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      PROLOGUE


      It was a coffin.


      A long, narrow box of rough make, built solely to transport something heavy.


      Beside it were nails and a hammer to keep the lid closed firmly.


      All so whatever lay inside would not get out.


      And to ensure it was not easily opened from the outside.


      “Er…” The man murmured uneasily as he glanced over his shoulder. The only response he got was a poke in the back urging him to get on with it.


      The person behind him shot a cold stare that made it clear they would not brook any argument. In their hand was a small double-edged dagger, the sort assassins favored.


      He gulped and faced forward again.


      He had seen people carrying these boxes through town before.


      Sturdy men with stern looks hefted them silently, and no one paid them any mind.


      This was a common sight for those who lived here, home of the legend of the mercenary king. It was a time-honored custom to take up weapons in search of work as free lancers during the winter.


      Another poke in his back. He felt like a sheep being hurried along. Up his leg went as he placed his first foot in the box.


      There was an awful creak, and he had a feeling the bottom would give under his weight once his other foot joined its twin.


      Carefully, he lowered himself into the coffin, stretched out his legs, and finally, peered up pleadingly.


      The eyes staring down at him mercilessly flicked to the side, a gesture commanding him to lie down flat.


      There was no room for conversation.


      He lowered himself completely and laid down.


      It felt entirely different from lying in a bed, and his hands naturally clasped over his chest.


      People began to gather around him. Just as they lifted the lid, he reached his limit and sat back up.


      “Actually, I, um—”


      That same cold gaze silenced him before his words had a chance to leave his tongue.


      Myuri’s eyes gleamed like red gemstones.


      “There’s nothing left to talk about, Brother,” she said. Her expression was so mature. He had never seen her look this way before.


      One glance from Myuri and the workers slid the lid into place, forcing Col onto his back. Now that the coffin was fully sealed, complete darkness enveloped him.


      Then came the steady rhythm of nails being deftly hammered through the lid.


      Exiting this box was no longer an option, much less peeking at whatever was going on outside.


      “Go.”


      The coffin rose at Myuri’s short command.


      The Twilight Cardinal held no power here.


      The people heeded only Myuri’s cold gaze and voice.


      Even now, Col did not believe he had made the wrong decision.


      But clearly Myuri disagreed. Knife in hand, she had declared they had nothing left to discuss.


      “Your work is over.”


      Col could faintly hear Myuri’s voice through the wooden box.


      Perhaps from the outside it seemed as though she was murmuring soothing words for someone being sent to their death.


      And that was not terribly off the mark.


      This box was being taken somewhere else.


      And the only person who knew its contents and destination was leaving the lively city of Wobern.
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      CHAPTER ONE


      Myuri threw crumbs into the canal that flowed past the church as she waited for the long mass to finish.


      Ample water flowed into the city from the mountains, providing the mountain city of Wobern with many waterways.


      Round, plump fish swam gracefully through the water, and Myuri stared hard at them.


      “You still haven’t made up yet?”


      There came a voice, but the speaker was nowhere to be seen.


      Perhaps a normal person may have been confused, but Myuri knew it was the little mouse who had spoken.


      “Whatever, I don’t care about him anymore.”


      She tore off a piece of bread and stuffed it into her mouth.


      The mouse captain, Vadan, sat on her shoulder in astonishment.


      “Sure, but he’s still pretty upset about it, y’know,” he said. Myuri stubbornly kept her attention on the water.


      She stared at the fish as they waited for the bread. They would probably be delicious fried with some herbs.


      “He’s barely slept, and I hear he’s been getting a lot of sermons wrong during mass,” he told her.


      She snorted.


      One such mass was being held in the church at that very moment. A number of soldiers were solemnly standing guard outside where members of the clergy who could not fit inside were milling about. Occasionally, one of them would hurry inside, as though they were suddenly given special permission to enter.


      Myuri, of course, cautiously took note of every person that came and went as she fed the fish. There were other little mice besides Vadan roaming about, and they would tell her who was inside the church.


      As she fed one of the messenger mice a small piece of bread as a reward for their work, she heaved a deep sigh.


      She sighed both because mass had been going on for much too long, and because she was currently holding a grudge against the focal point of this packed mass: her older brother.


      “Serves him right,” she spat. “Just because his plan turned out decent, he starts thinking he can do everything on his own.”


      “Hmm? Well, I felt pretty good when we got one over that crafty owl.” Vadan deftly curled up on Myuri’s shoulder. “Wish I could tell you to fight to your heart’s content,” he continued languidly. “But this tiff is startin’ to cause real damage.”


      Myuri’s eyes darted toward Vadan on her shoulder, and the mouse captain jerked his head to the side. He was drawing her attention to the merchants and artisans who were standing outside the ring of guards, impatiently waiting for mass to end.


      Her expression clouded—she had put in so much effort for the sake of those people.


      But then she had got into it with her brother, and all that work went out the window.


      She could easily picture all the work that needed to be done, like canals filled to the brim after heavy rain.


      “And you’ve got a visitor you can’t ignore, either.”


      “Hmm?”


      Myuri searched the crowd and found a familiar face among the sea of merchants and artisans.


      Ilenia waved at her, and Myuri waved back.


      The wool merchant and her entourage from the distant port of Ahberg were still dressed in traveling clothes. They must have just reached the city of Wobern, nestled deep in the mountains.


      If they were already here, then Myuri could not waste any more time.


      “Can’t say I’d be in a bind if your plan falls through,” Vadan continued. “But it’s my job as captain to safely bring the ship to harbor once we set sail.”


      Myuri sighed again. Despite all his complaining, Vadan always helped out.


      “If there’s one thing I wish I could tell my brother…it’s that a whole lot of people are doing a whole lot of work for him.”


      “I’m sure he knows that.”


      “………”


      She shot him a dubious look, and Vadan the mouse deftly shrugged.


      “But…he’s also naive,” Vadan said. “Lad doesn’t know just how hard everyone’s working.”


      Myuri smiled, but not because she was enjoying any of this.


      The smile eventually gave way to yet another deep sigh as she stood.


      “You gonna give in and make up with him?” Vadan asked with a hint of amusement.


      “No,” Myuri said firmly. “Because it’s his fault.”


      Vadan snorted as he scratched his neck with a hind foot.


      Myuri’s fight with Col had happened almost a whole week ago.


      But they had argued every once in a while even before that.


      They had saved a village that preserved the legend of the Moon-Hunting Bear, and had overcome the machinations of Roche—the owl spirit who had stuck his beak into the plans to build a road leading south—but many issues remained unresolved.


      For one thing, the Twilight Cardinal had formally gained the support of not only Duran, the mercenary king who ruled the mountain city of Wobern, but also two other prince-electors who held important positions within the empire.


      But a large part of why they had agreed to cooperate was because their plot to martyr the Twilight Cardinal had been exposed.


      And while Myuri had told her brother the prince-electors could not be trusted, the merciful Twilight Cardinal did not heed her warning. In fact, her suspicion had earned her a lecture—apparently, it was not very considerate to doubt those who claimed to have had a change of heart.


      It was right around then her tail had begun to itch.


      In any case, the last thing the prince-electors had been expecting was for the Twilight Cardinal to walk into an ambush in the mountains, with no guards or weapons, and still come back in one piece. Vadan’s mice reported they had been practically shaking in their boots.


      But that wasn’t the only consequence of Col’s survival.


      Because now, not only the mercenary king, but two prince-electors—figures of influence and authority within the empire—were telling everyone that the Twilight Cardinal genuinely enjoyed God’s protection.


      Apparently, this was becoming a hot topic outside of Wobern as well.


      To begin with, four of the empire’s seven prince-electors had already publicly declared their intent to support the Twilight Cardinal. What would happen if word spread he had divine protection, even if it was spoken with more fear than reverence?


      It was not entirely clear if everyone was already certain how his conflict with the Church would end, but those who did not wish to be left behind by the times had hiked up their robes and quickly made their way to Wobern.


      One morning, Myuri woke to find Prince-Elector Duran’s manor crowded with people forming a long, snaking line in the hopes of meeting the Twilight Cardinal.


      In this line were important people, not-so-important people, and some very important people.


      Seeing kings riding on pretty white horses and processions of knights bearing red flags was fun at first, but she quickly grew tired of their pompous courtesy calls.


      She wished she could have left all those meetings to her stupid brother, or to Klevend, but not all the visitors necessarily had good intentions.


      She knew her fool of a brother would never be able to spot malice lurking behind a smile.


      As she was the Twilight Cardinal’s personal knight, Myuri accompanied him to all his boring visitations, but not once had he ever thanked her for it.


      If anything, he ignored Myuri’s orders that were supposed to secure his safety during visits, meetings, and mass. He would stop whenever someone called out to him, join whatever group of strangers he happened to spot, and entertain debates with everyone and anyone.


      Every time she admonished him for his lack of caution, he always gave her a sour look.


      He simply assumed that whenever she shooed away people who flocked to him, or pulled him from of a crowd, it was due to jealousy.


      The troubled smile and sigh he turned her way whenever this happened had become an irritation so great she could only liken it to fleas that had found their way to her tail.


      With no one else to talk to, she vented to Vadan, but the coldhearted mouse captain was not particularly sympathetic. And that was the least of Myuri’s problems.


      This was because her fool of a brother simply did not understand the practical matter of opening a road to the south.


      It was easy enough to declare a road would be built, but actually doing it involved more than just cutting some grass.


      When Myuri was still living in Nyohhira, she had lent a helping hand in changing the flow of spring water on the mountainside, but the trouble that came with the task was more than she could have ever imagined.


      The scope and scale of construction for a new road would be leagues above that in every aspect.


      And that was not even her biggest concern.


      The most worrisome thing was how this project had garnered far too much of the public’s attention.


      In some respects, having many eyes on their project was a boon.


      Building the road would be incredibly expensive, and Prince-Elector Duran’s pockets were nowhere near deep enough. It was still unclear if they had enough money, even with the financial support of the browbeaten prince-electors.


      That meant they would need more contributions and the cooperation of many people.


      But no matter how thirsty they were, it was ill-advised to drink from muddy waters.


      Hordes of people were eager to contribute to the cause on the slight chance the Twilight Cardinal might remember their names.


      Too many people carrying bags stuffed with gold coins.


      Simply dealing with the number of people kept them dizzyingly busy, since they could not carelessly accept gold from just anyone who offered. And so the line of petitioners only grew longer and longer.


      Some of the people nonchalantly offering to open their purses were landlords who tormented their subjects, and powerful merchants with awful reputations.


      Accepting their money would be a black mark on the Twilight Cardinal’s reputation.


      On top of that, as some of the petitioners were at odds with one another, the decision of whose money to take and whose money to refuse required delicate judgment.


      This was too much for Myuri to handle, so all the politics were left to Klevend the royal and the prince-electors, who were well-versed in these sorts of matters.


      Instead, she kept a watchful eye on something else.


      The line of petitioners did not only consist of people offering money to the Twilight Cardinal in hopes he would notice them.


      Scriptures with gilded edging and priest habits woven from blindingly white silk kept finding their way to Myuri’s brother.


      It was fortunate her good-natured brother was not very materialistic. His true weakness was his inability to tell others no when they asked him for help. He was a habitual worrier, always wondering whether it was rude to return a gift, or if he should at least listen to what they had to say, since they went through the trouble to send a gift.


      Myuri knew if she did not stay by his side and act as a gatekeeper, someone could take advantage him in an instant.


      She frequently reminded him of this, but her brother acted as though it was not a real problem. All he did was smile dryly at her and tell her such a thing would never happen.


      Her gaze grew cold because she knew what people with bad intentions were capable of, and no one knew better just how foolish her brother could be.


      Gold-edged scriptures and white silk robes were not the only gifts the powerful and influential could offer. What would happen if they sent elegant girls dressed in pretty clothes and urged her brother to keep them at his side?


      This was not speculation—he had already been sent three girls.


      Because of the kind of man her brother was, he immediately sympathized with the girls’ refined looks, meek demeanor, and fake tears, and listened to whatever they had to say.


      Myuri, of course, could see what was hidden beneath their makeup in an instant.


      This was a feat impossible for her half-wit brother.


      And so Myuri and Klevend, who understood her struggle, worked behind the scenes to keep those insects away from the Twilight Cardinal.


      But precisely because of all her efforts, her brother assumed there had been no insects in the first place.


      None of the apprehension she felt got across to him. None of her hard work had been recognized.


      In fact, every time he saw how tense she was, he simply smiled at her like she was a child afraid of the monsters in the dark.


      And so Myuri’s tail grew itchier and itchier.


      But things were so busy she had no time to call out his obliviousness and have it out with him, so she focused her efforts on helping Klevend and his crew chase away every suspicious individual, and figuring out where they could get the money to build the road without compromising themselves.


      Just when she crested the first wave of challenges, her primary concern shifted to the talent and tools needed for the construction itself.


      This, too, was a big deal.


      Once they gathered all the workers, they would need to secure places for them to sleep and food for them to eat; once they bought building materials, they would need places to store them. Wobern sat atop a mountain, and so it was naturally a dense city where people lived in relatively tight quarters. Now that it was overflowing with people hoping for a chance to meet the Twilight Cardinal, the streets were constantly packed.


      What was to be done about this?


      Since the city sat at the top of a very tall mountain, camping outside was not a reasonable option for most of the year.


      In essence, they needed to finish all these preparations before winter came, and they had to make big decisions very quickly since space was hard to come by.


      There was just one big problem standing in the way of making this all work.


      It was none other than the Twilight Cardinal himself.


      Despite being hopelessly out of his depth when it came to business dealings, Myuri’s beloved brother possessed a deep sense of responsibility.


      As he had been the one to propose the idea, he had naturally assumed it was his duty to attend every meeting relating to the construction of the new road.


      But the project was a massive undertaking, and its outcome would obviously have a major effect on the Church conflict that had split the world in two, so there was no time to lose.


      It was a common understanding that everyone involved would have to be willing to endure some hardship for the plan to succeed.


      For example, clearing a small area the unhoused poor were using as shelter to make room for new facilities.


      Of course, whenever that sort of suggestion was brought up, the great Twilight Cardinal would slow the meeting to a crawl and wax poetically about justice and fairness.


      The first time this happened, everyone praised the Twilight Cardinal for not overlooking even the lowest of the low, but from the second time onward, he only earned frowns.


      That was a given—if they entertained every single protest of his, nothing would ever get done.


      And so, Myuri began to receive appeals. Many were hesitant to voice their opinions directly to the Twilight Cardinal, so they would seek her out and ask if she could explain it in their stead.


      Whenever Myuri tried to reason with her brother once they were alone in their room , he looked at her like she was an emissary of the devil.


      Every time this happened, her tail grew unbearably itchy, and she gripped it hard.


      Still, she could not abandon the poor city folk who were in a bind because of her brother. Her brother meant well, of course, and she liked it when he boldly upheld his noble ideals. Myuri also knew that Col was tense as they were coming upon the final stages of their fight against the Church.


      He often stayed up late, burning candles long into the night as he worked.


      And so Myuri endured the itching in her tail and did everything she could.


      At the very least, she knew that once this busy period came to an end, there would be some time before this ecu-something-or-other council would start. Surely they would have time to look around the city and spend some lazy time together then.


      However…


      “Do you have a moment, Saint of the Sun?”


      One day, when Myuri followed close behind her brother as they walked to the chapel for mass, several men surrounded her, their faces gleaming with cold sweat.


      “What we’d like to speak to you of something that is absolutely not for our own benefit. It has everything to do with how the Twilight Cardinal’s actions look to the rest of the world!”


      The priests wore such harrowing expressions that Myuri recoiled slightly.


      A powerful sense of foreboding made Myuri crinkle her nose the moment they stepped into the chapel.


      The clergymen were restless; she could tell they had something important to say. Only her foolish brother remained perfectly oblivious to the palpable tension.


      Just as incense was lit and prayers were about to begin, a group of church officials approached Myuri, who was resting in a separate chamber.


      “Ah, God be with you, Saint. Please, hear our plea.”


      For a brief moment, Myuri dropped the facade of the Saint of the Sun. An annoyed look crossed her face at their exaggerated, theatrical speech.


      “…What do you want now?”


      “You see, this concerns the construction of the southward road under the Twilight Cardinal’s guidance. It may be called a path upon which the holy walk.”


      “Okay…Hmm?”


      Myuri tilted her head. The first thing that came to mind was the naming rights for roads. Upon leaving Nyohhira, she had noticed that even the smallest roads had names, often serving as a point of honor for the local people. She had occasionally fancied the idea of having a road named after her and her brother. In that sense, the new route could not simply be called “the southward road.”


      “Is this about the name?” she asked.


      “There is that, yes, but this is a different matter,” the priest replied. “It is, in short, about the cut wood and the mined stone.”


      Myuri and her brother had traveled together and seen many things, but the lines between her brows deepened. It seemed there were plenty of things in this world she could still not anticipate.


      “Wood and stone? What do you mean?”


      “Listen carefully, Saint. The road heading south is a holy path. In essence, the wood cleared to create it will symbolize those who sacrificed themselves on the journey for justice.”


      “Hmm…?”


      “And the stone will become a marker for the change of heart had by the evil who once stood in the way of justice. We believe many people will want them as proof of their faith!”


      The priests’ desperate tone was obvious. Myuri turned her annoyed expression away from the elderly clergymen.


      They were talking about holy relics.


      When Myuri had wanted her own sword, she figured she might as well get some sort of legendary holy blade, so she had looked into relics to see if she could find something that fit the bill. Any item that caused miracles was called a holy relic, and the majority of them were related to saints—things like the clothes they wore, or even their bones. Such items were bought and sold at terribly high prices.


      And what about the Twilight Cardinal, the talk of nearly every town? It sounded as if even the pebbles found along the roads he walked were being treated as holy relics.


      “Saint, please allow our church the right to take charge of all items that might be considered relics. If you would put in a good word for us with His Eminence…”


      Myuri loved stories of princesses, but if princesses were waited on like this every day, she would never want to be one. She took a deep breath, cleared her throat, and remembered to act like the Saint of the Sun.


      The older clergymen held their breath, standing at attention.


      “Very well,” she said, adopting the formal manner Hyland had taught her. “I shall speak with my brother.”


      At her words, the priests immediately prostrated themselves.


      The wood and stone cleared for the road would surely be sold at exorbitant prices. Since the relics would be within the local church’s territory, they desperately wanted the rights to control them. It would be an incredible boon.


      The thought made Myuri remember a certain merchant with a nose sharper than a wolf’s. This was a matter she wanted to settle quickly, before said merchant could interfere and complicate everything. That night, she brought it up with her brother in their room.


      “That’s a wonderful idea.”


      The Twilight Cardinal gave his answer easily, flipping through a stack of parchment by candlelight.


      “Then that’s what I’ll tell them,” she said, relieved. The whole idea smelled of money, and she knew there was a chance her blockheaded brother might disapprove. But even his disapproval wouldn’t eliminate the people’s desire for the wood and stone. Trade would simply happen in secret, and opportunistic figures would begin working behind the scenes. Their merchant acquaintance, Eve, would certainly see the situation as the perfect hunting ground.


      And when word of a black market inevitably reached the Twilight Cardinal’s ears, Myuri was sure her very serious brother would be furious. Foreseeing this outcome so clearly, she reckoned it was best to leave control with the local church from the start and saddle them with all the responsibility.


      Myuri, sitting cross-legged on the bed, added the church’s plea to the pile of settled petitions. Just as she was about to move on, her brother spoke.


      “Ah, but,” he interjected, “there’s one message I’d like you to relay.”


      Myuri’s ears perked up.


      “I’m certain people will want the wood and stone, even at a high price,” he continued. “Make sure the wealthy do not get priority.”


      “Hmm…?”


      “By that, I mean…” Myuri had a terrible feeling about what was coming next, but she remained silent. The Twilight Cardinal, absorbed in his documents, didn’t seem to notice. “One could call this a pilgrimage road for those who call upon the Church to properly follow the teachings of the faith. I believe the wood and stone should be divided equally among all who want them, so that everyone takes this message to heart.”


      Myuri scratched the base of her ear. “Does that mean we shouldn’t sell it?”


      The clergymen were fully intent on selling everything.


      “I wish I could say that, but a ban would simply be circumvented through ‘donations’ or other pretexts.”


      Her brother was starting to understand how the world worked; not everything went according to idealistic principles. Trying to force things only caused more problems. Myuri’s relief, however, lasted only a second.


      “And so,” the great Twilight Cardinal declared, “we will distribute the wood and stone fairly so that everyone can have some.”


      Myuri was fully aware the look on her face was that of a cat that had caught a whiff of something rancid. “Fairly?”


      “Yes,” he replied. “For example, when we secure ten logs for those who are willing to give donations in exchange for relics, then we must set aside another ten for those who have little coin to spare. That way, we can be confident these pieces of wood and stone will find their way into everyone’s hands.”


      That’s a great idea, Myuri mouthed quietly.


      If only that were possible.


      “We must also set aside pieces for those who will be cutting and transporting the wood. Oh, and it sounds like some people will be supporting us from faraway lands; it would be nice to send some to them as well. It would be truly wonderful if everyone could feel a shared purpose in our project, if they could truly feel like they were striving toward God’s correct teachings by wearing pieces of the wood and stone we cut to build the road.”


      Myuri could only see a sliver of her brother’s face, but it was enough to know he was enjoying himself, picturing the wood and stone reaching the people and all of them smiling.


      “That sure is a wonderful plan, Brother,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm that went completely unnoticed.


      “Yes. It might not all go perfectly, but we must try. You will be the one to tell them. I’m sure they will all work with us.”


      I doubt that, Myuri thought coolly.


      He said to decide on a “fair amount,” but everyone involved would have their own definition of that term. The money-hungry clergymen would try to secure the portion meant for the rich. Afraid of the Twilight Cardinal, they would wait until the wealthy came crying to them for miracle stones, and then they would come crying to her. She could already see it.


      Meanwhile, the poor who received their portions for free would likely sell them off. More accurately, a large-scale trading house would surely organize the collection and resale. The very concept of distributing fairly would quickly become meaningless.


      Her brother’s plan was destined to fail. The ink on the paper would blur, rendering all sorts of boundaries vague. But in his mind, it was the perfect plan, and anyone who deviated from it would be corrupt in his eyes. It would be one thing if he was simply displeased by how things turned out, but the real concern was that he would inevitably take a stand out of his rigid sense of justice, attempting to right everyone’s wrongs.


      Just imagining the resulting commotion made every hair on Myuri’s tail tremble. Her brother was no longer a nice young man whose good points only she knew.


      The whole world was watching his every move, and Klevend had expressed that sentiment well.


      “Offending him would mean offending someone who could very well be the next-most important person, after God, in a world without the current Church.”


      As someone who knew the sheer foolishness of this young man others called the Twilight Cardinal, Myuri could not help but smile at how absurd that statement was, but everyone else in the world genuinely thought these things.


      And the Twilight Cardinal himself was more oblivious to all of this than Myuri was.


      Myuri stared hard at her brother as he went on and on about how wonderful a plan it was to give out the miracle wood and stone.


      He always had something to say, whether it was during a meeting, or during an audience with a guest.


      Most of what he said, of course, were not thoughtless opinions or misplaced comments, but sound arguments he had cultivated over the course of his travels, informed by the desire for righteousness that was always burning in his heart.


      But rare was it for anything to be perfectly correct.


      If there was truly any justice in the world, Myuri would have made herself his bride a long time ago.


      And so that meant someone, somehow, had to make up for the discrepancy between the righteousness of which the Twilight Cardinal spoke, and reality, which did not always go so smoothly.


      The result of that was the constant flood of petitions that came to Myuri, and the mountain of new project proposals and reports that kept her brother glued to his desk.


      They were cutting a new road through the mountain—something even the ancient empire’s soldiers had given up on.


      He would use that as a fulcrum to stand up to the massive organization that was the Church, acting as the representative for the feelings of an unbelievable number of people.


      As a plan, even Myuri felt inspired by it, and she wanted to write it down in her story book.


      But the bigger the picture he painted, the bigger its rift with reality grew.


      And it was, to put it frankly, impossible to look over every aspect of the project, to be hands-on with it, to adjust every portion of it to better fit the reality on the ground.


      At some point, they would have to close their eyes, cover their ears, and concentrate on what was truly important.


      They should not try to control everything like her brother.


      “Oh.”


      And at that moment, Myuri was suddenly sure of one thing.


      What was the true reason they were all so absurdly busy?


      The documents Myuri had, for example, were not petitions of every sort.


      It was because her brother always insisted they pursue the ideal outcome for every little matter that the townsfolk had grown nervous, wondering if their decisions aligned with the Twilight Cardinal’s way of thinking. That uncertainty forced them to constantly seek out his approval.


      There was a mountain of these kinds of documents, and Myuri realized how absurd it was.


      In essence, the reason everyone was so busy was because her brother was in town.


      He had become too important.


      Her brother was the focus of every discussion, every plan, and they would not proceed until they met his standards.


      Her brother was a fool of a sheep—naive, good-natured, and never understanding which way he needed to go.


      It was because everyone wanted to know his opinion on every little thing that they were in this predicament.


      Once that dawned on her, flipping through every sheet of parchment in the stack felt pointless.


      The people gathered in Wobern were not saints, no, but none of them were brimming with malice, either. And the natives of the city were certainly much better versed in business than her brother. Yet everyone clung to the Twilight Cardinal’s every word, forced to check with him and adjust their plans, all because of the incredible power he was expected to wield one day.


      Her brother, in his earnestness, believed that proactively involving himself in every decision was his duty. That was why he looked over everything and took all of it seriously. Of course, there was not nearly enough time for him to get to every query. His responses grew later and later, and those inevitable delays created even more problems. Food rotted waiting for transport; horses and donkeys ate and created waste every day they stood idle. Lines of men with troubled faces formed before Myuri, all asking the same question: Can we get an answer any quicker?


      And all of this was her brother’s fault. The chaos in the city, the endless work, the fact he never braided her hair anymore—all of it, everything, was his fault.


      “Are you listening to me, Myuri?”


      Her brother had finally noticed her silence. He turned in his chair to look at her.


      Myuri pretended to scan the parchment in her hands. “Yeah. I got it.”


      “Very well. I’ll leave you to it.”


      Her brother was not one to doubt. He promptly went back to his work.


      While his back was turned, Myuri slowly rose to her feet. She balanced her weight with her wolf tail, her ears swiveling to pinpoint the sound of her prey breathing. Her fangs peeked from behind her lips, as if testing how they might feel sinking into the pale flesh of his neck.


      The mice loitering in the room sensed the ominous shift in the air and scurried into the walls.


      Only the foolish sheep remained, hunched over, his pen moving across the page as if he were munching on grass that grew on his desk.


      “Brother,” Myuri muttered.


      The sheep finally lifted his head.


      “Brother, we’re leaving town.”


      “What?”


      Her brother turned, unguarded, only to freeze at the sight of her. Myuri stood on the bed, her tail puffed to its full, threatening size. With her tail still rigid, she stepped over the drifts of paper and climbed down from the bed.


      At this, her fool of a brother finally found his voice.


      “Ah, um…did you just say we’re leaving town?” His gaze darted between the stacks of paper on his desk and Myuri, utterly bewildered. “But there’s still so much to do. We’re already behind schedule on clearing the road. We can’t possibly leave now.”


      Myuri ignored his hogwash and stalked to a corner of the room where heaps of gifts were piled. She plucked a carafe of fruit cider from among them, pulled the cork, and took a long swig.


      “Hey—!”


      Her brother’s shock turned to disapproval, and he opened his mouth to scold her, but a glare from Myuri silenced him. It’s just sweetened fruit juice, anyway, she thought.


      “—Burp. Listen.” Myuri wiped her mouth with her sleeve before she continued. “The biggest reason everyone’s so busy, the reason work is falling behind, is you, Brother.”


      “What?”


      As he stared in blank surprise, she took another swig from the carafe and burped again.


      “I’m saying all your busy work—staying here, attending meetings, seeing people—is what’s making everyone else fall behind!”


      “Ah, hmm…? What do you mean?”


      He was so slow on the uptake. Myuri slammed the nearly full carafe onto the table. She spun on her heel, snatched a handful of papers from the bed, then whirled back around and shoved them in his face.


      “Basically all of this is sent to me because you can’t keep your mouth shut in meetings! You say something, their work gets put on hold, and then they come crying to me!”


      “Wh—? Wait, really?”


      “I realized none of this work would even exist if you weren’t in this city!”


      The young man they called the Twilight Cardinal, venerated and feared by the townspeople, met Myuri’s gaze before looking away meekly. Her tail puffed out even farther as she lunged, grabbing the retreating sheep by the scruff of his neck.


      “Listen to me,” she growled. “You’re too important now. As long as you stay here, everyone has to make sure they have your approval for every little thing. And that’s why so much work has completely stalled!”


      She had him by the neck, close enough to bite. The faint, tart scent of him filled her senses—sweat, dust, and sebum, mixed with the familiar smell of parchment and ink. It was the smell of her brother when he was completely absorbed in something. Myuri did not hate it, but this was not the Nyohhira bathhouse. They had journeyed far and experienced so much. They couldn’t keep acting like they were simply solving the problems of small towns and pretend like that would work everywhere else.
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      As she glared at him, his mind seemed to finally catch up. Slowly, his expression shifted from that of her foolish older brother to the young man known as the Twilight Cardinal.


      “Indeed, I am not perfect,” he said, placing a hand on his chest as if confessing his sins. “What I can do is not enough for what needs to be done. I have never been anyone special. At times, I think the people’s veneration has gone overboard. But…”


      Her brother was always sincere, always earnest, always facing problems head-on. He folded his hands in his lap and leaned forward.


      “But I have you.”


      “Uh…Huh?”


      The young man—Tote Col, her beloved older brother—took her hands and gazed straight at her, his smile trusting and innocent.


      “I was at my wits’ end when you said you wanted to be a knight,” he went on. “But that was simply my own lack of judgment. I no longer doubt your skills. We overcame our most recent challenge entirely because of you.”


      “Oh, um, o…kay?”


      Myuri was perplexed, unsure why he was suddenly talking about this. He squeezed her hands, and the warmth of his grip felt like it was grasping her very heart.


      “I know you’ve been doing so much for me, and I feel guilty for shouldering you with so much responsibility. But now is the time for us to stand firm.” He let go of her hands and gently gripped her shoulders. “With your help, we can overcome even this. We must do what we can, together.”


      His gaze was direct, his smile kind. Myuri stared back silently. Her eyes flitted away for a moment. “Were you listening to anything I just said?”


      “Of course,” he said confidently. Then, for some reason, his smile took on a troubled hue. “I feel terrible that I haven’t properly rewarded you for your work. But we mustn’t yield. It won’t be long now. Soon our fight will take a great stride forward.”


      In an unusual move, he pulled her into a hug. Her tail reflexively swayed from side to side.


      “Please, bear with me. Once this is over, I’ll comb your hair and we’ll do whatever you want. Now, Myuri, we have just a little bit m—”


      At that, she slipped from his arms and whirled around. Her brother was left standing in shock as she leaned over the bed, grabbed the pillow she had left in his room, and clutched it to her chest.


      “Myuri?”


      She ignored him, stomped to the door, and put her hand on the knob. Then she turned back.


      “I didn’t say all that because I wanted a reward!”


      “What? Wait, Myu—”


      The last syllable of her name vanished behind the loud slam of the door.


      She stormed to her own room next door, threw the door open with a crash, and pulled it shut with even greater force. Mice timidly peeked from the gaps in the walls before she drove them back into hiding with a glare. She buried her face in the pillow, wiping away the tears that had begun to pool in her eyes.


      It would have been one thing if he had argued with her. Instead, he had assumed she was begging for a treat.


      Countless people were swarming them while they were getting a massive project underway, and whispers of the Church’s ecumenical council were growing louder. It was impossible to stay calm. Her meek brother had come up with an unusually grand plan, and it had actually gone well. He was more elated than usual, and Myuri thought she was being generous by simply accepting this adorable side of him without question.


      And yet, he was still treating her like a child, as if they were back in Nyohhira. He dismissed her candid advice as whining, thinking he could placate her with a few words of trust.


      “You…idiot, Brother!” Myuri groaned, collapsing onto her bed. She clung to the large pillow, which still smelled faintly of his room, and began to beat it to a pulp.


      After pantomiming the pummeling of the pillow one last time, Myuri slumped into her chair. “After that,” she said, exhausted, “I gave up. I forwarded all the complaints and petitions straight to my brother. Now I just make sure no one decides to jab him with the sharp end of a spear.”


      When she finished her story, Ilenia, sitting across from her, offered a troubled smile.


      “So that’s why the port of Ahberg is so crowded.”


      Mass was still going on at the church, so Myuri had left Vadan on watch to meet with Ilenia and her company. Every tavern was packed, but when the keeper saw Myuri’s holy garb, he set up a table for them outside. The moment she sat down, she began to complain endlessly about her brother.


      “It seems your brother’s sincerity comes at the cost of flexibility,” Diana observed. The air about her suggested she might crumble to dust in the midday sun. Myuri had thought Diana had returned to her hometown, but she was back in Wobern with Ilenia.


      “That old man I dragged back was quite fussy, too,” Diana added. “I’d like to see some progress before he gets cranky.”


      At that, Ilenia gave a vague, unusual smile. After dealing with Roche, the owl spirit, Diana had traveled to the Kingdom of Winfiel to speak with a certain individual—a sheep spirit who had completely changed how Myuri saw sheep, and one Ilenia was not quite comfortable around. They needed a pretend monk to resolve the fuss surrounding the new road, and he had been asked to play the part.


      “But when I put myself in your brother’s shoes, I feel for him,” Diana said, tracing the rim of her cup.


      Myuri felt her fur bristle. “…For my brother?”


      “Yes. He became very important in a very short amount of time, did he not? People only started calling him the Twilight Cardinal after you left on your journey, yes?”


      Myuri thought back for a moment, then shrugged. “That feels like a lifetime ago. Even my brother admitted it wouldn’t suit him to be so indecisive forever.”


      She was serious, but Diana smiled faintly and glanced at Ilenia, who returned the same troubled look. Baffled by their exchange, Myuri looked toward Ilenia.


      “Myuri…no matter how long it feels, it’s only been a few months, hasn’t it?”


      Myuri grunted. “Yeah. When we first left Nyohhira, there was still snow on the ground. It was barely spring.”


      That, too, felt like a long time ago, a memory that filled her heart with bittersweet nostalgia. Sneaking into a barrel, venturing into the outside world she had only ever dreamed of, with her beloved big brother.


      But…


      “Myuri?” Ilenia’s smile remained vague. “When you saw Miss Diana and me earlier, what did you think?”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “That it had been a while?”


      Myuri tilted her head. “But it has been a long time,” she replied, confused. She had last seen Diana a week ago, and Ilenia even longer ago. Enough time had passed that she would have given them both big hugs if no one had been around.


      As she wondered why Ilenia would ask something so obvious, Diana offered a somewhat sad smile.


      “For us, it doesn’t feel like that long at all.”


      “Huh?”


      “And for Col, I imagine it’s the same.”


      “What?”


      The two women, who felt like new older sisters to Myuri, looked at each other, trying to find the right words.


      “Your brother probably feels like he left home with you only yesterday.”


      Impossible, Myuri wanted to say, but Diana’s expression was totally serious. A sudden unease crept over her, as if they were about to deliver bad news that only she didn’t know.


      “You and your brother are likely experiencing time very differently now.”


      Is that really a thing? she thought. But they weren’t teasing her. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat.


      “And so, your brother is trying to adapt to a sudden change in his environment—one far more sudden than you realize. He has always been the type to think things through and proceed with caution.”


      Myuri agreed with the part about his personality, but she still could not swallow the rest. How could it be sudden after all this time?


      “On top of that, he’s still learning how to be an important person. What was it like for you when you first took your wolf form?” Diana’s soft gaze rested on the pouch of wheat hanging from Myuri’s neck. “Unsure of what to do, copying what you saw, doing your best just to take a single step…You were the same, weren’t you?”


      The first time Myuri became a wolf was now a hazy, distant memory. But she remembered fragments—the irritation, like pebbles in her bread, as she whined about her legs not moving the way she wanted them to. That feeling lived vividly in her chest.


      “Rarely do things go perfectly the first time. That’s true even for your perfect brother, who I’m sure is good at everything in your eyes.” The last part held a teasing note, a dull needle that burst the balloon of her assumptions.


      “My brother…isn’t perfect…at all…But…” The words came out as a childish excuse, and she knew it.


      Diana did not point that out. She simply smiled. “And the thing that made you angriest—being treated like a child—is another side of the same problem.”


      “…?”


      Myuri began to understand she had made some kind of big mistake, but she did not yet know what it was. She wasn’t sure where Diana’s words were leading, and it scared her. She hunched over, looking up at Diana with wide eyes.


      “You are becoming an adult.”


      The words took her by surprise. “…Huh?”


      Ilenia answered her silly-sounding noise. “I don’t think Col was trying to treat you like a child. He’s earnest and always thinking of you. From what you told us…”


      “It sounds like you’re growing up faster than your brother realizes,” Diana finished. “He thinks he’s speaking to the you of today, but you’re already living in his tomorrow.”


      Myuri realized her mouth was hanging open and quickly clasped her hands around her drink as nonchalantly as she could. “I—I am?” she asked, a bitter feeling spreading through her. She had desperately wanted someone to tell her she had grown up, yet now that it was said, she felt uneasy. She was always trying to act beyond her years, but Diana’s words felt too sudden. She had barely changed at all.


      “And—this is the most important thing—the same goes for your brother.”


      “Huh…? Wait—!”


      Myuri fixed her attention on Diana’s kind gaze.


      “He’s being called the great Twilight Cardinal, suddenly placed on a high pedestal, even though he’s the same person he was back in Nyohhira.”


      Myuri held her breath, shrinking in her seat. Her brother had said the same thing, over and over, and every time, she had thought with displeasure how much he lacked a backbone. But what if it was not just his personality, but something anyone would think?


      “You are going to grow up with incredible speed,” Diana continued, “but your brother is, for the most part, an adult. He won’t change so easily. And the grown-up parts of him that you know so well will start to lose their shine, because the more you grow, the more you’ll notice his childish side.” She leaned back slowly. “So, what do you think? Will that lead to disappointment? Or…?”


      Myuri’s ears and tail had reappeared beneath her saintly garb. She remembered flying on Diana’s back. The scenery from so high up had been completely different, but it was just a change in perspective. The mountains hadn’t moved, the rivers hadn’t dried up.


      It was the same with her brother. In Nyohhira, he was pleasant to outsiders, but in his room he was just an odd collection of foolish habits. And because he was such a fool there was one thing Myuri could trust, something she had learned to name on this journey.


      Foolish sincerity.


      Her brother was a fool, so he would keep every promise to a foolishly straightforward degree. The chaos in Wobern was a direct result of that sincerity. And because of that, the most important parts of him were unlikely to ever change, just like the mountains she had seen from Diana’s back. It was because he was so foolishly sincere that she could trust him to take her hand and never let go.


      “I think my brother is going to be himself forever.” And so, her feelings for him wouldn’t change, either.


      Diana smiled kindly. Ilenia smiled with relief.


      “Indeed. And men tend to be on the childish side, anyway.”


      For someone so refined, the flippant comment shocked Myuri. But it reminded her of something. Her mother had once told her Diana had fallen in love with an itinerant monk—an affair that had ended in tragedy. Myuri suddenly had a feeling she knew what kind of man that monk had been: sincere, unsophisticated, inconsiderate, but faithful to every promise he made.


      “So, what do you say, then?” Diana’s voice cleared the air between them. “You are the adult. Perhaps you should be the one to reach out and compromise?”


      Only children were stubborn. That made sense. That was a childishness that suited her brother, not the silver wolf.


      But after a moment of careful thought, Myuri said, “I don’t mind compromising, but I don’t think I should indulge him.”


      Diana shrugged lightly. “That may be a very important distinction.”


      Diana and Myuri exchanged smiles. Only Ilenia kept her vague, troubled expression, perhaps out of sympathy for a fellow sheep.


      And so, Myuri would compromise for her foolish, childish brother’s sake.


      Just picturing it made her tail twitch. But the leader of the pack had to be magnanimous.


      “How do we accomplish this without hurting Col’s pride?” Ilenia asked.


      Just then, mass at the church ended, and crowds began streaming out of the building. Little mice scampered up their chairs to report that the Twilight Cardinal and his entourage were heading for a city council meeting to discuss an upcoming event. While they were seated outside, it would spell trouble if the tavern keeper happened upon all the mice, so Myuri quickly hid them in her sleeves, tucking in a piece of bread for them as she listened.


      “I agree with your judgment,” Diana said. “He is so busy, in every sense of the word, precisely because he is here. If the Twilight Cardinal were to leave, most of this work would vanish like smoke.”


      Diana’s agreement was all the proof Myuri needed of her brother’s obliviousness.


      “But he refuses to see sense,” Myuri said. “He thinks he has to work harder than anyone because this is his plan. The harder he works, the more everyone worries about his every word, and the more tangled everything becomes.”


      Her parents had said her brother had directed the workers and materials when they built the bathhouse in Nyohhira. He was likely drawing on that experience, and many of his methods were correct.


      But now he was too important.


      He was the only one who still saw himself as a simple sheep in the flock. Everyone else deferred to him, treating his earnest bleating as prophecy, which only caused more problems.


      “How do I make him understand how important he’s become, and how much everyone else fears him?” If she could do that, he would surely realize how out of place he was. It might deeply wound her sensitive brother, but the thought of dragging him away somewhere private where she could feed him and comfort him while he was hurting held a strangely exciting allure for Myuri.


      “The problem is that Col himself is genuinely humble,” Ilenia said.


      Diana chuckled.


      Myuri sighed and tore a piece of jerky in half. “It would be like forcing a horse to eat meat.” With her sharp teeth, Myuri the wolf bit into the jerky.


      “Then we must try another way,” Ilenia said, a generous smile suiting her fluffy curls.


      “Another way?”


      “I was taught that if pushing doesn’t work in trade, you pull.” She was a sheep spirit who brokered wool, educated by none other than Eve.


      Myuri nodded. “If we can’t force-feed him the truth of his own importance, then…what would ‘pulling’ be?”


      As Myuri pondered, Diana casually took a sip from her drink.


      “Cheating,” she said.


      The single word was so unexpected that Myuri felt her tail threatening to pop out again.


      “Cheating?”


      “Even the most hardheaded of gentlemen can be distracted.”


      Though her wolf features were hidden, Myuri felt the fur on her neck stand on end. Deep in Diana’s smiling eyes, she could see the embers of a fire from long ago.


      “I always used to ask him, ‘Is that more important than me?’”


      A stifled noise made Myuri turn. Ilenia was choking on her bread.


      Diana was the avatar of a giant bird, and a shady alchemist, so it was easy to forget she, too, had once been a maiden in love. As hard as it was to imagine now…


      “Why not tempt him with something that will catch his eye?”


      “Something important to my brother…” Myuri thought for a moment, and then the answer came easily. “Me.”


      Both Diana and Ilenia nodded.


      “And God,” Myuri added, speaking the name of her greatest rival for her brother’s affection. She washed the bitterness from her mouth with a sip of fruity cider. “But, God…God, hmm…”


      “Have you thought of something?” Diana asked.


      Myuri shrugged. “It annoys me, but if I tell him there is work from God waiting elsewhere, he’ll become obsessed with it.”


      “Ah, I see.”


      “Was the person you loved like that, Miss Diana?” Myuri asked.


      Diana smiled. “The arguments we had about such things are good memories now.”


      Myuri smiled back, then pressed both palms to the table, her mind alight with purpose. “Then what’s our strategy?”


      Myuri had several talents, but her greatest was setting traps. She had once been asked to stop joining the village hunts because the others feared she would empty the mountain of its game. Her brother was not paying attention to his surroundings, let alone where he was stepping. If she found the right bait, leading him into a trap would be simple.


      She pictured the look on his face when she finally closed the lid on him, then turned her focus to Diana and Ilenia.


      “Word might get out if I start snooping around. I’ll need you both to help me.”


      Her two reliable new sisters nodded. Of course, they would help.
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      After seeing Myuri off—her steps so light Ilenia was sure her tail would be wagging—Ilenia rose from her chair.


      “Now, would you mind if I took over matters regarding the prince-elector?” she asked. “I have a message I need to relay to him, anyway.”


      “Of course,” Diana replied. “I’ll take care of things at the workshops. There are several ironworks I’ve been curious about.”


      Ilenia knew there were some nonhumans living hidden in society, but she had been shocked to learn Diana was an alchemist. When she mentioned this, Diana had replied that she was equally impressed Ilenia was a wool broker.


      “We’ll use these little ones to communicate,” Ilenia said, patting the head of a mouse peeking from her sleeve. Myuri garnered nearly as much attention as Col in this city; if they met face-to-face too often, word would surely reach her brother’s ears. There was no point if it wasn’t done in secret.


      “They’re such hard workers,” Diana remarked. “I wonder if they’d come assist me.”


      The mouse in her palm seemed to twitch at the suggestion. Perhaps it did not have fond memories of birds.


      “I will see you later, then.”


      Diana gave a casual wave, seeming intent on drinking a little longer. Ilenia hoisted the bag at her feet onto her back and made her way to the prince-elector’s residence. Wobern was so full of travelers her own gear drew minimal attention. Normally, this would be a relief for a woman traveling alone, but the sheer number of people here put an awkward smile on her face. Almost all of them were here on business that was, in some way or other, related to the Twilight Cardinal.


      The stark difference between now and when she first met Col and Myuri was startling. Back then, they were just two siblings fighting a lonely battle in the service of an impossibly large goal. Ilenia considered herself no stranger to pursuing grand ambitions, but what they were doing was reckless in an entirely different way. The dream of a new continent was reckless in its near impossibility; challenging the Church was reckless because it was so grounded in reality. It was like trying to move a mountain. One could start right now, but the moment the spade hit the earth, the true recklessness of the task would become clear.


      Yet Col stood boldly before his task with Myuri right beside him. Watching them, Ilenia always felt they were having so much fun. Separated from her own flock, she was, in all honesty, envious. She was envious of the way they stood side by side as they headed toward a great light.


      The thought brought a wry smile to her lips. “The madam would be so disappointed if she heard me thinking this.”


      Ilenia had once lived a life of aimlessly munching on whatever grass was in front of her. Then a greedy merchant appeared, clad in the dazzling light of gold and jewels, striding across the seven seas with a fearless grin. Eve was someone who seemed driven to devour everything in her path, and she was utterly unashamed of it. That strength had been a powerful draw for Ilenia the sheep.


      Later, when she learned of Eve’s connection to Col and Myuri, the world felt surprisingly small, but it also made a certain kind of sense. Despite Eve’s tempestuous nature, there was a strange warmth at her core that Ilenia had never understood. Reunited in Estatt, she had noticed it again. There was a softness beneath Eve’s steely exterior. Sheep weren’t known for their sense of smell, but Ilenia had caught a whiff of something familiar. The warmth she sensed from Eve carried the same scent as Myuri and Col.


      She was certain it was the scent of the bathhouse in Nyohhira.


      One could say that all the people flocking to Wobern were drawn by that same scent—a sweet fragrance in these dry, dusty times, pulling them in like moths to a flame. Prince-Elector Duran, at the very least, was one whose weary brow seemed to ease in its presence.


      “I am delighted to have an audience with you. May God bless your mercy, Prince-Elector.” Ilenia navigated the crowded residence, asked a familiar steward for a meeting, and offered the ceremonial greeting in his private chamber.


      Duran quietly cleared his throat and dismissed his attendants. “…Enough teasing.”


      “I would never.” In the human world, Ilenia was a humble wool broker. But here, she was one of the Twilight Cardinal’s confidants. Perhaps it was Myuri’s influence that made her want to tease him.


      “Tell me what you want,” he demanded.


      “Of course. But would you mind if I approach?”


      The prince-elector tensed at her smile but eventually nodded.


      “In fact,” Ilenia began, “I come bearing a proposal for you, via Heir Hyland of the kingdom.”


      “From the kingdom…?” Duran’s suspicion was understandable. The kingdom’s second prince was already staying in Wobern, yet here was Ilenia, still in her traveling gear, seeking a private audience without going through the Twilight Cardinal. The prince-elector had seen enough trouble recently to immediately imagine the worst.


      “I understand how forward this is,” Ilenia continued, “but we wish to deliver the kingdom’s wool to you directly.”


      “………”


      His beard hid his surprise well. Finally, he breathed. “I find it hard to believe this is born from pure goodwill.”


      Ilenia looked straight at him and smiled. “You are a valuable pillar supporting the Twilight Cardinal. From our perspective, the firmer that pillar’s foundation, the more reassuring it is.”


      The prince-elector shot her a distrustful look, then quickly looked away, like a criminal who had already given up. “You speak of the matter where I gave in to pressure and acted uncouthly toward His Eminence.”


      Out of politeness, Ilenia did not agree, but her unmoving smile said more than enough. Days after reclaiming his authority, Prince-Elector Duran had been unable to fend off his rivals who had schemed to make Col a martyr during the recent uproar, hoping to claim his authority for themselves. They had even pressured Duran into a plot to poison a village headman Col was trying to save.


      Col, in his kindness, seemed to have forgiven them. But those who supported him had not. Myuri was at the top of that list, but the mild-mannered Hyland was no exception. As part of settling matters after the search for the astrologist, Hyland had devised several measures, one of which she had left in Ilenia’s—or more precisely, Eve’s—care.


      “Our company will deliver wool directly to you. This is entirely separate from our promises to the merchants in Ahberg in exchange for their cooperation regarding the new road.”


      Prince-Elector Duran was a man with a military background, but his true strength was his sharp mind. His heavy sigh meant he understood completely.


      “And so you put a collar of wool on me.”


      “Of course not, Your Highness.”


      He huffed but did not seem angry. Sending wool was different from sending gold. Wool wasn’t just wealth; it was work. For nobles who had to care for their subjects, providing jobs that guaranteed a profit was more effective than coin. Hyland and his team had calculated that giving Duran wool would shore up his authority while placing him solidly in their debt. They had bypassed Prince Klevend because, despite his villainous act, he was still a royal prince. This proposal was too fishy, too clearly aimed at securing the kingdom’s interests once the southern road was open. They couldn’t involve a prince, or the Twilight Cardinal, in such dealings.


      “…I shall gladly accept.” Prince-Elector Duran chose practicality over appearances. “What form will this exchange take?”


      “An insightful question. The Eve Company will direct the trade, but we would like to send it under the name of another company. To make it appear normal, we would ask for token goods in exchange.”


      “Name your item.”


      Ilenia bowed her head. “For example…what about the wood cleared to open the road?”


      When Ilenia had brought this to Eve, it had been her first suggestion. At the time, Ilenia had thought it was strange, but after hearing Myuri’s story, it all made sense. Eve planned to make a fortune selling holy figures carved from wood blessed by the Twilight Cardinal.


      “Fine. I’ll prioritize your portion.” The prince-elector had surely received hundreds of similar requests. Though Myuri had entrusted the local church with the relics, Duran still had a part to play. He leaned back, tired, and turned a reproachful eye to Ilenia.


      “The only reason the Twilight Cardinal can be as he is, is because he has people like you behind him, is that right?” The pure, untouched, brilliantly shining Cardinal.


      Ilenia took it as a compliment and prostrated herself. “Indeed. And we have another plea for your assistance, Your Highness, so that he may remain as he is.”


      The prince-elector stared blankly. This time, without a hint of mischief, Ilenia made her true request.


      “We would like to take the Twilight Cardinal away from this hustle and bustle. He is a key figure in the looming ecumenical council and needs to rest somewhere far away. But considering how hardworking he is…”


      “He can’t let go of the work in front of him, can he?”


      “Precisely.”


      “Let’s see…Hmm…”


      Losing Col would be a blow to Duran as a ruler. But when he weighed that against the chaos Col was inadvertently causing, the security costs, and the political plots brewing in his very presence, his answer came quickly.


      “What would you ask of me?”


      “We want to create business for him outside the city that will draw his attention. We would like you to compile a list of nobles outside your territory that His Eminence must visit.”


      Prince-Elector Duran stared at Ilenia for a long moment before his shoulders sagged in relief. “I hate to say it, but this is an even bigger help than the wool. I’ll arrange it at once.”


      “I’m certain the sun would burn everything if it stayed too close, after all.”


      For the first time, a genuine, genial warmth crept into the prince-elector’s wry smile.


      Her business with the prince-elector concluded, Ilenia excused herself. Navigating the waves of people that filled the residence, she considered her next move. She thought about visiting the astronomer—the cause of the last great commotion—to ask if there were any new leads on the new continent. The observation tower was visible from anywhere on the grounds. But she had heard the astronomer observed the stars all night and likely slept during the day.


      Lost in thought, and distracted by the sheer density of the crowd, Ilenia was a moment too late to notice the person in her path.


      “Mph—!”


      “Oh—!”


      She collided with someone just as she stepped out of the mansion.


      While Ilenia’s traveling clothes were informal for a lord’s manor, the other person was dressed even more simply. His woolen robe, its rough fibers barely fulled, was perhaps the perfect attire for a city swept up in devotion to the Twilight Cardinal. It was said that ancient monks wore such crude garments over bare skin, embracing the constant prickling as a way to get closer to God. And this man—for the time being, anyway—was supposed to be a reclusive monk.


      The man froze like a stray cat encountering another in an alley. Then, with a gruff sort of courtesy, he held the door open for her before speaking.


      “This is how it’s done in the human world.”


      The remark scratched at her like rough wool, but Ilenia dipped her gaze respectfully and stepped through the doorway. He followed a moment later. It would have been rude to simply run away. And, for the time being, they were on the same team and here to support the Twilight Cardinal.


      “It’s been quite a while, hasn’t it, Mr. Huskins?”


      Ilenia was not entirely comfortable around this particular sheep spirit. But he merely blinked at her, as if looking at a prodigal granddaughter, before shrugging.


      By some twist of fate, Ilenia now found herself walking side by side with Huskins.


      As a wool broker based in the kingdom, she of course knew who he was. More than that, she had once lived for a short time in his hidden flock. It had not been a formal departure; it was more accurate to say she had strayed. Ilenia had not seen eye to eye with Huskins’s views and had made the decision to leave.


      Looking back, she realized she need not have been so hostile. After working for Eve, she had come to see the act of maintaining a secret flock for centuries for the miracle of endurance it truly was. Diana had said Myuri had grown up, but perhaps Ilenia herself had matured since those days.


      Even so, she was still not comfortable around him.


      “Did the girl not tell you?”


      Huskins was the one to break the silence, pulling Ilenia from her thoughts.


      “Did the little bird girl not tell you I would be coming?” he asked again.


      Her plan to quietly slip away was now moot. “She…did,” she managed, cringing at how foolish she sounded; no different from the ignorant girl who had first left the flock. She tucked her chin in. “I’m more surprised that you actually came. That you’d bother with the outside world at all.”


      She immediately regretted her aggressive tone. With Col and Myuri she could remain calm, but Huskins brought her right back to her old self. Yet, standing beside her now, he seemed a size smaller than he had in her memory. And what he said next was completely unexpected.


      “That girl scolded me.”


      “Scolded—Miss Diana did?”


      “She said the kingdom would not escape unscathed if that boy loses,” he said, meeting Ilenia’s gaze. “She asked if I would stand by and watch my precious kingdom be harmed.”


      “………”


      “‘What does she know?’ I thought.” Huskins looked away, stroking his beard like an old man. “But—Col, was it? When that boy visited my village, I thought of the past.”


      Huskins was ancient, even by nonhuman standards. He had been leading his flock since the era of the Moon-Hunting Bear. Ilenia couldn’t begin to imagine his true age.


      “The past?”


      “When I helped build the kingdom into what it is today.”


      A legend of a golden sheep was passed down in the Kingdom of Winfiel. Standing before Ilenia was that very sheep, the one who had fought alongside the young man who would become the kingdom’s founding father.


      “This Twilight Cardinal has his feet more firmly on the ground than he ever did.”


      It was such a casual reference. Who would ever think “he” was, in fact, the founder of the kingdom? A smile soon found Ilenia’s lips. She couldn’t help herself when she pictured Huskins at the mercy of an idealistic young man, complaining constantly while still offering his help.


      “It is generally as you imagine,” the old sheep said, his voice devoid of anger as he gazed into the distance. “Though this Col is not building a country, he is still attempting to make great waves in the world. And in such a helpless little body, with only the support of that unreliable wolf.”


      Peering up at Huskins, Ilenia felt the same old repulsion. He wore an expression that viewed all things from an impersonal distance, as if he understood the world completely and knew that only cold reality awaited everyone. And yet, this was the same person who had survived the rampage of the Moon-Hunting Bear and had helped build a kingdom.


      “Did you not warn him?” Like you did me, she left unsaid, but the meaning seemed to get across. Ilenia had been the only one in the flock to truly rebel against him.


      “Warn him?” A look of surprise crossed Huskins’s face. “I gave warnings, yes. To the wisewolf, the one they call mother.”


      Holo the Wisewolf—Myuri’s mother. The woman who had taken a young Col off the streets. From Col’s honesty and Myuri’s fierce openness, Ilenia could tell she was quite a character.


      “Goodness. That wolf was more of a hoyden than you are.” In the eyes of the golden sheep of legend, even the most majestic forest dwellers were mere children. “She took on a challenge I had never even dreamed of. And I hear she found exactly what she was looking for at the end of her journey. When I see that child they call Little Col, and the daughter of that girl who so haughtily calls herself the wisewolf, I have to admit that she managed to grasp it after all.”


      Ilenia squinted, and Huskins turned his gaze to meet hers.


      “You don’t understand? I’m talking about a happy life with the one you love.”


      If asked to name the last person she would associate with the word love, it would be Huskins. But he spoke without a trace of bashfulness, his face a weathered mask. “It is easy to say that, too, will end one day.”


      He looked down at his feet, as if tracing the long path he had walked. “But that wolf created two brilliant children. It meant she and the eccentric man who married her had the courage to face the future without fear. One look at them tells you everything about the land in which they were raised.”


      Huskins lived inland, a place of foggy summers and heavy snow, home to a great and stubborn monastery. If his cheerlessness was a product of his environment, Ilenia could understand. But then, what sort of environment had Col and Myuri grown up in?


      “They appeared as suddenly as their parents and left like a storm,” Huskins continued. “After they had gone, I looked at the seats they had warmed by the fire, and a thought came to me.”


      “…What was it?”


      “That, perhaps, I have regrets.”


      It was the last word she ever expected to hear from him.


      “Perhaps I should have spent more time with the boy.”


      The boy he spoke of was not Col. The boy and the golden sheep had built a kingdom. The legend said the sheep had vanished after turning down the new king’s offer to rule together. In reality, the king had respectfully pretended not to know his whereabouts. They had not spoken again until the king was on his deathbed.


      “He must have thought me heartless.”


      Ilenia nearly tripped on the stairs. She had thought the man beside her was a spiteful, arrogant old sheep. Instead, here was a lonely, aging lamb at the end of a long journey.


      She said nothing. She reckoned he wasn’t expecting a response from a girl like her. And yet, she had to ask, “Why are you telling me this now?”


      “………”


      Huskins slowly lifted his head. He looked at her just as he had years ago, when she had clamored for the flock to expand to every corner of the kingdom, arguing that there was no reason for them to live such stagnant lives.


      “Don’t you live on abbey grounds?” she asked. “You have plenty of people who’d listen to your confessions. The Twilight Cardinal is here, after all.”


      The insinuation was sharp, and she did not mind if he took it that way. The Huskins of her memory was the embodiment of aloofness, a cheerless god in a hidden valley who protected his flock by ignoring the outside world. He had always brushed her off with a cold stare. For that same man to now speak of second thoughts felt like a bad joke.


      “You’re right,” Huskins said quietly. “You are absolutely right.” She thought he was coughing, but he was laughing. “We can only expect answers from the living while they are still alive. That is why I have come to help the boy and his friends.”


      It was not a do-over. There was something in him that had not been there before. Something optimistic.


      “I am also relieved to see that you are well.”


      “What?”
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      Ilenia was at a loss for words, and finally, she stumbled. Just as she was about to fall to her knees, Huskins offered a hand.


      “After you left, you found your own goal. You are pursuing this new continent, are you not?”


      His tone suggested he had not first heard it from Diana. This old sheep still had eyes and ears throughout the kingdom.


      “You have an impossible dream. One could even call it foolish.” His judgment was as blunt as ever. In the past, his words, his manner, everything about him had felt unbearably suffocating. She had hated him for it.


      But now, looking into that same cold gaze, she no longer saw the dismissal she had always perceived. Perhaps it had never been there at all.


      Just as that thought came to Ilenia—


      “I do not know if this new continent exists,” Huskins continued, “but I will always be here. Even if the kingdom falls and a new one is built on its ruins.”


      “I—I…”


      After Huskins made sure she was steady on her feet, he nodded. “I created a place for my kin there. You can come back whenever you like.”


      In Ilenia’s eyes, Huskins was not the sort of kind old man from whom such an offer would bring a smile. The words were so sudden they seemed to vanish before she could fully grasp their meaning. They were a shock, but the warmth of his gesture remained, a tangible feeling in the hands he had just steadied.


      “All right,” Ilenia replied with an earnestness that surprised even her.


      Curiously, Huskins seemed taken aback as well—perhaps even more so than when they had first collided. A quiet huff—almost a laugh—escaped him.


      Then, he abruptly changed directions. “I have business at the church. I must play the part of a monk to help the boy.”


      He didn’t say “I’ll be off,” or “See you later.” He wasn’t the type for casual farewells, but for Ilenia, it was more than enough.


      She watched him go. Then she began walking again as well.


      Her presence here stemmed from a chance meeting with a strange boy and a silver wolf. The same was true for Huskins. These intersecting paths had brought them to this unexpected reunion.


      When he was finally out of sight, she stamped a hooflike foot against the ground—the sheep in her breaking through. A sudden, overwhelming urge came over her: to find Eve, the woman she so respected, and tell her everything; to find Col and Myuri, the ones who had brought her to this moment, and hug them with all her might.


      “I must do what I can.”


      Col and Myuri were venturing ahead. And she knew their footprints would create a road that would steer so many others in the right direction.
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      CHAPTER TWO


      Whenever Diana visited a workshop, the wrinkles on the workers’ faces deepened.


      The reaction was always the same—what business does a woman have in a place of fire, sweat, and iron?—for they were intimidated by her refined looks and bearing.


      Her presence called to mind a disquieting profession known to their trade.


      Alchemists were viewed as agents of the devil, meddlers in the natural laws of the world.


      Among the craftsmen, however, were a few with unbridled curiosity who asked her endless questions about ironworking, showing not a hint of fear.


      Diana chose from among them those whose speech seemed most reliable, the ones she believed she could trust.


      “The thought of that plan gives me chills, but it’s hot minding the fire every day, so that might be just the thing,” said one master craftsman after hearing Diana’s proposal, sealing the deal with a handshake.


      In times when business was slow, they grabbed their spears and worked as mercenaries; they were a naturally pragmatic lot.


      One of the workshops Diana approached had plenty of test spears scattered about, its walls lined with the war-weathered creations of masters past.


      With so many spears in one place, she felt they could hide their plan even from God Himself.


      The plot Myuri had devised was not particularly complicated.


      Carrying it out required one thing above all: the grit to feign total ignorance.


      The craftsmen were perfect in that regard.


      Diana responded to their greedy curiosity with delight, then left the workshops.


      “Now then…”


      She placed a hand on her hip, raising the other to give it a light shake.


      After a moment, a mouse peeked out from her loose sleeve.


      “Where might your captain be?” Diana asked with a smile, and the mouse shrank back.


      Large birds were the natural enemies of mice, and this one likely wondered what a bird spirit could possibly need from its boss.


      Diana had taken on Col’s request to fetch Huskins from the Winfiel Kingdom, and there was a reason she had come straight back to Wobern instead of returning home to Kumerson.


      She needed to meet the captain of these hardworking mice—Vadan.


      “Rest easy—I won’t eat him,” she assured the creature.


      The little mouse, face still half-hidden in her sleeve, reluctantly began to show her the way.


      Diana had known about the excitement the Twilight Cardinal brought from the very beginning, of course.


      She paid close attention to the trends of the Church due to her work as an alchemist.


      However, she recalled that all this fuss was originally a squabble between the Winfiel Kingdom and the Church over taxes, and the “attempt to right the Church’s wrongs” was nothing more than an excuse to give the squabble legitimacy.


      Because the kingdom refused to pay tithes to the Church and the pope demanded every church in the kingdom to cease activities in retaliation, the situation came to a standstill.


      Of course that would happen, Diana had thought from her workshop in a corner of the town of Kumerson.


      There was no way the Church would ever give up its privileges so easily. On the other hand, the Church did not have the courage to attack the Kingdom of Winfiel directly or the political power to mobilize its vassal lords.


      The kingdom had always been a pious country, after all—it would be unseemly for the Church to attack them.


      And it was just as unthinkable for the kingdom to send its soldiers into the heart of the Church’s lands.


      They eventually ended up like stray cats hissing at one another, keeping their feud going to preserve face, but Diana believed it would be a typical political farce that would eventually fizzle out, and that would be it.


      Instead…


      One could say he came in like a shooting star.


      He went around exposing all of the Church’s injustices, knocked down all the bigoted priests who stood in his way, caused all the churches in the kingdom that had kept their doors closed to have a change of heart, and even won over the Knights of Saint Kruza, said to be the pope’s personal forces.


      He was the Twilight Cardinal, casting a ray of light through a dark world.


      As Diana traded with the people of the Debau Company for the various ores she needed for her alchemy, she learned who this infamous person was and was shocked.


      She had only ever caught a glimpse of Tote Col when she had traveled to Nyohhira at the invitation to Myuri’s parents’ wedding.


      The only impression she had of him was he seemed like a smart boy, back during a time when Myuri might not have even been a thought on her parents’ minds.


      She could imagine what sort of youths they were from hearsay of their activities, and she was terribly excited when it came time for their paths to cross.


      When Diana met Myuri’s parents, she had been only marginally involved with their fun journey.


      But that experience left her with a powerful impression, the echoes of which resonated with her for quite a while.


      Seeing just how joyously and earnestly wolf and merchant took each other’s hands reminded her, after many decades, of what it felt like to be lonely.


      And so, she ventured outside.


      That was why, when Myuri and Col asked for her help, she saw it as a continuation of that earlier story.


      Plus, this new tale was more striking, more dangerous, and more heartwarming than the last one.


      Myuri’s parents shone in their own way, but there was a brilliance to Col and Myuri like rough-hewn gemstones.


      Diana realized just how old she had gotten in the face of their awkward but dazzling brilliance.


      She had grown insensitive to the flow of time because she had lived for so long, and on top of that, she spent her days holed up in her workshop in Kumerson, where time had come to an endless standstill.


      But she had not always been like this.


      Her residence of Kumerson was once much more of a squalid place, a remote town where enigmatic characters loitered, and a place where traveling monks came with nothing but passion and faith.


      Diana had remained as she was the day they met—no, the day they parted for an astonishingly long time.


      The hustle and bustle of Myuri’s parents had brushed the dust off her memories for the first time in a long while.


      That led to her reevaluating her life a bit, but her soul felt much too heavy to fly again.


      But helping with Col and Myuri’s tumult caused the hands on her clock to move at last.


      It was about time she started something new.


      And so she began to proactively involve herself with the world; when she had most recently helped Col while he was in danger and carried Myuri back when she had come to ask for help; she was hooked on their romance talk.


      From there, as she reunited with that obstinate golden sheep, Huskins, among others, she reckoned her blood circulation had gotten a bit better.


      The rusted lid on the memories in her mind had come loose.


      Packed tightly inside were memories of people from a bygone age, things she thought she had long forgotten but that had somehow made a home firmly in her chest, and among them were things that felt quite different from what she remembered.


      Diana was a bird spirit, and she lived much longer than a normal human.


      And so, in her box of memories were things that much of human history had forgotten and no longer wanted to remember.


      “And that is why I’d like for you to go to the Holy See.”


      Diana had been brought to a shabby house in a corner of Wobern.


      When merchants stayed in one place for extended periods they often rented out entire houses instead of inns, so this was likely one of those properties.


      But there was no doubt the landlord would foam at the mouth and faint if they saw how the house was teeming with mice.


      “Why me?”


      When Diana paid her visit, Vadan the mouse was in his human form, perhaps because he had been dealing with external business.


      “Because you’re the only one perfect for the job,” Diana replied with a smile.


      Vadan, whose normal work was serving as the captain of a smuggling ship, twisted his face into a frown.


      “Look, that owl’s at the Holy See. Sure, maybe you and the Twilight Cardinal taught him a lesson, but the Holy See’s his home turf. Why do I gotta go there?”


      Owls were the natural predators of mice.


      “I also believe the generosity of the Twilight Cardinal’s heart has its strengths and shortcomings,” Diana said.


      Col did not have Roche the owl killed, of course, but he did not even have him tied up somewhere.


      Yesterday’s enemy could become today’s friend, yes, but rain did not always make for solid ground.


      Vadan was right to object, but Diana had her own grievances.


      “The Twilight Cardinal’s optimism is one of his good points, but at the same time, I wonder if those around him view the ecumenical council too lightly,” she said.


      The wrinkles on the tip of Vadan’s nose deepened.


      Perhaps it was because he was a smuggler by trade that he had a sharp instinct.


      “I hear you’ve been alive for a long while.”


      “I have. That is why I know what the past councils were like, even the parts that do not live on in the records.”


      The last one was not even a hundred years ago—it almost felt recent.


      But even before that, the ecumenical council happened with regular frequency.


      The long eras then were spent almost entirely at war, and so the Church was also occasionally forced to make big policy changes.


      And turbulent periods always came with new challengers who threatened the standings of those in high places.


      That meant there had been plenty of people who attempted to challenge the authority of the Church in the past.


      Diana knew exactly what had happened to those dissenters.


      “I have a feeling if you tell me what happened then, we’ll end up having to go to the owl’s nest.”


      Vadan looked as though he would rather die than go—and indeed, his life was at risk.


      The Holy See was headquartered in an ancient complex with over a thousand years of history.


      The entire facility was practically its own country, and it was built like a labyrinth.


      There were plenty of little gaps for the mice to sneak into, but at the same time, it was also a trap—once they snuck in, it would not be easy to get out.


      “You couldn’t come save us with the way you’re built,” Vadan remarked.


      “What are you gonna do if we’re taken hostage? You gonna stick those big talons into the building and try to save us, like getting honey out of a bee nest?”


      Diana pictured the sight and was impressed—scraping out honey, indeed.


      “That’s an interesting metaphor.”


      “It’d be funny if we weren’t the bee larvae trying to escape.”


      They would quite literally be rats in a trap.


      Diana sighed.


      “But the Twilight Cardinal plans on attending the ecumenical council without any precautions, does he not?”


      It had become the subject of a rampant rumor in the streets.


      If the Twilight Cardinal continued to shake things up throughout the world like this, then the Church would have no choice but to hold the ecumenical council in order to prove their own innocence.


      And as far as Diana could tell, Col would accept the invitation.


      “…Well, yeah, probably. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t cruel to make us sneak into the Holy See and whip up a detailed blueprint of the place beforehand, right?”


      That was the proposal Diana had for Vadan.


      If they were going to invade enemy territory, then they undoubtedly needed a map.


      Even more so if the place was like a maze.


      “I suppose so. But someone needs to do it,” Diana said quietly. “If not, then I don’t think that cute little wolf will be enough to protect the cardinal.”


      “………”


      Vadan sighed deeply and scratched his head.


      “The Church is gonna assassinate him, you mean?”


      “Yes, almost certainly.”


      Vadan’s face twisted further at the addition of “certainly.”


      “In the past, individuals who made the Church apprehensive due to differences in doctrine would be invited to join ecumenical councils that were ostensibly about some grander agenda. On the surface, of course, they would claim it was an opportunity to confirm one another’s faith through dialogue and find a middle ground. Alchemists I’ve known were sweet-talked into joining by the prospect of hammering out an agreement on conducting research without risking accusations of heresy.”


      “And so they strolled right in?”


      “Of course, everyone was cautious. But the Church always said they would guarantee their safety. They would grant them peace of mind by using kings and nobles as guarantors and made everyone attend the council.”


      That story ended the same way every time.


      “…I guess there’s no chance things just so happened to take an unexpected turn for the worse, right?”


      “When it happens every time without fail, that clearly points to a problem on the Church’s side of things. On top of that, this part of the story never survives in the records.”


      Everything was secretly taken care of behind the Holy See’s heavy doors.


      Vadan made a growling noise, then drove a finger into the table.


      “Did you tell the cardinal himself this?” he asked.


      “No.”


      “Why?”


      “If words were enough to stop him, then I imagine he would have had plenty of opportunities to turn back.”


      Case in point, during the commotion a few days prior when Diana herself had saved him, she was quite surprised Myuri had allowed her brother to put himself in such danger.


      She had no idea how things would have turned out if they had made one wrong move.


      But their journey had been such a series of successes that Myuri herself had to acknowledge it.


      Even though the path they walked was dangerous, which was obvious to any outside observer, it must have seemed quite different from where they were standing.


      But that was not necessarily a bad thing.


      It was because they were willing to walk through danger that so many people feverishly supported them.


      What if Diana were to tell the Twilight Cardinal the dark truth of the ecumenical council, and he grew scared?


      No—what if he accepted the dark reality without fear, and then internalized that darkness?


      He would surely no longer shine the way he did.


      It was because he was idealistic to the point of foolishness that others found light in him.


      “You have your own reasons to be upset if they were to fail, do you not?”


      Diana, of course, did not want the continuation of Myuri’s parents’ story to end.


      Plus, she had decided to open the window in her workshop and associate with the world for just a little bit longer.


      It was all so she could place her old, moldy tales on the shelf once she had gotten a whiff of a new, fresh, and lively story.


      The past could never return, nor could she go back to it.


      That was why Diana was lending a hand, but Vadan and his crew seemed particularly devoted to the cause.


      They did not seem to be doing this just because the boy and his sister had asked for a little favor.


      “…It’s ’cause they dragged us back to sea when our ship was about to run aground.”


      What he said was perhaps a metaphor for something, but Myuri and company had indeed found them when they had actually run aground.


      According to what little she heard from Myuri, they had been searching for someone who had saved them—that gave them courage and a ship.


      An alchemist cat spirit, if she recalled correctly.


      As Diana thought about how she was not particularly fond of doing things this way, she pressed on and said, “Books collected over a thousand years and people from all across the world gather at the Holy See.”


      “…?”


      “It would not be strange at all if whatever you are looking for is there.”


      Whether that be person or thing, or a destination as a sailor.


      “I will also do all I can to help you. If the owl targets you and you end up as hostages, I would be ready to do more than just break open the hornet’s nest.”


      While it would be possible for her to break open the hornet’s nest if that was what it came down to, mice were much too small compared to Diana’s talons.


      Saving them all was a gamble that would not be in her favor.


      “Or is there someone else who could carry out this plan better than you?”


      Diana had lived a very long time, and she had spent the majority of her life in that musty workshop of hers.


      She could easily count all the acquaintances she had.


      “We’re probably the best for the job,” Vadan replied. “So…if we have to do it, then I want a bodyguard with a good glare. Actually, why don’t you come along to the Holy See and help us with the job? I bet that owl would behave if you did.”


      “Looking like this?”


      Diana shrugged in jest, and Vadan gave a scowl of a smile.


      “Guess not. Even if you did disguise yourself as a pilgrim, outsiders can only go as far as the plaza outside the grand cathedral.”


      “Would there be anyone who could go with you in my place?”


      “Into the Holy See? I don’t think there’s—Oh, wait, I think we had someone on the inside working with us…”


      “Oh?”


      When Diana showed her interest, Vadan shook his head.


      “But he’s a regular human and a weak little kid. Not gonna be worth much in a scrap.”


      “Mm. As your guard, you mean.”


      “Yeah. There’s also the problem of how we should explain who this person is, on top of the strength they need to protect us from the owl. I know why you want us to draw up the plans of the Holy See, yeah? You want to know where the main escape routes and hidden passageways are so we can be on our guard against assassins.”


      “Precisely. Because I’m more than certain that in the past ecumenical councils, they used those hidden passages to drag the poor little prey that wandered in, deep into the maze.”


      Locations of intrigue relating to power and authority were often likened to spiders’ webs, and that was not far from the truth.


      “Well, that’s not a job that can be done in a day or two. Plus, we need to get around, so obviously, there’s gonna be plenty of places where normal people can’t follow.”


      Even having some high-ranking member of the clergy write a letter of introduction would only allow the most special of pilgrims into the chapel inside, but that was all.


      It would be difficult to stay inside the Holy See for days on end.


      Whoever was going to protect them while they mapped out the Holy See needed to both have superhuman power and enjoy considerable freedom of movement.


      “Perhaps I should capture the owl myself…” Diana suggested.


      Vadan shrugged.


      “That’d make things easy, but what do you think the Twilight Cardinal would say about that?”


      The way he said it was pointed, almost sarcastic, but Diana put her hand to her cheek and sighed because she knew what he meant.


      Col and Roche had come to a gentlemen’s agreement.


      If Diana and Vadan were to break that agreement without discussing it with either party first, it would create rifts in their own relationship with Col.


      “Could you even catch the owl?” Vadan asked. “I mean, him leisurely preening himself at the top of a tower is one thing, sure, but he’s inside the Holy See. Could you pin him down with those skinny arms of yours with everyone watching?”


      It was Diana’s turn to shrug.


      “We either need a plan to draw the owl out of his nest, or someone else who will help us.”


      As she fell into thought, her finger pressed to her chin, she noticed Vadan’s steady gaze on her.


      “What is it?”


      “Let me just make this clear—I haven’t said a word yet about helpin’ you out.”


      Diana was an alchemist who regularly defied the natural laws of the world.


      She smiled and ignored Vadan’s attempts to reason with her.


      Incidentally, Vadan told Diana the inside man they had was a boy who worked in the Holy See archives.


      This boy was so passionate about the Twilight Cardinal that Myuri was usually on guard against him, which made Diana smile.


      Canaan—the boy in question—was reportedly on his way back to the Holy See because of the recent fuss.


      The problem had been resolved while he was still en route, but since he was human, there was no way they could quickly bring him the news.


      And so, he remained in the Holy See for the Twilight Cardinal’s sake.


      When Diana suggested they establish contact with this boy and ask him to draw the Holy See’s layout for them, they had to confront an identity problem—the same problem they faced when she proposed infiltrating it herself.


      Since Canaan was on the inside, he was free to move around as he pleased, but everyone knew who he was.


      If he were to act differently than usual, people would begin to question him.


      And since he was a normal human, Roche the owl was a serious obstacle.


      While it was hard to believe the gloomy owl still harbored malice toward the Twilight Cardinal, if he discovered anyone acting suspiciously, he would not watch on silently.


      Plus, he was not necessarily the only nonhuman in the Holy See, and there was a chance that someone other than Roche could pose a threat to the insider boy or Vadan and his mice.


      “Protection for Vadan and his crew? I see.”


      Once Diana met up with Ilenia again, she shared the gist of their predicament.


      As they spoke, Diana noticed the air about Ilenia was slightly different from when they had parted.


      She seemed refreshed, as though she had been relieved of a weight on her shoulders.


      Diana wondered if anything about herself was any different as she turned her attention to the present problem.


      “If this were happening in a bigger place,” she began, “either you or I could take care of it.”


      “Yes, very much so. I think we could offer assistance if the ecumenical council goes awry and chaos breaks out,” Ilenia said leisurely, perhaps because she had made good use of her power as a sheep once before, despite how mild-mannered she seemed.


      “I wish I had remembered all this earlier,” Diana remarked.


      “About the past ecumenical councils?”


      Diana shrugged slightly.


      “Humans on their own are timid and good-natured, but the arrogance and cruelty they display in large groups is beyond anything we are capable of.”


      The Church was the biggest group of humans known in their society.


      And then there was Col, who was trying to challenge the Church.


      He could not survive such a fight with good intentions and passion alone.


      “This doesn’t sound like something Myuri will be able to manage on her own, either,” Ilenia remarked.


      Intrigue. Secrets. And numbers.


      The ecumenical council was always held at the Holy See, which gave their opponents the geographical advantage.


      They needed a countermeasure, and even if Col and Myuri asked for help from the Kingdom of Winfiel, the problem of distance stood in their way, and there was fundamentally only so much a human could do.


      “I have sent word to every acquaintance I have who could be of help, but do you have anyone, Ilenia?”


      Ilenia then shrank sheepishly.


      “Only Mr. Huskins, really…”


      “I’m not sure that will work.”


      That obstinate sheep would never enthusiastically go all the way to the Holy See.


      It was all-out battles in places like the wide-open plains of the Winfiel Kingdom where the golden sheep could show what he was truly capable of.


      He would be perfect if they wanted to turn the Holy See into a vacant plot of land.


      “Wouldn’t Myuri be the ideal bodyguard?”


      Her nose was sharp, and she had large fangs and claws that were perfect for the job, even in smaller spaces.


      “But we need her to protect the Twilight Cardinal,” Diana said with a smile, and Ilenia chuckled.


      The girl loved tales of adventure, so she would absolutely want to join Vadan and his crew. Her tail would puff up in excitement the moment she heard the plan to sneak into the Holy See and record every detail of the mazelike complex.


      But if she went with them, that would leave the Twilight Cardinal defenseless in the meantime.


      Myuri would not want to leave Col’s side whether he was in danger or not.


      Diana loved the powerful, bittersweet relationship Col and Myuri had.


      As she admired their relationship from afar, as if it were candlelight drifting over the water, she noticed Ilenia’s smile had suddenly vanished.


      “Oh, but…right. Myuri. Speaking of…”


      “Do you have an idea?” Diana asked.


      “I do,” Ilenia replied. “Myuri said she recently made a new friend.”


      The white wolf could make friends with anyone; even Huskins came across like a kindly old grandfather when he spoke of her.


      When Diana urged Ilenia to tell her more about this friend, Ilenia said, “She said she met a wolf spirit in the university city of Aquent.”


      “My.”


      “Why not ask that person for help?”


      “In Aquent, was it?”


      Diana was in a position where she sought all kinds of knowledge as an alchemist, so she knew the name of the city.


      After a moment of thought, she said, “Then it sounds like it would be a good idea to tell her about our plan. I’m certain she could keep it a secret from her brother, and I reckon she likes stories about battle and whatnot.”


      “She does, a lot.”


      As Diana smiled, she quickly sketched the whole picture in her mind.


      Artists that paint distant landscapes of cities often used the phrase “bird’s-eye view,” and Diana was quite literally a bird.


      She pictured an overhead view of the Holy See and thought about how she would support those who would be fighting there, and how they should be placed.


      It was likely the Twilight Cardinal assumed that the ecumenical council would be nothing more than a big meeting, but it was actually nothing short of a battle that almost guaranteed violence.


      And Diana had seen her share of battles.


      Kumerson, where she had her workshop, had once been a squalid town of disrepute; the Church condemned it as a hive of pagans and attacked a number of times, forcing them to stand up to many people in positions of power.


      Diana had lent a hand in many of those battles to protect her memories of the itinerant monk.


      When the past suddenly came back to her, a certain phrase came to mind: acting unbecoming of her age.


      That was because she had realized just how excited she was.


      “I suppose I shouldn’t always stay cooped up in my workshop, should I?”


      “Hmm?”


      Ilenia turned to look at Diana when she spoke aloud to herself, and Diana gave a faint smile and a shake of her head.


      “Now, can you tell the girl all this?” she asked the little mouse peeking out from her sleeve.


      “We’re asking Lutia for help?”


      There was a bloody aspect to the ecumenical council, and it would be upon them all too soon.


      When the women told the wolf girl of their plan to stem that flow of blood, her eyes gleamed fearlessly.


      But her reaction was lukewarm when they mentioned they wanted to involve Lutia.


      Diana soared southward through the skies, thinking back on how Myuri had acted.


      Myuri casually called Lutia by name, which meant she was not entirely wrong to call them friends, but it turned out events in the university city of Aquent had been more complicated than she thought.


      Whatever it was, it was enough to make her hesitate to rely on Lutia’s help, even though the goal of their plan was to keep her precious brother safe.


      “Because…he came back to our room with his clothes damp with Lutia’s tears and thick with her scent…”


      As Myuri reluctantly told them what had happened, Ilenia took the time to calm her, but beneath a smile, Diana was thinking back to a bygone age.


      She understood that even if times changed, there were some things that never did.


      The most upstanding of holy men were earnest and generous, which usually meant they were unintentional womanizers.


      The days must have been endlessly worrying for the wolf who wanted to keep the Twilight Cardinal all to herself.


      At the very least, that was what Diana was like in her time.


      “But I think Lutia will help,” Myuri had said. “She knows Canaan, and I think she was doing the same kind of studying my brother’s doing, so she might be perfect for scouting the Holy See.”


      Diana learned that Lutia was studying ecclesiastic law in Aquent.


      Whether or not they should involve the boy Canaan in the plan was still up for debate, and they still needed to find a way to grant Lutia free access to the Holy See. For the moment, it was enough that Lutia was more than capable of keeping Vadan and his crew safe.


      It would be too much of a hassle to communicate via letter, and Diana wanted to see what the university city looked like in the present day, so she decided to go for a little fly.


      And as she was preparing to depart, Myuri said, “But we’re still keeping what we really are a secret from Canaan, so that’s the one thing we need to be careful about. I think we should tell him, though.”


      When Myuri said this, Col had apparently seemed hesitant.


      That was certainly his own way of showing his consideration.


      Not necessarily to ensure the secret of nonhumans did not get out, but because he felt responsible—it would surely dramatically change the boy Canaan’s worldview if he knew.


      The reason Diana had never told the traveling monk her truth was because she felt the same way.


      There was no doubt he had his suspicions; he was a smart person, and Diana believed he had come to this conclusion on his own.


      But placing hands on the same spot on the wall that separated their adjoining rooms was not the same as actually holding hands.


      Even if it was practically the same thing in terms of distance, the concepts were leagues apart.


      And so he never conclusively confirmed this with her, nor did Diana ever bring it up herself.


      She had been unable to open the door, leave her room, then open the door to his room.


      And because of that, once he left to continue his journey, she was forever unable to take his hand.


      She knew well that there were no words powerful enough to keep him from leaving, to make him stay with her.


      Or perhaps there had been another way?


      Just in the way the odd couple—the traveling merchant and the wolf who had visited her workshop—had managed.


      As Diana posed this question to herself, she realized with a start what she was thinking about.


      “…I think I’ve been spending too much time around those two.”


      As a great problem loomed before them, Col and Myuri faced it awkwardly, but with everything they had.


      There were bits and pieces of their relationship that drew out some of Diana’s very old memories.


      It was almost like a cold cellar with no windows, where glowing mushrooms grew here and there, and the old memories under the bluish light puffed up like dust at the tiniest movement.


      I’ll have to use this opportunity to tidy up.


      Col and Myuri reminded Diana of the joy that came with the prospect of slowly building something.


      For that, she decided she needed to free up some space on her shelves stuffed full of older memories, but she was not sure how to go about it.


      She still did not have the answer when she spotted the outline of the city in the distance.


      She saw several streets running along the earth, and that alone told her it was a rather bustling city.


      Wandering students were much like wild animals—they committed violence in the name of God and learning; she had heard the university city was such a crucible of vice that even God had given up on it.


      Alchemists were not lacking in awful rumors, either, so Diana felt a sense of kinship in that regard.


      “Still…Her tears and scent, hmm?”


      It sounded as though the two of them had put in a great deal of effort for Lutia’s sake, but Myuri did not know the details of how it had been resolved in the end.


      Col had not told her, citing a promise he made to Lutia.


      While she thought about how naughty that was, it made her curious about what Col was keeping from Myuri; she knew how straitlaced he was, so the certainty that it could not be a romantic reason only made her want to find out even more—it was something she could simply not let go as an alchemist, one who made a living exposing the secrets hidden behind the laws of the world.


      As those thoughts rolled through her mind, Diana flew in great arcs across the dawning sky and slowly began to descend, aiming for a spot out of sight.


      Aquent was just as lively as she had heard, but it did not feel as rough as Diana first assumed.


      There were bookshops dotting the streets, and the way the scent of parchment filled the air made her think favorably of the city.


      She was sure it would be rather exciting to have a workshop here.


      Of course, she could not leave the one she had in Kumerson, but it was fun thinking about the possibilities.


      And so, she strolled through the city of Aquent as the hustle and bustle grew louder when morning came, and she came upon the market.


      Diana’s avian eyes immediately found what she was looking for.


      “Are you Lutia?” she asked a girl who was buying food with children in tow.


      The girl turned around, not particularly on guard, but then her eyes went wide.


      There were all sorts of foodstuffs lining the stalls of the market, with chickens and ducks and quails and geese all packed together.


      There were surely birds in this market that lived with their necks all bound together.


      “Wh-who are you?” the girl asked.


      “My name is Diana.” Diana smiled and added, “Myuri told me about you.”


      That conveyed the gist of things, and though there was still a faint hint of caution in Lutia’s eyes, the tension evaporated from her shoulders.


      “Oh, okay…Uh, sorry, but I’m in the middle of shopping right now.”


      “Of course. Allow me to help you,” Diana said, reaching out to one of the bewildered children, who was practically saddled with bags, and taking a few to carry.


      “I suppose it would be a bit hard to believe if I called myself a student, no?” Diana joked, and Lutia gave her a faint smile in return.


      As it turned out, various groups of students had territories within Aquent, and Lutia seemed to command the students who came from the north.


      And much like the merchants and craftsmen who created guilds, the students had their own bases, and Lutia brought Diana to the top floor of one particular building that was full of life.


      “Sorry about the noise, but no one’s gonna be listening in on us like this.”


      “I don’t mind noise every once in a while.”


      For children so full of energy, this was a gathering place.


      It was unlikely Diana would be able to do any work here, like carefully balancing a reagent as light as earwax on the scales, but it had its good points.


      “You said you’re an alchemist?”


      Diana shrugged. “But I am not here in search of the philosopher’s stone,” she said. “I’m here for the Twilight Cardinal.”


      Lutia nodded with the same degree of brusqueness.


      “Thought so. But I’m still looking into what he asked about,” she replied. “You can rush me, but that’s not gonna make things go any faster.”


      “Hmm?” Diana tilted her head. Lutia’s eyes widened slightly, then narrowed to study Diana.


      “And…that’s not what you’re here for…You said you were an alchemist, so I just assumed.”


      Lutia did not seem to be the type to act thoughtlessly, so it seemed the Twilight Cardinal had gotten in very close with her to ask for something like this.


      Her tears and her scent, Myuri had said.


      What had they done together, and what sort of secret did they share?


      And it seemed as though the Twilight Cardinal had asked the wolf girl of the university city to look into something for him.


      Her alchemist’s curiosity reared its head.


      “What business do you have with me, then?”


      It seemed Lutia had no intention of talking about it, of course.


      Diana did not pursue the topic and stated her business.


      “The Twilight Cardinal will attend the ecumenical council if it’s held, yes? For that, we’d like a detailed map of the enemy camp.”


      Once Diana told her about what the past councils were like, Lutia immediately grasped the gist.


      “Studying the enemy before the fight is a good thing,” Lutia said. “Especially when we’re at a disadvantage in numbers.”


      Diana smiled.


      The university city was a place where a lot of hot-blooded young men came together.


      When the rambunctious Myuri was here, Diana was sure the two of them came together, rolled up their sleeves, and stood their ground.


      “Of course I want to help if there’s anything I can do,” Lutia continued. “But…”


      “But?”


      “Is that a place where I’m allowed to be?”


      Lutia seemed to be older than Myuri, but something about her made her seem like she lacked confidence.


      According to what Myuri had said, Lutia had thrown herself into a made-up conflict in the hustle and bustle of the university city, all to avoid the loneliness that came from losing the dear noble couple who had taught her about the human world.


      Diana felt she had heard this story before, but it was also a rather common tale for people like them.


      Of course, that said, Diana had no intention of calling her story trite.


      She could tell from the brief glimpses Lutia’s expressions offered that it had surely been very painful for her.


      There was an air around her that said she had finally learned how to walk on her own with Col and Myuri’s help.


      “I actually wanted to ask if you had any good ideas in that regard,” Diana said. “I heard you’re studying ecclesiastic law. Isn’t this where all the best knowledge in the world comes together?”


      The professors of ecclesiastic law surely knew how to get into the center of all faith.


      “Oh yeah…I guess, maybe, if I ask the professors.”


      “Would you do that?” Diana asked.


      A sour look crossed Lutia’s face.


      “Is it not possible?”


      The frowning wolf girl pouted her lips.


      “I just had a disagreement with them…”


      Diana could not help but laugh at her honest admission.


      “If you manage to overcome the awkwardness, then we can lessen the chances the Twilight Cardinal will encounter danger.”


      She looked at Lutia with a smile, and an expression of guilt crossed the wolf girl’s face.


      “I know. I figured this would be the time I repay them.”


      “I’ll help you. But…I’m afraid I don’t have much in the way of wealth,” Diana remarked.


      Lutia’s smile was faint, but dry.


      “We don’t need money.”


      Diana blinked.


      “But isn’t gold a panacea in the human world?”


      “This is a university city, remember,” Lutia said. “Aren’t you an alchemist who’s lived way longer than me? Knowledge is worth way more here than gold.”


      “Are you asking me to go around explaining the relation between sulfur and acid to your ecclesiastic law professors?”


      Lutia shrugged, then let her gaze wander as her thoughts churned, until her eyes came to rest on one particular spot.


      The bookcase.


      “What about rare books?” she suggested.


      “What about them?”


      “The Twilight Cardinal is also absurdly in love with books, and there are tons of people like him in the city. Plus, rare books are good business.”


      Lutia told Diana about the textbook speculation, and Diana was both surprised and astonished.


      It took time and effort to make copies of a book, so when demand for them increased as textbooks, their prices soared.


      That likely meant it was very easy to manufacture that sort of situation if the book in question was a rare one.


      Of course, there was also pure intellectual curiosity, or the pride of simply owning a rare book.


      “I see…Books…”


      “I bet you have books that no one else knows about,” Lutia said, then suddenly began scratching her head as though a thought had just come to her. “Oh, but…Maybe the timing’s not great for that.”


      Diana gave her a questioning look.


      “It all has to do with the Twilight Cardinal,” Lutia said, her reply a bit tired. “The Church is getting ready for their fight against him, too. That makes this the perfect place to gather warriors armed with knowledge, right? From what I’ve heard, the Church is gathering allies for the upcoming ecumenical council by using all the rare books in the Holy See’s archives as bait.”


      “So it’s more expensive to recruit mercenaries now?”


      Lutia nodded, and Diana sighed.


      If the Holy See was using their archives as bait, then it would be much more difficult to catch the professors’ attention with one little book here and there.


      But the idea of using rare books still had potential.


      And due to her work as an alchemist, she felt a slight sense of antagonism toward private collections.


      She drew upon the memory of her workshop in Kumerson and searched for anything that might have value.


      But then, for the first time ever, she realized she could not recall what books she had on what bookshelves very well.


      If anything, all she could remember was writing down the stories of the stern merchants who frequented her workshop and told her about all the interesting things that happened to them.


      She smiled dryly—ah, right.


      New wine into new wineskins.


      If memory served her correctly, there was such a verse in the scripture.


      She had told herself she would open the windows to her workshop, let in new air, and add new tales to her bookshelves.


      But the old books occupied more of her bookshelves than even she thought, and it seemed as though a sense of homesickness, the precise reasons for which she could no longer remember, was throwing its weight around.


      Perhaps this was her opportunity to clean it all up.


      Diana dove deep into her memory, opened the door to the dim library, and let in the light for the first time in centuries.


      The light illuminated several valuable tomes.


      At the very back sat a book from a time before she was called the Alchemist of Kumerson, which, in fact, served as the very spark that eventually led to her associating with the human world.


      “Oh, I might have something.”


      “Oh?”


      Lutia leaned forward, her eyes glittering with curiosity.


      There were a host of motivations that had brought her to the university city, but perhaps her thirst for knowledge was the true reason.


      While Lutia was desperate to know what that book was, Diana first had to extricate the book from the depths of her memory and brush off the dust.


      Even though she thought she had been taking good care of it, it had been left for too long in the recesses of her memory, and it took a bit of trouble to recall it.


      That made her feel sad and empty, but it also offered a lightness to her heart.


      She circled up from the depths of her memory to the present moment, like rising through the clouds and into a clear night sky.


      “But it might be a bit too valuable for the professors of ecclesiastic law…”


      “What?”


      “Ah, I see, I think it is.”


      Diana kept talking as Lutia looked at her dubiously.


      “Yes. Of course. This book might be able to solve a big portion of our problems.”


      Diana finally realized she had been talking to herself, a habit that had come of studying for long periods on her own.


      She briefly apologized to Lutia, whom she had left forgotten, and said, “Do you know the name Saint Luciroferus?”


      It was so sudden that Lutia seemed a bit taken aback, but she was still a good student.


      “I…do. I believe that’s the name of a saint from a bygone age who was unusually good at poetry. In the twilight years of the ancient empire, he ventured northward with the army and converted many pagans, and in the end, he…”


      As Lutia drew upon her own knowledge, her eyes came to rest on Diana, and she stopped.


      “North…ward? Was he there…with you?”


      Diana neither confirmed nor denied—she simply shrugged.


      “I have Saint Luciroferus’s entire poetry collection and annotated scripture, of which I believe only the first half is known to the rest of the world.”


      She recalled how the monk deftly wove his poetry despite how rugged he looked.


      He really hated it when others wrote down his poetry, but he never tried to stop her.


      Diana thought back on those moments and smiled wryly.


      Because that was the best they could each do to get closer to one another.


      But if she truly wanted to keep him close, then she should have taken his hand, like that self-proclaimed wisewolf did with the merchant.


      Or leaped at him with all her might, like the brilliant silver wolf had done.


      “Luciroferus was recognized as a saint, wasn’t he?”


      “Uh, yeah…I dunno how many ecumenical councils ago that was, though.”


      “Then perhaps someone can take the book to the Holy See, enthusiastically offer it as support for their fight against the Twilight Cardinal and receive a tour of the Holy See in return, no?”


      Lutia was taken aback, and a mischievous smile crossed her face.


      “And you want me to play the part of the enthusiastic girl?”


      “An innocent village girl passing by an abandoned abbey is drawn in by a mysterious presence and stumbles upon a hidden treasure box—or so goes the usual story.”


      Lutia was sharp, and she had an odd strength about her that came from being a wolf.


      The simple girls from the countryside often came across like this.


      When Kumerson was still a small village, it was those types of girls who went around whipping the men into action whenever danger drew near.


      If anything, she even seemed like a miracle worker, and it was hard to think the Church would be wary of her at all.


      “Canaan, was it? If an archivist is helping us, then he could go over the top and ramble on about how valuable the book is. Then, if the girl who witnessed a saint’s miracle said she wanted to take advantage of a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and get a thorough look around the Holy See, they would surely accommodate her.”


      Vadan and his crew could take advantage of that tour and draw a detailed map of the Holy See.


      Roche, wearing a bitter expression, flashed through Diana’s mind.


      “Well, in theory…it should work…”


      Lutia dropped her pensive gaze and lightly pinched her own nose.


      “But…are you sure?”


      “Hmm?”


      Diana turned her attention to Lutia at her question to find a troubled look on her face.


      “Isn’t that book a part of your memory?”


      Lutia had lost people precious to her and then isolated herself here in the city.


      Diana was painfully sympathetic to how she felt, but none of that felt like her reality anymore.


      It was only for a short period in her life she had been a maiden in love, and that had been a long, long time ago.


      It was about time she refilled her shelves with new books.


      “I think I will be sad about my empty shelves for a little while,” she said, lightly weaving her fingertips together and turning her gaze outside the window. “But I also think it’s exciting to add new books to my library.”


      Right? She looked back at Lutia for confirmation, and Lutia nodded as though Diana’s gaze had pierced her heart.


      “I guess, maybe. No, you’re right.”


      Lutia also looked out the window, then back to Diana.


      “Should we get in contact with Canaan and put together a strategy?”


      “You can contact him?”


      “I know who in the Holy See we’re supposed to send a letter to. There are birds helping Myuri’s eagle spirit friend who’ll deliver letters for us. I bet they’ll get it to him in no time if we ask them to deliver.”


      “Oh my. I suppose I’ll have to give them my thanks, too.”


      The city birds had been terribly nervous ever since Diana came to the city.


      “However,” Lutia suddenly said, and looked at Diana.


      If her instincts were correct, then it was a look full of curiosity, one that another might see as a bit rude.


      “Saint Luciroferus’s poems often praised angels and the Holy Mother…”


      Diana made no excuses, nor did she affirm Lutia’s assumptions.


      If those were his awkward ways of wooing her, then whether it was her fault or that dry old stick’s fault was up for debate.


      If anything, Diana leaned forward slightly in her chair as though sharing a secret, and said, “What do you think?”


      “Wh-what?”


      Lutia was not expecting to be asked a question in turn, it seemed, and with a perplexed smile, she said, “I guess I need to get to know you a little better before I can give you an exact answer.”


      Diana shrugged, and Lutia stood up.


      “The table might be a bit too loud,” Lutia continued, “but would you like lunch?”
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      “I’d be delighted.”


      Diana stood. Lutia reached to open the door, but stopped herself.


      “Myuri didn’t ask you to come all the way out here to try to pry into the secret between her brother and me, did she?”


      With the usual mysterious smile on her face, Diana reached for the door in Lutia’s stead.


      “I am personally interested.”


      “Hah. Guess she’s surprisingly obedient.”


      The two left the room and closed the door behind them.


      After choosing her words carefully, Lutia said, “I can’t tell you what it is myself, but if you ask the Twilight Cardinal, he’ll probably tell you. You are an alchemist, after all.”


      Lutia smiled in response to Diana’s silent gaze.


      “That’s what the secret is about.”


      “Is it, now?”


      “Yeah. It’d be too much of a shock for Myuri, he says. I think he’s being overprotective, though.”


      Diana simply offered a silent smile to the exasperated Lutia.


      Both of them were too overprotective of each other.


      “Ah, right. I came across something pretty interesting when I was doing research into that other stuff.”


      They walked down the hall, dodging children busily running everywhere and stepping over boys curled up on the corridor floor reciting their books as Lutia continued talking.


      “You’re flying back to get your precious book, right? There’s something I want you to tell the Twilight Cardinal along the way.” Lutia’s eyes suddenly became those of a wolf. “I’ve heard the Church is gathering info on a land that lies even farther beyond the desert. They’re looking for scholars who’re well-versed in the language and culture of the distant east.”


      “Oh?”


      “I’ve heard there’s been a political upheaval way out there. But people whisper about it with plenty of embellishments.”


      As they ventured down the stairs, Lutia turned to look back at Diana.


      “Apparently, that the upheaval wasn’t caused by the military, but brought about by a crosier God left behind on earth.”


      “………”


      “It’s just a rumor, though,” Lutia said, then shrugged. “But enough to catch the Church’s attention.”


      “Indeed. That isn’t very good news for us, is it?”


      Lutia smiled slightly—that saved her the time of having to explain in detail.


      The Church was constantly being pressured by the Twilight Cardinal’s activities, and they were likely holding the ecumenical council with their survival on the line.


      But they were not holding the council without a plan, and there was a very good chance they had their own plan for victory up their sleeve.


      And any quick-witted person would anticipate that and start looking into it.


      They would ask themselves: What secret plan does the Church have ready to slay the Twilight Cardinal?


      Was what Lutia sniffed out smoke without fire, or something else?


      “God’s crosier,” Diana murmured softly. “A relic?”


      “I think so.”


      There were plenty of rumors of holy relics that wrought miracles, and these were perfect for bringing down the Church’s enemies.


      Plus, the Church had these things hidden in safekeeping here and there, and there were tales of scraps of fabric left behind from when God descended to earth that might create any number of full outfits if put together.


      Personally, Diana was rather curious as to what relic they might produce in order to take down the Twilight Cardinal, but the future of those she wanted to protect rested on their victory at the ecumenical council.


      With her alchemist’s curiosity, Diana began to make mental notes of the information Lutia had given her.


      Afterward, Diana helped Lutia prepare lunch for the boys in her care and had a rather enjoyable time.


      The curious boys showered her with questions, which was perhaps something of a given in the university city.


      And then, subconsciously, the word apprentice came to mind, and she wore a weary smile.


      She closed her eyes and pictured herself looking down on this city, on this land, from the sky above.


      There were still plenty of delights to discover.


      Diana’s gaze roamed, hoping the story of the silver wolf and the kindhearted young man—two who seemed to be having quite a bit of fun—would land safely.


      The dust left behind when she pulled out her old books was blown away by the sigh that accompanied her wry smile.
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      CHAPTER THREE


      There was a word—lifesaver.


      It was when Myuri sat in attendance for her umpteenth dinner banquet that this thought came to her.


      Once again, the Twilight Cardinal sat surrounded by important people, strangled by the vines that had grown from the seeds he himself had sown, inching ever closer to his limits.


      The same went for the townsfolk who were also in attendance at the dinner, watching the Twilight Cardinal from afar.


      As he constantly and modestly listened to people’s stories and prayed for their happiness, those close to him began to see him as a dim-witted sheep who lollygagged in the face of an important project.


      When Diana returned from Aquent she brought news: Lutia had agreed to help, and they had come up with a way to sneak into the enemy’s den—the Holy See.


      All that was left, then, was to put into motion the plan to get the sheep out of town. But Myuri, who knew just how stubborn her brother could be, wanted a bit of extra push to go along with it.


      And then, Vadan brought news.


      “Enemies. Five of them. Seem skilled.”


      At the time, Myuri had been staring coolly at her ungainly brother; he had never been very good at socializing, but now he was well and truly overstretched, and his smile was visibly tense.


      But that social awkwardness must have made him seem like an honest and upright saint, because more than half the people who filled the halls of the residence were still fooled by his demeanor.


      As she watched her brother act a fool and struggle to stay afloat, she whispered into her sleeve.


      “We’ll use ’em, then.”


      “What a scary little lady.”


      When Vadan gave his reply, Myuri stood from her chair.


      At that point, the few people who were nervous about talking to the Twilight Cardinal used the chance to ask Myuri her business.


      Myuri then used the noble lady’s smile that Hyland taught her to drive them back.


      A faint smile usually opened the way for her.


      What her brother lacked was this sort of positive perfunctoriness.


      “Will he be safe even if I leave?”


      “No one’s stupid enough to come in here with a weapon. I’ve got some of my crew here, plus Klevend.”


      Myuri shrugged, then looked over at Klevend, who stuck with the Twilight Cardinal like an old friend. The prince looked flippant on the outside, but even to Myuri’s eyes, he was skilled in the sword and had sharp instincts.


      He noticed Myuri’s gaze right away, and offered her a self-satisfied smile.


      She felt a twinge of resentment, but he was perfectly capable of protecting her brother.


      “All right, let’s go.”


      “God bless those poor attackers.”


      Myuri quietly left the dining hall and stepped into the corridor. As she smoothed out the wrinkles in her robe, she said, “I’m nowhere near as scary as Ilenia.”


      Vadan, who had left her sleeve and now perched on her shoulder, shivered.


      The mercenary king’s residence was where the banquet with a never-ending stream of guests took place, and it was slowly becoming a palace that never slept.


      After Myuri left her seat at the table, she took just a few steps into the corridor, and young nobles suddenly appeared out of nowhere and began speaking to her—Was she on her way home? Should they escort her back? It was dangerous to be walking around outside at night, after all. And so on and so forth.


      The noble lady’s smile did not work on the young men, so Myuri put on a bashful face in its stead, managed something vague about picking flowers, and shook them off.


      In the end, she hiked up the hem of her robes, dashed down the corridor, opened a window in an empty room, and left.


      She snuck past the yawning guards on night watch, exiting the grounds where the mercenary king lived. Only then did she feel like she could finally breathe.


      “Feasts only taste good because you only eat them every so often.”


      “I wouldn’t mind ’em every day, though.”


      Myuri poked Vadan’s nose, who still sat on her shoulder, and as she ran she stripped off her robes, undid the tightly bound sash around her waist, and handed them off to the mice running at her feet.


      She then found a perfectly dark alleyway, where she threw off the rest of her clothes in one quick movement and deftly folded them.


      The stray dogs that were watching on curiously, wondering what was going on, immediately yelped and scampered off.


      “So, where to?”


      Myuri, back in her wolf form, stamped on the ground and shook her head.


      She had been cooped up inside this whole time, accompanying her brother, so when she stretched, there came a satisfying cracking sound.


      “The third floor at that inn over there,” Vadan pointed out. “My guys are already on standby.”


      Myuri lifted her head and narrowed her eyes.


      There were many seedy-looking buildings in this area, and this inn also looked like it had a slight lean to it.


      She could probably leap straight into the room through the third floor window if she leaped off the wall of the house opposite, but the walls to that house also seemed rather unstable, and she would probably kick straight through it if she tried to use it as a foothold.


      “Can you unlock the door from the inside?”


      “You’re going in lookin’ like that?”


      “My spring shed is basically over, so it’s probably fine.”


      Luckily, the flagstone pavement meant her paws were not all that dirty, so she would not be leaving any footprints, either.


      “Let’s just hope these poor guests don’t peek out from their rooms,” Vadan said, before glancing over at his crew and giving them a signal.


      Just like the way the shadows danced in the dark when one moved around the light of a candle, the swarm of mice slipped into the gaps of the inn. Not long afterward, the door was unlocked; Myuri nudged the door open with her nose and stepped inside.


      With one sniff, she could tell this was a cheap inn, just as the exterior suggested.


      She could smell the stench of cheap pig fat and mold from a kitchen not properly cleaned. That, plus the smell of cheap, sour booze.


      She could walk silently through a forest floor blanketed with leaves up to her knees, but the floor of an old inn that was not properly cared for grumbled at the prospect of holding her up, unlike the generous forest floor.


      Knowing the targets were likely keeping an ear out for footsteps, she walked with the irregular steps of a drunk as convincingly as she could.


      But on the other hand, with every step she took she could feel the awful sensation of a greasy mess, probably from tallow candles, that had been piled high with dust through her paws.


      I need to really wipe my feet down when I get back, she thought.


      At last, with the mice guiding her, she made it upstairs, down the hall, and to the room without getting lost.


      She sniffed quietly, and by the smells of the cheap inn, which she was already sick of, she was able to pinpoint exactly what she was searching for.


      There were five ruffians inside.


      All of them were tired, but at the same time nervous and eager.


      The scent of expensive oil used to sharpen blades, different from the smell of the cheap grease that permeated the inn, caused the fur on her tail to stand on end.


      Her brother underestimated how common villains like this were even though he was already drawing so much attention. Vadan’s crew were the ones who tipped her off that shady characters had been casing Wobern for a few days now.


      She knew if they caught these thugs and stuck them in her brother’s face, he would be forced to consider for once how much trouble they were going through to keep him safe.


      At the moment, Myuri was the only person in the whole city who could do such a thing.


      After all, they had not told Klevend and his men about the existence of nonhumans, so it was out of the question to give him reports that there were shady folk lurking about. And even though Vadan and his crew were adept at using their tiny bodies to collect information, their small size meant they would always be at a disadvantage in a fight.


      Meanwhile, Ilenia and Diana were too powerful.


      If they got involved in a fight, they were liable to tear up houses from their foundations or scatter entire armies.


      Either way, Myuri had come to capture them as living proof to show just how difficult it was to protect the Twilight Cardinal in this bustling city.


      She sniffed and smelled candles burning.


      Once the mice leaped onto the candles and snuffed them out, their opponents would be left completely defenseless for a few moments, no matter how good their night vision was.


      In that small opening, Myuri needed to deftly capture them all alive and in one piece.


      Her good-natured brother hated violence, so she could not go home with the smell of blood on her.


      Of course, he would no doubt be furious his little sister was engaging in such unladylike escapades to begin with.


      Then who would protect you? she thought, but she knew he would simply reply, God.


      That loathsome god of the Church, who had never been seen much less heard, yet held every iota of her brother’s interest.


      As Myuri bristled in jealousy, she noticed the nervous stares of the mice.


      It seemed they considered the enemies on the other side of the door to be considerably powerful.


      Myuri dropped her indignant tail and shook her head.


      And when the signal to start the operation came, she nodded.


      “Mice?!”


      By the time she heard voices of surprise cry out, the door had already been unlocked from the inside.


      Myuri slipped into the room like the wind and got a grasp on the situation in a second.


      The wooden shutters, closed as though hiding a secret, were full of holes, and the starlight pouring through kept the room surprisingly bright. Her opponents were straining their eyes as hard as they could as they moved to grab their weapons, but human eyes could only manage so much.


      She was sure the last sight in their memory would be a pair of red eyes that moved silently in the dark.


      “Perfect.”


      The candles had gone out, the resulting smoke rising to the ceiling with a quiet sizzle.


      Before the smoke had a chance to dissipate, five silhouettes lay neatly on the floor, passed out from large front paws gently patting their heads.


      “…They’re not dead, are they?”


      “Nah, they’re fine. You did good.”


      She had been angry lately, so she was relieved to hear this.


      Vadan, who had been roaming over the desk, sniffed through sheaves of paper.


      “So this is their plan, huh? Glad we broke in before they burned ’em.”


      Myuri approached, seeing the documents were written in what was either a foreign language she had never seen before, or in code.


      “They’re after my brother, right?”


      “Yeah, according to what my guys overheard. We either need to decode these documents or hear it straight from their mouths to know who they’re gettin’ orders from.”


      “They were gonna get in with the early morning mass crowd, wait till my nice brother welcomed them in, and then…stab, right?”


      Myuri pictured the stupid look on her oblivious brother’s face, as he realized what was happening in his very final moments, and sighed.


      On the desk was a neat row of freshly sharpened weapons.


      Myuri loved weapons, but she had never seen these before—they were small, odd, double-edged knives that seemed like they would be of little use in an actual battle.


      When she looked at these weapons clearly not made for war, Myuri realized that professional assassins killed without passion or emotion.


      They spared no efforts in their preparations, checked their plans thoroughly, and silently carried out their duty.


      She wished a certain brother of hers would learn a thing or two from them.


      “But this is perfect. We’ll use this plan for ourselves,” Myuri said, looking at the assassins the mice had so neatly tied up.


      Myuri yawned, emitting a lukewarm puff of white breath into the thick morning mist.


      Today was another day when a great number of people trudged through the haze toward the church.


      Myuri walked behind and slightly to the side of her brother, noticing that his gait was unsteady.


      She did not even have to look at his face, for she could tell from his scent alone he had barely slept.


      He was earnest, inflexible, and stubborn.


      Ultimately, he was not one to approach Myuri first during a fight, so she continued to sleep alone, hugging her tail as she did, but that would end today.


      Prince-Elector Duran and the priests from the church walked at the head of the procession, while guards and high-ranking nobles followed close behind.


      The area was under heavy guard, and Klevend and his men were present, too.


      Myuri used to be delighted by such scenes in stories, but after having experienced it for herself, she realized it was only fun for the first few days.


      When the company reached the church, the people recited what sounded like a prayer in a jumbled, mumbled mess, and the doors opened.


      The church was not small by any means, but not everyone could fit inside, and considering security on top of that, who was allowed in had been decided ahead of time.


      Myuri had helped with that work before their argument, but she had been neglecting it as of late.


      Klevend was fed up with this brother-sister spat, but he knew his place; Myuri was thankful he had taken on the job in her stead.


      And last night, she had asked him a favor.


      It involved fudging the records of who had visited the church and cleaning up the aftermath of their plan.


      Klevend had reservations about being involved in something so troublesome, but he had scratched his head and said, “Does this mean you’ll forget about the time I kidnapped your brother?”


      Myuri had folded her arms across her chest and snorted—well, if he insisted…


      As a result, the attendees of mass that morning were quite an unusual bunch.


      The typical high-ranking individuals were nowhere to be seen; in their place were young, homely monks.


      They professed to have come to Wobern on a pilgrimage when they heard the name of the Twilight Cardinal, and they were all nervous, hoods pulled low over their eyes and gazes trained on the ground.


      Behind them were rows of brawny blacksmiths, several of whom were working together to carry one large casket.


      They had requested the Twilight Cardinal bless their products that would be going to the battlefield, but also to secretly raise the market value of their goods.


      Petitions of that sort continued to flood in, and since Myuri had not touched any of them as of late, she knew her brother must have been overwhelmed by requests.


      She was certain he had absolutely no idea who anyone was, nor why they walked with him.


      And of course, that was perfect for Myuri.


      “Because this is all your fault, Brother,” she muttered, playing with the knife she had pilfered from the assassins the night before.
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      “Everyone in? I’m closing the door.”


      Once Klevend and his men pulled the church door shut, they were completely cut off from the noise outside.


      From the other side of the cloister, in the nave where mass was taking place, they could hear the stern voices of prayer, and the sweet scent of burning incense wafted their way.


      Klevend’s stomach growled at the smell, and he silently cursed that he had not had time to eat breakfast.


      “Boss, the ship’s here.”


      One of his men came in from the church’s back entrance and gave his report.


      “Told you not to call me Boss. Where’s the double?”


      “The Saint is checking him now.”


      Klevend shrugged; he recalled how Myuri had dropped by his room late last night, proposing a strange plan, and he sighed.


      She had presented him with a rather bold plan: help her get her hardheaded and oblivious brother out of town.


      “It was easy last time. This should be a piece of cake for you, right?” she had said to him, and since he and his men had kidnapped the Twilight Cardinal before, believing he was someone else, they had little choice but to agree.


      His authority as a prince of a country was in tatters, but this was a rather familiar situation for him.


      That rambunctious girl had peeled away his weighty royal veneer, something he had not been able to do himself.


      “Got the route for the coffin, yeah?”


      “Of course. I made five trips up and down it.”


      Klevend clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder, and out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw a white wolf.


      He blinked, only to realize belatedly it was the Saint of the Sun.


      “What’s up? The double all okay?”


      “They look pretty close. He’s so nervous he seems like he’s going to barf, though.”


      “May God bless that poor sheep, or som’in’ like that.”


      The world was now filled with the fervor of righting the Church’s wrongs, but it was not just the Church amassing obscene wealth.


      There were plenty of members of the clergy whose business was not doing so well; grasping at straws, they came to Wobern to petition the Twilight Cardinal.


      From among these priests, they chose a monk who looked very similar to the Twilight Cardinal.


      “How about our attacker?”


      “He looks like he’s gonna cry even more,” Myuri said with a laugh, and Klevend could not help but chuckle as well.


      He felt bad for the young monk who had been chosen to act as the Twilight Cardinal’s double, but he felt even worse for his buddy.


      Even though it was blunt, he was still handed a knife and told to pretend to attack the Twilight Cardinal.


      Even if they needed a little drama to bundle the Twilight Cardinal—who was extending his stay here out of a weird sense of responsibility—out of the city, it was still nothing but a nuisance for those dragged into the act against their will.


      That said, their monastery would receive donations as thanks for their cooperation, so they would be well compensated, and all they really had to do was put on their best performance.


      “And Miss Amaretto?” Myuri asked.


      “The girl’s sleeping in the copy room.”


      “Geez.”


      They had dragged the astronomer from her tower because they did not want the Twilight Cardinal’s secret to be blown once they traded places.


      He would stay in her tower to pray for a little while.


      If they came up with some story about how he needed to contemplate the theological significance of a shooting star the astronomer found, then no one would dare enter the tower.


      In the meantime, the real one would leave Wobern and simply vanish.


      That said, much like how bread in a painting was not edible, someone had to take on the trouble of laying the groundwork.


      When dawn broke, Klevend visited the observation tower to inform the astronomer girl, who had stayed up all night looking at the stars and wrestling with numbers, about their plan.


      The girl, who had just had a drink and was on her way to bed, gave him quite a bit of sass and a good hard glare.


      His authority as the second in line to the royal throne of the Kingdom of Winfiel was of no use here.


      “Eh, just trust in our skill. You didn’t even notice last time, either.”


      Klevend alluded to the time they kidnapped her brother by accident, and the Saint of the Sun gave him a sharper glare than any street tough in town could muster.


      He drew a taut smile across his face—his own sister was basically the same—and Myuri huffed.


      “C’mon, the important people’s prayer is ending soon. People are swapping in.”


      Once those of higher social standing were finished with their prayers, they would leave, and those of slightly lower social standing would take their place.


      This was the Twilight Cardinal’s idea, since he valued equality, and they would be using it to their advantage this time.


      Myuri would be lovelier than a spring flower if she simply smiled quietly; instead, she beamed a wicked smile and dragged her fingers over her narrow chin.


      “We need to witness the moment my brother makes a stupid face.”


      As a fellow older brother, Klevend prayed for God’s blessings on the Twilight Cardinal.


      Once the important people left, mass continued with laypeople and monks on pilgrimage.


      That was when a bit of an uproar broke out.


      The young monks all pounced the Twilight Cardinal at once, catching him by total surprise.


      The guards had inspected their persons ahead of time, of course, but they would not have been able to find the thin blades hidden in the spine of the scripture, and the magnanimous part of the Twilight Cardinal’s personality that caused him to carelessly approach others was now working against him.


      Once Klevend heard Myuri lecturing the Twilight Cardinal, who was now sitting on the floor in shock, he glanced at his men.


      “Bring in the artisans.”


      In winter, the artisans of Wobern often armed themselves with their spears and spent the season on the battlefield.


      A number of them had come today carrying a large coffin filled with spears, and they had asked for the Twilight Cardinal to bless their goods.


      Wobern was known for its smithing, and Wobern’s weaponry now came with the Twilight Cardinal’s blessings, which meant they fetched quite a high price these days.


      The door to the nave swung open, and once the artisans filed in, Klevend could hear Myuri’s cold voice loud and clear.


      “There’s nothing left to talk about, Brother.”


      Her cold tone sounded nothing like her usual innocent demeanor, and yet it also seemed like a genuine part of her.


      Klevend thought about what a strange girl she was as he looked around the nave.


      The Twilight Cardinal had just lain down in the coffin, but moved to sit up in an attempt to climb back out, but the lid was forcibly shut over him.


      Klevend saw how Myuri stared hard as they hammered the nails into the coffin, and all he could do was draw up his shoulders—she was going to grow up to be terrifying.


      He needed to keep this stage production moving so the business end of her anger did not end up pointing in his direction.


      “It’s your turn, boys. Off you go.”


      His followers, clad in armor like foot soldiers, nodded.


      All of them came from renowned noble families, but they were all unneeded second and third sons.


      But now here they were, carrying out a shady plot in a faraway land. They couldn’t have been more excited.


      Each of them took a spear for himself and exited the church.


      As far as anyone else could tell, they had been guards the whole time.


      The box, emptied of spears and now carrying the Twilight Cardinal, was promptly carried off.


      Then, the artisans, who were supposedly done receiving blessings, departed the church after the soldiers.


      The Saint of the Sun’s exit drew a little bit of attention, but the emergence of the pitch-black habit alongside the astronomer Amaretto immediately drew everyone’s eye.


      The Twilight Cardinal’s expression was a bit more downcast than usual, which made him seem like he was having a very serious conversation with the astronomer.


      Upon closer inspection, it was fairly obvious his eyes were watering, and Amaretto poked him several times in the back to keep him moving.


      The fake theologians Klevend had arranged for stood around the Twilight Cardinal with thick books in hand, making it seem as though they were helping him with a theological debate.


      And once Klevend saw them off, he left immediately without even taking a moment to breathe.


      He made his way to a canal that sat at the end of an alleyway that ran past the church.


      When he got there, his men were already waiting, and he gave the signal with his hand.


      His buddies then gave another signal in a different direction, and not long afterward, a boat came down the waterway.


      As Klevend watched, the boat casually drifted near the pier by the edge of the canal, and right on time, the artisans arrived.


      They placed the large box supposedly still filled with plenty of spears into the boat with a practiced motion that told him they had done this many times before.


      And then, the one who hopped onto the boat was none other than Myuri, who had at some point changed into traveling clothes.


      Without incident, the boat started gliding down the waterway, and Klevend kept watching even after it had turned the corner in the distance and vanished from view.


      And once he confirmed that no one was following after it, he finally allowed himself to catch his breath.


      “Only God knows what’s going to happen next,” he murmured.


      But even after that, his legs did not move.


      He stayed rooted to the spot, eyes fixed on the point on the canal where the boat had vanished.


      “Boss?”


      One of his guys had come to check on him and called out to him, and that was when he finally snapped back to reality.


      There were still a lot of things he needed to do.


      First, he needed to tell all those maddening hangers-on that the Twilight Cardinal had secretly left Wobern.


      Everyone who was swarming Wobern at the moment, from the highest-ranking nobles to the humblest of merchants, had come for the Twilight Cardinal.


      Even if Klevend explained this was because they were busy preparing for the ecumenical council, and that this was for the sake of the Twilight Cardinal’s safety, there would still be a deluge of complaints.


      They would then have to work together with Prince-Elector Duran to keep things under control.


      Klevend thought about how he had been saddled with the most onerous task as he finally turned away from the water.


      He confirmed with his buddies the order of what they were supposed to do next, and that was when he realized something.


      The reason he had been staring at the end of the waterway was because he wanted to go, too.


      He was second in line for the throne, an influential member of the royal family.


      But there was practically zero chance he would ever take the throne, and in a peaceful era with little chance of war, his sole purpose in life would be to keep his family and tradition alive into the next generation once his brother wore the crown.


      He could never abscond even if he wanted to, of course.


      No matter how much he acted like a villain, he still could not thrust his old bloodline and the lives of the people who had supported his bloodline into chaos, too.


      And so, he would run his family estate, almost an act of betrayal to the second and third sons who would never take over the headship of their families.


      His buddies had decided to stick with him, fully aware of this, but Klevend still could not shrug off the guilt he felt.


      But it was almost as though they knew well how Klevend felt, and so out here, in Wobern, they occasionally said to him that it was thanks to him they got to travel to such a distant land to help the Twilight Cardinal, even if it was only for a short while.


      That because of all of this, they could store these memories in their hearts and happily return to a modest life in the kingdom.


      That this was life, and this was the path God chose for them.


      But…


      “Heh.”


      Klevend snorted with a vexed smile.


      Col and, of course, Myuri were such free birds compared to the house pets he and his boys were.


      They had the talent, guts, and innocence to make their freedom possible.


      He could knock on all the doors of every noble household in the kingdom and find no girl like her.


      And because of that, he had no choice but to sigh.


      He never told anyone he had counted the years that set him and Myuri apart.


      It was not entirely unheard of for a husband and wife to be as different in age as grandfather and granddaughter in marriages between noble houses, but that was not a good look for a first marriage.


      Perhaps if this were ten years ago, he thought, but he also told himself it would be nearly impossible to pull Myuri’s attention away from the Twilight Cardinal.


      And so, once this commotion was all over with, he would go back to manage his family’s household and marry his boring fiancée.


      He knew himself well enough to know he was not reckless enough to cast her aside.


      That meant once the ship rounded the corner of the waterway, his journey was over.


      But what if he had gotten in with them and continued his adventure?


      He could not help but imagine it meant the boy he had once been still lived on in his heart.


      He did not feel like a complete adult, which meant he had no choice but to grit his teeth and pretend he was.


      “God, grant us a role.”


      But their role would not be fair.


      Klevend thought back on the boat rounding the corner of the waterway.


      What sort of face would Myuri have made if he had asked to join them?


      She probably would have been astonished by how childish he sounded, despite being an adult.


      Knowing there was nothing he could do about that, he snorted, and smiled.


      There were a number of notable guests, beginning with Berlind and his party, who did not know about the plan ahead of time; so, when Klevend told them the Twilight Cardinal had left Wobern, they vented their raging dissatisfaction on him.


      Klevend endured their displays of anger, and then somehow managed to calm them down.


      By the time that happened, Ilenia and Diana, who were Col and Myuri’s friends and a bit enigmatic, had also left Wobern.


      Vadan and his men, who were well-informed on all sorts of goings-on in Wobern through means that were a mystery to Klevend, stayed behind in the city for a little while to wrap up a few of their remaining jobs, then descended the mountains.


      Once the Twilight Cardinal was gone, the number of petitions drastically fell, like a receding tide; instead, work on building the road southward started making progress by leaps and bounds, as if the dam holding it back had finally burst.


      Prince-Elector Berlind and the others seemed to decide there was no point in staying in the mountains now that the Twilight Cardinal was gone, so they began making preparations to leave.


      Because of all this, Prince-Elector Duran’s estate was quiet, as if it had all been a dream.


      But when Klevend spotted the way the prince-elector walked through his garden, he could not help but smile dryly.


      For as Duran strolled, leaning hard on his cane, he seemed to be truly at ease.


      Not everyone was given work they were suited for.


      That fact was a slight comfort when Klevend told Duran he would be returning to the kingdom for the time being.


      “I don’t know if I’ll be back, but as a representative of the kingdom, I’m sure we’ll continue to send you workers for the opening of the road south.”


      When Klevend told Duran this on the day of his departure, the man who had been thrown about the hardest by the tempestuous winds of this uproar offered a tired smile.


      “Ah, I’ve grown used to this place being full of people. Send anyone you like. Give me someone to talk to.”


      Duran’s banter could have been either a joke or how he genuinely felt; the stewards who had long served his family gave faint looks of protest.


      Just as Klevend gave one deep, final bow and turned to leave—


      “Do you think…” Duran murmured, as though talking to himself, while he gazed out over his garden. “Do you think the Twilight Cardinal will truly bring hope to this world?”


      Perhaps his ambiguous question came from the way the sudden silence in his mansion made it all seem like a dream.


      But the truth was, Klevend was not really sure, either.


      Even after seeing the influence the Twilight Cardinal wielded, the young man himself indeed seemed like someone who could be found anywhere.


      Even Klevend had seen a few young men just as sharp and just as earnest as him in the royal court.


      So if anyone were to ask him if he was truly the kind of person who could dictate the fate of the world, he would be hard-pressed to say yes.


      “Perhaps every hero was like him.” Duran gave a little cough of a laugh and thrust his cane against the ground with a loud thump. “Perhaps even the Mercenary King of legend suffered shaky legs before a battle.”


      Klevend’s first instinct said that was disrespectful, but Duran had inherited the very title of Mercenary King.


      And he thought perhaps that was much closer to the truth than they realized.


      “Then the pope must be the same. I believe our fight will go well,” Klevend said.


      Duran turned his attention to Klevend and smiled kindly.


      “Of course it will,” he said. “I still feel like I’m in a fleeting dream, but our moment of truth will be soon upon us. I apologize for keeping you,” Prince-Elector Duran concluded.


      Klevend bowed one last time and exited the room.


      He left the mansion and made his way to the guest manor Duran had arranged for them, finding his buddies already wrapping up their travel preparations.


      “Guess this marks the end of our field trip,” Klevend said, and his buddies gave him sad but satisfied smiles.


      It had been three days since they left Wobern all too soon.


      They followed the river downstream and arrived at the port city of Ahberg, where they would wait for their ship from the kingdom.


      It was then that Klevend began counting the gold coins on his person, thinking it would be the perfect time for one big party with his boys.


      An unexpected visitor came to see them as they were unpacking at the inn.


      The message the visitor came bearing was even more surprising.


      “Couldn’t you be a little happier about this?”


      After he read the parchment Hyland had given him, he shot her a baffled look.


      “We’re supposed to protect the Twilight Cardinal, no matter what, until the ecumenical council is over?”


      That was the essence of the message, but what caused him to keep blinking was the part regarding the reward.


      There, above the current king’s signature, was a promise to bestow land to all the second and third sons who served under him to compensate them for their service.


      “What on earth made that stubborn old man change his mind? Plus…”


      Klevend eyed the way Hyland was dressed and gave a half smile.


      Her outfit did not suggest she was merely going on a bit of a longer journey.


      This was the traveling kit of a landowning noble who headed her own family; plus, there were banners painted with her family’s crest along with the royal family’s seal raised outside the inn.


      It was not an easy thing to use the royal family’s seal outside the kingdom, even if one were a part of the royal family—one needed permission from the king to do so.


      As a child of a concubine, as one who had been treated coolly as an offshoot of the royal family, she was being given abnormal treatment.


      “I know. I am still a bit bewildered myself, Brother.”


      The way she said “Brother” dripped with sarcasm, and Klevend could not help but smile at how annoying his sister had always been.


      Plus, it seemed Hyland herself was perplexed by her new position.


      She even looked embarrassed by her formal attire.


      “You coming up in the world because of the Twilight Cardinal?”


      “I am. I’ve been entrusted to handle all foreign negotiations regarding the Twilight Cardinal. I’ve been ordered to work with you outside the kingdom, for the kingdom, to fight the Church until the very end.”


      Of course, that did not mean anything Hyland had done thus far, or anything internally about her, had changed. But now, she stood here, clad in the official dress given to her by the king.


      In essence, she had been appointed a special envoy with full diplomatic powers.


      Outside the kingdom, her word was the king’s word, and her judgment was the king’s judgment.


      The look on her face told him she still could not believe the honor she had been given.


      And after a moment of hesitation, she said, “His Majesty apparently had a vision.”


      “What?” Klevend asked in turn, and Hyland’s face scrunched.


      “It took everything I had to hide my confusion. But after kneeling to Father Jared and confessing his thoughtlessness to God, he went and visited the first king’s grave.”


      Jared was a priest who served the chapel attached to the royal court.


      He had punished Klevend plenty of times as a child with the switch, so Klevend was not particularly fond of him.


      But the king himself was also a bit lackadaisical when it came to his faith.


      “Wasn’t Jared shocked by Dad’s sudden change of heart?” Klevend asked.


      “…Father Jared apparently spoke to the court doctors about the king’s health.”


      “Everyone thinks he’s going senile because he’s close to death, yeah?”


      Though Hyland did not smile outright in response to Klevend’s smirk, she did not argue.


      Still, she carefully chose her words and said, “The strange thing is that the one who stood by his bed was apparently not God or an angel, but an old man who was half-sheep.”


      “Wha—?”


      “The old stranger claimed he fought alongside the first king to establish the kingdom long ago, and that everything going on now will be just as crucial a fight, second only to the battle that established our kingdom.”


      “………”


      There wasn’t a single person in the kingdom who didn’t know about the legend of the Golden Sheep.


      The very same sheep decorated the kingdom’s seal.


      “And then the old man apparently said he needed to hone and train the next generation in this battle. That this was his final mission.”


      It was not unusual to hear tales of prophets appearing on the eve of battles that could decide the direction of history, or just before events that would dictate the fate of a land or its people.


      Klevend, of course, thought these things were tales concocted to grant a person authority.


      But…


      “Dad would never come up with anything so praiseworthy on his own.”


      “His Majesty is a devout man,” Hyland stated with an earnest look, for she had lived most of her life in the darker corners of the royal court, where one did not know when or where someone might be listening in.


      Klevend was used to seeing his sister like this.


      Her expression had only grown visibly brighter after she met Col and Myuri.


      Klevend furtively rubbed his chin.


      “Might be the real thing,” he mused, barely audible.


      “What?” Hyland asked in return.


      “They look like a normal young man with strong convictions and a normal young girl with lots of energy and a sharp mind, but…”


      As he thought back on their departure, Klevend instinctively scrunched up his eyes, as though looking straight into the face of something bright.


      Beautiful and brilliant jewels decorated the halls of the royal court, but they were anything but bright places.


      The people who roamed those halls lacked the unflagging belief that what was right was right, and the freedom to proclaim earnestly what they liked.


      The most they could do was act like a scoundrel, like Klevend, but that was essentially the same as a child sulking.


      Most simply accepted that this was the way things worked, something taken for granted and never questioned.


      And so Klevend could not help but think back on the boat rounding the corner of the canal.


      He could not help but think back on how he had not been on it.


      How he was of a different standing than the two of them.


      That he did not have the freedom to go on adventures whenever he liked.


      Of course, he did not believe he could get everything he ever wanted, and he knew he was much better off than Hyland.


      There was no question that when the fight between the kingdom and the Church reached a stalemate, it was only thanks to Hyland’s efforts that the weakened beacon stayed lit. Despite this achievement, she never before held a position of any influence or received any support from the kingdom, and had been forced to fight a lonely battle on the mainland.


      Because the kingdom would not be particularly troubled even if she were to die a miserable death, it was more apt to say she was left to do as she pleased.


      Everything changed when that duo appeared.


      The strange duo, said to have come from deep in the mountains of Nyohhira, had their sacks stuffed full of things Klevend and Hyland did not have.


      Hope, conviction—so many other words could not fully describe what they possessed.


      If there was one way to describe the two of them…


      “They’re light. They have a light to them,” Klevend murmured.


      Hyland’s gaze slowly drifted away.


      “They certainly do seem to have halos.”


      “Then that makes us insects that flock to the light.”


      Hyland always frowned whenever Klevend spoke in a rough manner, but just this one time, when he said that, she gave a somewhat defeated smile.


      “I’d like to think we’re helping them in a way, instead of being insects.”


      “I think we are.”


      Klevend himself had been shocked by how strong his own speech had come off, and Hyland’s eyes rounded in response.


      “We should be.”


      The boat had vanished around the corner.


      He had been surrounded by calculating people all his life, and it was the same for the noble girl who had been promised to him even before he was born—difficult and prideful people who could scarcely read books.


      Still, it was their job to take one another’s hands, pretend they were happy together, and Klevend did not have the courage to throw all of that away.


      But he could not help but think: What if he had been born deep in the mountains of Nyohhira?


      According to the stories he heard from warriors who had been in real battles, the limbs they lost occasionally still hurt.


      What ached in his chest must have been a lingering pain from a boyhood he had lost.


      He had never become the main character in an adventure.


      That fact gnawed at his heart.


      But… he thought, curling his hands into fists.


      He was grown up now.


      He had status, he had allies.


      And now, he had a purpose.


      “Where do you plan on going next?”


      Hyland seemed momentarily perplexed by Klevend suddenly changing the subject, but those of high status were used to capriciousness, so her answer came readily.


      “I’m on my way to Wobern,” she replied. “We’ll be mass-producing the vernacular scriptures translated by the Twilight Cardinal in Wobern as well, and I believe we should make that the center of faith on the mainland.”


      “Got it. By the way, the Twilight Cardinal isn’t in Wobern.”


      “What?!”


      Hyland was always terribly solemn, her expression terrifying in the way her brow was always low and furrowed, but she was lovely when her expression loosened up.


      Klevend chuckled and said to his sister, “He was way too popular, and that made things a terrible mess. The sheer amount of people meant he was in physical danger, so we had him secretly go down the mountain. From there, he’ll be quietly hiding away and resting up until the ecumenical council.”


      “Wha—But…Wait, then, where are they now?”


      Hyland had forgotten her usual stoic mask and looked like she was about to cry instead—she had almost certainly been imagining a fun life in Wobern.


      There was no doubt she had left the kingdom with plenty of gifts for the two of them.


      While the Twilight Cardinal was a different story, bribes were very effective on Myuri, so he understood the urge.


      Honey was always a good pick.


      “I only vaguely know where they went,” Klevend admitted. “That’s why I didn’t really have any plans to go after them.”


      Klevend’s gaze dropped to the parchment in his hands.


      The boat had turned the corner and vanished.


      But if he chased after it, he might still catch up.


      “Wh-what about me?”


      “Don’t make that face. He’ll obviously turn up at the Holy See once the ecumenical council starts. You’ll see ’im, even if you don’t want to.”


      “B—but! You—!”


      Hyland’s expression twisted in open frustration, and Klevend’s smile grew wider and wider.


      He had no idea his little sister was this funny.


      “I’m kidding. We can swap guard duty at some point. Once the Church starts acting in preparation for the ecumenical council, I bet stuff will happen that you’d want to talk about in detail with them, yeah?”


      There was a look on Hyland’s face in that moment.


      It made him want to say, “Call me Brother with that face,” but he knew she would hate him for it, so he decided against it.


      Either way, right now, he needed to chase after the boat that had vanished around the corner of the canal.


      “Oh, right. If you’ve got gifts for them, did you want me to hand ’em over for you?” Klevend asked.


      Hyland’s more familiar scary expression returned.


      “It would not be fair if they end up liking you more.”


      Klevend simply shrugged in response to his wary sister.
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      But he was still deeply touched—he had never imagined the day would come when he would be able to have a conversation with Hyland like this.


      That duo hadn’t become popular simply because of their fight against the Church.


      They must have changed so many people they met on their journey, just like this.


      Klevend folded the parchment and said, “Anyway, wanna grab something to eat?”


      His little sister was surprised, but there was no trace of a frown on her face when she nodded.
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      CHAPTER FOUR


      Straw was twisted to make rope, lumber fitted together to make an oar.


      Then wood shaved to resemble a round loaf of bread was fitted to the oar and the rope strung across it.


      And thus, it became a pulley.


      The wooden bucket was lowered into the test well, and when it drew up freshly dug dirt, the people cheered.


      The people who had worked on this, now covered in wood chippings, seemed truly proud of this accomplishment. And for some reason, one of them was a knight.


      She had been born in the hot spring village of Nyohhira, and she always helped dig up new springs, which meant her skill at this sort of work was on par with that of a professional.


      And indeed, as a child, she found great delight in digging holes and making piles of dirt.


      And so, when the rambunctious girl noticed one of the villages they visited was having trouble digging a well, she was more than happy to help.


      “My, my, your little brother is going to grow up to be an excellent craftsman one day.”


      What the village’s old priest said caused Col’s face to tense slightly.


      “Good grief, always so restless…”


      His gaze was trained on Myuri, who was pulling up the dirt-filled bucket from the bottom of the hole with the village children.


      When he thought about how she would soon be of marrying age, the way she ran around, covered in mud and wood chippings, did not exactly inspire confidence.


      He sighed, and the old priest was laughing, when suddenly there came a tug on his sleeve.


      “Professor?”


      “Yes, what is it? Oh, wait, I am not exactly a professor…”


      Even when he tried to correct him, the quiet little boy only stared up at him with confusion.


      While the well-digging was going on, an outdoor study session began nearby, and the children were thinking long and hard about the letters scrawled in the dirt.


      It was so heartwarming to see them go around to each letter, finding delight and sadness in every right answer and every mistake.


      The old priest decided to join the outdoor study session, and Col had him write one of the more well-known prayers from the scripture.


      But his grammar, spelling, and everything else was uncertain and filled with mistakes, as though seen on a page from a book in a dream.


      Every time Col pointed out a mistake in his writing, all the participating children burst out laughing.


      “Hrm…I can recite them well enough, however.”


      The old priest scratched at his head.


      He wore what Col might hesitate to call a proper priest’s habit—it was one long cloth wrapped around his body, with the hems worn thin and threadbare.


      All that truly signified his priesthood was the wood-carved crest of the Church hanging around his neck.


      He did apparently have a benefice, but it was hard to believe they would be properly paid from the distant city churches, and the shack they called their church did not suggest they had any communication with outside churches.


      In fact, this particular old priest did not seem to have gone through any sort of training at a different church at all; he simply found himself in this village when he was young, and when he was reciting the prayers he had memorized at the tavern, the previous priest gave him his current post.


      He could scarcely read; he knew very little theology and did not know what was written in the scripture, and in fact, he had never even seen a proper copy of the scripture itself.


      To be frank, one could say he was simply calling himself a priest.


      But it was not unusual for members of the clergy to be like this in remote places.


      Luckily, the old priest was a good person, and his faith was genuine.


      Col could tell by the way the children adored him that the villagers respected him, too.


      But at that point, it became harder to say exactly what made for a legitimate priest.


      Splendid chapels and donation boxes stuffed with gold were much the same.


      The world was not filled with nothing but idyllic villages like this one, and Col knew that the Church needed money and power to fight real evil.


      If they had no money, then they would not be able to distribute food or build facilities to help the impoverished.


      But when he looked at this village, he could not help but feel a protest rising.


      If all they were doing was preserving God’s teachings, then all they needed was simple faith.


      Col pulled his attention away from the children and the priest writing in the dirt to the sky above.


      They were now far, far away from the tumult in Wobern.


      He was relearning that time originally moved this slowly, that life was this peaceful.


      Was not the reason he decided to fight against the Church in the first place to protect simple faith and lives like these all around the world?


      Had that not been the case ever since he recklessly left the village of his birth and made his way to the university city?


      As these thoughts rolled around in his head, there would come an occasional tug on his sleeve that brought him back to reality.


      And as he taught the children and the old priest how to read and write, before he knew it, the sun had begun to set.


      And then came an energetic voice.


      “Broootheeer!”


      Rushing toward him after a day of hard labor was a mostly brown wolf at the moment.


      Col pointed to a little stream just outside the village and dodged the hug that came his way.


      It had been a week now since Col was stuffed into a coffin-like box and carried out of Wobern.


      Myuri had been forceful with him, and neither Diana, Ilenia, nor any of Vadan’s crew had come to help him.


      Even Klevend and his men had assisted Myuri, so at that point, there was nothing he could do to resist.


      Everything at that moment was a final decision, and everyone involved in the plan had agreed to it.


      And so, as he lay in the coffin-like box, he had no choice but to acknowledge the truth.


      Everything Myuri had said was correct, and his incessant work had not been helping anyone; instead, it made everything worse.


      Even now, he did not think his idea to meet everyone impartially was wrong in principle.


      But in practice, it was a bad idea—and that became very clear when he allowed those traveling monks to get close to him while he was defenseless.


      He had not even imagined the theatrics of a fake assassination attempt could be pulled off so easily.


      Every time someone called to him, he stopped and fervently listened to what they had to say; but Myuri always interrupted in any way she could and attempted to pull him away. It turned out that there was a solid reason for that.


      No matter how skilled a knight she might be, she could not always save him if he allowed an attacker to walk right up to him.


      Thus, he was painfully confronted with the reality of his foolishness.


      So in that regard, perhaps it was a good thing he had been shoved into a pitch-black coffin.


      He had been put on a boat, rocked gently by the river, and eventually brought back onto land. He could tell from the noise and the way the coffin swayed that he was then loaded onto a cart.


      It was only later, around the time he heard the sound of the bell coming from a village church signaling time for noon prayer, that the coffin lid was opened.


      Rather than breathe in the fresh outside air, he pleaded for the lid to stay closed over him.


      Myuri apologized for taking such drastic measures, and when she saw how upset he was, she rather earnestly consoled him.


      She seemed rather happy about it, patting his head and feeding him food. Once night fell, she hurriedly made her bed, joined him under his blankets, and for some reason, even read him a book.


      He wondered if she was doing something besides simply comforting him, but he simply let her do as she pleased.


      It was clear he had been in the wrong this time, which had caused her a great deal of trouble and forced her to take on a lot of responsibility in Wobern.


      And so, after being taken out of the city, he was dragged along the roads, a hood pulled low over his eyes, spending days traveling to who knew where.


      Myuri seemed to know exactly where they were going, but Col did not, and he dared not ask.


      But he was given only a vague answer as to why he was on an escape journey in the first place.


      It was practically a given at this point that the Church would be holding the ecumenical council, and the only question was when.


      The Twilight Cardinal needed to remain unharmed until then.


      That was true in the physical sense—as in safe from assassination—but also in the sense that he needed to avoid harming his own reputation by sticking his nose into affairs of faith and politics.


      His good name had already been established, so what was more important between now and then was to stay safe rather than gaining even more fame.


      In essence, he needed to remain quietly hidden until the stage was ready for him.


      Of course, someone had to manage the situation and give orders, and Myuri had naturally taken charge of everything.


      While Col did panic at first, and genuinely wondered if it was all going to be all right, it was none other than Myuri who cleaned up after him in Wobern. As a result, Col had to admit she had a firmer grasp of the bigger picture than he did.


      And so, all the birds that were delivering letters to them from all over the world passed right over him and came to rest on Myuri’s shoulders.


      She told him to enjoy his vacation, and he reckoned he should do as he was told, but in all honesty, he felt a bit lost, like a child whose toys had been taken away.


      Then, at last, he understood the extent of his failure.


      Because at some point, he had started to think of himself as the main character of a story.


      He should not have minded who it was that took up the mantle of these activities so long as their fight against the Church was going well, and the Church reexamined its past actions.


      Col would simply do what he could, and he should have been perfectly satisfied being in a position where he supported others.


      But it was only after he lost the time when so many people had gathered around him in Wobern, lifting him up as the Twilight Cardinal and relying on him, that he first realized that all of that had given him a sense of euphoria like he was in the center of the story.


      Had he remained in Wobern, he probably would have been swallowed up by his own ambition before he had even noticed.


      It probably would not have taken much time before he began thinking he belonged in the very center of the conflict against the Church, or that he would begin to take it for granted everyone would follow his orders.


      In that sense, he honestly felt as though the girl at his side was a knight in the truest meaning of the word.


      Just as the foolish sheep was about to get lost in the depths of the forest, the silver wolf had forcibly dragged him out.


      “But how long do we plan on staying in this village?”


      There were no inns in this village, so Col and Myuri borrowed a shed.


      This village had not even been a village to begin with; it was originally nothing more than an extension of a different village that lay beyond the hills, growing in population until the local ruling noble’s proclamation made it an independent village.


      And so, the village was digging a new well in the center of their community, despite the stream that flowed from a spring nearby.


      Considering their circumstances, even though the shed they were borrowing only had a floor of packed earth and their beds were makeshift things of dried straw, Col was still grateful to be lent the space.


      Myuri, however, having come to know luxury on their journeys, had cheekily brought along some clean linen from Wobern, which she placed over the straw; over that, she laid a pillow stuffed with wool, creating a bed fit for nobility.


      She then lounged gracefully as she wrote down what had happened in Wobern in her usual storybook.


      “Hmm…It’s not like we have a deadline…”


      Surrounding Myuri, whose tail was fluffy that day, were the mice that had followed them from Wobern, and a pack of puppies that had been born in the early spring to the dog that originally lived in the shed.


      As the merry, pastoral sight caused Col to deflate, he realized there were still embers from Wobern in his heart.


      “You have the list of lords we’re meant to visit from Prince-Elector Duran, yes?”


      Though they were fleeing to hide, it did not seem they were wandering completely without aim; their current destination was a large territory beyond the mountains, where they were supposed to talk its landlord into being their ally.


      “Yeah, but it’s just you and me now, Brother. We could knock on anyone’s door and they probably wouldn’t know you were the Twilight Cardinal.”


      “………”


      She was right.


      Even when they first came to this village, no one questioned the random names they had given.


      “Everyone here believes we’re apprentices to some merchant company, taking advantage of all the free time we have to travel around, and no one doubts us. Isn’t that right?”


      Myuri directed her question to the mice who were acting as their spies, and they squeaked in response.


      People judged others on their looks—that was all they could do.


      It was only in hagiographies that others could identify saints by their halos.


      “Sigh…I believe it’s about time I start admonishing you for acting like a boy.”


      A brother and sister traveling alone together absolutely brought on too much unwanted attention, so Myuri was calling herself Col’s little brother.


      She acted so boldly none questioned her; there was little chance that the villagers had ever imagined a girl putting together a pulley with an oar so quickly.


      “I wouldn’t really mind if you acted like my older sister, though.”


      He had done just that to fool the merchants in the northern islands.


      “Don’t sweat the small stuff. You just need to relax.”


      Col gave a sigh, then looked up at the high ceiling as he petted a puppy, the odd one out that had taken to him.


      “I get anxious not doing anything.”


      There was no doubt they were now in the final act of their fight against the Church.


      In fact, birds were constantly coming with letters—even when they had traveled the long road out of Wobern, and even after they came to this village—which just went to show how fast things were moving now.


      Myuri would quickly scan every letter that came to them, write a new letter in a flash, and then give it to the birds.


      Things were surely moving forward while Col was petting puppies and teaching children and old priests how to read and write.


      Yet he could not interfere, and more likely, there was no need for him to.


      Because so many people were working, and things would go well in their hands.


      What was expected of him was to descend majestically as the Twilight Cardinal onto the ecumenical council when it was held.


      He did not know if that was a good thing.


      But he still had one shameful thought.


      Myuri, as though knowing exactly how he felt, read over the passage she had written in her storybook and ran the feather of her quill over her chin.


      “Now do you know how it feels to be told you can’t play outside and need to stay indoors because you’re of marrying age?”


      Myuri had become ruthless ever since the incident in Wobern.


      She had been in the past, of course, but Col felt her words were distinctly sharper and carried more weight now.


      “I…would normally insist that these are different things, but…”


      They were generally the same.


      He was supposed to be the star of a large event, but only the people around him were restlessly working while he was told to sit quietly.


      When he stood down, Myuri’s tail swished in satisfaction, and she got up.


      “It’s nice being made a big deal of, but it’s kind of suffocating and annoying, isn’t it?”


      “It is, exactly.”


      When he readily gave his honest opinion, Myuri chuckled, tickled.


      She then placed her storybook on a nearby shelf, still open likely to let the ink dry, told the mice not to mess with it, then looked at Col.


      “But I don’t think I would mind if you ended up smothering me out of care.”


      She dove onto his bed in a most chaotic manner.


      The bundles of dried straw almost collapsed, but Myuri did not seem to care.


      Instead, she quickly grabbed the puppy that had grown attached to Col and hauled it up by the scruff of its neck, lifted it to face height, and threatened it with bared fangs.


      She was probably telling it that this was her territory.


      “No bullying,” Col said.


      He reached out to the floundering puppy, and Myuri huffed before setting it down.


      “Well, you do seem like you’ve thought about what you’ve done in Wobern a bit, so depending on how you behave from now on, I might let you join in on the fight against the Church a bit.”


      When Col left Nyohhira in that boat, his heart full of ambition and resolution, it was Myuri who had snuck onto the boat to join him, whether he liked it or not.


      But at some point, the initiative had firmly passed into Myuri’s hands.


      It was true that traveling made people grow.


      And Myuri had so much more room to grow than Col did.


      “I would like my suspension to be over, yes.”


      As her older brother, he was ultimately a bit annoyed and spoke in a stiff, wooden tone, but it was true he had carefully reflected on his actions.


      He had reflected on his behavior the entire time he had been in the dark coffin leaving Wobern.


      Once he had been let out in a discreet corner of a town in who-knows-where, they walked for three or four days straight.


      In the meanwhile, the noisy swarm of wasps in his mind drifted out of his ears, one by one.


      He knew very well now just how fogged his mind had been in Wobern.


      Myuri, who had walked by his side and held his hand the entire time, had seen up close just how he had been acting.


      Yet her red eyes still shone with a dangerous hue.


      “No, not yet,” she said, sandwiching his face in her hands. “I can still see enthusiasm in your face.”


      “Being told I’m not allowed to do anything because I still hold enthusiasm is rather harsh treatment.”


      “What would you do if someone who wasn’t supposed to be in a scene appeared on stage in the middle of a play? It would ruin the whole performance.”


      He had no argument for that.


      It was much too arrogant to think any one person could take on every role alone.


      “Your job is to get some rest, Brother.”


      Myuri said this as she clambered onto Col’s lap, slowly lifting her arms and wrapping them around his neck like a scarf.


      “…And to reward me for working so hard.”


      She then scooted over insistently, nestling between his legs.


      She was claiming the spot the puppy had just been in as her own, but the difference between her and the puppy was that this wolf was rather big, and her fluffy tail was too warm for comfort in this weather.


      “Myuri, at least put your tail away.”


      “Hee-hee. No!”


      She rubbed the base of her ears over his cheek and insistently pushed her back and tail against him.


      He had not been able to give Myuri much attention in Wobern, and once their fight started, they had slept separately for a few days, which was pretty much a first.


      If this suffocating behavior was Myuri’s way of making up for lost time, then Col simply had to bear through it.


      That said, she was still heavy and much too warm, so he casually shifted his posture, when—


      “But I guess I’m still a little sad.”


      “What?”


      Even though you are treating me like a bearskin rug? But his thought only lasted a moment.


      Myuri spun around and clung to his chest.


      “Because once we have our next big adventure, that means our journey will be over.”


      “………”


      “Right?”


      The eyes that turned to look up at him were terribly grown up.


      But Myuri closed them, as though hiding the way they looked, and pressed her face into his chest.


      “Once we take down the Church, then this journey…”


      She did not continue speaking.


      It was as though there was nothing beyond that, only darkness.


      Col gave a little sigh, then casually wrapped his arms around Myuri’s thin but substantial frame.


      “First, I need to point something out to you.”


      Myuri’s ears piqued.


      “You mustn’t assume we will so easily win against the Church at the ecumenical council.”


      He did not think they would lose, but he was not exactly sure if they could win.


      “Plus, I have heard that the last ecumenical council, which took place eighty years ago, lasted three months.”


      Myuri’s tail lifted and began to drift from side to side.


      “…If it went on for longer, could it last a year?”


      The grown-up look in her eyes was completely absent now.


      The rambunctious girl looked up at him, wide-eyed and pleading, so he poked the side of her head.


      “Heir Hyland and Miss Eve will be covering all of our lodging fees. The longer it goes on, the more people it will inconvenience.”


      Myuri fell into a huff, rubbed her forehead against his chest, then leaned all her weight against him.


      “Three months, huh…”


      “I personally hope it will be over in a few days—Ow, that hurts!”


      Myuri dug her nails into him in protest, and then looked away in a huff.


      But she then said quietly, “If only everything could stay this fun forever.”


      Perhaps it was a privilege of the young to have such opulent dreams.


      No—he recalled he had never thought that way when he was a child.


      That was a privilege reserved for a wild child who knew no fear.


      “Yes, if only.”


      He patted Myuri’s head, and her ears flicked.


      But she looked up not long afterward with a glare.


      “You think you can just agree with whatever I say, don’t you?”


      She no longer fell for his little appeasements, and she was starting to speak more and more like an adult.


      She was growing quickly, like a plant in the early summer.


      Col, who had passed that particular milestone long ago, could only smile awkwardly in response.


      If only everything could stay this fun forever.


      Privately, he wished for the same.


      As his suspension had not ended yet, Col continued to spend his time completely cut off from anything related to the ecumenical council.


      Still, time steadily passed as he taught the villagers how to read, write, and do arithmetic.


      He only realized this when a visitor came to the village.


      They came from a distant village to deliver the bricks that would be used to strengthen the inside wall of the well. It just so happened the person pushing the heavy cart that the donkey was so laboriously pulling was a familiar face.


      “Oh, so this is where you’ve been.”


      Klevend wiped away his sweat.


      He was perfectly disguised as a commoner, one who looked like a has-been craftsman.


      “Heir Klevend—”


      Just as Col said his name, Klevend offered him a strained smile.


      “Don’t call me that out here. Let’s see…Call me Clive, or something.”


      Klevend had only one of his companions in tow, and he went to help lay the brick foundation for the well.


      Myuri, of course, had been hard at work since the morning, and the last time Col saw her, she was busily mixing the lime and sand that would keep the bricks stuck together.


      “…Mr. Clive, then.”


      “Yeah, what’s up?”


      Col could not help but smile when he saw how good the prince was at pretending to be a regular person, but he quickly lowered his voice and asked, “Do you know what the current state of affairs is like? How are the preparations for the ecumenical council going?”


      He was hunched over, his eyes resting on the well.


      He knew he would be in for more trouble if Myuri overheard him.


      “Ha-ha. Wow, really seems like you were in some hot water, huh?”


      That hot water had steamed all the gunk that had been cluttering his mind, so it had been just the treatment he’d needed at the time.


      “I’ve already been given clear instructions,” Klevend continued. “Don’t egg my brother on!”


      He imitated Myuri as he stripped off his shoes, likely because he was so hot from pushing the cart under the summer sun, and made his way to the stream that flowed through the village.


      “It’s all going well. My little sister’s going all out for this.”


      “Heir Hyland has always put her all into her work,” Col corrected, and Klevend shrugged.


      “Yeah, you’re right, but she’s officially moved up in the world.”


      Klevend explained she had been given permission to use the royal family crest and was now in Wobern as the king’s special envoy, much to Col’s surprise and delight.


      But when he heard the reason the king had decided to appoint Hyland to such an important position was because he had a vision, not of an angel, but of a golden sheep at his bedside, he was not sure if he should laugh out loud or try to hold it in.


      Because this vision that stood at his bedside had to have been Huskins.


      And that was likely because Diana had spoken to him and put him up to it, however reluctant he may have been.


      Col almost wished he could see Huskins begrudgingly acting while wearing that frown of his.


      “Still, it’s all thanks to you.”


      Klevend’s words brought Col back to reality, and he blinked.


      “My sister and I finally got to enjoy a meal together, y’know.”


      “Oh, um…”


      Klevend’s large hand landed squarely on Col’s shoulder.


      Then the rascal prince dipped his bare feet into the stream, kicked them about a bit, and comfortably pressed them into the fresh green grass.


      “It’s like a pond. You need to mix it up every once in a while, otherwise the water will go muddy. Later, new water comes in, and plants grow.”


      Klevend gazed at the stream, and somewhat self-reproachfully closed his eyes with a smile.


      “Plus, if we manage to get you safely to the ecumenical council, the king’s gonna reward us. My guys didn’t have anywhere to go before, but now they’ll get land, even if it’s nothing grand.”


      When Klevend turned to look at Col, there was a mix of happiness and vexation on his face.


      He had gathered a band of younger noble sons who were simply being kept around as spares, likely to never assume leadership of their families, and inadvertently created a bit of a dangerous group.


      Without war, there was no place for them to earn military honors, so the armed and villainous gang was seen as nothing but a liability and a threat.


      Klevend must have been worried sick about where his friends were headed in life.


      But Col had no intention of claiming that achievement as his own.


      “I—,” he began, but Klevend raised his large hand to cut him off.


      Then, with a hint of sadness in his eyes, he shook his head.


      It was as though he was telling him that Col’s consideration would just make it sad.


      “I mean, no matter how the ecumenical council turns out, the Church ain’t gonna act the way it has been in the past. That’s ’cause you—no, you and my sister have stirred up the stagnant mud that was keeping the world at a standstill, and put countless stories back into motion.”


      While Col still personally felt like he had simply been helping Hyland, when he thought back on his activities in Wobern, he started to feel like it would be irresponsible for him to insist he was only playing a side role at this point.


      And so, after he swallowed his embarrassment, he deliberately shifted the topic slightly.


      “My own little sister does not seem to have even a shadow of a doubt that we will win at the council.”


      “Oh?”


      “She’s told me she’d like to delay our victory and enjoy the adventure for as long as possible, you see.”


      Klevend laughed, his shoulders shaking with mirth. After taking a look at Myuri and the others working on the well, he sighed.


      “She’s really got guts. If only I were ten years younger, y’know.”


      Col realized what he meant by that, and though he tried to hold back, he couldn’t help but break into a smile.


      That was because the image he had of a young Klevend adventuring with Myuri made so much sense to him.


      But there was one thing he came to understand traveling with her.


      “When we lived in Nyohhira,” he began, “she showed absolutely no interest in cooking or sewing or any other housework. I used to earnestly pray that someone with an open mind would take her as a wife.”


      “Hmm?”


      “But after this journey, I think of the hardship any husband of hers would have to endure, and I no longer wholeheartedly recommend it.”


      It was hard to think she would be satisfied with a normal life; if anything, carelessly marrying her into a family of higher station could result in her love of adventure leading her down some alarming roads.


      He would not be surprised if there came a day when a country flew a banner bearing her beloved wolf crest and the masses called her a heroine who brought down empires.


      “But I guess every day would be an exciting one…,” Klevend remarked, his eyes soft.


      In his profile, Col saw a sadness that lamented they were born in different times in different places, but also glimpses of joy at experiencing a fleeting dream.


      And this prince was no mere sentimental milksop.


      “Right, so I’ve got an idea,” he said. “Once the ecumenical council is over, you should join my household.”


      “Huh?”


      Klevend grinned, folding his thick arms over his chest.


      He projected a gravitas that no commoner could ever have.


      “I can’t really picture you working at a church in a big city, navigating the interests of the church council and the townsfolk while counting the gold in the donation box. And even penning theology books in some abbey’s study isn’t quite gloomy enough for you.”


      Though Col wanted to protest, he felt like that was a perfect assessment of him.


      “So,” Klevend continued, “what do you think about days spent quietly praying and supporting a small flock in the private chapel on my lands?”


      “………”


      Unlike in city churches, the priests attached to private chapels did not have to work to keep their establishment running.


      Plus, they were completely separate from the system of benefices, so he could put distance between himself and the organization of the Church.


      “And—yeah, your little sis could run around as much as she wants in the big garden.”


      Klevend sounded like he was talking about a puppy or something, but he probably did feel like they were similar.


      It would not be unusual for someone of Klevend’s status to allow a traveling artist or thinker or two to live on his land and support them.


      It would not be a problem if one of those guests happened to be an adventurer who restlessly left on journeys and returned with glee.


      And then there would be Col, greeting her as she came back, as a priest in a private chapel.


      He readily pictured what that life would be like in his mind, and found himself thinking it was not a terrible one.


      But there was one problem.


      “…Does Heir Hyland know about this?” Col asked.


      The worldly Klevend feigned ignorance.


      Col could not be responsible for creating cracks between the siblings, now that it seemed their relationship had taken a turn for the better at last.


      “I am grateful for the suggestion,” Col continued, “and it is true that my heart stirs at the thought.”


      Klevend shrugged, as though thanking him for the empty compliment. But it was far from empty.


      It was not long ago that Col was busily working as a helper at a bathhouse, after all.


      For someone like him to become a priest that served the private chapel of the second most powerful family in the Kingdom of Winfiel was too good to be true, even in the most fanciful of tales about climbing the social ladder.


      But…


      “Well, whatever the girl might want is probably gonna be a different story.”


      Klevend deliberately looked at Col like he was his rival in love.


      Col could only smile wearily in return, but Klevend was right.


      There were plenty of people who wished to take Myuri’s hand, but one of Myuri’s hands was always holding her thick storybook at her side.


      What would her remaining hand choose to hold on to?


      As Col pondered this, Klevend slipped his shoes back on, raised his arms into the air, and twisted around.


      “I don’t want my sister to hate me, so I’m not gonna press you any more than that. But think about what you want your future to look like, okay?”


      “Of course,” Col replied, but there was a hint of exasperation in Klevend’s smile.


      “Do you really understand?” he asked.


      “?”


      Col wondered what he meant by that, and Klevend scratched his head.


      “When I look at you, I can really tell that the young lady who forcibly dragged you out of Wobern has really sharp eyes.”


      The reason he felt a bit huffy being compared to Myuri was due to his pride as her older brother, which still seemed to live inside of him.


      But Klevend folded his large frame forward to lean down toward Col and said, “Listen to me. Say you beat all the odds and win at the council. What’s the world gonna look like in your eyes then?”


      “Er…?”


      “I’m saying that when you talk the pope into submission and you leave the room, anyone and everyone who has power in the world will be there to roll out the red carpet for you.”


      “………”


      “Obviously, I know you’re not the type to work for gold and fortune. But no one in this world has absolutely no desires. You’ll be flattered in every way imaginable, they’ll praise you to the high heavens, and it won’t be long before you start feeling like you’re going mad.”


      What happened in Wobern was still too fresh in his mind for him to claim that would not happen.


      “It’ll be the same even if the whole council breaks down. That they’re even holding the council in the first place means they had no choice ’cause they’re scared of you. That means you’ve got the authority to make the pope act. That shine’s gonna last into the future.”


      To a person in power who had reasons to influence the Church, that meant there was still a use for Col even if he failed.


      The first thing that came to mind was, for example, the Kingdom of Winfiel, who was the first to bare its fangs against the Church.


      “So before you get misled by the deafening noise and your eyes fail you, you need to have a map and a compass ready to weather the storm.”


      Because even the petal showers for celebrating a victory would cause anyone to veer off the correct path.


      The fight did not end when the enemy fell.


      Internal enemies were dangerous, too.


      “But,” Klevend continued, “I also think you could probably put all your attention into the fight and leave everything that comes after to the young lady.”


      Klevend pointed to Myuri, who was discussing the thickness of mortar for the bricks with the townsfolk.


      “Based on her performance in Wobern, everything’d be safe and sound in her hands.”


      Indeed, Myuri knew Col very well, and no one watched him as closely as she did.


      But he hesitated.


      The ecumenical council would be the final climax of their journey.


      If they were to see the ecumenical council to its end, he was certain the prospect of their journey coming to an end would hit him like a tidal wave.


      What if, while he was in that sort of state, he left his destination in Myuri’s hands?


      That was a bit of a—no, it was a very scary prospect.


      Because this was Myuri.


      It was all too possible she would take his hand and drag him into a big hole in a tree, where the only exit was far above his head.


      He would have to rely on Myuri to bring him food and water, and he might even have to rely on the fur in her wolf form for warmth at night.


      He could very easily picture the wolf grinning, knowing he had to rely completely on her to survive.


      There were terrifying parts to that girl.


      He would take her hand to lean on her, yes, but he could not hand over the reins entirely.


      “…I’ll think seriously about it.”


      Klevend smiled in delight—it was hard to tell if he understood what Col was thinking—and then clapped him on the shoulder.


      Once the well’s internal wall was bricked halfway, the sun began to change color.


      All those who were finished working for the day—including Myuri, of course, and Klevend, who had joined them—walked along the stream through the village, heading upstream.


      Farther up, there was a small ledge and a clear pond bubbling with fresh water, and the muddy workers jumped in one after the other.


      Myuri remained clothed, of course—it seemed she had the prudence not to undress in front of others.


      But when she got out of the water, she shook herself dry like a dog, and when she found Col standing at the water’s edge holding a cloth, she rushed straight to him.


      “Here, hold still.”


      Once Col wrapped the large linen around her, from her head down, Myuri began giggling, as though something about it was exciting, and began to twist beneath the cloth.


      Hyland had taken pains to teach her how to act like a lady, yet it seemed at times like these she completely forgot how.


      Once they left Wobern, she had not shown even a hint of interest in her saintly attire anymore.


      Col scrubbed her face and head, a bit of censure in his motions, but Myuri merely closed her eyes, enjoying the sensation, and pressed her face into the cloth as though asking for more.


      “Heeey, I’ll see ya later, then! Don’t go conkin’ out just ’cause you’re tired!”


      The voice came from Klevend, who was bare-chested and wringing out his clothes.


      Myuri poked her head out of the cloth and responded with a wave of her hand.


      “…What is this about?” Col asked.


      Myuri’s smile concealed a secret.


      “Do you wanna know?”


      She was being a tease, so with a sigh, he vigorously scrubbed her hair, which earned him a dissatisfied whine.


      “Our chaperones came in from the city and gave the village head a bounty of food because they’ve been looking after us,” she said. “And what do you think comes after that?”


      They had told the townsfolk they were the scions of a large company in a big city.


      Klevend seemed just like a worldly self-made man, so it made perfect sense he was their chaperone.


      “A feast?” Col asked in return.


      “Yeah. It’s a little early, but we’re celebrating the completion of the well, too,” Myuri said casually, but Col immediately realized what she meant by that.


      “Are we finally leaving?”


      Because if they were going to spend a long, leisurely time in the village, they could have had their feast once the well was actually complete.


      There must have been a bit of eagerness in his voice, because a slight frown crossed Myuri’s face as she nodded reluctantly.


      “The old man’s caught up with us now, so we need to change our base of operations before rumors start spreading.”


      Klevend and his buddy had to have paid very careful heed to the attention they might have garnered when they traveled all the way out here, but there was always a chance someone noticed.


      Plus, it was not as though they could demand silence from every villager, nor did they have any way to stop them from having casual chatter with visiting merchants.


      Then, if they were to mention that an odd pair of brothers were staying in the village, and one had unusually beautiful silver hair…


      Sharp-eyed and sharp-eared pursuers tracking the Twilight Cardinal would immediately know where they were.


      “Does that mean I can consider myself no longer suspended?”


      Myuri’s wolf ears twitched under the linen cloth, perhaps because she was enjoying their role reversal.


      “But what would you even do if I told you about our progress? It’s not as if you’d be able to do anything.”


      She did not say that to be mean—that was simply the truth.


      But even if he could do nothing now, there were things he could do later.


      “Even if it leads to the same result, we might need to change our future course depending on the particulars.”


      “………”


      The eyes peering up at him from beneath the cloth were not those of a spoiled child, but the sharp eyes of a wolf.


      “The birds have been bringing you many letters, and you have been very busy giving prompt responses. Plus, Klevend has gone out of his way to follow after us. We were hidden, but our location is now at risk of being exposed. That tells me things are not progressing smoothly, safely, and soundly.”


      Myuri gripped the cloth draped over her head, wrapped it under her chin like a kerchief, and let a sigh escape from between her pouted lips.


      “You’re always so slow on the uptake. How did you suddenly become so sharp?”


      “My head is clear now that you’ve forced me to rest.”


      Myuri took that as sarcasm and playfully growled at him.


      “Well?” Col asked, and with little other choice, Myuri told him.


      “You’re right. It’s exactly like you said. The road that’ll connect Wobern to the south is causing the important people in the Church to panic, it seems. They’re asking all kinds of people for help, without worrying about how it might look, and the biggest problem is that a lot of the people they’re asking for help are mercenaries.”


      The Church did not officially command any military forces.


      There were organizations like the Knights of Saint Kruza, but they were warrior monks who had taken monastic vows, and they were few in number.


      More importantly, these knightly orders existed to fight pagans, and they needed an appropriate cause to draw their swords.


      To bring them to the ecumenical council under arms would require deeming the Kingdom of Winfiel and all associated parties as heretics and pagans, but considering where things currently stood, that was not a feasible strategy.


      An unjustified accusation of heresy would only lessen the Church’s authority.


      And so, the Church must have decided to gather mercenaries they could hire with coin.


      That showed the Church was prepared to resort to war.


      Or…


      “Is anyone on our side making disquieting moves as well?” Col asked.


      Amid the uproar in Wobern, he heard word that the emperor was no longer hiding his ambition for land.


      This was the perfect chance to deal a blow to the pope, so he wanted to take advantage of the turmoil and seize the Church’s land for himself.


      Myuri gave a tired shrug and said, “Old Man Klevend’s not the only one who dreams of glory in battle.”


      If fighting broke out, it would be the first major conflict in many years.


      While it would be a calamity that would bring mayhem to the entire world, it was also the perfect opportunity for those in the nobility to quickly snatch up whatever they wanted.


      “But it’s like the chicken and the egg. They’re one and the same,” Myuri said.


      “The chicken and the—?”


      “Egg. Both sides have reasons to expect violence from the other. Like, even you don’t think we’re just going to waltz into the ecumenical council without any trouble…or…anything…Right?”


      Myuri sounded astonished toward the end of what she said, and then gave him a sharp, reproachful look.


      “I can’t believe you!” she exclaimed. “Did you already forget what happened in Wobern?!”


      “No, I know. I know.”


      The ecumenical council was a place for debate and discourse—there was no need for swords or spears.


      At least that was what it was supposed to be.


      But there were very few things in this world that matched up perfectly with what were supposed to be.


      “I still can’t believe you…”


      Myuri’s exasperation mirrored Col’s, and it was terribly uncomfortable.


      “Anyway,” she continued. “Everyone’s eagerly sharpening their blades and polishing their armor right now. It doesn’t really matter how either side thinks—we need a plan to deal with this. Plus, we can’t trust the people who’ve come to us looking for glory in combat, and picking the right people is turning out to be a tough job. The Holy See’s like a castle, right? So that makes it full of complicated rules and stuff, like how only a limited number of people can go in and stuff.”


      “I…see…”


      “And ’cause of that, we can’t rely on numbers to protect you. Vadan and his crew and I will be by your side, but…”


      “Is that not enough?”


      Col meant for his tone to imply he believed it would be enough.


      Even if Roche the owl was on the opposing side, he doubted he would do anything to cause them harm directly.


      Or were there other nonhumans lurking within the Church?


      “I wish I could tell you I’m more than enough on my own, but I’m a little nervous after hearing what Vadan and Canaan told me.”


      “Canaan?”


      Col thought it was odd to hear his name alongside Vadan’s.


      Myuri vigorously rubbed her hair again.


      “Miss Diana told me we can’t trust the Church, no matter what. That there’s a dark past to the ecumenical councils that isn’t recorded in history.”


      When Myuri saw how perplexed Col was, she hesitated for a moment, then ultimately gave in and told him.


      “Most of the ecumenical councils of the past sounded like they were conferences where the Church talked about what to do in their battle against the pagans. But as they battled their enemies, there was a lot of disagreement within the Church.”


      “I know about that part of the history,” Col said. “They settled on important rules and interpretations of the scripture in the past ecumenical councils. But…”


      “But history claimed all their problems were solved by talking it out, and that in the end, everyone held hands and saw the conclusion of the council with smiles as the bells rang.”


      Col, of course, did not believe all the councils went that peacefully, but the way Myuri spoke made him think of something even more savage.


      “Miss Diana said they rarely ever talked things out.”


      “What?”


      “They greeted their guests with smiles and open arms, invited them inside to talk about the future of the Church, and then once the doors were closed, that was it.”


      That was it.


      Those who went in never came out.


      “You really stand out, though, Brother,” she continued. “So they’d probably put a little more effort into it.”


      “Either way, do you mean to say they will even resort to assassination?”


      “That’s why I sent the mice to Canaan,” Myuri said with a shrug. “So that we could check the records in the Holy See archives to see if Miss Diana’s memory was correct, and to map out the entire Holy See, including all the secret escape routes, with the help of the mice.”


      She was implying they were going to make sure no assassin entered his room at night, and he could escape whenever he needed to.


      Even if he were wrong on that point, this was clearly not a fun little adventure, like searching for hidden treasure.


      “And while they were looking around, they found a bunch of secret passageways along with a creepy underground crypt beneath the Holy See. They said it was filled with countless dead that likely weren’t given a proper burial.”


      Entombed there were those who opposed the Church.


      If not, then perhaps they were fools who spoke inconvenient truths.


      “Miss Diana said that I probably shouldn’t tell you any of this.”


      “Oh…”


      “She said that you can lead the way because you’re so stupidly positive about things.”


      Col was not so thoughtless as to accept that as an earnest compliment, but he understood what she meant.


      If he learned of the dark parts of the Church, whether he stubbornly refused to acknowledge it or accepted it as truth, there was a chance he would falter.


      Because if he were no longer able to believe in his ideals, then he could get no closer to God’s teachings.


      “And what the mice discovered was shared with everyone else through Miss Diana. But Blondie—Hyland didn’t seem all that surprised.”


      Much like how Myuri had reluctantly forgave Klevend, it sounded as though Hyland’s position had gone up a few ranks in her mind.


      “Either way, obviously the Church isn’t just gathering mercenaries and lords to their side; there’s a really high chance they’re going to use some underhanded methods, too. That’s why we need to start getting serious. But Hyland and all her people live in a country across the sea, right? So it’s not like they can bring over an entire army. And Old Man Huskins and Miss Ilenia wouldn’t really be suited to protecting you in close quarters inside a building. The chicken might be good for waking people up in the morning, but not for a fight.”


      It was only when she called Sharon, the eagle spirit, a chicken, that she sounded like she was having fun.


      “Which really only leaves Lutia, but that still means we don’t have enough people. So I’ve been really busy trying to figure that out.”


      “…And how do you plan to solve it, then?”


      Myuri shrugged, as though she were talking about the shopping she did for dinner.


      “Our only real choice is to call on Uncle Luward.”


      He was a tough veteran who could work with nonhumans, and his band of mercenaries was a small, elite team.


      “He said we should probably call my mom.”


      The look on Myuri’s face when she said that was the same sort she wore when she had to take bitter medicine after falling ill.


      Myuri’s mother was the wisewolf.


      It would certainly be reassuring if they could depend on her, but…


      “But we can’t ask her. Absolutely not.”


      Myuri, still draped in the linen, was terribly stubborn.


      Though she seemed like a wild child, she in fact paid careful attention to many things, and was always calmly trying to see the positives and negatives to everything, a trait she inherited from her father.


      But Myuri was Myuri.


      “Indeed,” Col said with a smile. “Because this is your story.”


      Myuri’s pointed ears lifted the linen on her head.


      She then looked at him and pouted like a child.


      “Mine…and yours, Brother.”


      That had not been the plan at the start.


      But her crawling into that barrel and forcibly including herself on the journey caused the course of Col’s destiny to change drastically.


      No—perhaps there had never been a way for him to shake her to begin with, since the girl had the wisewolf’s encouragement; one could even say that things were always bound to end up like this.


      In that sense, this tale actually started with the flaxen wolf, who was perfectly content to gaze out over that distant wheat field.


      But the story that came together afterward was, without a doubt, a result of the mud on his and Myuri’s shoes, and of the coals from the fires that had kept them warm.


      “Most of the correspondence I’ve been doing is basically just that,” Myuri continued. “No one thinks the ecumenical council is going to end uneventfully. If anything, we’re planning on what to do once things go sideways, because they inevitably will.”


      Once she was done talking, it seemed as though a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.


      Myuri was strict with Col about all sorts of things, but in the end, it seemed keeping secrets from him weighed on her quite a bit.


      “First of all,” Col said with a smile, “I am surprised—you are acting so much more like a wartime commander than I ever imagined.”


      His evaluation of her must have been unexpected. Instead of showing any joy, she narrowed her eyes suspiciously at him.


      “I mean it,” Col insisted. “Considering what happened in Wobern, I felt safe leaving things in your hands, even though I know I was laying low. And it seems things have indeed been proceeding as efficiently as they could have.”


      Though she would always growl if she were treated like a child, a genuine compliment seemed to leave her uncomfortable.


      Perhaps Myuri was unsure what to do with herself as she grew up.


      “But at the same time,” Col continued, and then poked Myuri’s head through the linen, as he might do to a child, “what were you going to do if you never told me any of these important things, and I went on thinking about what to do after the ecumenical council?”


      “Owww…Huh?”


      It most certainly did not hurt, but Myuri paused her dramatic protest to stare up blankly at him.


      “I was thinking that the option of, let’s say, building something like a church on that cliff overlooking the south from Wobern after the ecumenical council would not be a bad one.”


      It was a good place with a wonderful, open view of the south.


      It was near both the north and the south, meaning it would be an easy spot for Myuri to visit if she decided let her wild spirit run free and travel the world.


      “Had I gone to the ecumenical council putting together these carefree plans in my head, I would have immediately realized I had made a grave miscalculation and panicked.”


      It was practically unthinkable for him to build a chapel on the path that led straight into the sinister heart of the Church.


      And once his plans crumbled, it would be all too easy for him to get swept up in the chaos, regardless of whether they won or lost, and he would have quickly lost sight of the path he was supposed to take, just as Klevend warned him.


      He would be pressured to make a decision without the space to think calmly; he could see himself making a choice he would most likely come to regret.


      “If the Church’s malice truly runs that deep, then it would be nearly impossible to travel the whole continent and plan to make contact with every theologian and clergy member after the council.”


      He might not ever be able to return to the south for the rest of his life.


      That meant there were only so many places left to him.


      “My destination would either end up being the north, where the Church’s authority is weaker, or the Kingdom of Winfiel.”


      He did not mention Nyohhira, because if the former Twilight Cardinal were lurking there, it would cause a lot of problems for the village of hot springs, since many of the Church’s officials went there to relax.


      Plus, Myuri, who had been freed from her parents’ nagging and had become used to having independence, would surely frown at the idea.


      But the rambunctious girl always went beyond his expectations.


      “There’s the new continent,” she said.


      Her smile was so pure, it was hard to think she brought it up as a joke.


      “I thought I told you I didn’t want to go there,” Col said.


      “Then the desert,” she insisted. “That’s connected to the mainland, and we were talking about how we might even find clues to the new continent there, remember? I could invite Miss Ilenia, Captain Vadan, and Lutia, and we can continue our journey. And if you don’t like walking, we could just travel by boat along the coast, which means we wouldn’t have a lot to worry about, and you won’t even get seasick, either, right? Plus, we could borrow a ship from Miss Eve, and then we could race the mice’s boat! That sounds fun!”


      The moment Col thought of her as an adult, she began talking fervently of dreams that even children would be hard pressed to come up with.


      Myuri’s caliber was so great, he had a hard time quantifying it.


      “…I suppose if I were to settle down, it would be in the Kingdom of Winfiel.”


      Children in fairy tales were taught not to reply to a voice that came from the dark.


      So when Col spoke, ignoring Myuri’s made-up adventure scenarios, she threw her arms around him in a tight hug, as though sinking her teeth into him.


      Col was somewhat surprised, but when he saw she did not say anything afterward, he smiled weakly.


      “The ship you would use to reach the new continent would be Lord Nordstone’s, that eccentric noble’s, no? If you come back every time you reach a break in your adventures, then your port of call would be in the Kingdom of Winfiel.”


      And so they could see each other at any time.


      But her brother would not be at her side during her grand adventure to the new continent.


      Myuri’s arms squeezed even harder around Col’s middle, as though in a display of her anger.


      He would not have even batted an eye when she clung to him at full strength in the past, but now, it was genuinely rather painful.


      “I will probably accept either Heir Hyland’s or Heir Klevend’s proposition and act the part of a priest while receiving protection on their territory.”


      When he thought about how astute Klevend was, and how much Hyland adored Myuri, he could see himself setting up his base of operations with either of them.


      Regardless, if he needed a place to run to in order to escape the commotion that came immediately following the ecumenical council—a commotion that was not likely to settle very quickly—then the Kingdom of Winfiel seemed to be his only option.


      “It would be an easygoing life in a little chapel on the plains of the kingdom. From there, I will pray for the safety of your jour—Ow, Myuri, that hurts!”


      Squeezing him was not amusement enough for her—she also pinched his back.


      But he was not saying any of this to be mean to her.


      That was not his problem—it was hers.


      Myuri was now so much more than a girl chasing after someone playing the part of her big brother.


      She had grown even more than he had throughout this journey.


      And so, it was about time she determined what the feelings in her heart truly were.


      Was she simply reluctant to leave someone she knew so well?


      Or—?


      Or was it truly love?


      “But,” Col began. “If I were to offer you advice as your elder…”


      Myuri remained clinging to him, not lifting her head, so Col placed his hand on it.


      “It would be that no matter how you decide to settle down, it had best be after you’ve gotten your fill of adventure.”


      Myuri was still young, and she had a tendency to see things in black and white.


      But there existed many shades of gray in this world.


      If she were to go to the new continent or the desert lands, it was not, of course, an eternal good-bye; she could come back whenever she wanted.


      And when Myuri sailed back with the turning of the seasons, she would be taller, tanner, hardier.


      Col, on the other hand, would likely not change very much.


      He wondered if Myuri would finally come to a realization when they finally stood eye to eye.


      Were the feelings she had held when she was young real?


      He could practically see the tomboy growing embarrassed as she became aware of how she felt.


      “Nyohhira was comfortable, but I made the decision to leave on my own and took the first step. Now, it’s your turn to do the same.”


      The boat the girl had snuck onto was now reaching the end of the river at last.


      She would have to disembark and board a new ship if she wanted to keep going.


      Would she continue down the river and row out into the endless expanse of the sea?


      Or would she step onto the pier with Col and set aside her adventures for the time being?


      Even as she hesitated, the people they met along their journey would continue down their own paths; some, he knew, were connections that would never be rekindled if she did not make a quick enough decision.


      But no matter what she chose, her destination remained shrouded in mist, and there was no way to tell which path was the right one without walking down it first.


      Amid all those uncertainties, she would have to diligently determine what was important to her, and then rouse even more of her courage.


      Just as Col did when he decided to leave Nyohhira.


      “But…”


      Col offered a taut smile and wrapped his arms around Myuri’s slender frame in return.


      He thought back to when he was about the same height as Myuri was now.


      He remembered how, in the middle of his travels with Myuri’s parents, he had to temporarily part ways with them.


      Despite all he said to her now, he had bawled his eyes out when that happened, back when he himself was still a child.


      It was because his gentle yet strict teacher was by his side he somehow managed to stop crying.


      He briefly wondered how she was doing.


      “You might have a very difficult decision to make, but you have plenty of people you can rely on. I’m certain Miss Ilenia and Miss Lutia will lend you an ear; you have Miss Diana if you want the perspective of someone older, and you could even rely on Heir Hyland if you wanted to.”


      As he listed them off, he realized what a wealth in connections she had amassed.


      And it was safe to say that most of them were people he had met thanks to Myuri.


      No matter what path she chose for herself, her future was bright.


      “—You?”


      “Hmm?” Col asked in return.


      Myuri lifted her head.


      “What about you?”


      No matter how much he scolded her in Nyohhira, everything he said went in one of her four ears and out the other.


      But now she was begging him to tell her where to go.


      Had she been this obedient back in Nyohhira, Col’s days would have been a bit more peaceful.


      But at the same time, none of that overwhelming liveliness would have existed.


      “In my personal opinion, I would not mind if you stayed in the chapel with me, provided you could act the ladylike saint.”


      Myuri’s eyes flashed with anger and she bared her fangs, but Col had not said that to be mean.


      He could easily imagine what would happen if he stopped her.


      “I wouldn’t want that,” he murmured, and patted her back. “I would hate to see you give up on adventuring in one way or another, only to watch you sit on the fence and gaze into the distant sky.”


      She was, after all, sharp and dedicated; the moment she made up her mind, she invariably grew stubborn.


      Once she decided she would not be traveling, she would never leave, no matter how much he encouraged her to.


      “But as I said,” Col continued, “even if you decide to travel, that does not mean it would be farewell for good. I will always be waiting for your return, and I doubt you would ever forget the way home.”


      Of course, that assumed nothing happened during her travels, or that he did not succumb to an epidemic.


      These things happened.


      And yet, people should still reach for what they wanted despite that.


      If there was one thing Col could do to fulfill his role playing the part of Myuri’s big brother, this was it.


      It had to be.


      “If you set out to travel the world and poke a hornet’s nest that’s better left alone, and make enemies of the entire world, I alone would still be on your side.”


      Myuri’s arms no longer held him.


      The only thing keeping them connected was Col’s arms.


      “But I may scold you a bit once you tell me everything.”


      He let go and lightly pinched Myuri’s cheek.


      She said nothing; she simply gazed up at him.


      After returning the look with a smile, he gently let go of her face.


      So that the wolf could run freely as she left the nest.


      “You could do it.”


      What, he did not say.


      But even though he did not, the smart wolf pup knew.


      And so, when Myuri pulled the linen cloth—which had sat on her head the entire time—off her, she smiled awkwardly.


      “Obviously, if it’s something even you could do.”


      That’s the spirit.


      “I wouldn’t mind if you paid me a little more respect,” Col said.


      “I’d think about it, if all that stuff in Wobern hadn’t happened.”


      Myuri smiled mischievously, and Col naturally smiled back.


      In that moment, Col had—in exaggerated terms—a vision.


      It was so clear to him—a wolf, still covered in somewhat soft fur, hesitantly running forward, stopping two or three times to look back as she does.


      Then the intervals between her glances back became longer and longer, and eventually, she stopped looking back altogether.


      All that would be left were prints in the fallen leaves, and those, too, would quickly vanish.


      “…Why do you look like you’re going to cry?” Myuri asked, astonished.


      Col pressed his hand to the corners of his eyes and replied, “Because…I’m your brother.”


      A fledgling leaving the nest was both a happy thing and a sad thing.


      Myuri stared at Col for a moment, then chuffed a little laugh through her nose.


      Her smile was like her usual rambunctious one, but at the same time, a bit different.


      “Then let’s hurry up and go back to change. The feast is gonna start!”


      Myuri tugged on his hand, and he stumbled as he followed her.


      That was all that it was, but it was then he knew he was not going to worry about and chase after the wild girl as she ran about as she liked for much longer after this.


      “Be careful not to eat too much.”


      But at least he could still lecture her.


      Myuri turned back and bared her teeth at him.


      “’Kaaay.”


      Her forced reply was precocious and saucy—truly Myuri, as she always was.


      This was a village that still lacked a formal name, so even though the “feast” was on the simple side, the villagers came up with truly ingenious ways to enjoy themselves.


      They played an instrument made from the tendon of a sheep’s leg—not a deer’s—and created the beat by drumming on the bottom of a bucket.


      Even though the dance was a simple one where all they did was stomp on the ground with one foot, as soon as ten people came together and linked arms, it quickly became a worthwhile challenge.


      All they had were a few plates of food and some strong alcohol that Klevend had brought with him, but the villagers did not need silver spoons or personal musicians to enjoy themselves.


      “Having fun?”


      It was Klevend, drenched in sweat, his shirt tied around his waist, who spoke to Col.


      He looked scary at a glance but was easy to get along with; he was popular with the villagers and was constantly being invited to dance.


      He was especially popular with the children, and even the stray dogs hovered around him, their tails wagging.


      “I am, thank you.”


      Col lifted his cup—he was still on his first glass of wine—and Klevend shrugged.


      Klevend fell heavily into a seat beside Col, and as he pulled a piece of jerky from his belt, he reached out to snatch Col’s unglazed cup from him and drained it in one go.


      “Burp. Drink up, otherwise your cup’ll soak it all up!”


      There were taverns that deliberately used unglazed pottery to serve drinks for that excuse alone.


      “Didja make up?” Klevend asked.


      He did not need to say with whom.


      Col’s attention rested firmly by the nearby well, where a girl who liked feasts even more than Klevend was dancing.


      “I’m…not sure. I feel as though there’s more distance between us now.”


      “Hmm?”


      Klevend looked at Col curiously as he tore into the jerky.


      In the shed they were using as their lodgings, Myuri had changed and combed her hair all on her own, without Col’s help.


      Usually, she would turn things that scarcely counted as arguments into conflicts, pulling at him like bread dough that lacked enough flour.


      Myuri was no longer a child, and she could do most things on her own.


      And that was how things would be from now on.


      “But things seem okay between you two now.”


      Col returned his attention to Klevend, who grinned at him.


      One could never tell what sort of person another might be just because they happened to be the second prince of the Kingdom of Winfiel.


      “Heir Klevend—Mr. Clive, where will you be headed after this?”


      It was hard to change the way one referred to another.


      He recalled how Myuri tried to call Col by something other than Brother to show him her feelings were romantic, but eventually gave up.


      “Nah, I’m not sure. Even if I did leave with you guys tomorrow, I still might be chased away at some crossroad.”


      There was a bit of a pout on his face—perhaps Myuri had spoken to him.


      Klevend going out of his way to come to the village had accidentally given the Twilight Cardinal a clue that plans for the ecumenical council were not proceeding so peaceably.


      The wolf pup, who surely wished she could doze for a little longer in this village, must have wanted to sink her fangs into the prince’s flesh.


      “I doubt you would be chased away,” Col said.


      “You think so?”


      Col nodded lightly.


      It was then that Myuri happened to look their way, and their eyes met.


      The rambunctious girl would typically have waved with all her might when that happened, but now she simply smiled and returned to her dancing.


      She was having fun.


      She paid no mind to who might be watching.


      “You guys are weird,” Klevend said, taking another bite of jerky. “Really strange. Like you stepped out of a storybook.”


      “………”


      Unsure of how to respond, Col simply stared back at Klevend like a fool.


      This man had sharp instincts like Myuri, and Col thought he was starting to catch on to the forest dwellers who existed beyond the veil.


      Col glanced briefly toward Myuri as she danced by the well, just to make sure her pointed wolf ears and fluffy tail were not accidentally showing in the shadow at her feet.


      But Myuri was not foolishly absentminded, of course, and even if Klevend had noticed, he had seen enough of the world to know not to say anything.


      “Now that I think about it,” Klevend continued, “people are gonna talk about you like a character in a story real soon.”


      “…The story of the Twilight Cardinal, you mean?”


      From his experience reading so many tales of saints, Col knew he would be depicted with exaggeration, and that would surely annoy him.


      “Yeah,” Klevend replied. “And then there’s the tale of our first king, too. I always just assumed those stories were stupid exaggerations to give those people more authority.”


      That was a bold thing to hear from a man who could have easily been king if things had turned out just a bit differently.


      “Guess there really is such a thing as a big adventure, eh?”


      As the beating of the bucket grew louder, children and adults alike (and Myuri, of course), began to step faster and faster, spinning round and round as they went.


      “That’s what you taught me, and you’ve shown me glimpses of it.”


      The rhythmical beats came faster and stronger, and the sheep sinew began to twang out a cry.


      “I dunno where we’re gonna end up, but at the very least—”


      Then came the people’s cheers, the chanting of the dancers, and the rest of what Klevend said vanished beneath it all.


      The dancers smiled, invigorated, and patted one another on their shoulders.


      Col watched Myuri enjoying herself, and then looked back at Klevend.


      “According to our commander, the ecumenical council will not be easily conquered.”


      “Uh-huh?”


      “I doubt we would be able to get through it if we lacked even one person.”


      In fact, Col’s lack of knowledge and imagination meant he had no way of knowing what awaited him.


      Up until now, whenever he discovered things he had not been able to see, he grew anxious and flustered.


      But he had been sitting here quietly since the feast began and Myuri had handed him the wine and food she had fetched for him.


      “I’ve grown rather excited myself.”


      Klevend blinked—either Col did not seem that way, or the answer was unexpected.


      “I do not know where this boat I have boarded is going,” he continued. “That will be clear soon enough.”


      Snow had still lain thick in Nyohhira.


      He had thought his bones were going to be buried there.


      “I’m sure God will show us the way.”


      And so as his sheep, all they needed to do was walk.


      “You’re right,” Klevend said, returning the nearly empty cup to Col, then stood. “But we should pray that the way leads back to my garden.”


      He was rather easygoing for someone who was inviting the Twilight Cardinal to be his personal priest.


      “I will give you my answer once I speak with Heir Hyland,” Col said.


      Klevend simply shrugged and sauntered off.


      The impromptu musicians finished their quick break and the party continued in earnest.


      But the reason the debonair prince left was less because he was going to rejoin the dancing circle and more because he noticed a menacing presence approaching.


      “Brother, he hasn’t been putting weird ideas in your head, has he?”


      It was Myuri, who had come to stand behind him at some point.


      Klevend’s buddies had kidnapped him from the inn where they stayed when they were investigating the printing of the scripture.


      A certain gullible fool might end up stolen away again.


      “It’s all right,” Col replied. “He drank my wine for me, after all.”


      Myuri shrugged and sat down next to him.


      She then took his cup out of his hands, lifted it to drink the rest of his wine, but then stopped.


      “Are you going to be mad at me?”


      “Do you want me to be mad at you?”


      Myuri grinned, fearless, and then handed his cup back to him.


      “I think…”


      “Hmm?”


      “I think I’m going to remember this day forever,” she said.


      The corners of her mouth lifted in a smile, but it did not reach her eyes.


      It was the sort of faint smile that growing girls often made.


      “I’d like if you remembered at least one of the things I tell you to do.”


      “Oh, I remember all of your lectures. I just don’t feel like following them.” Once their eyes met, she gave a carefree smile. “Once we leave tomorrow, we’re heading west first.”


      He was not particularly surprised by Myuri’s sudden change of subject, either.


      He sipped his wine and asked, “To which lord will we be speaking?”


      “Oh, yeah, there’s that, too,” she began. “But I mostly want to see Miss Ilenia and Vadan’s crew. I want to go to a port where ships can drop anchor.”


      Had Vadan not gone to the Holy See to draw them a detailed map?


      And he had a hard time picturing Ilenia on a boat.


      He thought they would be making their way to the new continent once all this business with the ecumenical council was finished.


      That meant there was something else.


      There was a seed another great adventure that Myuri was keeping from him.


      “Are you hiding something?” he asked.


      Myuri stared up at him from her spot beside him.


      Her large, deep red eyes were a gift from her mother.


      The light from the bonfire was reflected in them, and now they glittered like gold.


      Perhaps the gloomy wisewolf had once acted like this, long ago.


      No—perhaps it was simply a difference in personality.


      The wisewolf had her own story.


      This was theirs.


      “You’re gonna be shocked when you hear about this.”


      “You shock me every day, Myuri.”


      “But I mean this is really going to shock you!” she said, then gave a toothy grin. “They said the staff God once held might be out there.”


      “What?”


      “You call it a relic, right? They said the Church might be trying to get their hands on God’s staff for the ecumenical council. Hee-hee, what do you think it does? I think it calls down lightning!”


      God’s staff.


      That made Col think of divine punishment, and divine punishment naturally evoked the image of lightning.


      They said that anything that suffered damage from lightning was the subject of God’s wrath.


      That said, it was a bit odd that a wolf girl who had nonhuman blood in her veins was talking about this.


      If anything, she could be considered a miracle herself.


      “Your bones would be relics too, right, Brother?” she continued. “Can you call lightning from them?”


      She grabbed his hand and began playing with his palm, as though examining it.


      He was unsure of how genuine she was, which drew a sigh from him.


      “No, and what is this staff, anyway? I have occasionally heard stories about relics like those, though.”


      “I don’t really know, either, but when Miss Diana saw Lutia, Lutia mentioned it to her.”


      “Lutia did?”


      “You had her look into the desert to find clues about the new continent, remember? She heard about it while she was doing all that stuff.”


      A staff that once belonged to God.


      Col tilted his head in contemplation, and Myuri let go of his hand, casting it aside like a toy she had grown bored of.


      “Plus, word of the staff seems to be spreading among the merchants for some reason. So Miss Ilenia went to talk with Miss Eve about it.”


      “Ah, and that is why we have a ship?”


      Merchants would go anywhere if it meant making money, but the ones who went the farthest were traders who engaged in long-distance sea travel.


      If the Church was searching for a strange artifact in a distant land, then it would not be unnatural for them to ask for help from those sorts of merchants.


      The portside taverns where merchants gathered were always filled with stories that sounded like fairy tales.


      “I’ve been exchanging letters with Miss Eve, and I can practically see the frown on her face whenever I get a reply.”


      Eve would not even consider getting involved in something unless she stood to earn at least one copper coin.


      So it sounded as though she was helping with this commotion because she saw an opportunity for profits, but it was also saddling her with considerable expenses.


      If they brought up some nonsense tales on top of all that, the frigid sharpness in her face would only glint brighter.


      “So don’t drink too much,” Myuri warned. “We’re gonna start walking a lot tomorrow. We’ll have to cross mountains and stuff.”


      If Myuri considered it a lot of walking, then it would be a true struggle for Col.


      Though slightly annoyed, he decided they could hire a horse somewhere if they pushed themselves too hard.


      “Hee-hee.”


      And then, Myuri suddenly drew up her shoulders and giggled.


      “What is it?” Col asked.


      Though she had told him not to drink too much, he could not not drink.


      Once the sweet-sour wine slid down his throat and settled to warm his stomach, Myuri said, “This is fun.”


      She seemed happy—no, if anything, her smile was blissful.


      That drew a smile from Col, and he nodded.


      He then stood and said, “Yes, so much fun. So why don’t we dance a little?”


      Col could practically hear the little pop of Myuri’s jaw falling to the floor, and a sparkle immediately filled her eyes.


      “I’ll teach you how!”


      “Go easy, though. We’ll start walking a lot tomorrow, no?”


      “That doesn’t matter! Klevend can just carry us on his back!”


      When he laughed at how rude that was, Myuri dragged him forward.


      The beating of the makeshift drums and the rhythmic tune on the sheep sinew had just started.


      “Ready, Brother?”


      “Yes, yes.”


      Col lifted his foot high in time with Myuri’s.


      He had done the same thing both when he left Nyohhira, and when he left his hometown when he was very young.


      And it would happen over and over again.


      “Ready…Go!”


      He set his foot down firmly onto the earth.
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      CHAPTER FIVE


      When Eve saw the bird land on the windowsill, the wrinkles between her brows deepened.


      Despite her glaring, the pigeon began to coo, as though demanding its reward of seeds immediately.


      “The pigeon, Madam,” Ilenia said, suppressing a chuckle.


      With a big sigh, Eve stood and stepped toward the pigeon.


      “I have never been made to work this hard.”


      She undid the letter tied to its leg and opened it.


      The pigeon looked up at her, begging for a treat, so she jerked her chin in Ilenia’s direction, and it hopped toward her.


      “Now what?”


      The page was crammed with very distinct handwriting, as though it were overflowing with the writer’s energy.


      “What does Myuri say?” Ilenia asked, letting the pigeon peck at the seeds in her hand.


      Eve huffed. “They’re going to be hiring a mercenary company through the Debau Company, so she wants money to get them gear.”


      The letter spent more space detailing just how strong and brave the mercenaries were than asking about business.


      There was even a picture of spears and swords included, at which Eve could not help but smile.


      She had not seen that particular mercenary company fight when they had been called to Estatt.


      But she knew they were good warriors with excellent command, and the way Eve’s own subordinates so feverishly began training with the sword on their own after the fight had told her they must be strong.


      “But she sure makes it sound easy.”


      It seemed as though the girl assumed all merchants kept a hidden stash of gold under their chairs.


      The money was not something she could immediately produce, even on command, but it would be taboo for any merchant to say they were unable to hand over the money.


      With the letter still in hand, her eyes scanned the large map hanging on the wall.


      She had placed her subordinates in key ports and left the trade of various goods in their hands.


      Now, from where and how was she going to move this money?


      She normally had a bit of leeway to set aside some coin to jump on any moneymaking opportunity that presented itself, but right now she was bleeding those reserves dry to buy all sorts of things.


      The reason for that, of course, lay with the Twilight Cardinal.


      Word of him making an ally of the entirety of the empire had gotten around, and merchants around the world were now rushing to corner whatever goods they could.


      At this point, the Church could no longer avoid confronting the Twilight Cardinal directly, and even if fears of a war were an overreaction, the fact they were pouring all their resources into the ecumenical council meant there would soon begin a huge movement of people and goods, one that could rival an actual war.


      A commotion like that was extremely lucrative.


      Because high-ranking clergy, theologians, and powerful lords would come from all over to gather at the Holy See, and they would hold a meeting for weeks, even months.


      These people would bring plenty of followers and gracefully travel to their destination, which meant they would go through quite a lot of alcohol and food. Even their horses would be eating plenty of hay.


      There would likely be many traveling for the first time in a while, and in their excitement, they would buy new equipment. Some might even bite off a bit more than they could chew to have some of their best clothes tailored so as not to lose face or be mocked.


      Alcohol production used up quite a lot of grains and fruits, so food prices would rise as well.


      Plus, a huge number of barrels would be used, which would affect lumber prices.


      And the sky-high lumber prices meant it would cost more to bake bread, which in turn would raise the daily wages of the working artisans who ate bread on the job.


      These knock-on effects would spread to all sorts of goods, affecting their prices.


      And since everyone knew swarms of people would soon be gathering around the Holy See, everyone knew where their clientele would be.


      It was practically a dream come true for any merchant—everything would be easy for them.


      The assumption that you could buy just about anything and then sell it there for a handsome profit was not wrong.


      And so Eve had cast her net wide to buy goods from many different places, but in the meanwhile, she also had to secure the funds necessary for opening the road that would link Wobern to the south.


      With regards to Wobern, she was secretly sending over wool from the kingdom under the auspices of the royal family, so she was making up for those costs a bit by cutting out the middleman.


      But that was but a drop in the bucket, and to be frank, she had no money to spare.


      Hiring the mercenary company that wild child loved so much and procuring new equipment for them was going to cost her a pretty penny.


      They had called on the mercenaries when Estatt was in an uproar over the Twilight Cardinal impostor, and the costs from hiring them had left a rather large hole in her coin purse.


      Protecting the Twilight Cardinal required a lot of resources, of course, and mercenaries were a perfect fit for the job.


      But hiring them did not directly lead to profits for Eve, and while she was hiring mercenaries, other merchants were raking it in.


      Was she to simply watch as they raked it in; stand there doing nothing?


      While she had plenty of complaints about the situation, many of them were simply different ways of saying she did not have the money.


      And when she did not have the money, she had no choice but to borrow it, and merchants who hated borrowing money were like overly picky children—they would never grow big and strong.


      She also had to think of the meaning behind Myuri sending her a letter like this.


      The reason Myuri had asked Eve to pay for the hiring of the mercenaries was, paradoxically, the rambunctious girl’s own way of being considerate.


      There was a good chance the mercenary company was presently in the north; the Debau Company’s territory.


      And so this was why she mentioned hiring them through the Debau Company in her letter.


      The Debau Company had been helping the Twilight Cardinal in his endeavors since the very beginning, so it would typically fall on them to shoulder the costs of the mercenaries.


      But the girl expressly brought up financing to Eve.


      It was not her way of annoying Eve; it was a way to show the world that Eve was the one who acted as the Twilight Cardinal’s treasurer.


      In essence, Myuri was pulling strings to save Eve Bolan’s face.


      She was likely making up for it with the Debau Company by proposing a different way of making money to them.


      Myuri understood the merchants’ reputations and reasoning much better than her brother did; her one flaw was perhaps due to her youth—she did not yet understand moderation.


      Eve thought of Col, who had to constantly endure taking her innocence head-on, and realized she now had a bit better opinion of that kindhearted young man.


      As she stood humming before the map, Ilenia spoke up.


      “Shall I prepare the wool, then?”


      Winfiel-produced wool was sold left and right, and was practically gold itself.


      In fact, since it did not easily mold or rot, it was often used as a substitute for gold in trade.


      Eve raised a brow at Ilenia, who had a full and satisfied pigeon on her shoulder.


      “You telling me you have wool stock I don’t know about?”


      “In a sense, yes.”


      Eve lifted her head at Ilenia’s smile.


      She had learned of Ilenia when the girl was trading suspicious wool whose origins were unknown in a port city in the Kingdom of Winfiel.


      The wholesale guild that managed the wool trade was furious and commenced searching for whoever it was moving their wool in illegal channels, and when Eve got whiff of the situation, she joined in.


      She wanted to know this girl’s tricks, since she could not afford any interference in her own smuggling, but it turned out not to be that big of a deal after all.


      Ilenia had been shearing her own wool and selling it.


      So as Eve absently wondered if that was what she meant by “stock,” Ilenia sheepishly continued.


      “I suppose you could say I made amends with an old adversary in Wobern…”


      “What?”


      “The golden sheep said to call on him if I ever need wool.”


      As a merchant, Eve considered her facial expressions one of her weapons.


      And she had just dropped hers on the floor.


      Her eyes widened in shock.


      “That old man? Wait, hold on. You’re telling me you made up with that old man?” Eve asked, and Ilenia shrank in embarrassment.


      The pigeon on her shoulder flapped its wings in a panic, having lost its footing.


      “It was all thanks to Col and Myuri,” she replied.


      Eve had met Huskins once before.


      After she had brought Ilenia on board—who was ignoring the guild and doing business as she pleased, as it was literally her own wool—they went to meet Huskins since Ilenia told Eve she had once lived under his care.


      It was, after all, a monastery that was a prominent producer of wool, even within the kingdom, and it was well known for not allowing outsiders to handle their product.


      Eve knew if she could win over the boss of the “manufacturers,” then she would be making huge profits.


      Whenever she thought back on those moments, she felt a slight twinge of failure as a merchant.


      That was what it meant to be left utterly helpless, and Ilenia, who had joined her because she thought the girl would be a good asset during talks, was on her worst behavior.


      The two were like a rebellious granddaughter butting heads with her stubborn grandfather, so even if she attempted to brush up on her eloquence as a merchant, there was no way for an outsider to mediate their discord.


      “I think I’ve grown up a bit,” Ilenia remarked.


      Eve could not help but smile.


      These nonhumans lived for spans of time she could not even conceive of—what counted an adult to them?


      “That sure hits home,” Eve said.


      Ilenia stared at her wide-eyed.


      “What’s with the face?”


      “It’s nothing…I just never thought I’d hear you say that, Madam.”


      A corner of Eve’s lips curled upward, and she sat back down in her chair.


      This time, she reached for the account book that sat open on the table.


      “You think I’m a grown up? Ever since those two got one over me, I’ve been waiting for a chance to get back at them.”


      Ilenia gave a tense smile—she was unsure just how serious Eve was being.


      “They ruined a picture I had so painstakingly drawn in Rausbourne. I put on a face to make it seem like older people like me can take it in stride, but I hated it so much.”


      At last, the tension dissipated from Ilenia’s shoulders.


      “But you seem to be having so much fun now, Madam.”


      “I am.” Eve took the quill in hand and dipped the tip into the ink pot. “Because they brought something to this world that was so much bigger than the picture I was painting.”


      Then, before she began writing her letter, she looked up at Ilenia.


      “But not as big as your new continent trade plan, though,” she said with a smile, and Ilenia beamed with joy.


      Her horns had popped out as well, which suggested she was much happier about it than Eve first assumed.


      The spirited sheep said with a smile, “I’ll shear however much wool you need from that stubborn old man, Madam.”


      Eve looked at Ilenia; Ilenia, with her stubborn smile still on her face, had her nostrils flared.


      “Appreciate it,” Eve replied.


      The sheep girl was perhaps a bit too loyal; Eve turned her attention away from her and to the letter at hand.


      Eve had not seen Huskins the golden sheep’s true form.


      But she had seen Ilenia’s, and she knew exactly what she was capable of.


      Once, Ilenia realized some of Eve’s precious cargo had been stolen, so she had gone to the criminals’ hideout and quite literally knocked over the entire building before Eve could stop her.


      That spot was considered a place of ill repute to begin with, so the matter was settled when everyone else agreed it must have been divine punishment, but when Ilenia returned to Eve’s, so calm and composed despite the chaos that had unfolded in town, Eve still remembered the look on her face.


      She wore a lovely smile, one that innocently begged for praise.


      When Eve thought back on that incident, she agreed—perhaps Ilenia had indeed grown up.


      “But we need to set aside our ace for now,” Eve said. “We’ll look for another way.”


      With audible scratches, she pressed the quill even harder into the paper as she wrote.


      What she was writing was her response to the request for money from Myuri.


      As things were steadily increasing in price, they would keep the equipment they procured for the mercenaries at a minimum.


      Additionally, they would only summon the mercenaries once the dates for the ecumenical council had been settled.


      It would be best to keep their stay as short as possible in order to save money on their lodgings.


      She noted all her cautions to an almost tedious degree.


      Though the older brother was a different story, the younger sister truly did not understand restraint.


      Eve had her own opinions when it came to lack of restraint, so for her to think this meant that little girl was bound to be serious trouble one day.


      “We’re going to need even more money in all sorts of places soon,” Eve said. “Even if we borrow wool from the golden sheep, we’re gonna have to borrow so much, they’ll get sick from the cold.”


      “Do we? But how are you going to manage that? You’re…already full up on trade deals.”


      Ilenia also turned to look at the map hanging on the wall.


      Covering the map in an unbalanced mess were several sheets of paper detailing the state of her standing deals.


      “It’s a bit earlier than planned, but we should collect the payments for the goods we sold on credit.”


      Once Eve was done reviewing her letter, she called over to the umbrella girl sitting in the corner with her embroidering.


      She told her to let the ink on the letter dry and to bring over the account book that listed all the expenses that would be needed in the near future.


      Once she ordered one of her bodyguards to prepare a carriage, she looked at Ilenia.


      “You look like you want to ask me what exactly it was that I sold, don’t you?” she pointed out.


      Ilenia gasped in realization, and then raised a hand to her own face.


      Despite her mild-mannered looks, Ilenia was surprisingly greedy and inquisitive.


      That she grew cross when things happened without her knowledge truly made her suited to be a merchant.


      “What I sold was the most valuable commodity on this earth,” Eve said.


      As she slipped into the coat the umbrella girl had hurriedly brought over, she continued.


      “Trust.”


      Ilenia held her breath, and Eve flashed her a mischievous smile.


      Ilenia’s gaze flicked briefly toward the letter Myuri had sent them.


      It almost certainly had to be the one most expensive item of trust at this point in time.


      “I’m off to see someone now. Come,” Eve said.


      “Ah, all right,” Ilenia replied. “But—”


      Eve thought Ilenia precious, what with the way she balanced logic, their relationship as master and apprentice, and friendship on the scales with a healthy dose of curiosity, which caused her to panic.


      “If I recall,” she continued, “they’ve sent people to the Holy See to have them sketch out a floorplan, no? This should help.”


      The easygoing expression on Ilenia’s face vanished, and Eve saw shades of the time she had been illegally selling wool.


      “It’s best to figure out who’s on our side, and who our enemy is at the Holy See. That’ll be a lifeline for them when the guys who’ve snuck in there get in trouble.”


      “Allies? In the Holy See?”


      The Holy See, which stood at the pinnacle of all churches, was the Twilight Cardinal’s mortal enemy.


      There did seem to be some oddballs in the Holy See’s archives who had sided with the Twilight Cardinal, but they were a minority that was so unorthodox, they were practically heretics.


      There was a curious look on Ilenia’s face; Eve’s smile only grew even more wicked.


      “There are always those who might take our side in any group of people,” she explained. “Many people will yield to a merchant’s weapons, after all.”


      As she spoke, Eve flicked a gold coin that sat on the table.


      Ilenia timidly caught it and pressed it with both hands.


      “You’re planning on finding the new continent and controlling trade, aren’t you? You’ll need to learn—for my sake.”


      “Ah—All right!” Ilenia replied and nodded deeply.


      Eve smiled. That was what it looked like when a sheep was about to headbutt something.


      Sell something, earn some copper.


      Repeat this enough times and the copper eventually turned to silver, and silver eventually turned to gold.


      Those were the fundamentals of trade, and most merchants increased their profits this way.


      But the true essence of trade lay beyond that basic loop.


      Sell something, then buy something.


      Once one realized that “something” could be anything, trade suddenly became a true joy.


      And once one experienced trading something that could not be touched, something from which even God Himself would look away, then one could never abandon the way of the merchant.


      Everything in this world could be sold, and everything had the potential to be the seed of future profit.


      That greedy merchants were often insulted as inhuman was not entirely unfounded.


      Because even one’s humanity could be sold.


      “It is a pleasure to see you in good spirits, Archbishop.”


      Once Eve stepped from the carriage, the archbishop of Estatt, who stood surrounded by other high-ranking members of the clergy, wore a bitter look on his face, as though he had swallowed a bug.


      “Make this quick,” he said. “We don’t know where there might be rats hiding. We will need him to take his leave as soon as possible.”


      “I understand. Has everyone else been sent away?”


      “Yes. They’re in the vault behind the altar.”


      For some reason, priests always wanted to hide their most precious things behind the altar.


      As Eve was about to step into the empty cathedral, one of the priests beside the archbishop spoke.


      “Who is that?”


      He was questioning Ilenia.


      “That’s my apprentice,” Eve replied. “And she also happens to be best friends with the Saint of the Sun. The trust the Twilight Cardinal places in her is greater than what my humble self enjoys.”


      The priest flinched at her teasing tone, and he turned an eye to the archbishop for permission.


      There were deep furrows between the archbishop’s brows, but all he did was sigh and nod.


      “She may come in.”


      Ilenia bowed her head with a smile and followed Eve.


      The young priests-in-training, who were all clad in white robes, led the former fallen merchant and the wool broker through the empty cathedral.


      Though all sorts of things got turned on their head in turbulent times, they would have never received this sort of hospitality if the Twilight Cardinal had not disrupted the order of the world.


      As she walked, Eve’s gaze drifted upward briefly.


      The ceiling of the massive cathedral was so high it confounded her depth perception. Murals were painted on the stucco far overhead.


      Even the stone pillars were decorated with intricate carvings.


      She understood no matter how successful she would ever be in her trade, it would take more than a lifetime to accumulate the funds to build a cathedral like this.


      On top of that, the lords of the neighboring regions also fell under this cathedral’s sphere of influence, which meant the lands and properties it owned were numerous, and the amount of taxable fields were also great.


      Simply imagining just how much gold flowed in and out of this church gave Eve chills.


      No matter what sort of big trade deal she might attempt to strike, there were always bigger fish in the sea.


      It had been truly humiliating when the Twilight Cardinal had ruined her schemes, but no merchant got up from a fall for free.


      Swallowing her anger and frustration and pretending to be a reasonable adult had been worth it.


      That she had gotten to know members of the Winfiel royal family on personal terms was great, yes, but this was the icing on the cake.


      The young priest respectfully opened the vault doors before Eve, as they would for any member of nobility.


      Waiting for her behind the doors were several elderly individuals.


      “Ah, and you’re the one?”


      One old man with a goatee wore black priest’s robes.


      His neckband was edged with eye-catching gold.


      On his head he wore a priest’s cap that looked like a flattened round of bread; those who did not know who he was would simply think him a high-ranking member of the clergy.


      Yet, despite not doing so for the archbishop of Estatt, Eve knelt before him and bowed her head.


      “My name is Eve Bolan. Forgive me, a humble merchant, for the insolence of giving Your Eminence my name…”


      Slowly, she lifted her head.


      “Cardinal.”


      When the old man with the goatee saw Eve’s smile, his eyes narrowed ever so slightly.


      Cardinal Toreno.


      He ranked seventh within the Church, held a seat at the College of Cardinals, and hailed from the family of the Grand Duke of Sferzo, which enjoyed a great deal of power in the south.


      Even among the nobles who were born with golden spoons in their mouths, he was the noblest of the noble.


      But when Eve first looked at him, she was painfully aware of what he held in his chest.


      It was thirst, and pain.


      Among the thousands, millions of believers in the Church, he sat in the seventh seat, so close to heaven; yet in his eyes, he saw not how high he sat, but how far down he was.
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      His eyes, face, and carriage were those of a man who simply could not accept the reality of there being six people between himself and God.


      Plus, he was much older than Eve had imagined him to be.


      He likely knew better than anyone else that his remaining time was limited.


      As he lay in bed every night, he must have suffered waves of panic, anger, pain, and sadness.


      I understand. I understand, Your Eminence.


      She repeated this in her mind as she followed etiquette and kissed the cardinal’s hand.


      She almost wanted to swallow him whole right then and there, and she did not hide the hunger in her gaze.


      And the cardinal looked back at her.


      He looked at her with the eyes of a man who was prepared to be devoured by a merchant, a man who had made his decision to climb his way to the top, even if it meant borrowing her strength.


      In the short span of this brazen ceremony, entire lifetimes and a flood of thoughts and feelings intersected.


      Eve’s and the cardinal’s social standings were leagues apart.


      But profits were what bound heaven and earth together.


      “Now, have you made a decision, Your Eminence?”


      The Twilight Cardinal’s stirring of the pot meant he had set the once-stagnant mud to drift freely in the water.


      And many people’s greed began to swim, using the mud as cover.


      Eve was scattering bait right into the mud.


      And she had gotten a bite from an incredibly big and unexpected catch, who now wiped the corner of his mouth before replying.


      “I have. That I am here is proof of that.”


      Indeed.


      Eve grinned and held out a hand toward the umbrella girl.


      The girl handed her a sheaf of parchment.


      “Then we will refrain from such uncouth business as exchanging contracts; God watches over this exchange, after all.”


      Cardinal Toreno’s brows angled downward faintly, but he did not grow outwardly furious, of course.


      If anything, his heart was likely pounding as he contemplated this plan.


      “And so,” Eve continued, “I apologize for jumping straight to business, but I have a favor to ask of Your Eminence.”


      “Speak it.”


      “Thank you. Then I ask of you payment for these necessary expenses.”


      Eve reverently held out the parchment, which the cardinal’s subordinate took before handing it to the cardinal himself.


      He was of a social standing where he was waited upon by others as he lent an ear to the pitiful rabble.


      The cardinal unfurled the parchment, and his brows dipped even deeper.


      He flipped through page one, page two, then jumped to page eight, then fifteen…


      “For the moment, the total is fifty thousand gold lumione. That should cover the campaign funds for the time being.”


      Ilenia, who was standing quietly behind her, held her breath; the cardinal, having flipped to the last page of the bundle of parchment, glared openly at Eve.


      No matter how close he stood to heaven, fifty thousand gold coins was still not an amount he could easily procure.


      It was an amount that a single royal family or the most well-known of noble families would struggle to put together to gamble on an entire fleet of long-distance trade ships.


      It was enough to purchase an entire fiefdom and the corresponding title, and still have plenty left over.


      Hiring that mercenary company Myuri loved so much would be nothing in comparison.


      Fifty thousand gold made a person’s life seem like a grain of wheat in comparison, but moreover, this was only the first of Eve’s requests—this would not be her last.


      That was because the trust she had sold him was worth that much.


      “In coin?” the cardinal asked briskly. “If you need the coin, then I will need time.”


      “No,” Eve replied. “I would prefer the company Your Eminence’s family manages to draw up a money order.”


      Merchants could achieve the same result with a single piece of paper without carrying around heavy coin.


      That was the power of a money order; one could withdraw the actual coin by taking the certificate of exchange to certain companies, or use the certificate itself in lieu of money entirely.


      “Very well. Would you like all the gold to be in lumione?”


      “Yes. We shall let God’s temper dictate the exchange rate.”


      “Hah.”


      Cardinal Toreno snorted, and Eve got a glimpse of exactly what he had done when he was young to climb the ladder within the Church.


      Eve could not help but let her eyes soften slightly, and she thanked God for how lucky she was to have been born in a different generation than he.


      Because had they been a part of the same generation, it was more likely they would have been at each other’s throats instead of shaking hands.


      “Not even the Holy See’s merchants will handle that amount of money all at once,” the cardinal remarked. “Are you of higher status than I have been told? I heard you were former lower nobility of the Kingdom of Winfiel.”


      Eve could tell Ilenia was holding her breath, but she replied calmly and honestly.


      “Unfortunately, I believe we are more alike in this regard, Your Eminence.”


      “What?”


      “I love excitement.”


      The cardinal jerked his head back, to the point his goatee was pulled out of shape.


      Though he still glared at Eve with a terrible glint in his eye, the corner of his mouth finally curled upward, and he laughed.


      “Heh-heh…Good, very good. I do not have much time left. I need people like you in order to get closer to God.”


      “I am honored.”


      “But allow me to ask you one thing. This regards the fifty thousand gold coins.”


      As he handed Eve’s invoice over to his subordinate, he leaned forward and fixed his eyes on her.


      Though he was in such a high place that there was no one left for him to look up to, the way he looked up at her was like a beggar boy glaring at passersby.


      “You will use my funds and my authority to make an astonishing amount of profit. I cannot be the only person you are working with to this end. But I do not understand—I assumed you would ask me to act as an intermediary so that you might earn a title of peerage for yourself to regain your lost status. But all you do is speak of money. For what reason do you raise all this money?”


      This was not the first time she had gotten this question, and many of her competitors asked her like it was a curse.


      At this point, she scarcely remembered their faces, much less their names.


      But there was one person whom she remembered well.


      With that foolish face floating in her mind, she replied, “So I may buy happiness.”


      The old man was taken aback.


      “What nonsense, happiness cannot be—”


      “Yes, I understand what Your Eminence means. What does a million gold coins on top of another million gold change? Yes, yes. I understand. Profits in the secular world are like salt water that does not quench one’s thirst. However…”


      Eve turned her gaze to the banner that bore the crest of the Church, one of the very few decorations in this space that reminded her they were in a holy cathedral.


      “It has value precisely because it cannot be bought.”


      There was no end to her trade. She wanted more and more.


      People called that the essence of a merchant, and the Church considered it her punishment for greed.


      But neither was correct, Eve thought.


      She simply thought it was funny.


      “Your Eminence is the same, no?”


      The umbrella girl sensed their business was quickly coming to an end, and she opened Eve’s coat.


      As Eve slipped her arms through the sleeves, she continued speaking.


      “Your Eminence’s deal with me will likely place you on the seat of the pope. Your Eminence has wanted that spot for many years, no? You may rest easy knowing you will make it in time before you are buried. But does it end there? Does it?”


      Eve grinned and took a step toward the cardinal.


      The old wolf had grown decrepit and gaunt.


      But his eyes still shone sharply.


      “Once Your Eminence becomes pope, you’ll want to become the most prominent pope in history. Reclaim the former papal territory that the empire once stole away. And when you do, Your Eminence…”


      Eve grasped the cardinal’s hand in a manner much more earnest than when she had greeted him earlier.


      “Call on me. I will recruit the mercenaries, prepare the provisions, and negotiate with lords for Your Eminence. I will be your purse until the world is yours.”


      “Hah…Heh.”


      The old man gave a tense laugh.


      Perhaps he was letting his ecstasy and delight peek through the surface.


      “I’ll be expecting fifty thousand gold lumione, then.”


      Eve kissed his knuckles, then turned on her heel.


      The umbrella girl followed her, and Ilenia trailed a beat later.


      They exited into the corridor, and when the young priest waiting at the end of the hall noticed them, he opened the door to the next room.


      Not long after, the Archbishop of Estatt emerged.


      “The deal is done,” Eve said. “Would you like the details?”


      “I do not want to know,” he replied. “The fact I shared this space with you and His Eminence is enough for me. You will not forget this…Will you?”


      “Of course not. It’s thanks to your efforts that His Eminence and I got to meet face-to-face.”


      “Good grief…I have never met someone so perfectly fearless, even of God.”


      All Eve did was smile at the archbishop’s mutterings.


      The deal Cardinal Toreno had made with Eve was one that, of course, went against the Holy See’s interests.


      In fact, Cardinal Toreno was presently acting as an envoy on behalf of the pope, traveling the continent to convince various lords to join their side in order to take down the Twilight Cardinal.


      But only those unaware of his circumstances were awed by that pretense.


      Cardinal Toreno’s position was low within the College of Cardinals, which meant he had been forced to take on this tedious work.


      He was proud, believing he was most suited for the pope’s seat—if not the seat beside God Himself—so to be forced into doing such busywork was truly humiliating for him.


      But whether one could turn adversity into opportunity would greatly change the trajectory of one’s fate.


      Plus, the old man was a greedy merchant at heart.


      “I doubt even God would have ever imagined Cardinal Toreno, a man so loyal to the Church’s principles, would step foot in Estatt, a city that has always frustrated the Church.”


      The Archbishop of Estatt looked at Eve with an expression of weary anger, as though her polite language were overly brazen to him.


      “The Twilight Cardinal is indeed a wonderful young man,” he said. “But why does he keep someone like you at his side? Does he have the wrong idea about you?”


      The frank question made Eve laugh, of course.


      “He is not that much of a fool. But that simply means my underhandedness is practically meaningless when squared up against his halo; my malice cannot win against his endless benevolence.”


      That was not particularly meant to be a compliment, nor did she mean it as an exaggeration.


      Happy-go-lucky people like that boy normally did not have what it took to survive an entire lifetime, which, in a way, meant he was essentially a miracle.


      There were surely plenty of people born into this world who were just as kindhearted as he was.


      But many bore scars as they grew up and eventually changed their ways or lost their lives.


      What made that particular young man different from all the other kindhearted fools out there was who he had met along the way.


      Plus, at this point, he now had a terrifying wolf who stood faithfully at his side.


      That wolf could crush any disaster, any evil, in her jaws.


      And that wolf, too, would keep her hands forever clean because of the young man’s endless benevolence.


      They were two as one, and that made them terribly powerful.


      They were a perfect duo, and no one could ever hope to win against them alone.


      Eve had learned this lesson a while ago, so she had given up on standing by herself.


      “All is as God wills it. All we can do is struggle.”


      The archbishop flinched at Eve’s smile, and he let loose the breath he had been holding.


      “I’d like for you to leave my territory as soon as possible.”


      “My apologies. Your city is in a perfect spot. It explains why the ancient imperial army set its sights on it. You’ll have to excuse me for a little while longer.”


      “Fine, fine.”


      The archbishop waved his hand as though shooing away a fly, then made his way in the opposite direction, toward the vault where the cardinal was.


      Eve chuckled and began walking, but Ilenia quickly slipped into her personal space.


      “Madam.”


      Ilenia was in a huff, and her eyes were those of a stubborn sheep.


      “I do not understand at all. Why is the enemy—why is a cardinal from the Holy See betraying his people to meet with you? And fifty thousand gold? Why do you need that much?”


      Ilenia suddenly cut herself off.


      “Don’t tell me, you really plan on…?”


      Ilenia’s hair, fluffy like sheep’s wool, almost seemed as though it had puffed a size larger.


      This girl had gotten into a big fight with a gloomy, stubborn old man, fled her peaceful life, and then sheared her own wool to sell illegally.


      Peel back a layer, and there were parts of her that would even shock the rambunctious wolf.


      “All I did was arrange for what my trade partner asked for. That alone makes for a successful deal, no matter what it is. But then…” Eve shrugged. “You’re right to worry. Keep this deal from the Twilight Cardinal for a little longer. He’ll obviously be very angry.”


      “………”


      As Ilenia stared at Eve, the faint anger in her eyes changed into exasperation.


      She closed her eyes briefly, and then she was once again Ilenia in sheep’s clothing.


      “You’ll explain this to me, won’t you?”


      “Yeah, I will. Don’t want your horns flipping over my bed at night.”


      “I—I wouldn’t do that!” Ilenia huffed.


      Eve laughed, and turned to the umbrella girl, who stood alone on her opposite side.


      Things were busy, but she liked how lively things were.


      “Right. Time for some good food and good booze,” she said as she pushed open the doors of the cathedral, squinting her eyes against the bright sun.


      The Twilight Cardinal’s treasurer.


      Eve had very skillfully, very carefully created that position.


      That was why she had allowed herself to be dragged into Col and Myuri’s journey and why she remained in such a stuffy, humid city like Estatt; that was why she continued to give those two money without complaint even as she went into the red.


      Their journey simply cost too much for Hyland alone to finance, and so Eve reluctantly filled in where she could.


      While Myuri likely did not mind, she was sure this bothered Col.


      But merchants did not do things without considering their losses and profits.


      If anything, that sharp silver wolf had likely sussed out that Eve was plotting to use the Twilight Cardinal to get rich, so she had deliberately latched her teeth onto her ankle.


      Because if Eve tried to do anything that flew in the face of reason and justice, the wolf planned to immediately rip her ankles to shreds.


      So Eve, too, was rather tense as she went about her shady business.


      It was almost fun.


      “Whatever it is I’m trying to do,” Eve began, “you probably saw the exact same thing in Wobern.”


      She had paid for plenty of good food and drink to be brought to the building she was renting near the port.


      Back at the cathedral, Ilenia had been wondering if Eve had sold Col and Myuri out to the Church, which was why her fluffy hair had grown in size.


      There was just a bit of truth to that, so Eve had to placate her so she would not get angry again.


      While that was what it looked like, in reality, it was more of a tease.


      And that was why Ilenia tore at her bread as she pouted.


      “I do not understand,” she said. “But I trust you, Madam.”


      The look in her eyes was terrifying for her declaration of trust, which caused Eve’s shoulders to shake as she laughed aloud.


      “That cardinal wants to be the pope so badly,” Eve explained.


      She held out her cup to the umbrella girl, who poured her raspberry liquor.


      “Then that makes even less sense. Why he would pay you gold; that just tells me…he must be asking you to rig something for him. Like, for example, making sure Col and Myuri lose at the ecumenical council…”


      Eve could not help but smile at Ilenia’s choice of words.


      She had once gone so far as to ignore the wool wholesalers’ guild to sell her own wool, so she must have seen and heard some indecent bets in the port city.


      This was not the sort of conversations refined girls had.


      “What, like I personally deliver the food and drink they’ll be having?”


      Would the wolf notice the poison in the cups Eve brought them?


      It was something she wanted to try, being a merchant who liked a good gamble, but she deserved to lose all rights to trade if she took a gamble not in her favor.


      “…Besides, the cardinal has no reason to give you the money,” Ilenia said.


      But she was not yet ready to flip Eve and her base on their heads because she did not trust her own conclusions.


      “You heard our conversation, didn’t you?” Eve replied. “Taking down the Twilight Cardinal isn’t what that cardinal wants. He just wants to be pope. And he has two ways of doing that—he could achieve great things and move up in the world. What’s the other way he could do it?”


      “The other way…?” Ilenia thought, a piece of turnip leaf stuck to the corner of her mouth.


      But with an ah, her sheep horns popped into existence.


      “To knock down the people above him?”


      “Yes,” Eve replied. “He would be perfectly happy if the current pope lost his prestige and all the higher-ranking cardinals fell at the same time. That cardinal would then move up and become the next pope.”


      “………”


      Their feast was mostly fish and vegetables, Ilenia thought as she bit into some herb-fried pike, bones and all.


      “But wouldn’t the pope falling from power cause the entirety of the College of Cardinals to be replaced?”


      “Good point. The College of Cardinals shares the same fate—they’re responsible for choosing the pope, after all. But what do you think would happen if, among all the stubborn cardinals screaming for resistance until the very end, there was one searching for harmony?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The prevailing opinion within the Church is to beat down the Twilight Cardinal and reclaim the Church’s authority. The Twilight Cardinal’s sermons are preventing them from engaging in trade as they like, as they’ve historically done, so their sweet nectar is drying up. That loss is greater the higher up one is, the more money one’s made.”


      “The current powers, including the pope, want to take down Col, but are there shades to it?” Ilenia said, spreading a thick smear of mustard over her bread.


      “Exactly,” Eve replied. “That, and the Church is a top-down hierarchy. If the top says something’s right, then even left becomes right. That’s why everyone at the bottom is always, always flattering. And at this point, even though they’ve realized just how formidable the Twilight Cardinal is, they can’t turn back anymore. That’s why they’re treating him more like a snake or a demon, more than they really need to.”


      Every mob was foolish in a way.


      Sheep were the typical example of living in a flock, but Ilenia was an interesting exception.


      There was something terribly compelling about that, which put a mischievous smile on her face. Perhaps she had encountered a similar situation in the past.


      “And let’s say they unfortunately lose.” Eve took a sip of her liquor and gently placed her cup on the table. “That would probably result in great chaos. But—and this is the most important thing—the Church isn’t going to just up and vanish if they lose.”


      Ilenia paused in her movements and stared hard at Eve.


      “I doubt that means the Twilight Cardinal will become pope, either,” she continued. “Both because of that kid’s personality, and the Church’s position.”


      In large organizations like the Church, things were not so simple—cutting off the head of the body did not mean that person suddenly became the head.


      “So if the Church ends up losing to the Twilight Cardinal, they’ll probably just hold peace negotiations with his camp. The person who’d be conducting those negotiations would have to be the most important person in the Church.”


      “But…” Ilenia murmured, deliriously. “But the current pope and those who fought for his cause would have to take responsibility for losing the battle, wouldn’t they? Which means…who would be the one leading the peace negotiations…?”


      Ilenia thought about her own question, then chuckled.


      “I see. The ones shaking hands with Col and his camp would be the ones who were campaigning for reconciliation…The people who were quietly working with us, right?”


      “Right. They’ll be the ones leading the next generation of the Church.”


      For a moment, Ilenia seemed satisfied with that, but quickly tilted her head.


      “But isn’t that a bad gamble? This can only happen if Col wins against the Church, right?”


      Eve gave a light clap of her hands, as though dramatically complimenting her.


      “That’s right. It is a bad gamble. If anything, it’s much more likely that the ecumenical council is going to end undecided instead of either side winning. It’d be a draw—they’d both come with enough concessions to declare victory. If that happens, our low-ranking cardinal won’t get his chance to make an entrance. At least, that’s what would normally happen.”


      Eve sipped her raspberry liquor and plucked a piece of butter-roasted plaice, fished from the shallows off Estatt.


      “But no matter what happens, anyone can find a way so long as they don’t give up. Even if that ends up being a point of compromise, for example.”


      “A compromise?”


      “I spoke with a scholar of ecclesiastic law and theologians, and they both had a general idea of what would happen if the Church and the Twilight Cardinal reconciled. Both sides would want to insist they hadn’t lost, but it wouldn’t be beneficial for either of them to be antagonistic to one another until the end of time, so they would have to show the world they’ve reached some sort of settlement, but circumstances that convenient don’t come up all that often.”


      “Could…they do such a thing?”


      “They could.”


      There was a way for the Church to put flowers in the Twilight Cardinal’s hands while showing the world they had made him bow to the Church’s authority.


      “Canonization.”


      “Wh…Huh?”


      Eve sipped her liquor, relishing the foolish look on Ilenia’s face.


      “The Church will probably acknowledge the Twilight Cardinal’s authority and make him a saint as their point of compromise. And since it’d be a saint insisting that the Church reform, they would go along with it, to a degree. At the same time, the Twilight Cardinal would become the one living person to be closest to the angels in heaven, all while acknowledging the Church’s authority and being ordained into the Church’s ranks as a saint. Then they all lived happily ever after.”


      It would be ridiculous for them to come to blows and allow war to break out.


      This was a matter of preserving face at the end of the day, so all those backing him, like the Kingdom of Winfiel, would likely be satisfied with this compromise as well.


      “But there’s more to this story.”


      A light flashed in Ilenia’s astonished eyes.


      “Sainthood…Oh, re-relics, right? Is that what you meant when you told me I would have witnessed it in Wobern?”


      Saints brought miracles to everything they touched.


      Once little Col became a saint, he would quickly transform into a money-bearing tree.


      “Madam, did you promise the cardinal command over Col if he becomes a saint?”


      Eve shrugged lightly.


      “If he ends up keeper of the money tree, then it wouldn’t be like a lowly merchant such as myself has completely eviscerated him. And so long as he has the money, then even the seat of the pope is at his mercy.”


      It was a matter of course that a saint’s clothes, along with the chairs they sit in at the inns they visit, and even the stones they pick up on a whim—all those things became relics.


      And the authority of the churches that dotted the continent rested on how many of these valuable relics they owned.


      If they had a wonder-working relic, then many pilgrims would flood their church just for a chance to see the relic, which ensured the amount of donations and contributions they received would soar.


      That meant fights often broke out over relics.


      The one who held the right to control whatever it was that everyone else wanted was the most powerful.


      “The cardinal could easily threaten others—if they want Col’s relics, then they should vote for him in the next pope election, right?”


      “Yeah. Plus, Col wouldn’t be just any saint. He’s the Twilight Cardinal. It was obvious with that road from Wobern just how many people out there want relics of his, right?”


      Ilenia gave a grimace of a smile as she nodded.


      Apparently, people were saying the Twilight Cardinal used his spirit sense to reveal a road south where there was none…or something like that, so all the wood and stone that was carved away were being fought over like they were relics.


      The point was to imagine what it would be like if he really were to become a saint.


      Due to the sensitivity of his position, Cardinal Toreno had been unable to stand on the front lines in the fight against the Twilight Cardinal.


      But conversely, that came with its own advantages.


      Since no one was paying attention to him, it would be easy for him to do the unexpected.


      In his eyes, it would be a much better strategy for him to bet on a draw between the Twilight Cardinal and the Church, or if possible, the Church losing, as opposed to the Twilight Cardinal winning.


      Even if that turned out to be a rather dangerous bridge to cross.


      And merchants always profited by providing their customers with what they wanted.


      “Everyone’s so incredible,” Ilenia said as her shoulders slumped.


      It seemed as though she said this less out of exasperation, and more out of genuine admiration.


      That said, Ilenia herself was planning on finding a new continent and monopolizing trade between there and the “old” continent, which pulled a smile out of Eve.


      “That’s why it’s fun.”


      The umbrella girl poured her another glass, and she stood from her seat.


      There was a large map hanging on the wall.


      There were moneymaking opportunities scattered across the land, but she could not attend every single one.


      And so, people she trusted and people that trusted her went in her place.


      Trust.


      She repeated the word in her heart as she swallowed her liquor and her bitter smile.


      She could trust those two.


      They were worth betting big money on.


      Even though she had lent herself to their tides and was buying and selling all sorts of goods in the ports all over the coast, the profits that came from that were but pittance.


      Eve’s most important merchandise was the very trust she had from the Twilight Cardinal.


      If she were to volunteer to parley with the Holy See after the ecumenical council on his behalf, considering his lack of knowledge in the secular world, he might even thank her for her help.


      The silver wolf at his side might give her a cold glare, but that was easily fixed with a sweet treat, so she had nothing to worry about.


      If she could successfully make it through the ecumenical council and use the Twilight Cardinal’s trust as a stepping stone, then she could make profits she never even dreamed of.


      She would not mind working herself to dust, to subjecting herself to the haughty gazes from a messenger pigeon, if it meant reaching those profits.


      Plus—


      “Madam!”


      The rough voice of one of her subordinates came from the other side of the door, interrupting her delightful luncheon.


      Ilenia wiped her mouth as she looked at the door, and the umbrella girl casually opened the window, just in case.


      Perhaps Saint Col had a brilliant knight at his side, but Eve had plenty at hers, too.


      She was proud of that.


      “I have a report, Madam!”


      Ilenia opened the door at the second cry, and after a brief bow, one man entered.


      He gripped a single piece of paper in his hand, but Ilenia took a quick step back and Eve grimaced due to the smell of fish that wafted from his person.


      He had likely come across some incredible information that had forced him to sneak onto a fishing boat in a panic.


      When it came to big business, anything could—and often did—happen, so it was rare that anyone could simply sit back and wait for the profits to roll in.


      But that trouble was just as fun as the profits themselves.


      “This is a report on the rumor you told me about, just as you ordered, Madam. The rumor is little more than a whisper that long-distance merchants share with one another, but…”


      The rumor in question was one Eve had gotten whiffs of here in this port, and was also something Myuri had told her about in her letter.


      The same whispers were being shared in a rather far-off place, too.


      They said the Church had gotten their hands on a relic they called God’s crosier.


      And they mused that the Church would use the miracles this relic wrought to challenge the Twilight Cardinal.


      “But as I was looking into the rumor, I received information of an odd transaction.”


      Eve’s subordinate handed her the piece of paper.


      “What transaction?”


      Eve glanced at Ilenia to signal to her, and the sheep girl approached to peer at the paper.


      The note was written in a simple code that Eve and her people used among themselves, which noted company names and trade goods.


      “Goodness…”


      “They’ve purchased quite a lot. And it’s all going to the Holy See.”


      Ilenia lifted her head and looked at Eve.


      In a way, it was indeed an unremarkable product.


      But the name of the product itself was a terrible one.


      There was not a shred of faith in Eve’s heart, but she read the scripture in order to keep up in conversations with high-ranking individuals.


      And so that word brought to mind one particularly famous stanza.


      Woe to the wicked, who will burn in the fire and brimstone of hell for eternity…


      “They’ve purchased a lot of sulfur. What shall we do?”


      The reason this particular subordinate had leaped into a fishing boat, covering himself in the stench of fish just to report this information, was because he thought they should look into it as soon as possible.


      Listed on the paper in Eve’s hands were companies she had heard of and companies she had not.


      At the very least, according to her knowledge, sulfur was not that popular of an item.


      But sulfur was sometimes used as a medical item, so there was a possibility that the Church was expecting the ecumenical council to devolve into a major conflict—in short, war would break out.


      But Eve’s instincts prickled the back of her neck.


      Because the fire and brimstone noted in the scripture were, in fact, caused by burning sulfur—brimstone being an older word for sulfur.


      Merchants needed both trust and insight.


      And also, decisiveness.


      “We’ll split up and look into this. First, we’ll talk to the people who usually deal in sulfur…Metalworkers who use gilding, and people who strip dye from fabric. They’ll have a good grasp on the movement of sulfur.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      “And the alchemists,” Ilenia interjected.


      Eve glanced at her, then grinned.


      “And alchemists, too.”


      Eve’s subordinate was briefly at a loss, but soon bowed his head and left.


      “Sulfur. Sulfur, huh?”


      The reason Eve covered her mouth with her hand as she murmured was to keep the smile from spreading over her lips.


      Someone’s intentions always lurked in the shadows behind the odd movements of goods.


      Especially when it was an ominous product, like sulfur.


      Ah, how fun.


      How fun this all is, Eve thought.


      “Do you think this is related to God’s crosier?” Ilenia asked.


      Eve turned only her gaze to Ilenia.


      The name of this relic, God’s crosier, suggested divine punishment.


      So, who was the enemy of the Church in this day and age?


      “Ilenia.”


      “Yes?”


      Eve’s lips twisted behind her hand, unable to hold back the smile any longer.


      It seemed as though their opponent meant business.


      This was a massive organization that had ruled the world for a long two thousand years.


      They lacked nothing.


      “Protect little Col and little Myuri.”


      Ilenia’s eyes widened.


      “For my profits,” Eve said.


      She then smiled.


      “Of course. They’re precious friends of mine, after all.”


      The sheep girl was mild-mannered, with lovely, fluffy hair.


      But Eve wondered if Ilenia was the most twisted one here, surprisingly.


      That meant, however, she had been well worth picking up off the street.


      “Raise the sails. A gale is coming.”


      The sensation of impending trouble swelled in Eve’s chest.


      The corners of her mouth curved upward.


      It was time to make those two—no, the world itself—dance in the palm of her hand.


      Agendas from all over the world would come together at the ecumenical council.


      And it would not be long before they announced its commencement.

    
  


  
    
      AFTERWORD


      Hello. This is Hasekura. This series has also finally reached volume twelve. This is our first two-parter, too.


      And it seems the story is finally reaching its conclusion. I hope you’re looking forward to the next volume!


      This is the first time in the Wolf & Parchment series where the stories are written from different perspectives of different characters. This series did not have interspersed volumes of short story collections, and since there was also never really any chance to put the focus on the supporting cast, I decided to do it like this. There were also some characters that appeared in Spice & Wolf but were not given an in-depth treatment, so this was a lot of fun to write. Additionally, the stories should be fine even if you did not read the previous series all the way through, so not to worry!


      I also think I’ve managed to portray some of Col’s negative points, which are kind of hard to express in the usual prose with Col’s perspective. Because when something is in such a limited perspective, all of a person’s good and bad points become self-professed. How a person sees themselves is completely different from how other people see them. One’s perspective truly gets warped, I say…


      It isn’t as though anything particular has happened in my private life.


      But Col should be awesome in the next volume. I think.


      I hope to have the next one out before the summer ends…So do stick around.


      A person’s perspective really does warp.


      I was looking at my past travel logs on my phone when I came across photos I took of myself when I was eager to start working out and documenting the changes I went through. Of course, there were no records after that, but I very strongly recall the feeling I had when I took these pictures—that I was overweight and wanted to work out.


      But…


      Terrifyingly, the moment I saw those pictures, I thought, “I’m so skinny!”


      The me looking at these photos now weighs a whole seven kilos more than the me that took those pictures, yet the perspective I have of myself is basically unchanged. A warped perspective is something to be feared!


      That, plus getting food poisoning forced me to lose three kilos, which led me to reconsider my diet, and now I am slowly losing weight! That said, just putting a stop to, “Man, I’m hungry…I’ll just put a pack of sausage in my instant ramen (it’s 3 AM),” really took the weight off me. I’m very close to the weight I was when I took the pictures mentioned earlier…but will I make it? I’ll keep you updated in the next afterword…But if I don’t, then it is what it is!


      See you in the next volume.

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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