to undergo the church’s inquisition.


  Ruki saw the brave smile on Claudia’s face and didn’t argue the matter any further.


   


  ***


   


  The royal guard stood perfectly still and silent as they waited for Claudia. If they moved at all, their armor would clang and rattle. There was something beautiful and intimidating about their ability to stay so perfectly rigid that they looked more like statues than people. Sunlight flowed down the carefully maintained silver surface of their armor plating.


  Incredible leadership, she thought of the man who stood in the middle, his knights lined up on either side of him. Knight Captain Newberry stood a step closer to her than the rest of his men. He was the head of the Newberry marquessate and Tristan’s father. He had the same red hair and orange eyes as his son. There were slight wrinkles around his eyes that betrayed his age, but they didn’t soften him at all.


  Even Rose Garden members who were hiding and watching nearby were daunted by the royal guard’s presence. Claudia sensed it in the air. They were accustomed to seeing knights in the local guard or spending their time in the tavern, but this was probably the first time they’d ever seen the royal guard. These men specialized in close combat. Their armor was thick, and each of them possessed a shield and a sword. The more one was accustomed to violence, the more they could imagine the potency of the knights’ attacks. The syndicate members blanched, unseen.


  That’s all right. She was glad that none of her men were foolish enough to pick a fight with someone they had no chance of beating. The advantage of having a group of self-interested men was not having to worry about them doing anything unnecessary.


  The royal guard had full control here. The tension hung oppressively in the air as Claudia stepped forward. She had dressed herself in the same simple habit she’d worn in her capacity as A Priori. The bracelet with the Lindsay Blue sapphire hung at her wrist, catching the sunlight. Each step caused the waves of her long, lustrous black hair to bounce around her shoulders. Her long lashes cast trembling shadows across her skin. She kept her back straight, gaze downcast at an angle, a show of deference that none would expect from the duke’s daughter they knew. Instead, she looked like a pious follower of the church. While she’d been in hiding, the stress had left the angles of her chin more pronounced. It made her look more fragile and beautiful at the same time.


  There was an intake of breath, then finally came the clank of moving armor. The atmosphere around them shifted rapidly, the danger dissipating into undiluted silence. Claudia was the one commanding the scene now.


  The Rose Garden members had been intimidated by the menace of the royal guard. They’d felt terror. Claudia hadn’t; she was used to this. Her family had their own band of knights, and she had stood in front of them countless times before. More importantly, it was an opportunity to garner attention.


  The royal guard stood respectfully, maintaining an attitude of neutrality. It was preferable to the alternative of people who watched her with open hostility, looking for an opportunity to attack. These men were kind in comparison.


  I found them more unnerving during my first timeline. Claudia was more accustomed to being out in public now. It gave her a confidence she hadn’t possessed before. On top of her position as duke’s daughter, she had the techniques she’d cultivated during her brothel days.


  The stress had impacted her. The weight loss was real. But she’d also used makeup to enhance the weariness on her face, dabbing some light color around her eyes so she didn’t look too grim. To keep a clean impression, she’d added a light coating of oil to her hair. A woman’s appearance could be as powerful as any knight’s armor. After all, everyone could feel the dignity and piety radiating from her.


  She advanced until she was directly in front of Captain Newberry, then her gaze swept across the rest of the knights.


  “I am Claudia Lindsay. You must be exhausted, having come all this way.” Claudia’s voice was smooth and relaxed in a way that drew people in. Her blue eyes burned with deeply held resolve and the gravitas of a woman of her station. Through those few words, she had subtly implied that she was here by choice. “Lord Newberry, it has been too long.”


  “His Highness tasked us with escorting you,” the knight captain replied. “We would like you to come with us, Lady Claudia.”


  “Very well. I’m still observing the purity rules, so I must politely request that you not try to escort me personally.”


  With wide eyes, the captain quickly dropped the arm he’d offered. He bowed his head respectfully. It had probably dawned on him right away that she was dedicated to fulfilling her duty as A Priori, even with the Saint’s Festival postponed.


  “I apologize for the presumption,” he said.


  “Not at all. I appreciate the gesture.”


  Claudia climbed inside the beautiful carriage waiting for her, the royal family’s emblem painted on its sides. The exterior was primarily white, with golden borders. The sunlight reflected off the cab, showering over Claudia as she solemnly clambered up the step into the carriage, leaving those watching in awe.




  Chapter 20:
The Saint Is Confused


   


  FERMINA SAT IN HER GUEST QUARTERS in the grand cathedral, small fingers of light stretching through the darkness. She had just discovered that the man she’d known as Norris had actually been Nigel the entire time.


  Gique had finally given her permission to visit Nigel, and she went to offer her greetings. It hadn’t clicked for her immediately that the middle-aged man before her was Nigel; he had revealed his identity himself. At first, she thought he was joking. It hadn’t occurred to her that one could successfully disguise themselves to the point that their behavior, demeanor, and even age seemed entirely different. When the realization hit, she’d gawked at him.


  I don’t understand. Fermina was shaken. Nigel had explained the reason for his deceit, but she still hadn’t fully digested it. He said it was because he wanted to be able to move around freely without his position as cardinal getting in the way. Ugh, seriously! I’ve been busy enough without having this to think about too!


  It took everything in her not to rake her fingers through her hair in frustration. She wanted to interrogate Nigel for more answers, but she didn’t have the luxury in her current situation. For days now, people had been gathering at the cathedral to entreat the church for protection from black magic. Her own words had taken on a new life in the whispers among the populace, and this was the result. The people protested that she was the one who brought it up in the first place, which was why she was forced to handle their concerns personally. She’d been working from morning to night for days on end.


  This isn’t how it was supposed to be. Everything had gone smoothly in the beginning, exactly as planned. Word had spread quickly that Claudia was a witch. But out of nowhere, the rumors shifted to focus more on black magic. She had no idea what had caused it. Gique said it was human nature to be fickle.


  The church has already made its stance clear. Why won’t they believe us?


  Black magic had no actual power. Despite this, the people were concerned that perhaps they had been cursed or that Claudia was manipulating people from afar. Their fear had escalated to the point that some were demanding Claudia’s immediate execution. That wasn’t necessarily the consensus of the masses, but it was still a brutal position to take.


  Fermina wasn’t sure how she was supposed to feel about it. Yes, she wanted Claudia to be sufficiently punished for her crimes, but she’d imagined Claudia being sent to a monastery the same way she had been. She had enjoyed thinking that her older half-sister would be reduced to a common nun while she held the position of saint.


  I need to stop thinking about this. I have preparations to make before heading out. Fermina had managed to negotiate a break from the busy activities at the cathedral to have a meal with Sylvester.


  There was no rest for the faithful in the pursuit of serving their fellow man. She knew that. But lately, she had started to feel like she was suffocating.


  I’m supposed to be the saint.


  She could feel the familiar ache in her temples that would bloom into a headache, but she ignored it as she strode out and climbed into the carriage sent from the royal castle.


   


  ***


   


  The long table in the dining hall was already lined with a colorful assortment of dishes when Fermina arrived. Normally the staff would bring out each course one at a time after she was seated, but they were doing things differently today.


  Sylvester must have noticed that her gaze kept wandering to the dishes because he told her, “The hot dishes will be brought out shortly. Please feel free to sample anything else here that catches your eye.”


  “Thank you.”


  She stabbed her fork into a helping of salad topped with nuts in a caramel-brown sauce. When she stuffed it into her mouth, she found that the crunchy texture of the nuts complemented the crisp lettuce well. The sauce gave it a sweet aroma that flooded her nose. It was a healing balm for all the senses. This was part of what kept her going, the delicious cuisine that she always got to enjoy at the royal castle. The food at the cathedral was plain and uninspired. Eating there was more of a chore to keep her stomach filled than anything else.


  “I was told you wouldn’t be able to spend much time with me here today, which is why I chose to do this,” Sylvester said.


  “Pardon?!”


  This was the first she’d heard of that. Sylvester explained that he’d been asked to reduce the time he spent with her since she was busy.


  They did this without a word to me?! Her face began to scrunch with fury. She had assumed she could finally catch a break for her exhausted heart to recover. The church hadn’t taken away their meal together, but they had still cut down the precious time she had with him.


  Fermina knew it would be rude to go completely silent with Sylvester here. She forced herself to speak. “You went to all the trouble of having this prepared for me?”


  “I take my meals like this when I’m particularly busy. No need to worry—our chef is accustomed to doing it this way.” The way he spoke suggested their kitchen did this frequently. “When your days are so packed that you barely have time to breathe, food becomes your only joy. If you enjoy the dishes, Your Eminence, nothing could make our kitchen staff happier.”


  “Yes, I’m absolutely enjoying it!”


  She wholly agreed with what he was saying about the food as well.


  I’m only now realizing how alike we are. Neither rested. They weren’t allowed to neglect their duties—his as crown prince, hers as saint. He had a whole kingdom of people to shoulder, while she had a continent of believers.


  One thought had crossed her mind countless times while fulfilling her obligations at the grand cathedral: None of these people really understand me. But all she could do was swallow her complaints. She was special. The saint. It hadn’t occurred to her until this very moment that someone else might understand.


  “What about you, Your Highness?” Fermina asked. “How have things been for you lately? Are you busy?”


  “I suppose. My duties take up a significant portion of my time, but there are still enough hours in the day for me to sleep.”


  “Does that mean there are times when you don’t sleep?”


  He nodded. “There are. Recent issues include deciding how to handle Cardinal Nigel’s unpermitted entry into the kingdom and restoring order to the regions where the revolts broke out.”


  Both of those things were on an entirely different scale than the concerns she had. Examining him more closely, she noticed he had documents spread out on the table beside him.


  He must have been working up until the moment I arrived. At least Fermina’s work stayed at the grand cathedral. Once evening worship was over in the chapel, no followers were allowed entry into the building. There was sometimes still paperwork to be done, but all the faithful slept at the same time every night.


  But as crown prince, he must sacrifice even his own sleep for his country. He had to address all the issues of the kingdom, no matter how remote, from his seat in the capital.


  “You must be exhausted,” Fermina said. “I realize now I was still acting entitled.”


  “As far as I’ve heard, you have been doing an admirable job. You went from an ordinary sister to the saint without any real preparation. Perhaps it might have been easier on you if you had experience running your own territory first.”


  He had a point. Fermina’s conversation with Lady Thomas would have been very different with experience. She wouldn’t have gotten so angry and could have handled the conversation with due dignity and grace.


  “That said, I think what you’ve managed to accomplish thus far is impressive. I may find myself turning to you for advice at some point,” said Sylvester.


  “If I can be of service to you, nothing would make me happier.” She quickly added, “Although if it’s on a nationwide scale, I’m not confident I’ll be able to keep up with the discussion.”


  She was happy he’d said it nonetheless.


  “Due to my position, I’m sure what I do sounds more incredible than it is. Yes, I keep busy, but so do all the regional lords of this kingdom. I doubt Duke Lindsay had much free time either, did he?”


  Fermina thought for a moment and shook her head. She recalled how late he would return. Some days he didn’t return at all, staying overnight at the royal castle instead.


  Come to think of it, I never knew much about his work. As a noble lady, she had no need to. Maybe she simply hadn’t tried to learn. Maybe she had used being a duke’s daughter as an excuse to ignore anything complicated. That’s not really an excuse, is it? I’m realizing more and more that I have a bad habit of running away from whatever I find difficult.


  Now that she was the saint, none of those excuses would work—and she was completely exhausted. Back at the monastery, she had complained constantly about hard work. If only she could go back and tell herself that becoming the saint would be way harder. At the time, she didn’t have much responsibility and could say whatever she wanted.


  That’s no longer the case. Even when she spoke to people with good intentions, they selectively interpreted what she said. Her frustration grew the more they didn’t pick up on what she was trying to communicate. Yet she knew she couldn’t take it out on them, no matter how annoyed she was.


  “Does it not perplex you how people interpret your intentions in a completely different manner than you’d hoped?” Sylvester asked.


  The fork fell from her hand. That was exactly what she’d been thinking about.


  “How did you guess?!”


  “I know followers of the church have been flooding the cathedral. I’m also aware that this is the result of misinterpreting your speeches. It would be strange if it didn’t bother you.” His gaze focused on her forehead. “You may not realize it, but you’re furrowing your brows.”


  Fermina’s hand shot up as if to cover it.


  “You would have learned this in the church if you rose to power the traditional way, as cardinals and other clergy do. If you had a living predecessor, she could have taught you how to better interact with the common people.” Fermina hadn’t been blessed with either. She was an exception to the rule. “I would’ve assumed Father Norris, your closest confidant, would have helped you. Did he not revise your speech before you took the stage?”


  “He gave me a basic overview of what I should say. Do you think my words were that scandalous?”


  “At the time, I was more shocked than scandalized. The problem is that few people know much about black magic or witches. The common folk have probably heard those words in passing, but that’s about it. I would say your speech lacked adequate explanation for terminology that is unfamiliar to most.”


  Her announcement about Claudia had been sensational. Everyone listening would have shared Sylvester’s shock—but with it, they would have also been curious and alarmed by the vague terms she’d used.


  “There’s a difference between vague recognition and genuine comprehension. A discussion between the two can be difficult, especially if both sides assume there’s a shared understanding that isn’t there.” People who comprehended a subject often skipped explaining themselves thoroughly, assuming everyone shared their level of knowledge. The other person would then fill in the gaps with their own suppositions. “And as the people hear and discuss the black magic and witches, they start to think that they have genuine comprehension, not just vague recognition of the words.”


  “But the church has made its stance on this official,” Fermina argued. “Black magic can’t create miracles!”


  The church had given the people the right answer. She couldn’t see why that wasn’t enough to rectify the people’s misunderstanding.


  “Yes, that’s its exact wording. ‘Can’t create miracles.’ That’s as vague and unhelpful to the people as ‘black magic’ or ‘witch.’ Can you explain what constitutes a miracle versus what doesn’t?”


  Fermina’s immediate thought was that miracles were the Capricious God’s domain, but the flow of their conversation told her that wouldn’t be enough to satisfy Sylvester. Her eyes darted about as she tried to come up with a better answer. She was starting to realize that he was right: Most people wouldn’t know what a miracle was any more than they would witches or black magic. They weren’t familiar with the concept. Devotees were, since priests gave daily sermons about the history of the church; the clergy provided their own interpretations of the Capricious God’s miracles. The common folk could attend church services regularly to broaden their own understanding through sermons, but most didn’t have the time or desire to do so.


  Eventually, she said, “The church is so accustomed to people who genuinely comprehend those words that they’ve forgotten most people only have a passing knowledge.”


  She had made a mistake: assuming the people understood what black magic was when she spoke about it. Then she blamed them for misinterpreting her even though she’d sown the seeds of this problem herself.


  Sylvester nodded. “In your defense, the church’s response was too long to be effective. Information doesn’t travel well if it isn’t kept sufficiently concise.”


  The longer an explanation was, the less people would understand the point. That much should’ve been obvious, considering it was basic marketing knowledge.


  “It would be better to communicate the main point first, then explain the details gradually to the people who show up at the chapel. Increase the number of people with genuine comprehension, and disorder will gradually subside.” With a quiet confidence, Sylvester added, “The crowds at the cathedral are temporary.”


  Relief swept over her. She was glad he thought it wouldn’t last forever.


  “Nonetheless,” he continued, “you have great influence over the people. Even I cannot fully predict how much people will continue to spread their false understanding of black magic. What I can tell you is that other churches around the nation are having the same issues as the grand cathedral.”


  “It’s not just the grand cathedral?!” Fermina’s eyes widened, and the blood drained from her face. She hadn’t realized how rampant the problem was. Perhaps it had even reached her former monastery. They might be inundated with concerned villagers at this very moment.


  “You wanted to spread your accusations about Lady Claudia far and wide, didn’t you? That’s why you spoke so publicly about it. It’s only natural for confusion to spread with it.”


  A soft “oh” slipped out of her mouth. If she’d stopped to think even a little, she would have realized this sooner. She was so flabbergasted that her mind froze.


  While she was left speechless, Sylvester gently smiled and said, “I’m happy to offer advice whenever you need.” With understanding in his voice, he added, “I’m sure from your perspective, I was born into far greater privilege than anyone else.”


  Fermina couldn’t contest that. She’d long resented the world for its unfairness. That feeling lingered even now, after all she had been through.


  Sylvester’s eyes softened at the edges. He showed no sign of being offended by her response. “You’re right. I bear great responsibility on my shoulders, but I’ve also been given great privilege with it. I cannot begin to imagine how much suffering and sadness you’ve experienced.” He placed his hand over his heart. “Still, I can appreciate how exceptional it is to have withstood and survived it all.”


  He hasn’t been doing all this just to coax information out of me. Fermina was stunned that he had thought so deeply about her. For her, these meals had been a much-wanted reprieve from her duties. For Sylvester, she had assumed it was purely an opportunity to feel out the intentions of the church.


  Was he actually trying to understand the burden I’ve been carrying in my heart this whole time? She thought back to their many conversations. Each had consisted of more than just his questions about what the church was doing.


  “What you’ve experienced and felt your whole life belongs to you and no one else. All of it has meaning. I hope you’ll accept it all, the good and the bad, and appreciate what it’s given you,” said Sylvester.


  He was validating her. Telling her that she was fine as she was. Her whole body flushed, from the tips of her calloused fingers to her cheeks and forehead. Countless people had praised her for her good deeds. This was the first time anyone had seen all of her, including her pain, and acknowledged it.


  Mother always blamed herself, oblivious to my pain. Or perhaps it was more accurate to say Fermina’s mother understood her pain, which was exactly why she blamed herself for causing it. All Fermina had really wanted was someone to validate her. Someone who didn’t dismiss her suffering but, as Sylvester had done, acknowledged everything about her. The good and the bad.


  Only now did it dawn on her: While she had been angry with her mother for not understanding her better, she had never expressed what she wanted. Worse, she’d been entitled, wanting her mother to read her mind without her saying anything. Fermina had no right to be angry with her mother for not knowing.


  “I’m always so slow to realize things,” she blurted out.


  “It’s not too late,” Sylvester answered readily.


  “But…”


  “You realized quicker than most. Many people go their whole lives without such an epiphany. You took as much time as you needed to reach your realization.”


  Ah. This man is something else. He really meant it when he said he wanted me to appreciate everything about myself. Her vision blurred. She slapped a hand over her mouth to silence the sob that threatened to break free.


  Since the moment of her canonization as saint, she had committed herself to being dignified and strong—but her resolve weakened for this one moment. Thankfully, Sylvester pretended not to see that glimpse of vulnerability. Part of her wished he would hold her and comfort her, but she was also glad he treated her as an equal.


  When Fermina finally composed herself, Sylvester offered her information on how to completely turn her life around. She was rattled by what she heard, but at the same time, this was proof he saw her as an equal.




  Chapter 21:
The Cardinal Laughs


   


  STARS TWINKLED IN THE SKIES ABOVE, but all Nigel could see was pure darkness. He clamped his hands over his ears and huddled, trying to make himself smaller. A foul odor hung thick in his house. Screams for help echoed endlessly outside.


  This world is hell.


  The buzz of swarming flies became a constant noise in his ear as death swirled around him.


  After an epidemic swept the village he was born in, the regional lord isolated them from the rest of the world. Barricades were erected to ensure that none of the villagers could escape. Pressing his hands over his ears wasn’t enough to drown out the noise outside. He could still hear the dying cries of the surviving villagers. He’d been only a boy at the time, unable to do anything more than curl up under a blanket in terror, praying for salvation. He’d eventually fall unconscious, awaken, and pray some more. How long did he spend there, not drinking, not eating? At the time, he couldn’t even tell if he was dead or alive.


  Then, out of the blue, light flooded into his dark world. He’d been too weak to even glance at the person who came to him and lifted him up. He later learned it was a priest of the church, a man who would later become the pope.


  Everyone else in Nigel’s village had died, the epidemic contained with their demise. Only once they had all wasted away did the faithful visit to pray that they wouldn’t suffer. Nigel was the only child who survived.


  Even through the passage of years, his hair turning gray, he could still hear the wailing as if he had never left. At a certain point, he stopped clinging to life and simply hoped someone would end his suffering. It was a true miracle of the Capricious God that he somehow survived.


  After joining the church, he visited many villages where the epidemic surged. He never contracted it. The faithful who followed him perished one after the other, but he always returned in perfect health. He had only suffered from the plague once—in his childhood village where he trembled alone, hearing the others plead for a swift death. He had been so emaciated that the sickness hadn’t gotten a full grasp on his body.


  And here I am, still surviving. He opened his eyes, staring up at the ceiling of his guest room in Harland’s grand cathedral. Claudia could have ended his life in that carriage if she wanted to. This must be a sign from the heavens.


  The Capricious God was ordering him to stay alive.


  He straightened himself and clasped his hands in prayer. I promise to continue following your guidance.


  The light around him flickered. Most likely a fault with the wick. In fact, there were any number of explanations for it, but Nigel believed it was the Capricious God’s doing.


   


  ***


   


  The following morning, Nigel invited Fermina to his room. It had been a whole month since he was brought to the grand cathedral. Gique had finally allowed him contact with the outside world.


  The man has some nerve, trying to thwart me like this. It was probably payback for making Gique lose face. The old man was a fence-sitter, but he’d sure stuck his nose in deep this time around.


  Nigel hadn’t planned to share his true identity with Fermina. His plan required him to give her only the bare minimum of information while instructing her. He didn’t want to risk her knowing too much and sharing it with the wrong people. Unfortunately, his plan was so thoroughly derailed that he needed to take a few risks to get it back on track.


  Fermina was a fool with an empty head, drunk off her own power—but she was still the saint. He would use whatever resources he could.


  The church had been busy for days on end. It had dulled the ferocity in her, leaving her looking a little gaunter than he remembered. He nodded approvingly. This is better.


  When it came to protesting Claudia’s guilt, someone who looked haunted and anxious was more persuasive than someone confident and self-assured. That was why he hadn’t tried to help Fermina at all.


  Nigel knew about the “meals” the prince had been sharing with Fermina, but he’d never disclosed anything important to the girl. It didn’t matter how much Sylvester tried to ferret information out of her; she had nothing to give. Better for her to experience whatever pressure Sylvester wanted to put on her, so Nigel had let their visits continue.


  Without showing any hint of his true intentions, he softened his face as he looked at her. “This must be a lot for you when you’re still so new to it.”


  “You’ve been through a lot yourself, Your Eminence,” she responded in kind. “Are you doing all right?”


  The fact that she was worrying about someone other than herself showed personal growth. In a short amount of time, she’d had to face difficult problems with the other faithful, which had forced her to naturally comport herself as the saint.


  “Feeling much better now.”


  He assessed her. Fermina still had poor observation skills. He was sitting right in front of her, and she hadn’t realized that he and Norris were the same person. Unfortunate as it was, he had to remind himself that she wasn’t Claudia.


  Oh well. It makes her easier to use.


  “I called you here today because there’s something I need to apologize for.”


  She stared at him, surprised. “You need to apologize to me?”


  “Yes. About Father Norris.”


  She looked alarmed. “Did something happen to him?!” It was all too obvious how attached she was to his Norris persona.


  “I am Father Norris.”


  Fermina stiffened. He could read her like a book. Now she’s going to say, “No, it can’t be.”


  And sure enough…


  “No, it can’t be.”


  He almost burst out laughing at how easy it was. It would take a bit for her to digest this information.


  “But, wait…why?” Fermina asked.


  “Being a cardinal means being tied down by several obligations. The only way I could approach you and accomplish anything was by disguising myself.”


  Nigel gently explained that while she had accomplished something great by shielding that boy from the whip, she’d still been a simple sister when he first approached her. He had used his position as cardinal to back her in the saint selection, but she needed Norris physically there to support her through everything. She wouldn’t have been recognized as a candidate otherwise.


  “You might have been eliminated as a candidate if I hadn’t been at your side. Fermina, everything I did was necessary to protect you.”


  Dazed, she nodded numbly at him. Then she blurted out her biggest concern: “You were supposed to be escorting my half-sister. What happened?”


  “She ran off, as you can probably guess. It seems she foresaw all of this.”


  Her expression clouded over. “Then what about the inquisition? Is it not going to happen now?”


  Fermina had declared proudly in front of all those followers that Claudia would be judged. She was probably terrified this would make a liar out of her. As always, she lacked the ability to read the situation and where it was leading.


  “No need to worry,” he told her. “If we bide our time, she’ll show herself eventually.”


  “But won’t she be doomed if she goes through the inquisition?”


  “No, she will be more doomed if she doesn’t,” Nigel reasoned. “If she doesn’t come out and face it, she’ll be backed into a corner. How do you think the people will feel about her when they realize she’s run off? They’ll assume she ran because she’s guilty. Continuing to avoid this would be tantamount to condemning herself.”


  For that very reason, Nigel knew Claudia would do it. Much as he’d wanted to unveil her escape immediately, revealing that he had been her escort might spark an unwanted investigation. Sylvester, especially, would have used the opportunity to scrutinize Nigel’s past actions. No, the public needed to think Norris was the one who’d escorted her.


  Even if Nigel had wanted to try something, Gique had kept too close of an eye on him. Harland had also sent a written demand for explanation as to why he entered the country without permission. Handling that took precedence over everything else.


  Ah, how utterly thrilling. He enjoyed it when his plans didn’t work out perfectly. It had been too long since he last faced a problem this thorny.


  The edges of his lips threatened to pull into a smile. He had to school his features. “Personally, I think it might be easier if she doesn’t reappear. I plan to return to the Holy See once everything calms down. I would like you to accompany me.”


  It was best to have as many pawns as possible when facing an unpredictable situation. There was only so much he could accomplish at the grand cathedral. His first priority was leaving Harland, and soon. He could announce Claudia’s escape once he returned to the Holy See.


  “Will Cardinal Gique allow that? The current issue is partly my fault…” Fermina said, voice trailing off.


  “There is only one person in this entire world who could stop you: the pope himself. You have the same status as us cardinals.” Her obedience was admirable but, as he explained, unnecessary. “Surely you want to be there to see how all this ends? Don’t forget everything Lady Claudia has done. You lost your home and your whole family because of her.” He went over the evils Claudia had committed and pinned on Fermina. As he counted them off, Fermina nodded, agreeing with him.


  It’s hard to believe they’re from the same father. It goes to show how much one’s will influences their growth. He felt the urge to scoff at Fermina. She was so much easier to manipulate than Claudia had ever been. Thankfully, that made everything smoother for him, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was lacking.


  “Cardinals participate in the inquisition, as you well know, but you are also allowed a seat at the proceedings. Why don’t we watch her downfall together, hmm?”


  Nigel didn’t learn until he and Fermina were on the road that the royal guard had been deployed to personally escort Claudia to the Holy See.




  Chapter 22:
The Marquess’s Daughter Seeks Help


   


  THE SETTING SUN PAINTED the royal castle’s drawing room, Louise included, in crimson hues. She had secured a meeting with Tristan because she suspected he would know something about Claudia being escorted to the Holy See. She had come to the royal castle because it was the most convenient place they could meet.


  Dee’s reputation has been getting worse by the day. Calling her a witch is such a ridiculous, trumped-up accusation. Those close to Claudia laughed off the charge. But what they couldn’t laugh off was the fact that Fermina had returned as the saint. Many aristocrats, especially those in the royal faction, had been particularly cruel to her.


  During their time at the academy, Louise and Claudia had both nearly been assaulted by a group of thugs. Louise couldn’t fathom why the church would ever choose someone who’d arranged that as saint.


  I’m sure they would say it’s because she’s learned the error of her ways.


  Louise had heard the story of Fermina protecting that boy. She had a hard time reconciling the merciful saint image people painted of Fermina and the woman who stood on that stage condemning Claudia as a witch. As far as Louise could tell, Fermina hadn’t changed one bit.


  She didn’t want to believe the church’s judgment was wrong, but the problems Nigel’s subordinates caused were still fresh in her mind. The cardinal hadn’t been personally involved, but he was punished because he was responsible for his followers’ actions. Many suspected that he’d had more of a hand in it than the official story implied. Why else would he be exiled from Harland?


  The problem is that the people have no idea. The common folk had only received the official story. The bare-bones facts. A small part of a much larger truth. No wonder they were so easily swayed.


  “Apologies for the delay,” Tristan said breathlessly as he entered the room. The quick rise and fall of his shoulders suggested he’d run all the way here.


  He shouldn’t have done that. It’s my fault for springing this meeting on him. Louise knew that Tristan had to be extremely busy since he was part of Sylvester’s inner circle. She had planned to wait no matter how long it took.


  Oh no. The moment she saw Tristan’s face, heat built behind her eyes. It had been too long since she’d last seen him. Happiness and relief crashed over her, washing away the accumulated anxiety. Try as she might to comport herself with grace, there was a stubborn lump in her throat. Unsurprisingly, this worried Tristan. He didn’t even bother to take his seat, instead bowing his head.


  “A-are you all right? I’m terribly sorry for leaving you in suspense, my lady.”


  “No, it’s not…your fault,” she said haltingly, pulling out a handkerchief to dab at her tears. “It’s not because I’m upset. I’m relieved to see you. All the tension I was feeling lightened at once.”


  The cruel gossip about Claudia had been like a cold winter wind that froze her heart solid. Tristan was a warm beam of sunlight falling over her, melting it away. Her accumulated stress had released in the form of tears.


  I’ve fallen for him completely. There was something so comforting about looking into his orange eyes, in simply having him nearby. And because she cared so much, she honestly felt guilty for worrying him.


  She forced herself to smile, and thankfully the tension left his shoulders.


  “Please have a seat,” she told him.


  “Y-yes, of course.”


  Perhaps she hadn’t gestured obviously enough because he sat nervously beside her instead of taking a seat on the opposite sofa. There was room, but she was occupying the middle cushion—which meant he was hanging off the edge to give her adequate space. Her whole body stiffened at his boldness.


  Wh-where am I supposed to look? If she glanced downward, she’d only feel more flustered about how close they were—scarcely a hand’s width apart. All she had to do was move her leg a little and her knee would bump against his thigh.


  His legs are so long. That’s why our knees are so far apart. It was a consequence of their height difference. She was just more conscious of it now because of how close they were sitting.


  Tristan had pressed his knees together and was hunching his shoulders, trying to make himself smaller, but the man was too toned and muscular to accomplish it properly. He commanded the room. Louise’s pulse was pounding so loudly in her ears that it was hard to concentrate.


  “You, um…came to ask about Lady Claudia, right?”


  She’d been sneaking embarrassed glances at him until that point, but his question reminded her why she’d come in the first place. She straightened her posture, facing him fully. “Yes. I came because I want to know what’s going on with Dee—Lady Claudia, I mean. I sent a letter to Duke Lindsay’s estate, but I haven’t gotten a clear answer. I’m ashamed to say this, but I have no one else to turn to, Lord Tristan.”


  There was a limit to what information a marquess’s daughter like her could collect on her own. Normally, she would attend tea parties and the like to listen to gossip and study people’s microexpressions and body language to draw her conclusions. But this was a whole ducal family. There wasn’t much she could glean at those parties about someone who ranked higher than herself.


  Prince Sylvester must be doing everything he can to help her. Most rumors suggested he had abandoned her and was sidling up to the saint. Louise thought it was pure nonsense from people who had never seen Claudia and Sylvester together. She’d known them since Claudia’s bridal candidate days. She’d seen how gallantly he rushed to protect her, sword in hand, when she was in danger. Their arrangement was political in nature, yes, but that didn’t change the fact that Sylvester had personally taken out those thugs.


  “I believe in Prince Sylvester,” she said, staring into those orange eyes.


  Tristan’s face softened at the sincerity in her voice. “Everything pertaining to Lady Claudia is confidential. We can’t be sure what might endanger her if it got out. That said…” His voice strained a little. “His Highness and I are conducting ourselves as followers of the faith. We won’t disappoint you, my lady…though I am deeply sorry I cannot give you the answers you seek.” He bowed his head low.


  She was instantly flustered; the way he turned and the force of the motion made his bangs fan out and brush against her dress. “Please, no need for such deference. I’m aware I was asking for the impossible.”


  The Lindsays were already being secretive about the matter; Louise hadn’t expected any concrete answers. And yet, I came anyway because…


  “I’m sorry, Lord Tristan. The truth is that I wanted to see you, to find comfort in your presence.” She knew he was busy, and still she couldn’t stop herself. “I meant it when I said I wanted to know about Lady Claudia, of course. I want to do anything I can to help if she needs it. But that wasn’t my only motivation. I…requested this audience with you for more selfish reasons.” She hung her head, realizing how much this must be inconveniencing him.


  He must be disgusted with me. In her weakness, she had used him. Her hands clenched in her lap, fingernails carving crescents into her skin. It was crushing to think he might be disappointed in her. She didn’t want to lie to him, though. He’d been genuine with her, and she wanted to return it in kind.


  “N-no, please lift your head, Lady Louise!” Tristan’s voice was taut with panic as the words rushed out of his mouth. “You haven’t done anything wrong!”


  His voice was louder than she’d expected, and her shoulders jumped. Hesitantly, she looked up.


  Tristan’s hands were flailing in the air, making strange, hurried gestures. They moved so fast that she wasn’t sure what he was trying to communicate. “I’m glad you came to me! I’ve wanted to be useful to you for a long time now. Not that…I’ve managed it well.” He lazily scratched his cheek.


  The vise around her heart vanished entirely. The way he spoke, the way he acted, made her heart feel light as a feather. And she was shocked at the sudden change. If she was being honest with herself, she’d had feelings for him for a while. She had endlessly berated herself for the way she switched to Tristan the moment Sylvester belonged to Claudia. Her friend, meanwhile, had always laughed her worries off.


  “Nothing wrong with it. You simply realized what you really want,” Claudia had told Louise when consulted about it. Whether Louise continued to harbor those feelings or decided her heart was set on someone else, Claudia had encouraged her to be true to herself.


  Prince Sylvester was Dee’s first love, yet she knows so much more about relationships than I do. There were times she doubted they were really the same age. Claudia was so mature and straightforward; Louise could never argue because she always had a point.


  Perhaps I should be more open with my feelings. Louise wasn’t a bridal candidate anymore. She wasn’t promised to anyone. Whether she made a move rested solely on whether she was brave enough to do so. She steeled herself, opening her mouth to declare her intentions when Tristan suddenly faced her head-on. He sat ramrod straight, hands in his lap. His legs brushed against her knees, which made her even more conscious of him.


  “I love you, Lady Louise.”


  At first, she thought she’d misheard him. Louise lifted her gaze to meet his, her cheeks burning. Tristan was similarly red as a tomato, his face matching the fiery shade of his hair. And she could feel the heat radiating from him. Realizing he felt the same love, the same nervousness, made her feel as embarrassed as if she’d been the one to confess. Tristan had his eyes squeezed shut, showing how much bravery it had taken him to express his feelings first.


  “Not as a friend,” Tristan babbled on. “I want…to touch you, I mean. That kind of love.”


  It took Louise several moments to realize this was reality and not a dream. She did feel that they’d built a close relationship as friends. Even after they graduated, they still smiled at each other whenever they met. There had never been any clear sign that he thought of her as more.


  Did he just admit he’s in love with me? Is that really what just happened?


  Louise opened her mouth to give him a response, but her voice died in her throat. The longer she went without saying anything, the more devastated Tristan looked.


  Her panic mounted. Why can’t I respond to him?!


  Unable to speak, she finally did the only other thing she could. Her hands shot forward, grasping his. She wanted him to know that she felt the same way he did—that she wanted to touch him too. The fading light in Tristan’s eyes shone anew, even as they widened with surprise.


  His skin is warm. His hands were so much bigger than hers, and calloused too. She could feel the muscles in his palm, honed through diligent training. If his hands feel almost feverish, then how much hotter is his chest?


  Tristan was more obvious about his emotions than she was, which helped her be more composed and objective about the situation. Neither of them had the mental capacity to speak right now. The man she loved could feel his pulse thrumming in his ears too, feel the way his whole body flushed.


  Louise let out a long breath. She gazed into those orange eyes, still round in his bewilderment. “Lord Tristan, I love you too.”


  “Lady Louise…” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.


  They stared at each other with dewy eyes, unable to look away. No more words needed to be spoken. Being together like this was fulfilling enough. They held one another’s gazes for what felt like an eternity.


  Only when a knock came at the door—which Tristan had left ajar—did they snap back to their senses. This was as long a visit as they were going to get; he had work to attend to.


  As reality set in, Louise paled and yanked her hands back in a panic. “Oh goodness, I can’t believe I did that!”


  It was improper enough for a young man and woman to be alone together in a room. Louise could picture her father losing his temper and saying, “You’re an unmarried lady! What were you thinking?!”


  He had only agreed to this last-minute meeting with Tristan so she could get information on Claudia. Her own parents were as much in the dark as she was.


  Yet Tristan’s fingers found hers, drawing her hand up to his lips. He placed a chaste kiss on the back of her hand. Her body’s abating heat was rekindled, feverish in its intensity.


  “I will have an official document sent to your family from mine requesting your hand in marriage, my lady.”


  He had touched her. Among the aristocracy, that would be improper between two young people who were not engaged. There were rakes out there who avoided being tied down in a relationship. Parents guarded their daughters carefully because they knew about men who wouldn’t commit even when society demanded it of them.


  But Lord Tristan thought this through. His sincerity was what captured her heart in the first place; this was just another reminder. Her emerald eyes softened with deep affection.


  “All right. I’ll be waiting.”


  “I’m ashamed for not being more composed about this,” he said. “Especially since I studied the art of seduction with His Highness.”


  “Oh my, did you now?”


  The admission that Tristan had studied meant he’d been looking for ways to catch her attention. Louise was buoyed by such joy, she thought she might sprout wings and fly away. It was also adorable to picture both men sitting in a classroom, taking notes. Though they were both so much bigger than she was, the image was cute nonetheless.


  “I should have prepared a better time and place to tell you,” Tristan lamented. “I feel terrible.”


  “Please don’t let it weigh on you. I’m more than happy just knowing you feel the same way I do. And…you gave me courage I wouldn’t have had otherwise.” The biggest reason Louise had been so distraught about Claudia’s situation was because of how utterly powerless she had been to help. Meeting with Tristan and hearing that he and Sylvester were working on it had encouraged her. She felt stronger just by having the man she loved here with her.


  Right now, all I can do is wait. Louise loved Claudia too, of course, albeit in a different way. She would believe in the people Claudia had surrounded herself with—in the world at large—and pray. The Capricious God’s guidance was sometimes fickle. It was up to each person to work hard enough to overcome whatever obstacles he sent their way.


  “If there’s anything I can do, anything at all, please let me know,” she told him.


  “Your words are heartening, my lady. Thank you.”


  Melancholy swelled as she watched him go, but she wouldn’t let those emotions rule her. She clenched her fists, rousing her spirits.


  The following day, she received a missive from Sylvester.




  Chapter 23:
The Villainess Is Judged


   


  KNIGHT CAPTAIN NEWBERRY led his band of knights with strict discipline. Claudia never once felt uncomfortable during their journey to the Holy See. They had sent along a maid from the royal castle, so she had a proper bath at every inn they retired to along the way.


  It’s a shame that Helen isn’t here, but I can’t expect too much. They were simply escorting her on behalf of the church; there was no opportunity for the Lindsays to interfere. No one told her how they had managed to get the church to agree to it.


  “We have arrived at the Holy See, my lady,” came the knight captain’s voice from outside her carriage.


  The curtains were kept drawn for the whole ride to keep her hidden. She wasn’t even allowed to take in her surroundings as she alighted and they handed her over to the church.


  A shame, she thought. I heard the architecture here is incredible. Claudia didn’t really have the mental capacity to appreciate the sights anyway. She maintained an inscrutable facade—but beneath it, her heart was racing. Being surrounded by church knights inevitably made her tense.


  They guided her to a guest room in the cathedral’s residential quarters. The Holy See had facilities available to host and entertain any nobles or royals who came to visit.


  This is awfully favorable treatment for someone they suspect of being a witch. Most likely, there had been a political agreement. She was forbidden from having any visitors. Being the defendant really puts one on the back foot.


  During the inquisition, she wouldn’t be allowed to call her own witnesses. All she would have was the opportunity to share her own opinions and her choice of a lawyer from among the faithful.


  I came this far. I have no choice but to accept it all. Claudia had resolved herself before she left Rose Garden’s hideout. She focused on the bracelet on her wrist with the Lindsay Blue sapphire, clinging to it to find some peace of mind.


  A message came later that evening to inform her that her inquisition would take place the next day.


   


  ***


   


  The church knights led Claudia to the chapel, the scene of the inquisition. It had no special facility for its trials. There was a table in the middle, with two chairs on either side. The faithful who had been permitted to attend were seated on long benches surrounding the table.


  Loud murmurs rippled through the audience as soon as Claudia entered. Some of them glowered at her. As far as they were concerned, she wasn’t entirely innocent by virtue of being summoned there in the first place.


  Claudia braced herself against their hostility and strode to the center, taking the seat on the right-hand side. A knight came to stand beside her. The seat next to hers would be for her lawyer. The inquisitor had already taken his seat on one of the chairs opposite her.


  Along the far wall was a dais with elevated seats. One at the back sat higher than all the others. All of them were empty, but the cardinals who were to pass judgment on her would probably occupy them soon enough.


  They’re not going to put Nigel in the highest seat, are they? There was no hierarchy among the cardinals, but this whole thing was one of Nigel’s schemes. She wouldn’t put it past him.


  The facilitator’s voice cut through the clamor. “All right, Claudia Lindsay. Before we commence this hearing, please select a lawyer for yourself from among the present faithful.” That was an impossible task, given that she didn’t know anyone there, but they would brook no argument.


  Claudia quietly scanned the seats. She skipped over the people visibly bristling at her, instead choosing a woman who didn’t look away even when Claudia met her gaze. The woman seemed more inclined to reserve judgment until everything played out, so Claudia took the risk. Honestly, she had no expectations about a lawyer to begin with. All the faithful were biased against the accused, assuming guilt first and foremost. This whole trial was a formality, as was the lawyer.


  Her chosen lawyer settled in beside her. She had thick eyebrows and made intense eye contact. A vibrant purple flower adorned the front of her nun’s habit. The bloom was thin and long, opening wide at the end like a bugle. It stood out starkly against the black and white of her robes. Once seated, the nun stared forward, her back ramrod straight. She showed no sign of being nervous in front of others.


  Shortly thereafter, the facilitator announced the entrance of the cardinals. There were five seats, excluding the highest one at the back. Fermina took the rightmost seat, with Nigel right next to her. The other cardinals followed.


  I’m not surprised to see her here, but…has she lost a little weight?


  Nigel kept his chin raised while Fermina’s gaze was glued to the floor. She looked much more timid than she had behind the grand cathedral in Harland. Where had that fiery woman gone? There was no need for Fermina to act the part now that Claudia was in the Holy See.


  The other spectators were more interested in the empty high seat on the dais than in Fermina.


  I wonder who that’s supposed to be for? Surely not…


  Only one person ranked higher than the cardinals.


  The tension ratcheted up. Claudia’s hands curled into fists.


  It was then that the facilitator announced the pope’s arrival. Everyone hastened to bow their heads in reverence. Claudia did the same, only lifting her head when the facilitator gave the signal.


  “His Holiness and Her Eminence will be in attendance for today’s inquisition. The final decision will fall to the four cardinals, requiring their unanimous agreement.”


  It was finally time for the trial to begin.


  Claudia followed her lawyer’s example and stared straight ahead. She feared the pope’s commanding presence might overwhelm her otherwise. I didn’t expect him to sit in on this.


  The tension in the room was palpable for everyone now.


  “Ahem!” The facilitator cleared his throat. “All right, Inquisitor, please make your statement first.”


  “Thank you. I seek the death penalty for the witch, Claudia Lindsay!”


  The inquisitor went on to point out how she had forsaken the beliefs of the church and turned to black magic. He claimed to have testimony from Patrick Sunset, who had similarly embraced black magic and performed blood rituals.


  “Lord Patrick has had a complete change of heart since leaving the capital and convalescing back in his home region. When I visited him, he pleaded with me to save Lady Claudia, calling her his ‘compatriot.’”


  The inquisitor had prepared a whole storyline for trial.


  “Alas, Lord Patrick is unwell and could not leave his bed. Instead, I’ve prepared a written statement from him.”


  Could they really have won over the Sunsets? Claudia very much doubted the head of the family, let alone Elizabeth, would have allowed such a visit. No matter how much he had recovered, they wouldn’t want it being known that the original heir had been involved in black magic. This hearing was taking place behind closed doors, but the pews were lined with faithful. Unless a gag order was given, there was no way to prevent gossip from traveling.


  Lady Elizabeth would have told me about this. The woman would have tried to investigate the matter for herself when she heard the accusation against Claudia.


  The inquisitor must have produced this “evidence” without much forethought.


  Ordinarily, Nigel would have found a way to end this smoothly, without needing a third party’s statement. If he’d dragged her to the Holy See while still in his Norris disguise, he probably would’ve managed to push her trial forward without the pope’s attendance. And Fermina would have remained at Harland’s grand cathedral.


  “My intention at first was genuinely to save her,” the inquisitor said with dramatic emphasis. “But as the investigation proceeded, what I found horrified me. As shocking as it is, Lady Claudia instigated clashes between the local population and refugees in multiple regions to make her own look more successful!”


  His whole face pinched with disgust as he produced his next piece of evidence. Claudia’s composure nearly shattered. He held a piece of white paper. Cradled inside was a familiar burnt pyramid of incense.


  He can’t be serious.


  The inquisitor’s eyes bored into her, smoldering with hatred. “This a special type of incense that acts as an aphrodisiac. Those who inhale its smoke lose control of their senses!”


  She was proud of herself for not showing her shock. If she’d exhibited any emotion, the inquisitor would have used it against her and declared it as proof she recognized the item. The incense was a drug that Nigel prized highly, having developed it himself. She would’ve expected him to hide it, not publicize it in front of everyone.


  “Unfortunately, the only sample we have is this remnant here. We suspected her complicity in the revolts and discovered this at the scene. I personally tested it to confirm the effects.” The inquisitor then mentioned that each region’s turmoil had a pattern: perfect calm before a revolt erupted out of nowhere.


  Wait. Don’t tell me he used that incense to create the revolts?! Claudia had heard that there was friction between the citizens and refugees, which was how the revolts had erupted. She had assumed Nigel had manipulated the situation to make her look like the guilty party. But this suggested he had done the very thing the inquisitor was accusing her of. This was so monstrous that she wanted to cradle her head in her hands. Please don’t let that be true.


  Fury and melancholy surged inside of her. She had to maintain a blank face through it all.


  “Hmph. You have some audacity, acting calm and unaffected after the horrors you’ve inflicted on others. The saint herself saw the gruesome aftermath of the revolts you incited.”


  Claudia’s mind raced back to that moment, when Fermina had haughtily denounced and condemned her. The inquisitor claimed Fermina had seen the outcome. If true, that meant Nigel—masquerading as Norris—had taken her there. She knew better than to think he would show Fermina any mercy. No, he would have leveraged those gruesome sights to manipulate Fermina. He’d probably made it all as horrifying as possible.


  Oh no. Fermina had become a saint, only to end up as another one of Nigel’s victims. Then when she condemned me, it wasn’t a personal grudge. She genuinely thought she it was righteous.


  The inquisitor kept going. “All of this is more than adequate to condemn her as a witch, but during the revolts, we suspect Lady Claudia also tried to hide her personal assets. We discovered a ship that made frequent trips to the harbor close to her firm in the United Kingdom of Arakaner. We found the location where we believe she hid her valuables, but unfortunately, she managed to remove them all before we could seize them.”


  Then it was true. Hugoth really had been manipulated to plant evidence against her.


  I wonder if Prince Seraphim managed to retrieve the evidence. He had promised to pursue the matter, after all.


  Perhaps she owed her thanks to the pirates who’d captured Hugoth’s vessel and stripped him of most of the fortune he’d intended to plant. Nigel would have wanted expensive artworks and the like placed in the location he’d secured to unveil later for her prosecution. If Seraphim had seized everything in time, not much had reached its destination in the first place. Hugoth had probably only managed to transport very little during each trip.


  The inquisitor lowered his voice to keep the people engaged as he continued, “This is all a result of Lady Claudia’s home environment. I doubt she would ever have turned to black magic if she hadn’t been so consumed by despair that it drove her to the edge.”


  He lamented what a shame it was that none of the faithful had been there to guide her when she so needed it.


  “Her father stayed at his lover’s abode without returning home, and her mother was unnecessarily strict. Life for young Lady Claudia was suffocating. She expressed her frustrations through angry outbursts. Her background is infamous among Harland’s high society.”


  Claudia was almost impressed by how expertly he wove truth into his lies.


  “It was her mother’s death that propelled her sudden change. A rebirth, if you will. The rest of the aristocracy thought it was a deeply moving story, but it was actually the moment Lady Claudia first dabbled in black magic.”


  This, he explained, was the reason her personality had taken a dramatic shift. Everyone else in high society had been puzzled by it.


  “She might have been able to pretend she was more well behaved for a few days, but no one with as checkered a history as the young lady here has ever made such a dramatic turnaround without any adults to support her.”


  Cardinals climbed their way to their rank by first becoming leaders of their own respective monasteries. The monasteries often doubled as orphanages, which meant most of them had experience watching children grow up.


  Even without Nigel possibly bribing them beforehand, this could be enough to pull the wool over their eyes and convince them to condemn me. The inquisitor was making a compelling case against her. She noticed many of the faithful in attendance nodding along with what he said as if it made perfect sense to them.


  “If we’re being honest with ourselves, someone should have stepped in to rectify this sooner, when she first dramatically changed her behavior. Alas, her change was outwardly for the better, so people were willing to overlook the real reasons behind it. It is a failure on our part for not having stopped her when she first chose the path of evil.” His hands clenched into fists. “That’s precisely why I, as inquisitor, must condemn her before you now!”


  His emotive performance brought on a round of applause. Claudia felt like she was in a stage play with all the theatrics. Thankfully, it had helped her compose herself better.


  “Silence!” the facilitator bellowed, quelling the ruckus from the audience. Now that the inquisitor had made his statement, it was her turn. “Lady Claudia, would you like to present a counterstatement?”


  “Yes,” she said, voice quiet but assertive as she lifted herself from her chair. “From the moment of my birth, my heart has only had one religion.”


  Light poured in through the long, narrow windows, casting long shadows over the room. Floating dust motes glimmered in the sunbeams. Strange how dust looked beautiful sparkling in the air, yet awful when it was piled up in a corner. This contrast represented the justice Claudia believed in. That was why she had resolved to become a villainess—at least to those she thought deserved it.


  She recalled her time speaking to her citizens and the refugees. She wanted to bring smiles back to all their faces. And frankly, she believed she had just as much power to make an emotional appeal as the inquisitor had.


  “I think faith is carried from the moment one is born,” she said. “It’s something you feel but cannot define in words.” When one was a child, they tried to understand this feeling through their mother and father. The more information they processed, the more they became attuned to it. What they felt for their parents was respect, but this other sensation was different. More like reverence. “It’s something we all know from the moment we enter this world, even unconsciously.”


  Everyone had a sense that there was a higher power, even those who were polytheistic. All people found deities to revere and pray to. Was there really anyone who could say they’d never prayed at least once? An inquisition was supposed to be for those who had betrayed the church’s teachings, not for people from different religious affiliations. Even people of other religions had the same reverence for a higher power.


  “I understand what that reverence I carry is for. That is why I find this infuriating. Why must I undergo this inquisition—this witch trial?!”


  If they knew she’d gone back in time, she could see them asking about what happened in her first timeline. But she had been blessed by the Capricious God’s miracles herself. She knew some higher power existed. So why did she stand here accused? The answer was simple, really: because this whole thing was being run by people, not a higher power.


  Claudia modulated her voice to sound angry without veering into hysteria. “Allow me to point out the truth: The inquisitor’s accusations are false! I will be the first to admit that I was a fool before I lost my mother. I failed to recognize that her sternness was her way of showing love, and my own ignorance led me to misunderstand what was really in my heart.”


  Losing her mother had helped Claudia realize, for the first time, how important her presence had been.


  “And when I looked at her headstone, it hit me. She had left to be with God.” Tears welled in her eyes as she remembered the moment. She was genuinely frustrated that she and her mother hadn’t been able to understand each other before her death.


  “I couldn’t even return my mother’s love and respect, let alone feel anything for the Capricious God. I still haven’t forgiven myself for it. But through this, I discovered how ignorant I’d been, and that the feeling within me I hadn’t recognized all this time was reverence for God.” Claudia fixed her gaze on the inquisitor. “You claim I felt isolated, which is why I turned to black magic—but that’s simply not possible. I had my faith in God. I had my prayers. I had the only faith that I was born with. There is no room in my heart for anything else. Besides, I was never isolated.”


  She’d had her brother, Virgil, and the head maid, Martha. Dozens of other staff at the estate had looked after her as well.


  “No doubt you’ll insist they’re all too close to me to take the witness stand. Well, what about Lord Patrick, who is supposedly so ill that he can’t leave his bed? Her Majesty knows all about how he turned to black magic, and all the problems he caused.”


  Perhaps it wasn’t wise to touch on Patrick, since she wasn’t allowed to call any witnesses. She had no way of proving the validity of her statements.


  Unsurprisingly, the inquisitor’s shrill voice cut in, “You are the one who led Lord Patrick astray and put him in the precarious physical state he now finds himself in. You dragged him into your sins!”


  All the evidence favored the inquisitor over her. Still, she had to rail against it, lest she leave any room for doubt.


  “That accusation is groundless!” Claudia snapped back. “Nor do I have any connection to that incense. You said you found it at the scene, but do you have proof that I have any relation to it whatsoever?”


  “As I stated earlier, this was the only remnant I was able to get my hands on. You hid your acts expertly. And once the revolts broke out, all evidence of your involvement inciting them conveniently disappeared.”


  “In other words, the answer is no. You don’t have any evidence directly tying me to these revolts,” Claudia concluded.


  He was trying to twist the narrative to suit his argument. She wasn’t going to allow that. What she needed to do was improve the audience’s impression of her while discrediting the validity of the inquisitor’s evidence as much as possible.


  “Yes, it’s true that I have a trading firm in the United Kingdom of Arakaner, but I categorically deny your accusations that I had my fortunes moved there. You can study my region’s transport schedules if you like. You’ll see that my firm is too busy receiving orders from business partners from other regions. Our shipping manifests are so packed already that there’s no room for me to send or store anything.”


  Claudia was being completely honest. Her family’s region was landlocked; they had direct access to few ships, and those were already packed with merchandise. There certainly wasn’t a free vessel for Claudia to commandeer for her own purposes.


  “Couldn’t you just find someone else to ship your items for you?”


  “You make it sound so simple!” Claudia cried. “Our family doesn’t even have enough ships to fully keep up with shipping demands, and you think that a young woman such as myself could magically find one to do all my bidding? How? If there is a way, I would be happy to hear of it.”


  “Are you acting all haughty about this because you’ve managed to hide evidence of what you did? Is that it? We know exactly which transport company you turned to and their extremely packed schedule for shipping goods!”


  She’d been right, then. Hugoth was one of Nigel’s pawns. Yet they haven’t bothered to bring him in as a witness? Nigel could have still summoned him to testify against her, even if he hadn’t managed to set up the evidence as promised. Hugoth honestly believed that Claudia had contracted him. It was odd to her that Nigel wouldn’t call for him, but responding quickly took priority over trying to puzzle the problem out.


  “The reason I have such strength of heart is because of my faith. I do not stand here hoping that the Capricious God will grant me a miracle. I merely refuse to yield because I have been a proudly devoted believer my whole life. You have no proof, which means that your talk of a packed shipping schedule and the like are nothing more than conjecture on your part.”


  “You certainly have a silver tongue.”


  “I have done absolutely nothing wrong. Would you prefer I act afraid and cower instead? Of course I’m nervous! Of course I’m afraid I will be condemned based on a complete misunderstanding. But more than all of that…” She inhaled slowly, infusing her next words with emotion and passion in equal measure. “I want to show that mistakes can be rectified, that there’s no reason for anyone to accept false accusations!”


  Claudia had faith in everyone in her life. If this was the end for her, she wanted to hold tight to that faith and fight tooth and nail against Nigel. Her fingers found the Lindsay Blue sapphire dangling from her bracelet. She glanced down for a moment before lifting her chin again. She took solace in the fact that her own brilliant blue eyes had the same shine in them as the gemstone she wore.


  “I realized how foolish I was and learned to be better. Even when people make mistakes, they can change. None of us are perfect. It’s natural that we’re going to mess up. Isn’t that right? Or is what I’m saying against church doctrine?”


  An inquisition was supposed to be a place to make the accused admit fault and repent. It was odd for execution to be on the table. The cardinals responsible for the decision should have been cognizant of this as well. She was trying to drive that point home to them.


  Maybe Nigel has been whispering in their ears, but I don’t believe for a moment that they’re all completely under his spell.


  Fermina was a good example. Claudia very much doubted she would have been able to become saint solely through Nigel’s influence. No, more likely it was a combination of factors: momentum in the church, Nigel’s scheming, and Fermina’s genuine aptitude for the role.


  “Allow me to emphasize this one more time, everyone. I have only ever had faith in my heart for one god since the moment I was born. There has never been room for black magic. I swear it upon the Capricious God himself.”


  With the same serene, composed expression, she sank back into her seat.


  The facilitator asked the cardinals if any of them wished to make a statement. They exchanged glances with one another, but none of them said a word.


  Fermina was the one who broke the silence. “Would it be all right if I spoke?”




  Chapter 24:
The Saint’s Testimony


   


  NIGEL HAD SMILED GLEEFULLY when he found out Claudia was being escorted to the Holy See.


  I’ve never seen him smile like that before, Fermina thought. She had spent a long time with him. He’d given up his Norris persona entirely, his disposition nothing like what she remembered, but he continued acting as her mentor. Now it was obvious to her that he was far more obsessed with Claudia than he was interested in her.


  The carriage ambled along the serpentine hill to the Holy See’s grand cathedral. She had been here so many times now, yet she was still awed by the sheer size of the structure. The grand cathedral was like a titan sitting atop a mountain, regarding the people below. At this altitude, the air was so pure that it felt like it was cleansing her entire body with each deep breath.


  My elder sister must be feeling awfully lonely here. Claudia had no allies at the Holy See; she would be all by herself. Also, she would’ve caught wind by now of how much all this had affected her reputation.


  As Nigel had said, Claudia had finally come out of hiding to undergo the inquisition. She wasn’t allowed to call any witnesses to her defense, though, and she had to choose a lawyer from among the faithful seated in the cathedral. She would be allowed to speak in her defense at the trial, but what person would be able to make a clear statement in that environment? The accusations and the inquisition itself were damning enough in most people’s eyes that she was practically guaranteed a guilty verdict.


  Sunlight gleamed off the marble floors in the hallway Fermina took to reach her quarters, which was adjacent to the cardinals’ own rooms. No sooner did she enter than the tension drained from her shoulders. It shocked her; she had never once found Norris exhausting to deal with.


  I feel uncomfortable around Cardinal Nigel. But that’s weird, isn’t it? He’s the same person. However much she questioned herself, no answer emerged.


   


  ***


   


  As soon as Claudia arrived at the Holy See’s grand cathedral, the date for the inquisition was set. The mood in the cathedral shifted, however, when the pope returned from a distant expedition and decided he would attend the inquisition with the rest of them.


  “Is this going to be all right?” Fermina asked Nigel.


  “What are you worried about? The only people who can pass judgment are myself and three other cardinals. The pope will simply be watching how things play out.” His footsteps echoed loudly as he walked, and despite his words, he looked panicked.


  Nothing’s going to happen, right? she wondered.


  When the day of the inquisition arrived, she had no choice but to follow the man who’d been her mentor. She took her seat and couldn’t believe what she was seeing.


  Claudia sat with grace and determination in the accused’s chair with one of the faithful beside her, looking similarly undaunted. Fermina had expected her to look smaller, crushed under the weight of it all.


  But she’s basically guaranteed a guilty verdict by being here, right? Or did Claudia blindly believe that she couldn’t be condemned?


  Despite how far apart their seats were, she could see the resolve in those blue eyes. Claudia’s black hair fell in gentle waves down her back. She looked every bit the dignified woman she had been back at the academy. Fermina’s heart trembled with the realization that she hadn’t changed at all. She clasped her own hands together and tried to ignore the fear roiling in the pit of her stomach.


  No matter how the inquisitor lambasted her, Claudia’s resolution never crumbled.


  Sun poured in from the windows, making something sparkle in the air. Claudia herself seemed to shimmer as well. That’s weird. She’s not even directly in the light. And yet, whatever the light was glinting off of made it bounce onto Claudia instead.


  “I understand what that reverence I carry is for. That is why I find this infuriating. Why must I undergo this inquisition—this witch trial?!” Claudia demanded. The way she spoke confidently about her own faith reminded Fermina of Sylvester. He, too, always spoke with self-assurance in his voice.


  And she’s not using her position as a duke’s daughter to excuse her behavior. Fermina had done the opposite; she’d clung to her status as a reason not to learn better. The lasting consequence was a lack of experience that left her immature.


  Claudia stayed carefully grounded. It made her words more convincing.


  “I had my faith in God,” she said. “I had my prayers. I had the only faith that I was born with. There is no room in my heart for anything else. Besides, I was never isolated.”


  Fermina nodded instinctively in agreement. We’re all born with faith. If someone asked her when she’d developed her reverence for the Capricious God, she would answer the same way Claudia had. She’d vaguely carried it with her well before she started visiting the chapel, and even before she learned how to pray.


  My elder sister is walking the path she believes in. Much as Fermina walked her own path as the saint and Sylvester walked his as a political leader. She was only starting to realize that each person’s path took them in a different direction. That was how duty worked.


  For a split second, Fermina could have sworn those blue eyes met hers from behind that curtain of dark hair. Perhaps it was her imagination, but it brought images flashing through her mind.


  Those eyes have always been the same. From their first meeting until now, they had never changed. The only time Claudia had shown any hostility toward Fermina was when she arranged those thugs to attack her.


  What have I been looking at this whole time? Did I ever really see her? It was a bit late for self-flagellation; Fermina barely held it back. All I can do now is offer what I can.


  After Claudia’s statement, the facilitator asked the cardinals if they wanted to share anything. Nigel had already gotten into their ears. They traded looks with one another.


  They’re useless.


  Still, given the way they all seemed a little rattled, Fermina was again reminded of how tough Claudia was. Claudia had no one at her side, yet she had managed to make the cardinals—essentially her enemies—second-guess whether it was appropriate to make the judgment they had planned on.


  As the silence dragged out, Fermina took a deep breath and broke it. “Would it be all right if I spoke?”


  “Of course, Your Eminence,” said the facilitator.


  Fermina stood from her chair and moved to stand at Claudia’s right side. “I volunteer myself as Lady Claudia’s lawyer. The rules say she is allowed to choose one among the faithful to represent her. It doesn’t specify that she can’t have more than one, however.”


  Her declaration sent a ripple through the room. Claudia was likewise taken aback.


  “Lady Claudia, would you be willing to accept me as a lawyer?” Fermina asked.


  “I would,” Claudia said right away.


  Fermina almost wanted to laugh at her complete lack of hesitation. I was the one who first condemned her, and she’s really going to trust me?


  The inquisitor tried to protest, but the pope himself cut in and said, “It’s fine.”


  That was enough to silence everyone else.


  Fermina bowed to the pope, then turned back toward the facilitator. “May I be allowed to speak now as her lawyer?”


  “Please, go ahead.”


  All the attention in the room was focused on Fermina. The intimidating weight of it threatened to crush her, but she clenched her teeth and endured.


  If she can do it, so can I.


  She was going to do something genuinely good. Through her shared meals with Sylvester, she had learned much and realized how ignorant she had been. Consequently, she had decided that she was going to follow her own faith from now on.


  “The inquisitor here is using black magic as a pretense for villainizing Lady Claudia as quickly and efficiently as possible. To be perfectly honest, I also believed at first that Lady Claudia had turned her back on the faith in favor of black magic. I was misled through biased information.”


  What Prince Sylvester said was correct. He had warned her to beware of people who only showed one layer of themselves; she’d become warier after that. The one person she found fit that pattern perfectly was Norris—or rather, Nigel.


  “It is true that when her mother passed away, Lady Claudia had an abrupt personality change. Everyone around her has accepted this as a natural consequence of her own efforts. We are talking about people who witnessed it themselves, not third parties who merely gossiped about it.”


  To discredit those people was essentially to condemn all of them as heretics as well. True, they couldn’t be called to testify, but was it not illogical to discount a whole group of people with firsthand knowledge?


  “Lady Elizabeth and several others can vouch for the fact that Lady Claudia and Lord Patrick had limited contact, and that he performed his occult rituals entirely on his own. The inquisitor here claims that Lord Patrick has seen the error of his ways, but he’s still recovering mentally and physically. Do we honestly believe he’s in the right state of mind to judge anything?”


  To Fermina’s own surprise, she was finding it quite easy to make her points. Perhaps it’s because of all the believers I had to deal with while I was at Harland’s grand cathedral.


  Before returning to the Holy See, she had turned to Sylvester for help. He offered to be there for her if she ever needed it, and she took him up on that. He obliged her by arranging meetings with the people closest to Claudia. It was nostalgic for her, seeing the estate staff again. She also met with Claudia’s personal maid, Helen, and her school friends, Louise Savile and Charlotte Roger. The latter of the two referred to Claudia as “Big Sister,” which Fermina had lifted a brow at. Despite not being related to Claudia at all, Charlotte had done it so much that Fermina had been tempted to say, “Actually, I’m her only little sister.”


  After gathering information from all those sources, Fermina thought the matter through herself and arrived at her own answer. In the process, she and Sylvester exchanged information that wasn’t yet public.


  Her stomach had been killing her with stress as it occurred to her how catastrophically she’d messed up.


  She let out a slow breath, steeling herself. I must make it right.


  The inquisitor hadn’t tried to interrupt her the way he had with Claudia, probably because he wasn’t sure how to contradict her and shift perception back to his favor.


  “I am the one responsible for the chaos spreading throughout Harland,” Fermina declared.


  This had a more profound effect on the audience than anything she had said thus far, and the outbreak of dismay was almost enough to pull the rug out from underneath her. Figuratively, at least.


  Not yet. I must see this through to the end.


  There was such a fuss now that she wasn’t sure whether anyone would hear her even if she spoke up.


  A shout from the pope cracked through the room, quashing the uproar. It felt as though he’d recognized how much courage it took her to speak and was encouraging her to continue. Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them back.


  “The inquisitor was right,” she said, voice trembling with emotion. “I did see the aftermath of the revolts for myself. It was a grisly sight that pains me to even speak of.”


  It took everything she had to hold back a sob as she continued, “I was convinced that all of it was Lady Claudia’s doing…because that’s what I was told. By that man right there—Cardinal Nigel.” She was too terrified to look at the dais. “He played me like a fiddle. My misguided beliefs, my presumptuous statements, created a tidal wave that has since swept to all the other regions of Harland, stirring confusion and disorder.”


  There was no actual proof directly linking Claudia to any of the revolts. Meanwhile, Fermina had unintentionally created a situation where any regional leader wanting to escape responsibility could blame their own failings on Claudia. It gave them the power to say, “See? Claudia really is a witch. The saint said it herself.”


  “I also realize now that my statement at the Canonization Ceremony about how refugees must be protected made other lands divert their resources to those efforts, thereby slowing any necessary aid to their own citizens. That’s what led to the discord between the two groups.”
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  Fermina had called for attention to the refugee problem because she thought it was the right thing to do, but she hadn’t imagined the full impact of her statements. To the ordinary citizens, it felt like an insensitive directive with no care for their problems.


  “I invited unnecessary chaos into so many places across the continent. I’m the one who should be repenting for my actions, not Lady Claudia.” Fermina paused a moment. “I plan to start my repentance with my own testimony right now. Cardinal Nigel emphasized the importance of remembering every detail of what I saw when we stopped to see the aftermath of the revolts. I recorded everything diligently in my diary. With Harland’s cooperation, we tracked what I had written against the actual state of the kingdom and discovered some important facts.”


  Sylvester was the first to find it suspicious. It all started during that tea party when she tried to convey everything she knew about Claudia’s supposed misdeeds. Her information didn’t quite match up with the dates of the incidents in Harland. Sylvester immediately rushed to confirm everything, starting with official records about the lords whose regions had supposedly suffered revolts. And his suspicions were proven correct: The dates were off. According to her diary, she had seen the tail end of the aftermath before anyone else. Before these regional lords had even detailed anything. Why was there such a discrepancy there?


  “In my diary, I wrote the date, time, and location. Prince Sylvester managed to locate all the inns we’d stopped at along the way, and from there, he deduced the exact route we’d taken. Cardinal Nigel—disguised as Father Norris—and I arrived right as these revolts broke out.”


  That was how they realized something was off. Officials had written down dates when a third party observed the revolt and reported on it, indicating that was when the revolts had grown enough that others had noticed it. Not the actual start date of the revolt itself.


  That means Cardinal Nigel was lying to me when he said that the regional lords were currently trying to handle the matter. If the regional lords had realized what was happening sooner, the situation wouldn’t have devolved as much as it had. In fact, if they could have stepped in sooner, then some of those refugees might have been saved. That was the revelation that shocked her most.


  Nigel had kept the curtains drawn until they were right at the grisly scenes he wanted to show her. If Fermina had climbed out of her carriage instead of cowering inside, they might have been able to contain the damage and prevent further casualties. The realization made her stomach roil.


  This is my sin, running from the problem that was right in front of me. Fermina was set on repenting for it. She had some culpability in Nigel’s machinations.


  An image of that red-haired sister popped into her mind. The young woman who served as a fellow sister, who was truly a good person. Fermina had used her as a role model.


  I wonder if she would’ve stopped for them, Fermina thought. Fermina had the feeling that she would have stayed, refusing to go to the next location. Nigel would have tried to stop her, but knowing her, the red-haired sister would’ve been much harder to manipulate than Fermina.


  I stayed as foolish as I ever have been underneath the surface—I just put on a convincing mask, she realized. That was why she’d been so easily fooled. Fermina hadn’t even thought to question it until Sylvester warned her. It was shameful, especially after the island monastery had taught her the importance of thinking for herself.


  Fermina took a deep breath and continued, “I realize the church was fully aware of where the refugees were relocated, but there would have been no way of knowing exactly when these revolts would take place. Our information network is no faster than anyone else’s.”


  This was especially true since the faithful who had accompanied the refugees were similarly caught off guard by the violence. Their records matched official dates, indicating they had realized the problem after it had spread significantly.


  “So then I must ask: How did Cardinal Nigel know that these revolts were happening? There is only one answer.” The anxiety was so overwhelming Fermina thought she might pass out, but she clenched her fists and pushed through it. “It’s because Cardinal Nigel was the one who used this inhumane incense and incited these revolts! Lady Claudia isn’t a witch. Cardinal Nigel should be the one sitting in the accused’s chair, tried as a witch himself!”


  “Norris” had taught her before that the witch terminology could be applied to a man or woman. Back then, she couldn’t have imagined she would be using it against him now.


  Both the inquisitor and facilitator were aghast at her proclamation. It was so quiet in the room that one could have heard a pin drop; they were all too shocked to speak.


  The pope cut in, saying, “Those words cannot be taken back once spoken. Saint, are you certain of your claims?”


  “Yes, Your Holiness. On my position as saint, I swear this is the truth.” Fermina figured the title would be stripped from her at this point, but all the same, there it was.


  Since the facilitator was struck so thoroughly speechless, the pope continued, “As we have a new suspect to consider, the court is adjourned.”


  The cardinals filed out, and Fermina took her leave as well. She couldn’t bring herself to meet Claudia’s eyes. But it’s fine. I have no regrets. She was the one who decided this was the right thing to do without anyone else’s input. It was stupid because she was kissing her saint status goodbye, but she’d made her choice. I’m fine the way I am.


  Sylvester had assured her of that, and she clung to those words.


  All this began with the stage already set for her. Nigel hadn’t detailed everything in his correspondence, though. He hadn’t told her how to save the boy. That was Fermina’s choice. She had put herself between him and the whip. That was what people had responded positively to. That was how she realized that as long as she continued trying to do the right thing, no one would blame her. But I need to keep asking myself the tough question of whether what I’m doing really is right.


  Sylvester had informed Fermina that after she left the island, the red-haired sister—together with the others—convinced the veteran sister who’d been keeping an eye on Fermina not to pursue her. That was also why the crown hadn’t been alerted right away about her departure from the island.


  “I’m not blaming you,” Sylvester had said. “I’m praising you because it was your actions that won their loyalty.”


  Meanwhile, Fermina had scorned those same girls.


  A tear she’d been holding back slid down her cheek. Then a sob broke loose, and she clamped her hand over her mouth.


  In her mind, she pictured the red-haired sister and her innocent smile. She was the one who’d inspired Fermina. This whole time, I haven’t been alone at all!


  She sank to her knees on the spot.


  A moment later, a voice called out to her. “His Holiness has summoned you, Your Eminence.”




  Chapter 25:
The Villainess Gains Freedom


   


  AFTER COURT WAS ADJOURNED, Claudia was led to a small room near the chapel to wait.


  I never imagined Fermina, of all people, would become my lawyer. Her heart had been racing from the moment Fermina made the offer to represent her. That part had been shocking enough, but then Fermina had gone after Nigel. Claudia could feel the strength of Fermina’s resolve in every word she said.


  This is Syl’s doing.


  Claudia had heard the rumors that he was cozying up to the saint after she made her escape from Nigel’s clutches. Perhaps he’d realized some latent potential in Fermina.


  She sensed someone approaching. The faithful she had chosen initially as her lawyer was standing there, cheeks rosy. She, too, was probably excited after that thrilling scene in the courtroom.


  “It was one surprise after another in there, but I was deeply touched by the speech you gave, Lady Claudia!”


  “Nothing could make me more pleased than if you agreed with at least some of what I said,” Claudia replied.


  “Some of it? Far more than that, my lady! It was like listening to a proper lecture from a preacher. It was cleansing for the soul! It reminded me of my younger days—days I took for granted, when my faith was what inspired me to dedicate myself to the church.” She clasped her hands in front of her chest. Even though she hadn’t looked at Claudia after being selected, she was now actively talking to her. Fermina had dispelled any suspicions of guilt the woman might have held.


  This was the perfect opportunity.


  “May I ask you one thing?” said Claudia.


  “Of course! What is it?”


  “I would like to know how the saint was chosen. All the candidates had excellent potential, didn’t they?”


  Granted, all the rest were related in some way to one of the cardinals. It struck her as odd that a random sister like Fermina had beaten the rest, even if she did have Nigel’s backing.


  “We all wanted someone who would bring something new,” the woman explained.


  The church was supposed to be devoted to the Capricious God. However, in recent years, political infighting had become more pronounced.


  “Our faith should be what brings us together, but instead, people lambast those who oppose them politically. This is far from the ideal we strive for, and the more devoted the faithful, the more disgusted they were with what we had become.”


  As she further explained, the infighting—especially among the cardinals—only heated up when it was time to select a saint. The problem they had been trying to ignore for so long was too prominent to ignore any longer.


  “It wouldn’t matter who was chosen. Only a select few would benefit either way. We were all resigned to it.” An oppressive air had settled around the Holy See at the time, until a ray of light finally shone upon them. “The story of how Saint Fermina put herself between that boy and the whip spread like wildfire. This was what everyone wanted: Someone who represented the beauty of our faith. Someone who wasn’t obsessed with power.”


  Fermina was like a refreshing breeze to those who’d grown disenchanted with the political climate within the church, and she embodied what the future should be. What the faithful should be.


  “Everything happened quickly after Cardinal Nigel gave her his support and she was accepted as a candidate. People rallied to support her, one cohesive group that wanted her as our saint. You already know how that worked out. I still struggle to believe that the very person who supported her is capable of everything Saint Fermina said.”


  Nigel probably thought Fermina had betrayed him, but that betrayal was what lent credence to Fermina’s accusations.


  She has her own convictions. She finally found something worth upholding.


  Moreover, Fermina had agreed to repent for what she had done. There was nothing to be gained in that. The worst-case scenario was that she would be stripped of her title and returned to the island monastery. Claudia had watched her half-sister from up close, seen how pale she’d been. She could tell that Fermina understood all this, even as she spoke up.


  The sister sighed. “We should not have a heretic within our own halls. But we have all been less trusting of Cardinal Nigel since he was exiled from Harland.”


  The church’s official stance was that Nigel’s subordinates had deceived him. Many in Harland’s high society were suspicious, though, as the punishment was too severe for someone who was supposedly innocent. Apparently, there were faithful in the church who felt that same way.


  But assuming Cardinal Nigel does face judgment, they won’t announce it to the public. He was a cardinal. It would be a catastrophic scandal. Considering the sins Nigel had committed, it might very well sunder the foundations of the church if word got out. The church’s religious missions would look all the more self-serving if they were cleaning up after the very messes Nigel had created. Still, if someone as evil as him is properly condemned, then there is still hope for the church.


  If they could cleanse themselves of the rot, that is.


  Either way, Fermina had taken an impressive step forward. Now it all depended on the pope’s judgment.


  The facilitator popped his head into the room. “Court will now resume. Please return to the chapel.”


  Claudia and her lawyer left the room and returned to their chairs inside the chapel. Three of the cardinals and the pope occupied their original seats, but Nigel and Fermina were nowhere to be seen. The pews were empty too. The room was bathed in absolute silence.


  The pope stood and said, “This inquisition was an irregularity to begin with. Our saint’s accusations mean one of our cardinals is being indicted for alleged crimes, and thus, I will hand down judgment personally.”


  Normally, all the cardinals needed unanimous agreement, but he was right. Fermina’s accusation had rattled the remaining cardinals to the point that the pope wasn’t confident they could make an informed judgment on their own. He was making the decision in their stead.


  Claudia sat primly, her conscience clear. She had done everything she could. All that was left now was to believe. It was all in fate’s hands now.


  “Claudia Lindsay, based on the testimony provided, you have cleared yourself of all accusations. This inquisition finds you innocent. We hope you will continue to be a dedicated follower of the faith.”


  “Yes, Your Holiness,” she said respectfully, bowing to him.


  The pope nodded.


  “With that, this inquisition is concluded!” announced the facilitator, who ushered her out of the room.


  Claudia excused herself, leaving the chapel behind. She had no idea what would happen to Nigel or Fermina.


  “I’m afraid I wasn’t able to do anything to help you, but I sincerely congratulate you on being ruled innocent,” said the woman who’d served as her lawyer.


  “It was enough that you listened to what I had to say,” Claudia told her. “Thank you for sitting beside me.”


  Plus, she rarely had a chance to hear from someone at the Holy See. It had been illuminating, speaking to someone on the ground. Now she knew that Fermina hadn’t risen to her position through Nigel’s influence alone; it had been a combination of factors.


  The sister held out the flower she had been wearing during the proceedings. “A fellow faithful gave this to me, but I think you need it more than I do. It’s rather late to say this after everything you’ve been through, but I hope you take it as a symbol of your faith prevailing.”


  “Thank you. I’ll happily do just that.” A smile spread across Claudia’s face as she took it, bidding a final goodbye to the woman. A knight walked with her as she turned to leave, but the facilitator rushed after her.


  “His Holiness summons you! Please follow me.”


  Claudia had no reason to quibble with him, so she followed obediently. They arrived at the drawing room close to the guest quarters.


  The facilitator knocked on the door. “Excuse me, Your Holiness. I’ve brought Lady Claudia.”


  As soon as they entered and she spotted the pope, Claudia gave a polite dip of her head.


  “Good. You may excuse yourself,” the pope said to the facilitator. “Lady Claudia, have a seat.”


  “Yes, Your Holiness.” She sat carefully on the sofa. There was a coffee table between them.


  I can’t believe it. The pope is sitting right in front of me. Goosebumps erupted all over her body. During the inquisition, she hadn’t been able to look straight at him because of the orientation of her seat. There had also been other, more important things for her to focus on. Now that she sat this close to him, she was at a loss.


  The pope’s hair was all white, his face lined with deep wrinkles. He was probably about the same age as Gique. His expression was calm. There was nothing intimidating about his disposition, but he had a gravitas most people lacked. Or perhaps Claudia was simply so nervous in her presence that she imagined it.


  “You must be exhausted, having ventured deep into the mountains like this all on your own.”


  “Not at all,” Claudia hastened to say.


  “You don’t need to spare my feelings. This must have been physically and emotionally demanding for you. Please take it easy tonight and rest well.”


  “Thank you, Your Holiness.”


  He lowered his gaze. “Nigel’s inquisition will commence in the coming days.”


  “Of course.”


  The pope explained that Nigel was confined to his room, with a guard posted outside his door. Fermina had already handed over her diary, and they were combing through the entries to confirm her testimony.


  “Today, I had to confront my own foolishness,” the pope said. He deeply regretted his inability to see through Nigel’s cunning.


  “May I ask you just one thing, Your Holiness?” said Claudia.


  “Anything. You have earned that right.”


  “Was it your plan from the beginning to attend my inquisition?”


  “No. Nigel intended to complete it before I returned from my expedition,” the pope explained. He had been shocked to learn about the inquisition upon his return and found the timing immediately suspicious. “Deep down, I probably knew something wasn’t right about him.”


  Ordinarily, the pope did not sit in on inquisitions.


  “Nigel acted completely unaffected even when I announced I would attend. The saint claims she noticed him panicking when they spoke in private. The results speak for themselves.”


  It seemed Nigel worked harder to maintain his mask with other people than he had with Fermina.


  Nigel might have been a little harsh with her, but he must’ve figured she was powerless, which lulled him into a false sense of security. Honestly, he’s not satisfied unless he mocks everyone he meets.


  The pope let out a breath and reached for a mug, taking a quick drink to wet his tongue. Perhaps it was her imagination, but he looked like he had aged since she first entered the room.


  “These are just the ravings of an old man, so I hope you let it in one ear and out the other,” the pope prefaced before he launched into a retelling of Nigel’s origins. “It all began with an epidemic. It was the kind of plague that spreads by touch alone. Nigel’s village was isolated from the rest of the region to ensure it didn’t spread. There were some in that village who were obviously unaffected, but the authorities didn’t discriminate between the healthy and the dying.”


  The lord of the region had chosen to sacrifice the few to preserve the many. At the time, the pope had been a regular clergyman. He sat with the regional lord, prayed, and listened to the other man’s grief for his own people.


  “Once we were certain that the contagion’s threat had passed, the lord asked me to visit the area to pray for its inhabitants. So I went. It was a gruesome sight. By the time I arrived, the corpses had already been dragged off—but I could see the despair they left in their wake.”


  The pope didn’t lay out the gory details of what he’d seen. Perhaps he thought to spare Claudia from the horror, or perhaps it was simply too painful for him to recall it.


  “Nigel was a child we found among the ruins. Well, I was the one who found him. He was all skin and bones, huddled in a ball with a blanket around him, hands clamped over his ears.” The pope had a faraway look in his eye. “There was an enormous fuss when they realized someone had survived. The knights tried to rip him away from me, but I clung to him fast. I held him and stayed in that village. If he was infected, I resigned myself then and there to my fate.”


  The authorities had at last brought them water and food while they stayed.


  “Days passed. Weeks. And finally, a month. Nigel regained full movement. Once we were certain neither of us were infected, I brought him to my monastery.”


  Even as Nigel grew older and interacted with others from outside the church, he chose to remain at the monastery. Not every orphan who grew up in a monastery stayed put; there were those who found jobs elsewhere and left.


  “Nigel wasn’t one to sit still, though. He preferred to wander. He didn’t live with us for very long, truth be told. Anytime an epidemic broke out somewhere, he was the first on the scene. He was always there for the people who thought they had no choice but to wait for death’s claim. That’s how he’s always been, then and now.”


  “And he was never infected?” Claudia asked.


  “Strangely enough, no. I assumed it was a gift from the Capricious God for his intense devotion… He was very passionate about medicine, convinced it was the only way to cure sickness. I assume that’s how he eventually landed on the aphrodisiac he was using.”


  It sounded like it was taking the pope a while to fully digest Nigel’s actions. By discussing this with Claudia, he seemed to be slowly accepting reality.


  “I never imagined Nigel would be an actual witch, but I cannot look the other way. The Capricious God entrusts us humans to maintain the rule of law here on earth. As his followers, it’s our duty to uphold.”


  He finally lifted his gaze, eyes full of hardened resolve. Gone was his hesitation; he looked every bit the leader he really was.


  “You proved to us that mistakes should be rectified. The faithful are rattled and will be for a time, but this is an opportunity for all of us to move forward. I cannot complain if you or anyone else thinks it sounds like I’m glossing over the problem. I do hope you will accept my gratitude, though.”


  “Of course. If my conduct had any positive impact at all, nothing could please me more.”


  With that, their conversation ended. Claudia stood respectfully and followed the pope to the door. As he stepped out, he pointed to a room diagonal from theirs. “There are several people in there who have been waiting quite anxiously to see you. Go to them with due haste.”


  Claudia froze. The words didn’t immediately register. It took a moment for them to sink in, and she swallowed hard.


  Could it be…they came here for me?!


  She bid the pope a polite farewell, hurried over to the other room, and knocked on the door.




  Chapter 26:
The Villainess’s Reunion


   


  AS SOON AS THE DOOR swung open, three of the people Claudia had missed the most appeared: Helen, Virgil, and Sylvester. For so long, she had been consumed with worry—would they despise her for the allegations?—but here they were, standing right in front of her. All her concerns were swept away like dust in the wind.


  Sylvester initially hung back, but he was the first to step forward. Claudia’s urge to embrace him was so powerful that it backfired, leaving her rooted in place. Her vision blurred, pressure building in the back of her nose.


  “Thank you for your help,” she managed at last, the words stilted and awkward.


  “Of course,” Sylvester replied nonchalantly. “And you received my flowers, I assume?”


  “Yes. All of them, including this last one.” She produced a handkerchief, which she’d used to wrap around the purple Achimenes that the sister had given her earlier. In the language of flowers, it meant I will save you. Her intuition had told her the moment she spotted it that it was a message from Sylvester.


  “I was sure you’d recognize it,” he said.


  “That flower helped me stand strong through the trial,” Claudia told him. Why was she being so formal and distant with him? Her gaze blurred further as her frustration built.


  Sylvester watched her warmly, waiting. His golden eyes peered into hers. They were so soft at the corners.


  Finally, it sank in: She was safe now. No more overthinking. She could embrace the relief and the peace at last. Sylvester wasn’t about to abandon her.


  The silver strands of his hair danced across his forehead as he reached out to touch her shoulder, but he retracted it quickly, remembering the other two people in the room.


  “Lady Claudia!”


  “Helen!”


  Behind Sylvester, Helen held out her arms wide. Claudia rushed into them, sweeping her maid up in a desperate embrace.


  The feel of Helen’s body in hers was almost nostalgic at this point. Joy coursed through Claudia. Helen’s warmth was as good a proof as any that she was really there. Claudia’s tears spilled over, her emotions cresting. Helen clung to her just as insistently. Their cheeks brushed, hair tickling each other’s skin.


  “Hold on! Shouldn’t I be first?” Sylvester complained.


  “I’m still maintaining purity as A Priori,” Claudia told him dutifully. His cheek twitched in dismay, so she protested, “I want it as badly as you do!”


  Helen’s comforting scent flooded her nose, and she took a deep inhale. Do I look like some kind of pervert?
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  Despite second-guessing herself, she buried her face in Helen’s shoulder just the same, enjoying her softness. How much time had they spent apart?


  The two most important men in her life weren’t content to watch for long without comment.


  “I am still here, you know,” Sylvester said.


  “As am I,” Virgil cut in.


  “Yes, yes, I can see you both!” Claudia told them impatiently.


  Sylvester had his arms crossed over his chest and was actively frowning. “And you’re going to continue clinging to Helen?”


  “Yes. Helen, do you mind terribly?”


  “Not at all. Cling as long as you like.”


  Now that she had permission, there was no reason to pull herself away. Claudia nuzzled her head against Helen.


  Sylvester’s mouth was a taut line as he glanced at Virgil for help.


  “What do you expect me to do about it?”


  “Shouldn’t she be clinging to me?”


  “She can’t,” Virgil said. “She’s still adhering to the purity rules. We’ll have to wait until the Saint’s Festival is over.”


  Claudia lifted her head at that. “The Saint’s Festival is still on?”


  “Yes. You are still the saint’s A Priori,” answered Virgil.


  “And that means the saint is…?”


  “Someone came to inform us of the trial proceedings—and as they told me, Fermina remains the saint. It must have been difficult for you, Dee.”


  Her vision blurred again at her brother’s kind words.


  Sylvester picked up where Virgil left off. “Her Eminence will repent for her sins through her continued service. The church officially expressed its desire to resume plans for the Saint’s Festival. My father charged me with overseeing the matter while I’m here, and I accepted. We must prepare once more. The festival will commence in autumn at the earliest, I assume.”


  No doubt Harland had made a list of demands before they agreed. Two months had already passed since the Saint’s Festival’s original start date.


  “Autumn?” Claudia frowned. “But the chaos at home hasn’t died down yet, has it?”


  Most of the preparations were in place, but it still seemed too little time to truly be ready.


  “That’s part of why the church officials want to launch the festival as quickly as possible—to restore order. They probably wish to draw attention away from Nigel and his crimes by keeping attention focused on the Saint’s Festival,” said Sylvester.


  Claudia had thought Nigel’s inquisition would be kept entirely confidential, but apparently word of it had already spread throughout the church. The church was probably more interested in keeping the faithful distracted—even more so than the average citizen—especially since the atmosphere at the Holy See had improved dramatically with the canonization of Fermina as saint. The upper echelons of the church probably didn’t want to lose their progress.


  “Will Nigel truly be brought to justice for his crimes?” She remembered the promise she had made to Ruki. While the pope had assured her there would be an inquisition, she wouldn’t be there to see the verdict.


  “He can’t run anymore. He’s already burned bridges with those closest to him after this latest incident, including Cardinal Gique.”


  Her eyes widened. “Even Cardinal Gique?”


  Gique was sent to Harland after Nigel was exiled. His most prominent feature, in Claudia’s mind, was his long, white lashes.


  “Cardinal Gique was given a post with us almost as a form of retirement, a place for him to live out his final days in peace. And then Nigel causes all this trouble.”


  “Right.” Claudia nodded to herself. “I heard from Bezel that people have been crowding the grand cathedral.”


  “Yes, and the problem extends beyond the capital. All the kingdom’s monasteries have been inundated with concerned believers.” And the region’s cardinal, Gique, oversaw all the church facilities in Harland. “It’s bad enough that he must deal with that. And once he hears about this? Even Cardinal Gique has his limits.”


  Sylvester went on to say that Gique was actually at the Holy See right now to request more faithful be sent to Harland’s capital to accommodate the droves of concerned citizens. He would be hearing all this firsthand.


  Virgil nodded and added, “We planned to have Cardinal Gique intervene if Fermina didn’t do so herself.”


  Gique was genuinely receptive to the request for cooperation and had, in fact, been the one to hand the flower to Claudia’s temporary lawyer.


  “Fermina’s diary was actually in my possession,” said Sylvester. “His Holiness has taken it for safekeeping. We’re lucky Fermina recorded everything.”


  A written account made on the day was more compelling than a vague retelling from memory. There was enough detail in Fermina’s diary that it could be corroborated through official accounts, which was the real trump card against Nigel.


  Sylvester went on, “After your abduction, the first thing I wanted to confirm was why we hadn’t received any information about Fermina’s departure from the island monastery. We might have been able to prepare in advance if we’d been notified. According to my investigation, most of the people at the monastery are aligned with Fermina, which is why the sister we had keeping an eye on her failed to report this.”


  Fermina had snuck away from the monastery, unbeknownst to her overseer. The other sisters, unknown to even Fermina herself, worked together to convince the sister connected to Sylvester not to report her. After all, she had left to become the saint.


  “Completely unacceptable,” Sylvester insisted, “but it also goes to show how much Her Eminence was able to sway the hearts of others through her actions. It’s proof that she really has changed.” Through their meals together, he’d learned she had an actual spine underneath it all. “I realized that, with the right guidance, I could turn her against Nigel. The more we spoke, the more I learned about how Nigel was manipulating her.”


  “You guided her well,” Claudia said.


  “I merely showed her the way. After that, it was up to her to think for herself and come up with her own answer. She’s the one who came to me for help, wanting to interview people close to you.”


  That was how Claudia discovered that Fermina had reached out to the Lindsays’ estate staff, Helen, Louise, and Charlotte. Fermina had decided to find a path forward on her own. Claudia had seen the rest for herself at the trial. Though Sylvester did tell her that Fermina’s days at the capital’s grand cathedral had been rigorous and exhausting.


  The air in the room turned heavy and solemn. It didn’t last long before Sylvester cut through it.


  “How much longer are you planning to cling to Helen?”


  “Until I’m satisfied,” Claudia said primly.


  “And you are not yet satisfied, I take it?”


  “No.”


  Helen had given her permission to continue, so that was what Claudia was going to do. The maid stroked Claudia’s hair comfortingly.


  “What exactly happened with the Hugoth incident?” Claudia asked, wondering why he hadn’t been called in as a witness.


  “Hugoth exhibited symptoms of addiction. It seems he was a moderate user of the aphrodisiac himself,” Sylvester answered.


  “I assume that’s why he wasn’t summoned from the start?”


  Sylvester nodded. “Perhaps. It may also have to do with the fact that Prince Seraphim’s subordinates were already looking into Hugoth by then. Nigel must have realized Hugoth was compromised and decided against trying to contact him at all.”


  “Of course. That makes sense.”


  Arakaner already had tabs on Hugoth. Nigel hadn’t been able to reach out to the merchant before she and Rose Garden apprehended him.


  Claudia took one more deep inhale of Helen’s scent before peeling herself away. Helen was beaming at her. Claudia’s gaze dropped to her maid’s wrist, where an identical bracelet with a Lindsay Blue sapphire hung. Her fingers fumbled for her own, finding connection there.




  Chapter 27:
The Villainess Announces the Opening of the Saint’s Festival


   


  THE SEASONS CHANGED. A cool breeze scattered autumn leaves across the ground. The sun’s rays had turned gentle and warm. Back in Claudia’s homeland, the Harvest Festival was running concurrently with the Saint’s Festival.


  There were more than twice as many church knights standing guard by the stage in front of the grand cathedral this time. Claudia climbed the stairs with Fermina, the Lindsay Blue sapphire bracelet dangling from her wrist. The pope and Gique stood at the center of the stage. The commencement ceremony for the delayed Saint’s Festival was finally upon them. After Claudia proved her innocence, the pope had reextended their request for her to serve as A Priori.


  Special seats were provided for the whole royal family for the occasion; Sylvester’s parents were attending with him this time.


  The sound of a bugle broke through the air. Doves circled in the sky above.


  Fermina took her position in front of the pope, while Claudia moved to stand before Gique. They bowed once to the two men, then turned to face each other. Fermina’s expression was as clear as the sunny sky above. She seemed lighter after making her accusations about Nigel at the inquisition. Gone were the shadows that had lurked around her face. She’d regained some of the weight she’d lost, cheeks plump and healthy, looking as adorable as she once had. In her hand, she carried a goldsmith-crafted flower crown.


  As Claudia dropped into a curtsy and held it, Fermina said, “I, Saint Fermina, hereby appoint you, Claudia Lindsay, as my attendant.”


  “I gratefully accept.”


  Fermina carefully placed the crown upon Claudia’s head.


  Applause broke out as Claudia stood tall. She and Fermina moved to stand beside Gique while the pope offered some words to the crowd. The crowd cheered for them the whole time.


  “As soon as they know you’re innocent, suddenly they love you. What a fickle lot,” Fermina grumbled under her breath.


  These were the same people who had caused Fermina endless grief by appearing at the church daily to demand answers—and now they acted as if everything was normal again. Black magic still cropped up as a topic of conversation occasionally, but the people had mostly lost interest. They had completely forgotten about the witch allegations.


  “You were the root of the problem,” Claudia reminded her.


  “Yes, yes, I know, but you could still let me complain about it. Especially since now I have a very annoying mentor constantly hovering over me.”


  In Norris’s absence, Fermina requested a proper aide. One of Gique’s relatives took on the responsibility. This very person stood at the edge of the stage, stern gaze glued to the saint. Thankfully for Fermina, the island monastery was planning to send one of the sisters she’d gotten along with to help her with daily life. That would reduce some of her stress.


  Claudia and Fermina maintained smiles on their faces as they spoke. To anyone watching, it probably looked like they were exchanging pleasant banter.


  Fermina looked at ease as she waved at the crowd. “This is my atonement. I need to seem cheerful to reassure our followers of the future. Ease their worries.”


  That duty was the same as it had been before everything that happened at the Holy See with Nigel, but through it, she had found her own faith.


  “I made a mistake this time—but as saint, I will not bow to the powers that be. Understand that if you ever betray the faith, I will condemn you without mercy.”


  “Yes, I’ve already experienced that,” Claudia shot back, reminding Fermina of the little scene she had staged behind the grand cathedral. Nigel had orchestrated it all, but Fermina had been convinced it was true justice at the time.


  “You’re contemptible.”


  The pope stepped forward; there was no more time for them to waste sniping at each other. Claudia could only see the older man’s back from here, but that was more than enough to feel his gravitas.


  She hoped there would come a day when she could banter with Fermina again and see how much she had changed. Fermina would travel to various countries after this. There was no telling when they might meet again.


  We’ve never been able to have a genuine conversation free of pretenses.


  From the moment Claudia awoke in this second timeline, she had been wary of Fermina. Similarly, Fermina had seen her immediately as an enemy. Things were different now. Claudia suspected they could one day be completely open with each other.


  We’ll soon have another, much younger sibling after all.


  Lilith was pregnant. The reason for her poor constitution—why she hadn’t been able to see Claudia off in the winter when she’d left for the church to purify herself—was because Lilith had already been pregnant. Claudia hoped that, as soon as possible, she could arrange for all of them to be together as a real family.




  Chapter 28:
The Cardinal Is Attacked


   


  AFTER FERMINA RATTED Nigel out, he was suspended from his duties. The church kept an eye on everything he did, and he was effectively under house arrest. His scheme this time around had been massive in scale. Harland and Arakaner were working in tandem to check the extent of his activities, which was taking months.


  Awfully thorough, aren’t they? He sat in his room in an armchair and gazed out the window at the stars. The pope had cut off his access to the outside world, but it hadn’t particularly affected him. Life certainly is peaceful.


  There was no suffering here. No screaming. Just peaceful hours that slowly trickled by. If he had any complaint, it was that there was nothing to do.


  Doesn’t matter. They’ll change their minds eventually.


  People were loudly criticizing him right now. Once the money dried up, they would be lowering their heads. Donations constantly flowed into the church, but that money was allotted to the organization. Any faithful who wanted access to funds needed to fill out paperwork. If their request was deemed necessary, they would receive the funding they’d requested. That was why so many were tempted by money that they could use freely.


  Nigel possessed wealth in abundance. Whenever they found their own pockets empty and were in desperate need of more, Nigel was the person they turned to.


  Although some may use this opportunity to target my assets.


  It was a tried-and-true strategy: offer to help him in his time of need in exchange for a payout. The problem was whether he could successfully offer such a deal to the people who mattered; they were experienced enough to see through it instantly.


  Oh well. All I cared about was being entertained.


  And Claudia had indeed entertained him.


  An inquisition typically had the accused surrounded by enemies on all sides. The lawyer provided was a faithful from the church and often no help at all. Her trial had proven that. The person she chose sat beside her without lifting a finger. But Claudia had managed to change the atmosphere in the room with her own statement.


  Claudia would have had a bit of time before the trial, limited though it was. It was obvious from Fermina’s testimony that she hadn’t secretly exchanged intel with Sylvester. Had she possessed the same information that Sylvester and Fermina had, she could have made the accusations against Nigel herself.


  Claudia’s beauty was more than skin deep; it was her inner strength that made her so charming. The inquisitor had made an impressive case, but he hadn’t driven her into a corner completely.


  It all went wrong with the carriage accident. It had really hurt his plans, not being able to get her back to the Holy See quickly. If everything had gone according to plan, he would have wrapped up her trial before word ever reached the pope.


  But there was something more curious about the carriage incident. I’m surprised she let me live. Perhaps it was her naivety as a duke’s daughter, but it had worked out in her favor. The situation would have been very different if I had died.


  Had Claudia killed him, Harland’s problems would have disappeared. On the other hand, if the saint had seen Nigel’s corpse and realized that he and Norris were the same person, Claudia would have been instantly suspected of murder. The suspicion cast on her would have doubled, worsening her situation. Leaving him alive effectively hamstrung him; he couldn’t let the truth about her escape get out. Harland discovering he’d been operating in the shadows and violating the rules of his banishment led the kingdom to dig deeper into his past activities again. He’d been on the back foot since her failed abduction, partly because he was too focused on his own survival.


  In retrospect, I see how much of an eyesore Arakaner turned out to be. He had planned to call Hugoth in as an important witness. What Nigel hadn’t anticipated was pirates striking Hugoth’s ship and robbing him of all the valuables that were supposed to cement Claudia’s guilt. He’d needed Hugoth to recover those assets through his work and make more trips to plant whatever he could. That was why Nigel had given him the aphrodisiac. I never imagined Seraphim would catch on.


  Seraphim’s interference had disrupted everything; Nigel couldn’t call for Hugoth anymore. Still, there had been a modest cache of valuables in Arakaner. He’d intended to confiscate them, making good on his original plan, but Seraphim had beaten him to the punch. He’d made a major blunder by being greedy and waiting for Hugoth to bring another shipment before he acted.


  “What should I do next?” Nigel wondered aloud.


  At that moment, the door cracked open. Someone entered.


  Nigel sat forward in his armchair. “Who has come to interrupt me? It’s ill manners to—”


  A black shadow raced toward him. Something slammed into his temple, the crunch echoing in his ears. The impact was hard enough that his eyes screwed shut, and his body slumped out of the chair.




  Chapter 29:
The Villainess Tells the Truth


   


  FERMINA LEFT FOR BARI, and the Saint’s Festival in Harland came to an uneventful end. A wrap-up party was held at the Lindsay estate the day after, and Claudia was finally able to eat meat again.


  That done, she arrived at her personal quarters in the royal castle first thing the next morning, determination smoldering in her heart. A blustery wind blew outside, and indoors, the window cast light on a room she hadn’t touched since spring.


  I wonder when Nigel’s inquisition will be held.


  Fermina’s accusations hadn’t been publicized, but preparations had been proceeding accordingly. Sylvester had been so inundated with administrative paperwork because of it that he’d been preoccupied throughout the Saint’s Festival. There was also the aftermath of the revolts that Nigel had incited. Most of this involved conversations between the church and the lords of affected areas, but the central administration needed to stay updated.


  Claudia had come early today because she knew Sylvester couldn’t find time in his schedule for her otherwise. She was waiting for him. She had told him that he could come whenever he found an opportunity. For her part, she had brought a stack of paperwork to focus on and stay productive while she waited.


  Before she knew it, it was noon. The light peering through the window had changed its angle completely. The royal kitchen made her lunch and brought it to her room, where she ate. She took a break to pace around the room. One lap. Two. At some point, she stopped counting. Her emotions were riding her hard, leaving her restless.


  This is nothing compared to Fermina’s accusations toward Nigel…right?


  After escaping from Nigel’s clutches, Claudia had been anxious the entire time she was separated from Sylvester. She knew exactly why, and it brought her to a firm conclusion: She was at least going to tell Sylvester the truth about her two timelines. It was impossible to predict how he might react. She was certain he’d rather she tell the truth than keep it from him, though.


  Soon enough, the sun had stopped casting shapes into her room, beginning its descent toward the horizon.


  A servant brought her cookies and tea, which she accepted, nibbling on the former and nursing the latter as a break from her own work. She was debating whether she should visit the royal library before dark when the knock she’d been waiting for all day came upon her door.


  “Syl?!”


  She’d barely gotten his name past her lips when Sylvester burst inside and pulled her into an embrace.


  “Ah, I can finally touch you again…”


  “Yes. I’m no longer trying to maintain purity.”


  All the restrictions that bound her ended with the Saint’s Festival. The night before, she had finally been able to hug Virgil again. I won’t tell Syl that, though. It would only upset him to be one-upped by his future brother-in-law.


  “Your scent,” Sylvester murmured as he breathed her in.


  “Please don’t sniff me,” she said, though she had no right to judge him for it. She’d done it to Helen.


  Sylvester nuzzled her shoulder. The silky strands of his hair tickled against her neck. His arms tightened around her. “Dia.”


  “Yes?”


  “I love you.”


  “I love you too,” she said, arms wrapping around him at last. For the first time, she realized how much broader he was now; her hands didn’t reach as far around his back as they once had.


  “Dia.” His sweet voice made her heart hammer against her rib cage. She could never get used to it, no matter how many times she heard it. Heat built in her cheeks.


  My legs almost feel boneless. She had to brace herself to make sure she didn’t sink to the floor.


  “Syl, isn’t this enough?”


  “Not yet.”


  “And you have time to spend on this?”


  He didn’t respond, which suggested he didn’t.


  Claudia led him to the couch, and they sat next to each other. She studied his face, those faintly rose-colored lips, the straight line of his nose, and those vibrant golden eyes. It pleased her that he was close enough for her to touch. It seemed like such a trivial thing now.
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  “There is something I need to tell you, Syl.” Blood pounded in her ears from the restless energy trapped inside of her. She opened her mouth to continue, but no words were forthcoming.


  I wonder if this is how Chestier felt when he came to apologize to me.


  Sylvester seemed to sense her nervousness. He pressed one of his much larger, bony hands over hers. These were the same hands that always protected her. The warmth and soft texture of his skin brought her comfort.


  He exhaled slowly and smiled. “I can finally touch you again.”


  “Yes, you already did,” Claudia reminded him. “You’ve been touching me since you entered the room.”


  “Indeed,” he agreed, “and it’s not nearly enough.”


  “It’s not enough for me either,” Claudia blurted out, even though she had intended to scold him and insist they maintain propriety.


  Sylvester leaned forward. Their foreheads bumped. “Hmm. Doesn’t seem like you have a fever,” he said. He was probably just trying to help her relax. But then he planted a kiss on her forehead. “Don’t force yourself.”


  She nodded, but her pulse had already started to settle. Her mouth moved before she could think about what she was saying. “I doubt you’ll believe me.”


  Anyone else would think she was speaking absolute nonsense, but she’d made up her mind. She was going to tell him the truth.


  Claudia launched into her story, trying to break it up by sticking to the most salient points: She’d lived another life, died during a raging epidemic, gone back in time, and woken up again as her fourteen-year-old self.


  Sylvester listened quietly. He was perfectly calm as he said, “I see. So you were the real saint all along. Or perhaps A Priori is appropriate.” That was the term that had preceded saint, after all. “That means you really are an A Priori in every sense of the word.”


  “You don’t doubt my story?”


  “Considering how much courage it must have taken you to come to me with this and how nervous you were, I see no reason to doubt you. Plus, there is much that cannot be explained otherwise.” Such as her disproportionate fear toward Fermina in their academy days, how she seemed so much more mature than their peers, and all the other little oddities he’d noticed. It explained everything.


  Sylvester accepted it all so readily that it was a little anticlimactic.


  But I haven’t told him everything yet. Claudia had kept the brothel and her relationship with Raul a secret. While she contemplated how much to share, Sylvester threw his arms around her and drew her closer. Claudia let out a squeak of surprise as she lost her balance and fell into his chest.


  “You can share the rest when you’re ready,” he said. “No matter what you’ve experienced, those things made you who you are now. And I love who you are now, Dia.” Then he added, “Although if what you have to say has anything to do with other men, I might not be able to handle it.”


  “Understandable.”


  “Did you meet Raul in this previous timeline?”


  She smiled without answering, and a wrinkle immediately formed on his forehead.


  “I knew I should have killed him.”


  “I will keep all relationships, with the opposite sex or otherwise, confidential,” Claudia said. If he was this upset by the fact that they had met, how much worse would it be if he learned the truth? Granted, she was the only person who knew about their shared history now.


  “There are times when I doubt myself, thinking maybe I imagined it all.” Logically, she knew that couldn’t be true. She wouldn’t have known about Fermina’s festival proposal or Helen’s family situation beforehand if it were purely her imagination. But she didn’t have any concrete evidence of her claims.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Sylvester said. “As long as you love me.”


  She was grateful for his egocentric answer. He was essentially saying he accepted everything.


  “I do love you, Syl.”


  Those affectionate, vibrant golden eyes drew closer. The tips of their noses brushed, his hot, moist breath spilling over her lips. She closed her eyes and waited for the soft sensation of his mouth against hers. When he pulled away, he briefly captured her lower lip between his teeth. The sensation sent a delicious shiver down her spine. It took everything in her to keep from moaning—and then his lips crashed against hers again. She wanted to praise her self-restraint for not clinging to him even though she desperately wanted to. Any more than this, and she wouldn’t be able to deny herself. She pressed a hand against his chest to coax him to stop.


  “Syl… Mmm.”


  But he wouldn’t. He knew she wasn’t genuinely trying to stop him.


  No, I can’t let myself be sucked in any further.


  Her body had gone almost completely limp. She clenched her hands, and finally they pulled away from each other. He stared back at her, a fire blazing in those golden eyes. His passion was like an inferno, threatening to burn her. She dropped her gaze.


  “Did I scare you?” Sylvester asked.


  “No, um…though your kiss was so passionate, I thought I might melt,” she mumbled. Still, she wasn’t ready to let her desire for him sweep her away just yet. That was the unspoken truth.


  Sylvester turned away, taking one deep breath after the other. They both needed time to cool their heads. Right as they were starting to settle down, a servant burst in with an emergency missive.


  “I told everyone to stay away,” Sylvester griped.


  “It must be an emergency, then.”


  The servant handed it over.


  “Oh?”


  Claudia wondered if it was good or bad news. It was hard to tell from Sylvester’s reaction alone.


  “Nigel was attacked,” he said finally.


  “What?!” Claudia cried.


  “They managed to stabilize him, but he’s still unconscious. They haven’t identified or apprehended his attacker yet.”


  The Holy See had extensive security. That was especially true for Nigel, who’d been placed under careful observation.


  “Does that mean the person responsible managed to sneak past Nigel’s guards?” Claudia asked.


  “Or they were working together. Nigel deserves whatever he has coming to him, of course—but couldn’t his assailant have waited for the inquisition?”


  There was no reason to attack him. He was going to be brought to justice for his crimes. It made no sense for someone to put themselves in danger to get vengeance.


  Wait. The realization hit her then. “The public doesn’t know about Nigel’s trial.”


  “Aha! So it wasn’t someone within the church. It had to be someone outside who didn’t know about the trial.”


  What they knew for certain was that whoever was put in charge of keeping an eye on Nigel had failed in their duty. Or perhaps they had let their guard down because they had been watching him for months now.


  Hard to believe this happened when there are still traces of the Saint’s Festival in the city streets. Situations changed so quickly, it was dizzying. The world didn’t care whether they had time to breathe.


  “Every time we go up against him, something happens that leaves a bad aftertaste. I suppose this has to do with how persistent he is,” said Sylvester.


  She smiled thinly in response to his humor. It was then that a shock of red hair peeked through the small gap in the doorway.


  “Syl, I think it’s time for you to go back to work,” Claudia said.


  “Leave him.”


  “No, please don’t leave me!” Tristan cried from the threshold.


  “Oh, right. Dia, Tristan finally found himself a backbone.”


  She tilted her head at Sylvester. Her confusion lasted only until she saw how red Tristan’s face had gone. “You finally told Lady Louise how you feel?!”


  “Urgh…”


  “When are you getting engaged?!”


  “Urk…” His shoulders hunched, and both hands covered his face. The embarrassment had overwhelmed him.


  “Don’t interrogate him further. He’ll be useless to me,” said Sylvester, amusement in his voice. He informed her that Tristan had already sent a letter to Louise’s house to express his intentions. “Unfortunately, no answer has come yet.”


  “Truly? But I see no reason why Lord Tristan would be turned down.” Louise loved him, after all. That was the biggest hurdle.


  “Lady Louise could easily snag herself someone like Prince Raul. I can see why her family would hesitate to settle for a marquess’s son,” said Sylvester.


  Claudia hesitantly replied, “Well, I do agree she’s an incredible woman.”


  Still, they obviously loved each other—and despite Sylvester’s purposeful needling, a marquess was nothing to scoff at. Shouldn’t it have been an instant yes? Were her parents struggling with the idea of marrying her off?


  “Thus, I propose,” Sylvester said, index finger in the air, “that we hold our own wedding in order to coax Marquess Savile along.”


  “An excellent idea,” Claudia agreed. She felt more comfortable with him than ever after sharing the truth about going back in time. The Saint’s Festival was over; she could resume the princess training she had put on hold. Then it was just a countdown to their wedding.


  Sylvester caught a lock of her wavy black hair and pressed it to his lips, whispering, “I can’t wait to declare before God himself that you’re mine.”


  “I feel the same.”


  It had grown dark outside, but she could swear she was still bathed in warm sunlight.


  We have a future together. There was no more reason to be caught up in the past. She could focus on and enjoy the present. Her first timeline was now just a memory that she could leave behind.


  While she and Sylvester gazed dreamily at one another, Tristan pulled himself together. “In that case, Syl, we’d better get to work so you’ll be able to enjoy your upcoming wedding without piles of paperwork to go through!”


  “You’ll have to handle all that while I’m on my honeymoon.”


  “Come on, work time!”


  When Sylvester showed no sign of budging, Tristan started nudging him. Claudia waved at them, watching the two shuffle out the door and disappear down the hallway.




  Bonus Story:
The Villainess’s Birthday Festival


   


  THE WITCH TRIAL HAD SENT a shock wave through society. When Claudia’s innocence was proven, the people rallied to support her. People flipped rather dramatically in many places, but there were still pockets where her destroyed reputation refused to disappear entirely.


  “It feels like society has thrown salt at us,” Elizabeth grumbled, her lips turned down in a frown.


  Claudia, Lilith, and Elizabeth were gathered around a claw-footed round table. This was their first tea party since Claudia had returned to the estate. They were taking it in the eastern wing where the garden had good airflow, trying to find some relief from the summer heat. Lilith’s belly had grown quite large, the baby inside her so active that even she was sometimes surprised by the sharp kicks.


  Elizabeth glanced at Lilith and swallowed her bitterness. “Not a conversation to be having in front of the baby,” she decided.


  “Don’t worry. This little one will have to grow up and enter society as well.” Lilith had requested to join the other two, knowing full well that it wouldn’t be an entirely cheerful tea party. “I don’t want to be left out. I am still Claudia’s stepmother and the duke’s wife.”
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  Elizabeth didn’t argue about whether she was allowed to join, but she did snap back, “Being a duchess and a mother won’t have much meaning if you can’t look after yourself.”


  I suppose that’s her way of trying to tell Lilith to let us know as soon as she starts to feel ill, Claudia thought, translating Elizabeth’s barb in her head. She knew the woman was kind despite her venomous tongue.


  Lilith seemed to have intuited the same thing, as she smiled and nodded.


  “Hmph.” Elizabeth seemed placated for the moment.


  I wish she could relax a little more. There were more wrinkles around Elizabeth’s eyes than before. No doubt the witch trial had taken its toll, especially since her husband’s statement was presented as evidence that Claudia had resorted to black magic. This had hit the Sunsets like a bolt from the blue. They’d rushed to check on Patrick directly. Patrick was more defensive about his actions, intent on blaming others, probably because of the way the inquisitor had approached him.


  Elizabeth took a sip of her tea. “This sort of chaos is like salt in the wound for those who are already hurting.” The problems they’d faced before were more pronounced now, affecting both factions equally. “After everything that’s happened, people’s views on Claudia are more polarized than ever.”


  There were people who fully supported Claudia, while those who already had reason to dislike her insisted that there was no smoke without a fire. Those in the middle were gradually shifting one way or the other.


  “And those who are wounded like to hurt others to protect themselves. Our house wishes to offer our assistance with holding a birthday festival for you—to give some in high society the chance to reconsider their stance.”


  “A…birthday festival?”


  Claudia’s birthday party, in other words. This was about the time she normally had one, but with the witch trial, it hadn’t been a priority.


  Elizabeth fanned herself with her folding fan, bangs dancing across her forehead. She had angled it perfectly to make sure Lilith caught some of the cool air from it as well. Claudia found that adorable.


  “Since we’ll be funding it ourselves, you will need to invite more than your immediate family. On the day of the festival, we’ll send out people in carriages and hand out confections. We’ll make sure the public knows you’re innocent.”


  If they got the public on her side, those who were solidly against her might start to rethink their position.


  “And this is already a done deal?” Claudia clarified.


  “The proposal was made before you returned. Both the main family and my branch family agreed with it.” Preparations were underway, then. As Elizabeth explained it, part of her coming to this tea party today was to inform Claudia of the plan and their progress. “We need you to dramatically raise the value of Lindsay Blue.”


  By Lindsay Blue, Elizabeth was referring to the rare, dark-blue sapphires found in the Lindsays’ mines. Only the purest ones were given the name Lindsay Blue. Claudia had sent one to Elizabeth as a sign of friendship. They had originally planned for her to show off her bracelet at the commencement ceremony, but her abduction had forcibly postponed it. There were still more chances, however. Elizabeth obviously thought that this birthday celebration was the perfect event to improve the Lindsays’ image before the delayed Saint’s Festival kicked off in autumn.


  “You’ll soon see how capable I am,” Elizabeth said, her fan snapping shut. She was passionate about it already.


  I suppose this is one way to handle her pent-up frustration with the witch trial. Claudia had no reason to stop her, but thinking about everything this would entail, she couldn’t help but stare numbly into the distance.


   


  ***


   


  Claudia’s birthday was on June 25, but her party came a whole month late, on July 25. The summer heat had become so brutal that they opted for an evening party.


  The venue had been bustling with activity since early that morning. No, since the evening before. Elizabeth had begun preparations early, but there were still servants scrambling to put up all the decorations. Claudia could vividly recall what a whirlwind it had been, sending out invitations and the like—starting with Raul, the younger brother to the king of neighboring Bari.


  “You must be exhausted too, Helen,” Claudia said to her maid.


  “I’m pleased to have been able to help you, my lady.”


  Helen had been similarly frustrated during the time they spent apart. She’d approached the party planning with as much determination as Elizabeth had. That of course included preparing Claudia for the occasion. Her hair was braided on the sides and pulled back in a low updo. She’d had two maids on either side of her, carefully tucking small decorations into the careful folds of her hair.


  “I’m also glad your skin has regained its luster before the birthday festival,” Helen said.


  “Can’t you call it a birthday party like a normal person?” Though Claudia said as much, she had to admit it was exactly like a festival. They’d had people handing out confections since that morning, and the children had been as excited as if it were a real festival. Sensing the potential for profit, some merchants had even set up stalls. She thought she’d also noticed the Evans Company taking charge of the endeavor.


  Stifling a laugh, Helen said, “I think whatever ill impressions people still harbored have been completely blown away by now.”


  “Lady Elizabeth certainly spared no expense or effort.”


  Holding such a grand celebration after everything was like a proclamation to the rest of high society that Claudia had nothing at all to feel guilty for. It definitely helped to have some of the biggest names possible on the guest list—people who hadn’t attended her parties in years prior.


  It’s because so many people offered their support. Plenty of them could have sent along a card with well-wishes, but they had chosen instead to inform her that they would be attending directly.


  Helen and the other maids were making their final adjustments to Claudia’s ensemble so she could greet everyone. By the time Claudia stepped away from her vanity, she looked like a goddess clad in a lake-blue dress. Or perhaps it was the thin silk shawl that looked sheer as it sat upon her shoulders. Or the beads that decorated the braided sides of her hair. Then again, it could have been the high waist of the dress that sat just below her breasts. Either way, for a moment—as she gazed into her mirror—Claudia didn’t recognize herself. She looked like she’d descended straight from heaven, glowing more than she had any right to. Her maids were so pleased with the result that they high-fived each other.


  As Claudia moved to the front entrance, Helen followed to make sure everything stayed in place. Virgil was waiting there, wearing a blue-gray suit and a Lindsay Blue sapphire brooch on his chest. His eyes widened when he saw Claudia. “You look more and more beautiful every time I see you,” he told her.


  “Thank you.”


  He opened his arms, then remembered that she was still abiding by the church’s rules of purity. His face fell, arms dropping to his sides. “I’m sure Syl is suffering too,” he said, swallowing any complaints he might have had.


  Their father joined them after checking in on Lilith, and they opened the front door. Despite the deep navy of the sky above, the stairs leading up to the estate were brighter than they had been during the day. They had partition screens everywhere to reflect light, creating a brilliant spectacle. The pleasant sound of a bugle announced the arrival of guests. And thus, the curtains opened on Claudia’s birthday festival.


   


  ***


   


  The estate’s main hall was being used as a ballroom. A buffet table stood along the way, bearing an assortment of food that was easy to eat while standing. While the attendees mingled, the servants rushed in with refreshments.


  Unsurprisingly, the most conspicuous group was Claudia’s friends from the academy. This included Sylvester, Tristan, Louise, Charlotte, Brian, and—all the way from Bari—Raul and Lestea. Claudia couldn’t stay with them on account of being hostess, but she smiled to herself, enjoying the sight of Tristan and Louise side by side. They looked much more intimate with each other than before.


  This is a nice kind of commotion. There were more attendees this time than she’d ever had at one of her parties. Since the point was to emphasize that Claudia had nothing to feel guilty for, she’d even invited people she had never really spoken with. The fact that some of them glowered at her was a sign that life was back to normal. She was finally back on land, not on the seas. And she was even surer now that this was where she belonged.


  Once the music stopped, Claudia climbed onto the makeshift stage. Everyone immediately quieted; most were watching her. She hadn’t been accustomed to being the center of attention like this in her first lifetime, but now it was second nature to her.


  “I would like to extend my gratitude to you all for attending my twentieth birthday party. You’ve all had much to deal with in your own ways, and I’m sure some of you feel uneasy still.”


  First there was the refugee problem, then the delayed Saint’s Festival, and finally all the chaos that came with the witch trial.


  Claudia surveyed the crowd, her blue eyes full of determination. Light bounced off her long lashes as she blinked. “Your congratulations mean a great deal to me. I, Claudia Lindsay, swear I won’t take that lightly. I will continue to do my utmost so you have no reason to feel uneasy in the future.” She enunciated each word with great care. “I hope you will support me.”


  She pressed a hand over her heart, and when she lowered her gaze, it looked like she was praying. There were audible gulps of air in the crowd as silence fell over them.


  Sylvester, who stood closest to the stage, was the first to react with a round of applause. The rest of the audience soon followed his example.


  Although Claudia had already thanked them and finished her speech, she didn’t step off the stage. Virgil joined her to read out the messages of those who were unable to attend. “We’ll start with this one, which is signed by His Holiness, Cardinal Gique, Saint Fermina, and Father Carlo.”


  Gasps rang out as important name after important name was read out. The higher-ranking aristocrats had the opportunity to exchange words with Gique, of course, but few people met with the pope himself.


  Claudia thanked the pope silently. It was considerate of him to send his regards. He had been the one to declare her innocence in the wake of the witch trial. All the others in attendance, aside from herself, were members of the church. Having an innocent verdict was wonderful, but it carried more weight if he showed his support openly. The fact that he’d signed his name on a card proved to the public that he acknowledged her innocence.


  The next cards were from Sylvester’s parents (the king and queen), Raul’s older brother (the king of Bari), and lastly the United Kingdom of Arakaner. Messages from other neighboring countries’ representatives suggested they had also accepted Claudia’s innocence. It should have been obvious to everyone, aristocrat or otherwise, that she hadn’t done anything wrong.


  Virgil finished reading the messages, and they began to move offstage. The applause was the loudest it had been all night.


  “Happy birthday. You’re finally back where you belong, I see,” Prince Seraphim said as he approached her, smiling. He was flanked by Yida and Chestier. Both pirates wore formal clothing for the occasion, yet they still looked entirely out of place.


  Behind them, the boy detective Kiel had nearly slammed right into a servant carrying a platter of refreshments. Thankfully, Virgil managed to snatch him by the collar and yank him back just in time. Claudia’s eyes crinkled at the corners as she watched them.


  “Thank you for coming all this way,” she said as she turned her attention back to Seraphim. He was busy with diplomatic efforts, which meant he was limited in what social events he could attend. After she left the island, he’d obviously altered his schedule to be available in case she needed him again. Even assuming that was partly to put her in debt to Arakaner, he’d been an immense help.


  Once they’d exchanged pleasantries, Seraphim’s gaze shifted to the side. He gave an acknowledging nod. “It’s been a while, Prince Raul.”


  “It sure has. You seem as busy as ever, Prince Seraphim.”


  The pair rarely ever came face-to-face even though they were royalty from neighboring kingdoms. And of course, wearing a shirt with a frilled collar was Harland’s own crown prince.


  “Prince Raul, perhaps you would do well to learn from Prince Seraphim’s example,” Sylvester said pointedly.


  “Oh, indeed, Prince Sylvester. You and I should both endeavor to accomplish as much as Prince Seraphim.”


  The words sounded pleasant enough, but there was obviously a fierce rivalry burning between them. For his part, Seraphim seemed to regard Sylvester and Raul as younger brothers, given his age.


  Claudia figured they had enough to talk about on their own and excused herself to join the women.


  Charlotte popped up in front of her, pink hair bouncing. “Happy birthday, Big Sister!”


  “Thank you. I’m grateful for everything you did to help me while I was away.”


  Charlotte and the other ladies had helped change Fermina’s mind. Since most of them had been with Claudia at the academy and spent substantial time with her, their words carried more weight than others.


  Lestea chewed her lip in frustration. “I’ve never hated how far away Bari is as much I did when this happened.”


  Information had reached them soon enough, but there was nothing they could have immediately done to help her. Claudia patted Lestea’s shoulder and assured her that her attendance today was more than enough.


  Having finished their conversation, the men soon joined Claudia and the rest of the ladies. Sylvester took up position on one side of her, and Raul took the opposite side.


  “You really don’t know when to quit,” said Sylvester.


  “I should be showing off what good friends we are for her benefit, no?”


  Seraphim leaned in as well. “Then I should do the same.”


  Those gray eyes met Claudia’s, something dancing in them, and she realized this man wasn’t Arakaner’s prince. When did he manage to pull off the switch?


  Ruki stood there, acting as if this was all perfectly normal. “Happy birthday,” he said.


  Giggling, she teased, “This is the second time you’ve said that.”


  “Can never hear it too many times, can you?”


  Seraphim must have left ahead of Yida and Chestier. In all likelihood, he’d just barely fit this into his schedule, making a brief appearance before he took his leave.


  Claudia gazed upon all the familiar faces around her. The party atmosphere was almost intoxicating. She had to remind herself to keep her wits about her until the party was over. Then her eyes happened to meet Sylvester’s golden ones, and heat rushed to cheeks. His gaze was as tender as a warm embrace. It made her restless. She should’ve been used to it by now, but she wasn’t.


  The rest of the night, she felt like she was walking on air.




  Bonus Story:
The Crown Prince Asks for a Dance


   


  SYLVESTER’S OFFICE HAD a loveseat for guests. Prince Raul, the younger brother of Bari’s king, presently occupied it. Lestea was standing behind him. Sylvester sat on a second loveseat across from the other prince, legs crossed. Tristan stood behind him.


  Sunlight peered in through a nearby window, casting their shadows against the wall. It was just past noon, and the place was warmly lit. Yet the princes’ eyes bored coldly into one another.


  Raul huffed a breath, breaking the mounting silent tension. “I suppose this means the issue with Nigel is over for the moment?”


  “Yes. He had some audacity, obsessing over Claudia the way he did.”


  “You didn’t send an assassin after him, did you?”


  Nigel was still unconscious and in critical condition after being attacked in his room.


  Sylvester lifted a brow. “Shouldn’t you be asking the person standing behind you instead of me?”


  He wasn’t the only one who loved Claudia a little too much—though he would argue his love was much stronger than Lestea’s.


  “I already checked with her,” Raul said tiredly.


  “A shame they couldn’t end him permanently. A useless assassin, if you ask me,” offered the handsome woman in men’s clothing. Lestea was unsurprisingly cold in her assessment. All of them—save for perhaps Tristan—agreed with her, though.


  “The man certainly made himself enough enemies, but he should have been taken to trial for it,” Tristan insisted. His moral compass never wavered.


  Lestea smiled prettily as she said, “I won’t argue with you there. We should all be working to ensure the law works like it ought to.”


  Raul glanced back at her. “You’re being inconsistent.”


  “No, I’m not. My liege wishes for this to be handled through the law. What I said a moment ago was just my opinion on the failings of the assassin.”


  “You could at least pretend you’re half as loyal to me.”


  Lestea served Raul publicly, but Claudia was the one to whom she owed her true allegiance.


  “I have been,” Lestea said tersely. “I’m resisting the desperate urge to rush to my liege as we speak.”


  “That’s the bare minimum! You should be doing that and more!”


  Sylvester couldn’t understand how their relationship was still the same as it had ever been, even after Lestea had betrayed Raul. He was even allowing her to serve as a spy in Harland.


  I can’t tell if he’s that forgiving or if he’s doing it for Dia’s sake. Bari was more likely allowing it because Lestea was still useful, but Sylvester strongly suspected that Raul permitted it because he knew it was helpful to Claudia. Surely he doesn’t plan to drag out his feelings for her for the rest of his life, right?


  Not that Sylvester particularly minded. He would continue showing off their relationship as much as was necessary. He was only a teeny tiny bit worried. Just a little. Maybe he was being more sensitive than usual because Tristan and Louise were finally making progress in their relationship. As for Lestea, he wasn’t the least bit worried about anything between her and Claudia.


  After they finished exchanging intel, Sylvester lifted himself from his seat. “I have preparations to make…as Claudia’s fiancé,” he said to Raul, with emphasis on the last word.


  Tonight was Claudia’s birthday festival.


  The Sunsets really went all out for this. They’d handed out confections in the city and turned it into a legitimate festival. The Sunsets were no doubt committed to it to snub the church for what it had done—though in Elizabeth’s case, it was probably more a way of supporting Claudia.


   


  ***


   


  Sylvester wore a white shirt with a frilled collar beneath a cream-colored jacket. He tucked a lake-blue handkerchief with golden embroidery into the pocket. When he left for the Lindsay estate, he rode alone in his carriage. Normally, he would have been accompanied by Tristan, but the redhead needed to return home to dress for the occasion.


  His carriage ignored the congestion, pulling ahead of the line. As soon as the doors to the Lindsay estate opened, he slipped out and strode swiftly up the stairs to see the beautiful hostess of today’s event. They had coordinated ahead of time to make sure his handkerchief matched the shade of her dress perfectly.


  Her dress was of a simple, modest design, with a high waist. The sheer silk shawl draped over her shoulders looked like wind made manifest. It was a cool look for a summer’s evening. Her wavy black hair was braided at the sides and decorated with pearls. She positively glowed. He couldn’t help smiling.


  Claudia bobbed a curtsy. “Prince Sylvester, welcome.”


  She was giving him a standard greeting because she had so many guests to attend to.


  I’ll just have to find some private time with her later, Sylvester decided. He nodded and said, “Thank you for the invitation. Your beauty has me tempted to steal you away.”


  “I can’t have that,” she told him with a quick smile. “The party hasn’t even begun yet.”


  An arm shot out between them. Virgil had interrupted their flirtation, shooting Sylvester a look that urged him to leave his sister and enter the ballroom.


  Troublesome future brother-in-law, Sylvester thought bitterly. He wanted to glower at the other man, but he reluctantly held back the urge. He didn’t want to cause trouble for Claudia.


  Raul arrived not long after, and the two were soon trading barbs. Ridiculous, since their competition was already settled.


  Sylvester’s heart warmed a little when he saw Tristan arrive with Louise. He was itching to give his childhood friend a good-natured elbow to the ribs. I suppose I can resist this time.


  Guests always split up by gender. He would have his opportunity later.


  Raul seemed to have noticed Tristan as well, a grin stretching across his face. “Aha.”


   


  ***


   


  Guests filtered out after the party came to an end. Soon the only ones left in the ballroom were Sylvester and Claudia.


  Claudia’s expression finally relaxed now that she didn’t have to entertain any guests. “I apologize for not being able to dance with you.”


  After her innocence was proven at trial, the church requested that she resume her appointment as A Priori. This meant that she had to continue following their rules for purification, which included refraining from touching the opposite sex.


  “We can still dance as long as we don’t touch, correct?” Sylvester’s lips tugged up at the corners, and he held out his hand to her.


  Shocked, she blinked at him.


  I admit, it’s difficult not being able to hold her. Her innocent expression was so adorable that he nearly found himself reaching for her hand.


  Claudia loosed a tiny laugh as she realized what he was offering. She lifted her own hand, letting it hover over his. They held their arms out wide, without touching, as if embracing the open air. As soon as their eyes met, they started moving.


  They smiled at one another, the rustle of their clothes like music. They had both performed these dance steps so many times. It was muscle memory for Sylvester, but he needed eye contact with his partner to ensure perfect timing. He could see his own reflection in her eyes. There was a heat in their shared gaze. Summer heat, he wanted to assume. It was cooler at night, but still warm enough to be left sweating after just one dance.


  He bowed, ending their dance, and applause rang out from nearby. Virgil had returned at some point.


  “A beautiful dance,” he said, handing them each a glass of water.


  “Thank you,” Claudia breathed.


  “I would have enjoyed basking in the aftermath a little longer, personally,” Sylvester chimed in. His eyes lingered on Claudia’s face, which was flushed from the exertion. There was something provocative about seeing her skin, as beautiful and delicate as the pearls in her hair, tinged so pink.


  His view was abruptly cut off as Virgil stepped closer, inserting himself between them.


  “You’re in my way, brother-in-law.”


  “I’m protecting my sister. You lose your ability to control yourself whenever you’re with Dee,” Virgil told him.


  “I would argue I’m controlling myself incredibly well.” He was holding on stupendously for a man repeatedly refused release. He was quite proud of his patience.


  “Perhaps you should learn to be as reserved as Tristan.”


  “That’s not reservation. That’s cowardice.”


  It had taken a ridiculously long time for Tristan to tell Louise how he felt. He was lucky she didn’t give up on him.


  Claudia’s eyes lit up at the mention of Tristan. “What did the men discuss earlier? Lady Louise was adorably shy about their relationship.”


  “I was tempted to give him a ribbing,” Sylvester said honestly, “but now I think I would prefer to kick him.”


  “What?!”


  Virgil nodded in agreement. “I was tempted to drag him out to the sparring ring.”


  “You too?” Claudia gawked at her brother. “Don’t you find it adorable?”


  “No,” Sylvester and Virgil said in unison.


  She hadn’t been there, so she didn’t know how ridiculous Tristan had been.


  “You should try watching him stand there, wringing his hands, unable to say a single word. You’d soon be exasperated with him too,” Virgil said.


  “We tried to ask him questions, to which his responses were ‘Um’ and ‘Uh.’ Even Raul could barely hold a smile through it.”


  Lestea, who had joined them as if it was natural for her to stand with the men, had completely lost interest and left to visit the buffet. Their urge to smack Tristan for his ridiculousness was pure affection in comparison.


  Discussing Tristan’s love life was the perfect distraction from his intense desire for Claudia. He spent so long chatting with the two Lindsay siblings that his fed-up servant eventually had to come and urge him to leave.


  There was something lonely about stepping outside in the night where they weren’t in proximity and sharing the same air anymore. Sylvester didn’t let it show on his face, of course. He wanted her to see him as someone she could rely on.


  “Tonight was a delight,” he told her. “I can’t wait for our next meeting.”


  “Me too. I’m anxious to see you again, as soon as possible.”


  Virgil’s presence in his periphery was undesirable, but Sylvester forced himself to focus on his betrothed. He couldn’t touch her hand, unfortunately. Instead, he met her eyes and captured the empty air in his hand, pressing a kiss to it, infusing as much of his love into it as he could.




  Afterword


   


  IT’S ME, BAKUFU NARAYAMA, and I still can’t get over the fact that this series got a stage play!


  I’ll try to focus on something other than what happened in this volume, like I have before, so I don’t spoil it for any of you. The stage play for the series came out in March, and it was incredible! I plan to post more about it on X, but like I said: incredible! I’m sure some people will feel uncomfortable seeing actual actors onstage playing out the characters—but if you have any interest at all, you should check it out. The reenactment was amazing. I mean, look at the costumes. The women’s dresses! The men’s suits! And the uniforms! They were all so beautifully detailed and high quality that I wanted them myself for reference.


  The outfits looked like they were ripped straight from the cover illustrations. They were such perfect copies, from Claudia’s dress to the blue lining of Sylvester’s cloak. The way it flapped as the actor moved was so awesome! Each member of the cast acted with such grace, it was mesmerizing.


  On TO Books’ official stage play account, you can find the opening dance video and other pictures of the event. Please check it out if you’re interested. The DVD and accompanying pamphlet are top sellers! I’m eager to rewatch the DVD myself!


  I was worried I’d be disappointed once it was over, but I’ve been excited about it ever since, so no problems there! But I do hope they’ll hold another stage play for the series. That was part of my motivation to work hard and how I ended up writing Volume 8! I’m a little nervous about how everyone will react to what happens in this book.


  You can probably guess that there are new characters in this volume from the cover art. I was blown away by the beautiful character designs once again. On the first day of the stage play, I was able to watch it with Ebisushi-sensei and Kitaguni-sensei, as well as the management staff, and I communicated how grateful I am for everything they do. After watching it together, we had our own Condemned Villainess party, where we gushed about the whole thing together. It was an absolute blast, like something straight out of a dream, and I can’t thank all of them enough. I would love to hold another Condemned Villainess party. And that’s why I must keep working hard! I will continue to do my best so that, more than anyone else, you readers can enjoy what I create!


  I’d like to thank all my readers and my family for their support, and my publisher for helping this work make it to print. I hope everyone will continue to support me in the future. I pray we will meet again soon, dear reader.


  Yours,


  BAKUFU NARAYAMA




  FROM THE AUTHOR


  Bakufu Narayama


  The stage play came out after Vol. 7 and before Vol. 8. Now that I’ve seen one, I’m hoping to watch many more stage plays in the future. I’d also love to go to Korea to visit Ebisushi.


   


   


   


  FROM THE ILLUSTRATOR


  Ebisushi


  In Vol. 8, Claudia meets new people and overcomes many obstacles. I hope I was able to communicate the ambience of that through my art.
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